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“Leap in! Leap in, and take thy fill 

Of all the cosmic good and ill, 

Be as the Living ones that know 

Enormous joy, enormous woe, 

Pain beyond thought and fiery bliss: 

For all thy study hunted this,” 

– C.S. Lewis, Spirits in Bondage 
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SHORT ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation examines the significance of tragi-comedy in the theological writings of C.S. 

Lewis. It describes Lewis’s approach in terms of charmolypi (joy-sorrow), a word derived from 

John Climacus. I argue that Lewis’s charmolypic theological vision can address a dilemma in 

Christian theology. Some critics suspect that Christianity promotes escapism from the tragic 

conditions of human life, while others claim that it negates or undermines joy and laughter. Thus, 

Christianity is criticized for being insufficiently sorrowful but also insufficiently joyful. Lewis’s 

view of Christianity as something charmolypic might show a way to resolve this dilemma. 

 This research is original because almost no scholarly attention has been given to tragi-

comedy in Lewis’s writings. With the single exception of Terry Lindvall’s 1996 Surprised by 

Laughter, scholars have examined Lewis’s views of comedy and tragedy within the confines of 

his literary criticism, but no one has explored the possibility that these genres may have 

implications for his theological outlook.  

 The significance of this dissertation is threefold. First, it is the first ever dissertation on 

C.S. Lewis submitted to the Faculty of Theology and Religion at Oxford University. Second, my 

archival work on an unpublished play Lewis wrote in 1942, analyzed in Chapter Three, is 

entirely new in scholarship on Lewis. Thirdly, the implications of my argument are significant. If 

Lewis’s charmolypic vision of Christianity is sufficiently tragic and comic, it can help address 

the present need for a theological imagination that properly affirms the sorrows and joys of 

human experience.  Christian theology can learn something from Lewis about how to respond to 

both criticisms mentioned above in a persuasive and imaginatively compelling way.  
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 The method used throughout this research is textual-interpretative and theological. It first 

interprets the primary texts in which Lewis, explicitly or implicitly, discusses tragi-comedy or 

depicts charmolypi and then examines the theological implications thereof.  

The Introduction frames the dilemma and presents the thesis of this dissertation. Chapter 

One examines the “tragic horn” of the dilemma, and Lewis’s direct response to it. Chapter Two 

does the same with the “comic horn” of the dilemma. Chapter Three defines the central terms of 

the dissertation (tragedy, comedy, tragi-comedy), and relates them to the notion of charmolypi. 

Chapters Four through Seven survey how various theological doctrines are depicted as tragi-

comic in Lewis’s writings. The Conclusion summarizes the overarching argument and delineates 

its contributions to Lewis scholarship and Christian theology. 
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LONG ABSTRACT 

 

Argument – This dissertation examines the significance of the tragi-comic in the theological 

writings of C.S. Lewis. In so doing, it describes Lewis’s approach in terms of charmolypi (joy-

sorrow), a word derived from John Climacus, and one which finds expression of a sort in 

Lewis’s own phrase “love is tears.” My central argument contains two premises, the first of 

which is that tragi-comedy is an important motif in Lewis’s writings, one which can serve as a 

useful interpretive lens through which to understand his theological imagination and apologetic. 

The second premise is that an appreciation of the tragi-comic in Lewis’s work offers a persuasive 

and imaginatively compelling response to two criticisms that are often levelled against Christian 

theology.  

The first criticism is that Christianity tends to promote escapism from the present world, 

that it is not sufficiently attuned to the tragic conditions of human life. Freud and Marx are 

classical exponents of this critique, which has been take up more recently by the likes of Richard 

Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens. This criticism has received support from literary theorists 

like I.A. Richards and George Steiner, amongst others, who argue that Christian theology is 

incompatible with tragic worldviews – a point even some theologians and Christian philosophers 

like Reinhold Niebuhr, Karl Jaspers, and Ulrich Simon have granted.  

The second criticism is that Christian discourse does not affirm the comic and joyful 

aspects of human life, that it tends to overemphasize gravity at the expense levity. This critique 

can be attributed to Nietzsche, who famously contrasted his anti-theistic “Fröhlich Wissenschaft” 

with the excessively solemn and joyless science of Christian theology. The likes of David Hume, 

Charles Baudelaire, and Milan Kundera have also expressed the same suspicion. These opposite 

criticisms constitute the dilemma that this dissertation seeks to address.  
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Originality – The notion of tragi-comedy has received almost no attention in Lewis 

scholarship. When Lewis’s views of comedy or tragedy are dealt with at all, which is seldom and 

often indirectly, scholars tend to restrict these terms to his literary criticism. The possibility that 

these genres could have implications for Lewis’s own theological imagination and apologetics 

has mostly been neglected. Moreover, besides a dissertation and a few unacademic articles, there 

has been only one monograph, written by Terry Lindvall in 1991, that has explored the 

theological implications and rhetorical uses of humor and comedy in Lewis’s corpus. Such work 

is bound to remain one-sided. For a complete picture, one must examine not simply tragedy or 

comedy as literary genres, isolated from each other, but how Lewis unites both in a theological 

view and makes use of tragi-comedy. Thus, this dissertation will make an original contribution to 

Lewis scholarship and, in turn, to contemporary theology.  

Significance – The significance of this dissertation is threefold. First, it is the first ever 

dissertation on C.S. Lewis submitted to the Faculty of Theology and Religion at Oxford 

University. That Lewis can receive some theological recognition in his own academic home, six 

decades after his death, marks a discernible shift in his reception among academic theologians. 

Second, my archival work on an unpublished play Lewis wrote in 1942, entitled “The Tragi-

Comicall Briefe Reigne of Lewis the Bald,” has not appeared in scholarship before. Thirdly, the 

implications of my main argument are significant. If Lewis’s charmolypic vision of Christianity 

is sufficiently tragic and comic, it can help address the present need for a theological imagination 

that properly affirms the sorrows and joys of human experience.  Christian theology can learn 

something from Lewis about how to respond to both criticisms mentioned above in a persuasive 

and imaginatively compelling way.  
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The significance of this dissertation lies in the originality of its research but also in the 

implications of its main argument. If the argument is valid, if there is a charmolypic theological 

vision in Lewis’s writings that is sufficiently joyful and sorrowful, his work can help theology 

address the dilemma mentioned above. Such a theological vision can meet the present need for a 

worldview that affirms the sufferings of the world while transcending them without naïve 

optimism.  

Methodology – The methodology employed to guide this research is textual-interpretative 

and theological. I first examine implicit and explicit expressions of tragi-comedy and charmolypi 

in Lewis’s writing, then I analyze their theological implications for his articulation and depiction 

of Christianity.  

Outline – The Introduction frames the dilemma and presents the thesis of this 

dissertation; it also includes a literature review of background scholarship. The dilemma is 

created by two inconsistent criticisms of Christian theology: on the one hand, it is criticized for 

being insufficiently tragic, but on the other hand, it is criticized for being insufficiently comic.  

 In Chapter One, I analyze the “tragic horn” of the dilemma and survey three theological 

doctrines upon which it depends: theodicism, over-realized eschatology, and resurrectionism. 

These doctrines are shown to lend some credence to the objection that Christianity is 

insufficiently tragic. The second half of this chapter surveys some insights of Lewis concerning 

theodicy, moral agency, heaven, hope, and escapism that directly respond to the tragic horn of 

the dilemma.  

 In Chapter Two, I examine the “comic horn” of the same dilemma, namely, that 

Christianity does not sufficiently affirm the joyful and comic dimension of human experience. 

The notion of “agelasticism,” coined by Rabelais and developed by George Meredith, is used to 



10 
 

show how theological sources, from Plato and Jesus to some Church Fathers and subsequent 

interpreters, tend to overemphasize gravity at the expense of levity in theological discourse. How 

Nietzsche turns this insight into a philosophical criticism of the Christian tradition is then 

analyzed. The chapter ends surveying the ways that Lewis’s insights into the laughter of Jesus 

and into the gloom of one strand of Protestantism respond directly to this horn of the dilemma.  

 In Chapter Three, I employ Lewis’s own hermeneutical approach, as it pertains to 

authorial intention, to delineate the central terms of the dissertation (tragedy, comedy, tragi-

comedy), and relate them to the notion of charmolypi. Tragi-comedy, which is compositionally 

defined from the meanings of its constituent terms, is shown to have literary, anthropological, 

and theological application. A graph is presented to delineate the relationship between qualities, 

concepts, and effects that pertain to tragi-comedy and charmolypi. The chapter ends by 

distinguishing flagrant from embedded tragi-comedy in Lewis’s writings.  

 In Chapters Four through Seven, I survey how the tragi-comic is embedded in the ways 

Lewis imagined and articulated various theological doctrines throughout his fiction and non-

fiction. Chapter Four starts with the Gospel as eucatastrophe and proceeds to conversion, 

sanctification, and the spiritual life. Chapter Five explores the tragi-comic character of the 

Numinous, the Trinity, the Incarnation, and the crucifixion. Chapter Six examines the 

charmolypic nature of creation, humanity, and the love of God. Chapter Seven, in which the 

whole argument culminates, does the same but with the topics of marriage, death, and worship, 

emphasizing the significance of love and tears in Lewis’s theological vision.  In each of these 

chapters I show how Lewis reconciles joy and levity with sorrow and gravity in his theological 

imagination.   
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 Chapter Eight summarizes my overall argument and how it addresses the dilemma that 

was framed in the first three chapters. I delineate three contributions to contemporary theology 

that this dissertation offers, from helping theologians transcend one-sided tragic and comic 

paradigms to rethinking theological vocabulary and biblical theology. I then outline the scholarly 

and biographical significance of my thesis for further research on Lewis. This conclusion ends 

with three lines of potential future research that my dissertation promotes, which concern reason 

and romanticism, trench humor, and theo-drama.  
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INTRODUCTION: THE DILEMMA 

 

 

“‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; 

we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.’” 

~ Matthew 11: 17 

 

 

1. The Dilemma and C.S. Lewis 

 

Christian theology can be caught in something of a dilemma: it is criticized for not sufficiently 

affirming joy in human life and for not affirming sorrow in the same. Said differently, it is held 

to be both insufficiently tragic and insufficiently comic. What follows will survey sources and 

expressions of this dilemma. 

On one front, some critics think that Christian theology is unable sufficiently to affirm 

the tragic dimension of life.1 For instance, Freud popularized the suspicion that Christianity is 

derived from the human wish to escape death.2 Marx claimed that although Christianity 

expresses pain it nevertheless remains a “protest against real suffering,” an “opium of the 

masses.”3 Other critics like James Baldwin believe that the Christian fixation on heaven – “pie in 

the sky when you die” – distracts from the urgent need to address injustice and oppression on 

earth.4 Insofar as the next life is a divine reward for evils suffered in this one, the horrible 

agonies of this world are thought to be effaced. Some scholars claim that the same effect comes 

from the theodical attempt to reconcile gratuitous human suffering with the existence of God. It 

 
1 The “tragic dimension of life” may be defined as the aspects of human experience that pertain to sorrow, 

loss, and death. Frankl maintained that the “tragic triad” of death, pain, and guilt was “an undeniable fact inherent in 

human existence.” See his “Existential Escapism,” 307. Cf. Tinsley, “Christian Theology and the Frontiers of 

Tragedy,” 2. By contrast, the “comic dimension of life” may be defined as the features of human experience 

associated with joy, levity, and laughter. It refers to, as Peter Berger notes, those components of reality that are 

detected by a sense of humor. See Berger, Redeeming Laughter, xviii. These definitions will be elaborated further in 

Chapter Three below.  
2 Freud, The Future of An Illusion, 15-20. See also, Russell, Why I am not a Christian, 25-26. Christopher 

Hitchens makes the same point in his God Is Not Great, 103. 
3 Marx, Selected Writings, 28.  
4 See, Baldwin, The Fire Next Time, 37-47.  
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is argued that all theodicies are predicated on gross moral insensitivity to actual human suffering. 

These related criticisms amount to the overall same objection, namely, that some aspects of 

Christian theology are in various important respects not sufficiently attuned to the tragic 

dimension of human existence.  

Some philosophers and literary critics think that this is necessarily so, given that 

Christianity appears to reject certain essential features of tragedy. Karl Jasper claimed that 

“Every one of man’s basic experiences ceases to be tragic in a Christian context.”5 Richard 

Sewall states that the whole point of the Christian narrative, with its fundamental emphasis on 

hope, is to render tragedy impossible. I.A. Richards argued that theological hope contradicts the 

tragic commitment to final despair, that “the least touch of any theology which has a 

compensating Heaven to offer the tragic hero is fatal.”6 To the extent that this theological hope 

promotes callow optimism, it is believed that Christianity can often fail to recognize the gravity 

of suffering. There is thought to be an inherent antagonism between tragic views of life, which 

affirm the multiform sorrows of this world, and Christian theology, which allegedly negates 

them. These related points of objection amount to the critique that, for different reasons, 

Christian theology is not tragic enough.  

 On the opposite front, other critics fault Christianity for being unable sufficiently to 

affirm the joyful and comic dimension of human life. David Hume, for one, argued that “terror is 

the primary principle of religion, it is the passion which always predominates in it, and admits 

but of short intervals of pleasure,” which produces “that gloom and melancholy so remarkable in 

all devout people.”7 Fear, especially of hell, means that moments of joy are exceptions to the 

 
5 Jaspers, Tragedy Is Not Enough, 40. On the godlessness of tragedy, see Lukács, “The Metaphysics of 

Tragedy,” 152-166; Mason, The Tragic Plane, 191-2.  
6 See, Sewall, The Vision of Tragedy, 50; Richards, The Principles of Literary Criticism, 246. 
7 Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, 87. 
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overall cheerless and anxiously sad norm of Christian living. Indeed, Nietzsche contrasted his 

“Fröhlich Wissenschaft” with the joyless science of Christian theology, which he believed 

exalted gravity at the expense of levity. Milan Kundera affirmed that “every joke is sacrilege. 

There is an irreconcilable incompatibility between the comical and the sacred.”8 There is a sense 

in popular culture that Christianity is all about gloom and doom, that Christian faith inhibits 

enjoyment and discourages comic amusement, that the Christian life requires a tolerance for 

unhappiness, boredom, and seriousness. In short, there is a sense that Christianity makes this 

world less enjoyable, that it saps the color from life. The poet Swinburne expressed this 

sentiment well in his “Hymn to Persephone,” where he lamented the triumph of Christ over 

pagan gods: “Thou hast conquered, O pale Galilean; the world has grown grey from thy breath / 

We have drunken of things Lethean, and fed on the fullness of death.”9 Moreover, scholars have 

discerned “anti-gelastic tendencies” in sources of Christian thought, from the disturbing role of 

mockery in the crucifixion of Jesus to some Patristic theologians who believed that the world 

was a “vale of tears” in which there is seemingly no appropriate place for playfulness and 

laughter. If this is so, it would be little surprise to find that Christian theology has exalted 

seriousness and sadness over playfulness and joy, which would posit an antagonism between 

Christian theology and more comic views of the world. In this sense, it is believed that Christian 

theology is not comic enough, that it is unable to affirm the joyful and playful side of life. 

 

i. Entrenched Escapism  

 

Helpfully, this dilemma can be formulated in terms of escapism. The Oxford English Dictionary 

defines escapism as the “tendency to seek, or the practice of seeking, distraction from what 

 
8 Kundera, The Curtain,108.  
9 Swinburne, Poems and Ballads, 57.  
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normally has to be endured.”10 This distraction should be conceived less in terms of amusement 

and more with its Latin etymology, meaning “to draw away” or “to drag apart.” Understood as 

such, escapism is the tendency or practice of drawing the mind away from what it should 

normally face. John Longeway distinguished occasional escapism from what he called 

“entrenched escapism,” the former of which is the sort of activity that is permissible as periodic 

amusement or leisure, while the latter denotes the habitual avoidance of particular aspects of 

reality.11 In light of this distinction, the dilemma can be formulated as follows: there are 

Christian doctrines and practices that habitually draw the mind away from both the tragic and the 

comic dimensions of life. It is not that some Christians occasionally allow their attention to be 

drawn away from sad or happy events but that habitual escapism from the tragic and comic 

aspects of life is entrenched in certain important aspects of Christian thought and practice.  

 

ii. Thesis Statement and Literature Review 

 

This dissertation will present the theological writings of C.S. Lewis as a cogent answer to the 

dilemma outlined above. I argue that his writings contain a charmolypic theology – a theological 

vision that unites joy and sorrow, – that Lewis described as tragi-comic. His views on and 

fictional depictions of various theological loci, from creation, humanity, and the Incarnation to 

death, love, and worship, present a balanced synthesis of tragic and comic qualities, images, and 

themes. I contend that his charmolypic/tragi-comic theology addresses, and can to a certain 

extent resolve, the dilemma mentioned above. 

 
10 “Escapist, n.” OED Online. It is apropos that the first illustrative quotation that the OED provides for the 

figurative sense of “escapist” comes from C.S. Lewis’s PR, where Neo-Angular emphatically denies that he is an 

escapist. See, PR, 113. The term seems to have been coined the same year Lewis’s book was published (1933). N.B. 

Where an author’s name is not specified in the following citations, the work in question is by C.S. Lewis. 
11 Longeway, “The Rationality of Escapism and Self-Deception,” 6. 
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In the scholarly literature, there has been a curious neglect of the role of charmolypi and 

tragi-comedy in the writings of C.S. Lewis. There are a handful of interesting beginnings to such 

an engagement, but the subject remains open for analysis and discussion. When Lewis’s views of 

comedy or tragedy are addressed at all, which is infrequently and often indirectly, scholars tend 

to restrict these terms to his literary criticism. Colin Manlove, Peter J. Schakel, and Joe R. 

Christopher do just that in Reading the Classics with C.S. Lewis, which barely mentions the 

tragic and comic genres.12 Neither does Marsha Daigle-Williamson’s study of the influence of 

The Divine Comedy on Lewis’s novels address the comic genre.13 The prospect that these genres 

could have implications on Lewis’s own theological imagination and apologetics has been 

largely neglected. Besides an unpublished 1987 dissertation by Ruth Gossen on humor and grace 

in Lewis’s work, there has been only one monograph, written by Terry Lindvall in 1991, that has 

explored the theological implications and rhetorical uses of humor and comedy in Lewis’s 

writings. In the prologue of that text, however, Lindvall admits that his work is not an academic 

treatment of his subject.   

More than other Lewis scholars, Michael Ward has circled the topic of tragi-comedy. His 

2011 essay “The Tragedy is in the Pity,” where he defends Lewis from a criticism of Terry 

Eagleton, is arguably the most sustained treatment of Lewis on tragedy. In a 2015 article, Ward 

briefly explores Lewis’s wit and humor, arguing that jokes can serve a moral purpose of humility 

in restoring a sense of proportion to things. In a 1996 essay, Ward analyzed the bittersweetness 

in Lewis’s depiction of conversion in The Pilgrim’s Regress, and certain other works, which is 

consonant with tragi-comic terms. Lastly, in his chapter on Venus in Planet Narnia, Ward draws 

 
12 See, Martin, Reading the Classics with C.S. Lewis, 128-33, 188-190, 259.   
13 See, Daigle-Williamson, Reflecting the Eternal. 
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links between the laughter-loving goddess and the comic spirit. Thus, Ward has shed light on 

tragic and comic aspects of Lewis’s writings, but he has not explicitly analyzed both together.  

 The present dissertation, then, contributes to two gaps in Lewis scholarship, the first of 

which is the lack of analysis on what Lewis thought about the genres of tragedy, comedy, and 

tragi-comedy, while the second is how the tragi-comic shapes and informs his theological 

imagination.  

 

2. The Positive Sign of the Dilemma 

 

For Lewis, the fact that the Christian tradition is often critiqued from opposite directions is 

nothing to be concerned about. On the contrary, there is something positive to be said when 

incompatible objections are raised against Christianity.  

For instance, he notes that prayer “can always be discredited either because it works or 

because it doesn’t.”14 On the one hand, if a prayer seems to be answered, Christians cannot be 

sure that what they prayed for was not going to happen through natural means regardless, while, 

on the other hand, if God does not answer prayer, his goodness is cast into doubt. Thus, prayer is 

caught in a dilemma.  

Lewis held that the same occurred with cosmological views. If every observable planet 

were bustling with life, it would be arrogant and ridiculous for Christians to believe that God 

would choose Planet Earth on which to incarnate himself. If, however, earth was unique in 

harboring organic life, then the “Argument from Undesign” holds sway – namely, that the 

universe is too wasteful to be created by a perfect God, and that human life is the accidental 

product of mindless natural forces. Therefore, whether organic life on earth is unique or not, a 

 
14 CLII, 427.  
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hypothesis is at hand to discredit the Christian worldview. As Lewis notes, critics “treat God as 

the policeman in the story treated the suspect; whatever he does ‘will be used in evidence against 

Him.’”15  

 If this is the way critics treat the Christian concept of God, there should be little surprise 

that they approach Christians in the same manner. Lewis experienced this for himself. After his 

publication of The Problem of Pain, he began to receive criticism about his view of animals. One 

such critic was Norman Pittenger, who accused Lewis of gross callousness toward animal 

suffering.16 In his rejoinder, Lewis said that he was surprised by this critique because “the very 

same passage is blamed by others for extreme sentimentality. It is hard to please all. But if the 

Patagonians think me a dwarf and the Pygmies a giant, perhaps my stature is in fact fairly 

unremarkable.”17 Here, Lewis reiterates a point Chesterton made in Orthodoxy, where he invites 

readers to consider a thought experiment about an unknown man.   

Suppose we were puzzled to hear that some men said he was too tall and some too 

short; some objected to his fatness, some lamented his leanness; some thought him 

too dark, and some too fair. One explanation… would be that he might be an odd 

shape. But there is another explanation. He might be the right shape. Outrageously 

tall men might feel him to be short. Very short men might feel him to be tall.18 

 

For Chesterton, the fact that critics raise diametrically opposed objections towards Christianity is 

a promising intimation of its truth. If the world is full of “odd-shaped people,” and if the truth is 

the “right shape,” one should expect the truth to be so critiqued, which is the case with the 

present dilemma. One could say that excessively tragic people accuse it of being too comic, 

whereas excessively comic people fault it for being too tragic. Thus, as Chesterton and Lewis 

 
15 M, 79; see also, “Dogma and the Universe,” GITD, 26-27. Cf. LTM, 245, which suggests that it is human 

to err in such inconsistent ways.  
16 See, Pittenger, “A Critique of C.S. Lewis,” 1104-07.  
17 “Rejoinder to Dr. Pittenger,” GITD, 197.  
18 See, Chesterton, Orthodoxy, 80. 
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show, the dilemma that Christian theology finds itself in can be understood as a positive sign. 

Logically speaking, a dilemma has no bearing on the truth of its object, for there are a 

host of things that can be criticized in a similar fashion. Just because something is critiqued as 

both too Q and not Q enough does not suggest that Q is true. We cannot reason from the 

objections of our dilemma to the validity of Lewis’s tragi-comic view of life. However, if that 

tragi-comic conception is correct, those objections are what we might expect to find. This holds 

for what Lewis called the “troublesomeness” that Christianity seems to exhibit from the 

perspective of popular religion, which likes things simple and straightforward. The myriad 

theological nuances, philosophical caveats, and semantic qualifications of the former seem 

unnecessarily troublesome to the latter.19 However, Lewis writes, “This troublesomeness does 

not of course prove it to be true; but if it were true it would be bound to have this 

troublesomeness.”20 So too with the present dilemma. It does not prove a tragi-comic conception 

to be true, but it would make sense if it were. In this regard, the dilemma could serve a small 

though not negligible role in a broader cumulative case for the validity of Lewis’s perspective.  

 

3. On Trivialities and Truisms  

 

 

It might be helpful to ward off a potential objection before proceeding. Some readers may think 

that highlighting the fact that life is both joyful and sorrowful is too obvious for sustained 

argumentation and analysis, which would suggest that the tragi-comic or charmolypic categories 

of this dissertation amount to little more than a truism. However, to appreciate the significance of 

this research, one should note the following two considerations.  

 
19 For an example of this, see Pullman, “Afterword,” in The Good Man Jesus, 251.  
20 M, 137. See also “On Obstinacy in Belief,” WLN, 17, where Lewis says that “he will never believe that an error 

against which so many defensive weapons have been found necessary was, from the outset, wholly lacking in plausibility.” 
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First, it is often obvious things that go unnoticed, things which, as it were, “hide in plain 

sight.” When these things are brought to our attention, it is all but trivial. For Lewis, as for his 

friend and colleague J.R.R. Tolkien, to whose thoughts on tragedy and comedy we shall 

occasionally be referring, one of the functions of poetry and literature, especially of the fantasy 

kind, is to reacquaint readers with the quiddity and queerness of the actual world, which allows 

us to see things as if for the first time. T.S. Eliot expresses this point at the end of poem “Little 

Gidding,”  

We shall not cease from exploration 

and the end of all our exploring 

will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time.21   

 

That is what great poetry and literature do. The reader starts from a place that, in one sense, is 

obvious but, in another sense, is unknown. She travels through literature, explores this and other 

worlds from new perspectives, and returns to her point of departure, able to appreciate it more 

intelligently than before. In this manner, what may seem like little more than a truism at first 

may turn out to be an integral part of literary and theological imagination.  

 That is also where philosophy often starts from. Indeed, Bertrand Russell said that the 

“point of philosophy is to start with something so simple as not to seem worth stating, and to end 

with something so paradoxical that no one will believe it.”22 To a relevant extent, this describes 

an aspect of theological method as well. Who could have foreseen that from the patent fact that a 

particular Jewish carpenter lived and died in first-century Palestine we would end up with the 

Chalcedonian definition of the Second Person of the Holy Trinity? Thus, theology often starts 

from facts or articles of faith that seem too obvious to mention. This, I will argue, is the case 

 
21 Eliot, “Little Gidding,” 39.  
22 Russell, The Philosophy of Logical Atomism, 20.  
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with the tragi-comic, which seems self-evident at first but has significant and wide-ranging 

implications.  

 And even if the import of the tragi-comic were a truism, that would not necessarily make 

it trivial. There are two reasons in support of this, the first of which is contained in a passage 

Lewis selected for his George MacDonald: An Anthology titled “Truisms,” worth quoting at 

length: 

A mere truism, is it? Yes, it is, and more is the pity; for what is a truism, as most 

men count truisms? What is it but a truth that ought to have been buried long ago 

in the lives of men… but, instead of being buried in friendly soil, is allowed to lie 

about, kicked hither and thither in the dry and empty garret of their brains, till they 

are sick of the sight and sound of it and, to be rid of the thought of it, declare it to 

be no living truth but only a lifeless truism? Yet in their brain that truism must rattle 

until they shift to its rightful quarters in their heart, where it will rattle no longer 

but take root and be a strength and loveliness.23  

 

For MacDonald, as I think for Lewis, a truism is a truth that should have been understood and 

appreciated, with a discernible impact upon one’s life, long ago, but, for some reason, has not. 

To call something a “truism” is to nullify its effects on one’s behavior; it relegates truths to mere 

tautologies and redundancies. Both Lewis and MacDonald seek to reawaken us to the living 

truths that lie dormant inside truisms. If that is what Lewis does with the tragi-comic, as this 

research seeks to show, then it is no criticism to call it a “truism.” 

 The second way to dissociate truisms from triviality is through the possible implications 

of the former. A truth can be as self-evident as a truism and still have non-trivial consequences 

for how we understand the world and live in it. This is the case with the tragi-comic, the 

implications of which respond to the dilemma outlined above. As the present Introduction has 

shown, the criticisms that give rise to this dilemma are not insignificant. If the problem is not 

trivial, the solution is unlikely to be so either, no matter how self-evident it may appear to be.  

 
23 GMD, 145. 
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4. The Charmolypic Vision  

 

 

The term “vision” in the title of this dissertation was not chosen absentmindedly. “Vision” can be 

contrasted with worldviews or philosophies, the latter of which are expected to be more 

systematic than the former. The definition Richard Sewall gives is helpful. He writes that “vision 

is not a systematic view of life. It admits wide variations and degree. It is a sum of insights, 

intuitions, feelings.”24 This holds true for Lewis. His charmolypic vision can be understood as 

the sum of insights and observations about how both joy and sorrow entail each other in 

literature, human life, and theological matters.  

 Interestingly, Lewis decided to name an excerpt in his George MacDonald anthology the 

“Criterion of a True Vision,” the content of which is from MacDonald’s short story “The 

Shadows.” The passage reads: “This made it the more likely that he had seen a true vision; for 

instead of making common things look commonplace, as a false vision would have done, it had 

made common things disclose the wonderful that was in them.”25 If a true vision is that which 

makes mundane things remarkable, then Lewis’s theological works, imaginative and 

argumentative, may be said to contain such a vision. Indeed, Austin Farrer once remarked of The 

Problem of Pain: “we think we are listening to an argument, in fact we are presented with a 

vision; and it is the vision that carries conviction.”26 Farrer acknowledged that Lewis sought to 

communicate a vision throughout his writings, even in those that seem most argumentative and 

apologetic, like The Problem of Pain and Miracles. The arguments therein are in service of the 

vision, not vice-versa. This research aims to examine the tragi-comic dimension of Lewis’s 

theological vision. 

 
24 Sewall, The Vision of Tragedy, 4.  
25 GMD, 133.  
26 Quoted in Carpenter, The Inklings, 221.   
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CHAPTER ONE: 

THE TRAGIC HORN 

 

1. Christianity: Insufficiently Tragic (?)  

 

The statement that Christianity is not tragic enough means that it bears tendencies that, in various 

ways, flee from the inevitable tragedies of human life. This escapism entails that Christianity 

fails to take seriously sorrowful features of human experience that ought to be taken seriously.  

 This criticism is not baseless. Indeed, there are theological trends in Christian thought 

that are vulnerable to this argument. This chapter will review three of them, which can be labeled 

as Theodicism, Over-realized Eschatology, and Resurrectionism. Theodicism is the view that 

theists should respond to the problem of evil with theodicies. The expression “Over-realized 

Eschatology” denotes an eschatological view that promotes escapism through presumption about 

the fulfillment of God’s kingdom on earth. “Resurrectionism” is a term coined to refer to the 

ways in which the resurrection of Jesus can be overemphasized at the expense of his crucifixion.  

 

i. Theodicism 

 

According to theodicism, theists should respond to the problem of evil with theodicies. This has 

been formulated as a desideratum of theistic positions. Some philosophers and theologians 

believe that the past century exposed the logically dubious and ethically dangerous foundation of 

theodicies. Nick Trakakis summarizes the overall “anti-theodicist” position as the belief that “all 

theodicies are by nature defective in some important respects, and that these are not the kinds of 

deficiencies that could be remedied if only we knew more about, say, God’s intentions or the 
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workings of the world.”27 Ignorance is not what concerns anti-theodicists; instead, they argue 

that the discursive practice of constructing theodicies in itself commits logical errors but also 

promotes immoral attitudes toward sufferers.   

 William James articulated a concern that several anti-theodicists share. Taking the 

“pragmatic maxim” of his precursor C.S. Peirce, James argued that the traditional distinction 

between intellectual and practical philosophical problems is a spurious one.28 A concept or 

distinction that makes no conceivable difference in practice is, as far as James was concerned, a 

meaningless one. If so, the distinction that most theodicists draw, between the intellectual 

problem of suffering and the practical or emotional one, becomes immaterial. As James put it, 

“what does thinking about the experience of these persons come to, compared to directly and 

personally feeling it as they feel it?” If theodicies offer answers that do not work with or in actual 

suffering, such speculations should be discarded. Thus, James suspects that theodicy in particular 

“is no explanation of our concrete universe, it is another thing altogether, a substitute for it, a 

remedy, a way of escape.”29 Theodicies, then, are believed to promote escapism from the 

suffering they seek to explain. 

 James voiced his concerns about theodicies before the twentieth century, the carnage of 

which led subsequent anti-theodicists to make similar criticisms. In a 1982 essay, Emmanuel 

Levinas states that “the evil of pain, the harm itself, is the explosion and most profound 

articulation of absurdity. Thus, the least one can say about suffering is that in its own 

phenomenality, intrinsically, it is useless, ‘for nothing.’”30 Direct, first-hand experience of 

suffering is the absolute negation of sense; it is chaotic, irredeemable, useless non-sense. 

 
27 Trakakis, “Antitheodicy,” 246. See also, Tilley, The Evils of Theodicy, 223-251.  
28 See, Peirce, “How to Make Our Ideas Clear,” 286-302.   
29 James, Pragmatism, 14-15. 
30 Levinas, “Useless Suffering,” 157-158. 
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Theodicies, for Levinas, seek to convince us otherwise, and in so doing violate the immediate, 

first-person experience of suffering. So long as this violation endures, it will be difficult, if not 

impossible, to do justice to such suffering. 

 Like Levinas, Ricœur also believed that the Holocaust (or Shoah) buried all theodicies. In 

a 1989 address, Ricœur argued that how one remembers horrific events constitutes a moral 

response to those events. “The task of memory is to preserve the scandalous dimension of the 

event, to leave that which is monstrous inexhaustible by explanation.” To remember, and 

therefore explain, an unconscionable event like the Holocaust as logically justifiable is to erase 

its scandalous character. If nothing irredeemable is left over after an explanation of such an 

event, Ricœur believes that we have failed to hear the outcries of its victims, which constitutes a 

double-death. For such victims are the “bearers of a lamentation that no explanation is able to 

mitigate.”31 Said differently, if we hear the outcries of victims of horrendous suffering as 

incorporable into a theodicy, we effectively made ourselves deaf. Levinas and Ricœur suggest 

that the suffering that theodicies purport to reconcile with the existence of traditional theism 

distorts the nature of actual human suffering.  

 Some analytic philosophers of religion have allied with Levinas and Ricœur to critique 

theodicism, arguing that theodicies are predicated on moral insensitivity to first-hand experiences 

of pain. Theodicists would agree with Levinas that, on a purely experiential level, there are 

sufferings that feel utterly useless and are experienced as such, but they would go on to claim 

that, because theodicies demonstrate that suffering is reconcilable with some greater good, this 

feeling must be unfounded. Phillips and Betenson argue that this implies that instances of 

suffering cannot be as horrendous as its subjects say or think it is. Against this thought, the latter 

 
31 Ricœur, Figuring the Sacred, 291.  



28 
 

observes that “Theodicy shows an unwillingness or inability to concede that any of the evils that 

have occurred are really as bad as some people (including the victims) seem to think they are,”32 

while the former states that pain can often be worse than what sufferers can ever articulate, that 

there can be an ineffability to experiences of immense pain.  

A final anti-theodicist concern is that theodicies can dull moral responsiveness and 

undermine the urgency needed to intervene in human suffering as soon as possible, thereby 

contributing to the evils they seek to explain. A powerful motivation for such intervention is 

precisely the sense that there is no sufficient reason for horrendous evils, that such suffering is 

unnecessary. When suffering is perceived as such, one feels most compelled to intervene and 

most indignant when no one does. However, if there is no such thing as gratuitous harm or 

useless pain in the world, if there are only goods and justifiable evils, it is not self-evident why 

one should not let suffering run its course. The rational motivation to intervene is attenuated to 

the extent that there is a morally sufficient reason for all instances of suffering.  

Some Christian theologians share this critical assessment of theodicy. Karen Kilby, for 

one, invites fellow theologians to acknowledge the legitimacy of the problem of evil while 

admitting that it is an unanswerable problem.33 It is better to grant that suffering for Christian 

thought is a problem without a sufficient solution than to create further problems with potential 

answers. Rowan Williams articulates a similar concern, writing that “Even the best and subtlest 

of theodicies cannot but seem a strategy for evading most of this. ‘Who is it for?’ is a question 

very close to ‘In whose presence is it done?’ If the answer to that is, ‘In the absence of the 

perspective of the sufferer as subject or narrator’, how can it fail to evade – to evade not only 

 
32 Betenson, “Anti-Theodicy,” 58. See also, Phillips, The Problem of Evil and the Problem of God, 77-78.   
33 See, Kilby, “Evil and the Limits of Theodicy,” 19.  
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humanity, but divinity as well?”34 Williams recalls the Jamesian concern about the escapist 

effects of theodicy and supports a principle articulated by Rabbi Irving Greenberg – that “no 

statement, theological or otherwise, should be made that would not be credible in the presence of 

burning children.”35 In short, if theodicy cannot be done in the presence of sufferers, then it 

cannot but evade actual human suffering.  

 This is meant to show how it is argued that theodicism makes Christian theology more 

escapist and evasive, particularly from suffering, than it would otherwise be. The closer Christian 

theology aligns itself with theodicy, the more it will seem, ceteris paribus, to disconnect itself 

from the tragic events of life. Anti-theodicists, if they do not force, then certainly invite Christian 

theology to choose between disassociating itself from theodicism or distancing itself from the 

tragic dimension of human life. The former option seems quite difficult. According to Peter 

Byrne, “It is the job of a religion on this account to offer human beings a theodicy.”36 If this is 

so, to remove theodicy from Christian theology would require it to forgo a function that has been 

considered central to its religious purpose: a theodical response to evil. A similar problem 

emerges when, as Paul Tillich had it, theological method is conceived in terms of apologetics.37 

Since it is the task of apologetics to construct theodicies, the more apologetic a theological 

method is, the more escapist (for our purposes, the more un-tragic) it will inadvertently make the 

Christian worldview it articulates and defends. And since C.S. Lewis is a noted Christian 

apologist, with an extensive influence on the contemporary Church, it will be worth considering 

the extent to which his theological vision avoids (if it does avoid) this problem.  

 
34 Williams, “Redeeming sorrows,” 273.  
35 Greenberg, “Cloud of Smoke, Pillar of Fire,” 23. 
36 Byrne, God and Realism, 17. 
37 See Tillich, Systematic Theology Volume I, 6-8. 
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If the anti-theodicist case is correct, the escapist effects of theodicism on Christian 

theology are not insignificant. In short, the potential grounds which make plausible the critique 

that Christianity is not tragic enough are not shallow. Theodicism is just one element that lends 

credence to this objection. 

 

ii. Over-Realized Eschatology 

 

We turn to a second trend that renders Christian theology more vulnerable to the suspicion that it 

is not sufficiently tragic, which can be called “over-realized eschatology.” 

In his 1935 The Parables of the Kingdom, C.H. Dodd introduced an interpretation of the 

preaching of Jesus that displaced the eschaton. In his proclamation that the Kingdom of God had 

arrived on earth with his ministry, Jesus implied that the “eschaton has moved from the future to 

the present, from the sphere of expectation into that of realized experience.”38 Dodd developed 

this approach, called “realized eschatology,” in response to a conundrum in New Testament 

scholarship. It is evident that Jesus and his apostles appear to believe that a cosmic collapse 

would signal the Parousia and inaugurate the Kingdom of God. This climactic event was thought 

to be imminent because Jesus seemed to have said that the generation he preached to would not 

die before it took place (Matthew 24:34).39 What is one to conclude from the fact that this did not 

occur, that the Parousia Jesus and his earliest disciples apparently believed in did not happen? 

Was Jesus wrong about his return or simply misunderstood by his followers? Dodd rejects the 

assumption this dilemma rests on and argues that Christ did in fact usher in the Kingdom of God 

and realized the eschaton as an event in history, not at its culmination. While Jesus used 

predictive apocalyptic images to emphasize the supernatural character of the Kingdom of God, 

 
38 Dodd, Parables of the Kingdom, 50; cf. 49-51; 203-208.  
39 Unless otherwise specified, all Biblical references will come from the NRSV. 
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Dodd argued that he reaffirmed through parables that his Kingdom had come to this world and 

was now amongst his hearers, the advent of which began a new age on earth. He argued that it 

was not hoping for another, second coming of Jesus that sustained his church; instead, it was the 

recognition that Christ had already come to them. Dodd summarized his entire approach thus:   

The Church prays, ‘Thy Kingdom come’; ‘Come, Lord Jesus.’ As it prays, it 

remembers that the Lord did come, and with Him came the Kingdom of God. 

Uniting memory and aspiration, it discovers that He comes. He comes in His Cross 

and Passion… Each Communion is not a stage in the process by which His coming 

draws gradually nearer, or a milestone on the road by which we slowly approach 

the distant goal of the Kingdom of God on earth. It is a re-living of the decisive 

moment at which He came.40  

 

Dodd’s eschatology is realized in the sense that the Kingdom of God is not something that 

Christians can only hope for in the future. Rather, it is something that has already broken into 

human history from beyond it in the person and ministry of Jesus Christ. However, Dodd grants 

that there remains an irreducible tension between the “other-worldliness” of the Kingdom as 

implied in the prayer “Thy Kingdom come” and its “this-worldliness” as implied in Jesus’ 

pronouncement that “The Kingdom has come upon you.” This tension generates ambiguities 

concerning the extent to which the supernatural power of the former would protect Christians 

from the inevitable tribulations of life on earth. For Dodd, that the Kingdom of God has come 

with Christ does not mean that there will be no more suffering or injustice for those who enter 

through its narrow gate. “There is no hint,” writes Dodd about the Gospel, “that the Kingdom of 

God is Utopia.”41 

What has been called “over-realized eschatology” is the notion that the Kingdom of God 

has come in its totality, that there is nothing substantial of it left to be actualized. Of course, this 

 
40 Dodd, Parables of the Kingdom, 204.  
41 Ibid, 206. Macquarrie makes the same point about Christian hope – namely, that it is not utopic. See, 

Macquarrie, 10. 
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is a term of objection, applied only as criticism, such that no one would describe their own 

position in such terms. Although one cannot name professed academic exponents of over-

realized eschatology, the term has been employed enough to prove descriptively useful, 

especially for adherents of prosperity spirituality, the basic tenet of which is that God wills health 

and wealth for Christians, that proper salvation includes a higher quality of life on earth.42  

Over-realized eschatology takes Dodd’s argument, removes his reservations about 

unfulfilled eschatological elements, and affirms that the fullness of the Kingdom of God is 

already mostly (or even entirely) present and available to those who believe and obey God 

accordingly. Because the transcendence of the Kingdom has made itself immanent through 

Christ, there is utopic blessedness awaiting those who access it correctly; that is, believers with 

enough faith and obedience can lay claim to what a fully realized Kingdom of God makes 

possible. Unlike Dodd, adherents of over-realized eschatology tend to understand that Kingdom 

in terms that exclude evil, suffering, sickness, poverty, injustice, discontentment, and all similar 

manifestations of human fallenness. These things were marks of an unredeemed world, which 

the Kingdom of God erases for those who abide in it.  

It is easy to see how over-realized eschatology can function as a form of escapism. The 

directionality of this escape, however, is not so much from earth to heaven, as some theodicies 

might suggest, as it is an imposition of the latter on the former. If the Kingdom of God entails an 

absence of suffering, and if Christ has established that Kingdom in the present world without 

substantial remainder, it would follow that this world, at least for those who live in that 

Kingdom, is to be without suffering. This implies that those who experience profound agonies 

 
42 The “prosperity Gospel” is associated more with a set of influential preachers and best-selling books than 

with academic theologians. See, for instance, Roberts and Montgomery, God’s Formula for Success and Prosperity; 

Lindsey, God’s Master Key to Prosperity; Morris, The Blessed Life; Osteen, Your Best Life Now; Dollar, Claim Your 

Victory Today; Hill, Prosperous Christian. 
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are ipso facto excluded from the Kingdom of God. Over-realized eschatology, therefore, keeps 

Christians as inhabitants of this world but purports to remove them from its tragic dimension. In 

effect, the only way over-realized eschatology can achieve such a removal is by redefining this 

world beyond recognition. An influential example of someone who adopts this sort of approach 

is Mary Baker Eddy, whose Christian Science movement reduces suffering, sickness, evil, and 

death to illusions, which she calls “states of false belief.”43 

 

iii. Resurrectionism 

 

The third theological trend to consider that promotes entrenched escapism from suffering is 

“Resurrectionism.” In his 1993 Professing the Faith, Douglas John Hall coined the term to refer 

to the various tendencies in Christian thought that overemphasize the resurrection of Jesus at the 

expense of his crucifixion. It is a “blend of cultic-folkloric, New World optimism, and religious 

triumphalism” that “removes the cross from the heart of God.”44 Hall suspects that 

resurrectionism is a symptom of how Christianity, ever since the time of the Emperor 

Constantine, has been construed primarily in terms of victory over its enemies. In particular, 

resurrectionism asserts the triumph of certitude, being, and fulfillment against doubt, death, and 

promise. It is a form of “Christological triumphalism” that reduces “the whole character of Jesus 

Christ’s person and work into one of blatant triumph.” This means that there is to be little, if 

anything, uncertain or left unfulfilled about Jesus because his identity and ministry are exhausted 

in his resurrection. Because the crucifixion becomes a dispensable means to this triumphant end, 

its tragic effects are attenuated, if not erased altogether. Once Christus Victor replaces the 

Suffering Servant, a denial of suffering is inevitable, for Hall. If, as Balthasar claims, all the 

 
43 Eddy, Unity of Good, 50. 
44 Hall, Professing the Faith, 96; 437.  
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sufferings of earth were contained in the tragic crucifixion of Christ, once the resurrection 

dispenses with that cross, so are all those sufferings.45 This replacement of Calvary with the 

empty grave leads to the Protestant icon of a cross without a corpus, that signifies, amongst other 

things, the pain and grief that once were but are no more. It is the result of hastiness to arrive at 

the resurrection and isolate it from the tragic context of its preceding events.  

Resurrectionism tends to reduce the theological virtue of hope to facile optimism, which 

can also promote escapism from the tragic dimension of life. In his 2015 Hope Without Optimism, 

Terry Eagleton shows what is at stake in the conflation of hope with optimism. He highlights the 

fundamental differences between these terms, and in so doing shows the necessity of holding to a 

view and practice of non-optimistic hope, which resonates with what theologians have said about 

the topic.46 The major differences he notes between hope and optimism are five in number.  

First, optimism is often rooted in sanguine temperaments, whereas hope involves an 

arduous commitment that is independent of temperamental preferences. The optimist “feels 

sanguine about specific situations because he or she tends to feel sanguine in general.”47 Second, 

optimism is often based on an opinion in a manner that authentic hope is not. The optimist feels 

but also believes the likelihood that things will turn out well for him. The basis of this opinion is 

not some external fact about the world but the subjective belief that things will turn out well 

because he is an optimist, because he is the kind of person for whom things do. Third, optimism 

is unfalsifiable, as hope is not. Because it is not based on an external reason to believe that the 

future will go well, there can be nothing outside the temperament of the optimist that could 

 
45 Balthasar, “Tragedy and Christian Faith,” Creator Spirit, 400. 
46 See, Aquinas, Summa Theologia, II-II, q. 17, a. 1. For a brief analysis of Aquinas on hope, see Balthasar, 

Dare We Hope “That All Men Be Saved”?, 73-84. For more modern approaches, see Pieper, Faith, Hope, Love, 

100-111; Marcel, Homo Viator, 30. On the phenomenological difference between hope and optimism, see Muskens, 

The Sufficiency of Hope, 27-36.  
47 Eagleton, Hope Without Optimism, 2. Cf. Pieper, Faith, Hope, Love, 9. 
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undermine his sanguine outlook. Fourth, unlike genuine hope, which enlivens the will in a 

strenuous commitment, optimism has fatalistic tendencies that can promote moral inertia. 

Eagleton agrees here with John Macquarrie, who observed that “extreme pessimism and extreme 

optimism may very well lead to a deadening of the will, for what is the point of putting any 

energy into one’s actions if one is already persuaded that things will turn out one way or the 

other in any case?”48 Lastly, as Eagleton notes, “Like pessimism, optimism spreads a 

monochrome glaze over the whole world, blind to nuance and distinction.”49 The optimist ceases 

to participate in life, which means living through its paradoxical tensions and ambiguities, and 

becomes a mere spectator with “keen sight.”  

For Eagleton, the optimist behaves as if the contingencies of life amount to no discernible 

difference in his general approach to the world. This neglect of genuine nuance, ambiguity, and 

contingency gives the optimist an impression of greater epistemic certitude about the world he 

lives in, which is the same effect Hall suspected resurrectionism has. Authentic hope, by 

contrast, does not boast the degree of certitude optimism does; for it comes from, occurs in, and 

responds to particularities that are often multivalent. Hope, therefore, does not know the outcome 

of its arduous commitment because the world in which it seeks to attain its object is open, 

unpredictable, and composed of too many variables. 

Although not a self-professed theologian, Eagleton helps elucidate the nature of the 

Christian virtue of hope. As Augustine affirmed, Christian hope is based on a recognition that 

Jesus Christ rose from the grave.50 This historical fact makes Christian hope credible, which has 

nothing whatsoever to do with the temperaments of individual Christians. Unlike optimism, this 

 
48 Macquarie, Christian Hope, 9. 
49 Eagleton, Hope Without Optimism, 12. 
50 See, Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, 15. 
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Christian hope is falsifiable. Paul writes that it is worthless if “Christ has not been raised from 

the dead” (1 Corinthians 15:14). In principle, if an archeological excavation discovered the bones 

of Jesus the Nazarene, Christian hope would become groundless. There is something outside 

individual Christians – the historical fact of the resurrection – that counts for or against their 

internal theological hope. Also, unlike optimism, Christian hope does not entail the belief that 

the world will tend to treat Christians well. Theological hope does not purport to make Christians 

the kinds of people from whom the world goes swell. Instead, it is a strenuous commitment 

through trials and adversities, one which does not assume that such tribulations will end 

favorably. The commitment is what counts, not a belief about its outcome. Just as there is such a 

thing as cheap grace, which costs the Christian little, optimism can be viewed as a form of 

“cheap hope,” which demands just an inconsequential commitment from the believer.51 Properly 

understood, this hope does not remove Christians from the discordant tensions of human life, 

reducing them to mere spectators with keen theological sight, but it throws them further into full 

participation in this ambiguous world. Christian hope is meant to invigorate the human will and 

counteract the moral inertia that optimism, like theodicism and over-realized eschatology, is 

thought to produce.  

 In removing the crucifix, resurrectionism promotes neglect of the ambiguity, paradox, 

and suffering that occurred in and led up to it, removing the need for genuine Christian hope. 

This concerns other theologians and scholars as much as Hall, especially considering the carnage 

of the twentieth century. For instance, Donald Mackinnon writes, “There is no deeper 

misunderstanding of the mysterium Christi than that which insists, against all the evidence, in 

construing the resurrection as a descent from the cross, publicly and unambiguously visible to all 

 
51 See, Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, 43-45.  
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standing around, but made the more overwhelmingly effective by a thirty-six hour 

postponement.”52 Resurrectionism reduces the events of Good Friday and Holy Saturday to 

delays of Easter Sunday.  

Mackinnon and Hall argue that for Jesus to have genuinely died, his death must have 

affected his identity in a way that makes a difference. Resurrectionism, however, holds 

otherwise, namely, that the death of Jesus, emptied of its finality, made no real difference to him, 

besides deferring his resurrection. It is hard to understand how a death which does nothing more 

than delay something else is a human death at all. The same goes for suffering. As Eagleton 

remarks, “There is no merit in embracing a suffering you regard as a mere springboard to 

celestial bliss.”53 Like death itself, if suffering is nothing but a deferral of something else, even 

eternal happiness, there can be no merit in undergoing it. This view of suffering dissolves the 

paradoxes and mysteries of the person and work of Christ. The same dynamic that reduces 

Christian hope to mere optimism occurs here as well. Not unlike the optimist, the resurrectionist 

projects a uniform gloss over the cross, grave, and resurrection of Jesus, reducing it all to an 

unequivocal triumph.  

 More than Hall, Alan E. Lewis systematically critiques resurrectionism in his 2001 

Between Cross and Resurrection, where he argues that part of what makes resurrectionism 

possible and even plausible is a neglect of the narrative nature of the Gospel. Its central events – 

crucifixion, death, burial, and resurrection – have been abstracted out of their original expression 

as a story. He asks: “Does the resurrection outcome of this story of the cross and grave actually 

negate what the crucifixion and burial originally were and meant?  … Does the resurrection free 

us from thinking of the cross as it was before the resurrection?” Resurrectionism gives an 

 
52 MacKinnon, The Stripping of the Altars, 37.  
53 Eagleton, Hope Without Optimism, 1.  
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affirmative answer, suggesting that the resurrection redefines and in so doing negates what the 

cross was and meant before its occurrence, whereas Alan Lewis sustains a negative response and 

seeks to respect the narrative integrity of each event. He agrees with Eagleton that “Resurrection 

does not cancel the reality of crucifixion.”54 Even so, of the crucifixion, grave, and resurrection, 

Alan Lewis observes that “it is the cross which faces the greater threat of exclusion – the cross as 

it stands on its own ground, and its own dark aftermath, before its shadows are lifted by the dawn 

of Easter’s light.”55 He goes on to maintain that “the good news of the resurrection is itself under 

threat when the suffering and the folly, the humiliation and the impotence, the godlessness and 

the finality of the cross of Christ are minimized.”56 Paying attention to the narrative logic of the 

Gospel and attempting to recover a primordial hearing of its message checks resurrectionism, 

and with it, some ground upon which it can be said that Christianity is not tragic enough.  

 

iv. Summary  

 

The preceding sections have presented three potential sources that could render Christian thought 

insufficiently tragic – that is, three doctrines where escapism from the tragic dimension of life 

might plausibly entrench itself. Theodicism, over-realized eschatology, and resurrectionism all, 

in their respective modes, furnish plausible grounds to question whether Christian theology 

sufficiently affirms the tragic dimension of human life. This is not to say that most Christian 

theology understands itself as such. The point is that the critique that Christian theology tends to 

flee from the tragic dimension of human life is not entirely baseless and that that which has given 

even slight credence to this objection will not disappear overnight. What is needed are elements 

 
54 Eagleton, Radical Sacrifice, 31.  
55 Lewis, Between Cross and Resurrection, 38. Cf. Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, 12-15; 39; 47; 56. 
56 Lewis, Between Cross and Resurrection, 40.  
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that check and balance out those doctrines that would, if left to their own logic, bend theology 

towards entrenched escapism. This dissertation contends that a corrective measure can be found 

in the writings of C.S. Lewis.  

 The primary difference between Lewis and the writers just mentioned (Mackinnon, Hall, 

and Alan Lewis) is notable. Like C.S. Lewis, these three thinkers want to remove theology from 

the more comic end of the spectrum and reposition it closer to the tragic end. Unlike Lewis, 

however, they tend to approach theological truth as if it were a single point on a scale, as if what 

matters most is the precise location it occupies on the spectrum. In their framework of thinking, 

theological discourse represents a sort of compass needle that had been pointing too far to the 

comic and, for the reasons surveyed above, needs to be affixed closer to the tragic. But there are 

other ways of conceiving this.  

Owen Barfield, for instance, proposed a paradigm of polarity, observing that “logical 

opposites are merely contradictory [but] Polar opposites are generative of each other – and 

together generative of new product.”57 Lewis’s approach is closer to Barfield’s than it is to that 

of Mackinnon, et al. For him, theological truth is not somewhere particular between tragedy and 

comedy, but a generative interplay of both, an intermingling or, to borrow a term from 

Perelandra, “inter-inanimation” of sorrow and joy. Lewis’s paradigm, then is qualitatively 

different from most of the writers mentioned above. He would agree with them that theology 

should not be excessively comic, aloof from the tragic dimension of life, but not because tragedy 

is closer to truth than comedy – neither one is truer to life without the other. For Lewis, both 

must come together. 

 

 
57 Barfield, Owen Barfield on C.S. Lewis, 49.  
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2. Lewis’s Direct Response to the Tragic Horn 

 

 

Lewis responds to the criticism that Christianity is insufficiently tragic on two levels. His 

depiction of Christianity in tragi-comic (and charmolypic) terms, which will be analyzed in 

chapters Four through Seven, responds to it mostly indirectly, through fiction, narrative, and 

poetry. However, Lewis also addresses it directly, through argumentation and logic. This section 

will briefly survey the sum of remarks Lewis makes that constitute a direct response to the 

insufficiently tragic horn of the dilemma. 

i. Lewis on Contemporary Moral Urgency  

 

The theological turn to tragedy surveyed above was motivated by the thought that the atrocities 

of the twentieth century leave no room for the slightest form of escapism from the oppressive 

and violent conditions of this world. This is one of the major reasons why it is said that one 

should reject theodicies and over-realized eschatology. C.S. Lewis, however, challenges the 

notion that the twentieth century added some new urgency to address pain and sorrow that was 

not there before.  

In response to Dr. Joad, who assumed that evil was given a “new urgency” by the World 

Wars, Lewis wrote: “But what new urgency? Evil may seem more urgent to us than it did to the 

Victorian philosophers - favoured members of the happiest class in the happiest country in the 

world at the world’s happiest period. But it is no more urgent for us than for the great majority of 

monotheists all down the ages.”58 The reason why the carnage of the twentieth century, which 

Lewis experienced first-hand as a Second Lieutenant in the Great War, seems so catastrophic is 

that its historical backdrop was unusually fortunate and privileged. There is an urgency to 

 
58 “Evil and God,” GITD, 4.  



41 
 

address suffering, but Lewis suggests that it is not “new” – Christians throughout history have 

lived under the same level of concern to reckon with evil. This implies that the urgency with 

which scholars seek to consolidate tragic insights with theology is inflated and historically 

dubious. The urgency to do so, to engage theology tragically and tragedy theologically, is also 

not “new” but the same as it has been for Christians throughout history.  

 

ii. Lewis Contra Anti-Theodicism  

 

Lewis mentions that it would be odious to approach a sufferer as if his situation bestowed upon 

him “tragic splendor.” Elsewhere he tells a correspondent that pain can cure human beings of the 

illusion of ultimate independence, yet grants that one would feel a shyness or indecency in telling 

this truth to a mourner.59 The sense of inappropriateness that such a situation would generate 

does not invalidate the truth of the statement. Instances of suffering render a great deal more than 

just theodicies grossly insensitive. Thus, whether taken at face value or interpreted less literally, 

the principle, attributed to Irving Greenberg above, that no theological statement should be said 

which the presence of burning children renders incredible, is absurd at worst, and rhetorically 

unfair at best. For there are numerous other things besides theodicies that cannot be said or done 

in such an event. Never mind the goodness of God, to read anything whatsoever while a nearby 

child was suffering would be atrocious. To write, paint, sing, eat, or even stand still in the 

presence of burning children would also be unconscionable. Nothing short of earnestly trying to 

stop the immediate pain of such children would be an appropriate response. In short, the fact that 

no sane person would explicate theodicies in the presence of suffering children says more about 

 
59 See, EIC, 70; CLIII, 359. Poe notes that the death of his mother forced Lewis to reckon with theodicy 

from an early age. See, Poe, Becoming C.S. Lewis, 26-7. On the relation of literary tragedy and theodicy, see Sturm, 

“The Ancient Origin and Sense of Tragedy,” 24-6. 
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the nature of the latter than it does about the validity of the former. Contra anti-theodicists, the 

fact that theodicies cannot be propounded in the presence of actual sufferers does not mean that 

the pain referenced in such theodicies is far removed from its actual instances. Rather, the correct 

inference ought to be that the nature of suffering is such that it resists not just theodicies but 

almost any discursive activity.  

Part of what exacerbates the moral insensitivity that anti-theodicists suspect theodicies 

promote is affective disengagement in the discourse. The efforts Christian philosophers and 

theologians make to remain as objective as possible is part of what is supposed to make 

theodicies problematic. Lewis assuages this concern by remaining subjective and affectively 

engaged with the theodicy he propounds. He knows that theodicists can seem to actual sufferers 

as Mercutio did to Romeo, who declaims that “He jests at scars who never felt a wound.”60 

Lewis insists that this cannot be said of him because he opens his Problem of Pain with the 

confession that “I have never for one moment been in a state of mind to which even the 

imagination of serious pain was less than intolerable. If any man is safe from the danger of 

under-estimating this adversary, I am that man.”61 If it is even possible for someone to treat the 

subject of pain while doing justice to the gravity of its occurrences, Lewis claims to actualize 

that possibility. Readers can witness the repeated effort Lewis makes to be as sensitive as 

possible to those who suffer.  

How can I say with sufficient tenderness what here needs to be said? It does not 

matter that I know I must become, in the eyes of every hostile reader, as it were 

personally responsible for all the sufferings I try to explain - just as, to this day, 

everyone talks as if St. Augustine wanted unbaptised infants to go to Hell. But it 

matters enormously if I alienate anyone from the truth.62  

 

 
60 Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, 254.  
61 POP, xi.  
62 POP, 95. A few pages later, he notes that “All arguments in justification of suffering provoke bitter 

resentment against the author.” POP, 104.  
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Lewis struggles to be as tender and sensitive as possible to actual sufferers. Anti-theodicists are 

mistaken in suspecting that those who propound theodicies do not care whether people suffer but 

only how to justify God’s goodness. Lewis does not desire pain for anyone, even if God has 

reasons for allowing such to happen, any more than Augustine hoped unbaptized infants would 

be damned. The question to ask of anti-theodicists is whether it is even possible to broach the 

subject without culpable insensitivity. Is there no amount of reservations, caveats, qualifications, 

reluctances, apologies, or sympathetic expressions that will allow someone to expound a 

theodicy without gross moral numbness? Are there no discursive conditions under which the 

goodness of God in the face of affliction can be justified and expressed? If it is even so much as 

possible, Lewis is determined to try to make the requisite effort to be tender to sufferers and 

truthful about God at the same time.  

Moreover, unlike philosophers and theologians who have often been trained to think in 

abstractions and generalities, Lewis was a poet who prioritized the concreteness and specificity 

of things. If anyone could attend to the quiddity of pain with sufficient sensitivity, it would have 

been someone with a poetically trained mind like Lewis’s. This is what we see in his theodical 

treatment of pain.  

You would like to know how I behave when I am experiencing pain, not writing 

books about it. You need not guess, for I will tell you; I am a great coward. But 

what is that to the purpose? When I think of pain - of anxiety that gnaws like fire 

and loneliness that spreads out like a desert, and the heartbreaking routine of 

monotonous misery, or again of dull aches that blacken our whole landscape or 

sudden nauseating pains that knock a man’s heart out at one blow, of pains that 

seem already intolerable and then are suddenly increased, of infuriating scorpion-

stinging pains that startle into maniacal movement a man who seemed half dead 

with his previous tortures - it ‘quite o’ercrows my spirit’.63 

 

 
63 POP, 105. The quotation is from the final Act of Hamlet, in which he tells Horatio that “The potent 

poison quite o’ercrows my spirit.” See, Shakespeare, Hamlet, 712. The choice of allusion again supports his 

rhetorical attempt at sensitivity towards and sympathy with those who suffer, for Hamlet is characteristically highly 

attuned to moral integrity and to the importance of grieving fully and properly for the dead.  
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The vivid images with which Lewis describes various instances of pain here leave no room to 

doubt that he was in touch with lived experiences of suffering. Personal confessions and 

passages like these serve to ground his theodicy in first-hand experiences of pain. The 

conversational tone and style, with repeated use of the second personal pronoun, suggest that 

Lewis is not interested in approaching pain from the objective perspective that philosophers 

often seek to maintain.  

In the first of his “Five Sonnets,” Lewis reaffirms his sensitive connection to actual pain 

and turns the tables on anti-theodicists.   

You think that we who do not shout and shake 

Our fists at God when youth or bravery die 

Have colder blood or hearts less apt to ache 

Than yours who rail. I know you do. Yet why? 

You have what sorrow always longs to find, 

Someone to blame, some enemy in chief; 

Anger’s the anaesthetic of the mind, 

It does men good, it fumes away their grief. 

We feel the stroke like you; so far our fate 

Is equal. After that, for us begin 

Half-hopeless labours, learning not to hate, 

And then to want, and then (perhaps) to win 

A high, unearthly comfort, angel’s food, 

That seems at first mockery to flesh and blood.64 

 

Although this is written primarily in opposition to the anti-theodicism of atheists, it applies 

equally to the anti-theodicism of Christians like those mentioned above. Both concur that those 

who accept theodicies are more insensitive – “Have colder blood or heart less apt to ache” – than 

those who do. In the final couplet, Lewis grants that Christian theodicies appear to mock the 

pain inflicted upon flesh and blood. But Lewis asserts what ought to be obvious to anti-

theodicists: that theodicists like him “feel the stroke” of suffering as much as anyone else. This 

sensitivity to lived sorrow is one of the reasons anti-theodicists advance their argument. This is 

 
64 “Five Sonnets,” CP, 423. Cf. CL III, 353.  
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where Christian anti-theodicists and atheist anti-theodicists part ways, since the latter blame God 

– the “enemy in chief” – for the sorrows of the world, whereas the former would not. Like Lewis 

himself did over a decade before his conversion, atheists have recourse to anger at God, the 

anesthetizing effects of which on the mind help cope with grief. The price of this mental 

anesthesia, however, is the lack of insight into the truth about God, who remains good despite the 

presence of evil in the world.65 Christian theodicists, according to Lewis’s poem, have it much 

harder because they are not given these psychological comforts. They have the “half-hopeless” 

Herculean task of processing pain without someone to hate, of learning, first, not to hate, and 

then to love God not despite but through the sorrows of this world. Theodicies are what make 

this education and formation of the soul toward God possible, and not facile.   

 Furthermore, Lewis is clear and realistic about the inherent limitations of theodicies and 

the expectations readers ought to have in approaching his. His argument is not, as he puts it, “that 

pain is not painful. Pain hurts. That is what the word means.” From his own personal sorrow, 

Lewis reports that there is no device “which will make pain not to be pain,” including theodicy. 

He writes that there is nothing that can be done with suffering except to suffer it.66 Pain is a brute 

fact that no discourse can alleviate, much less negate. Anti-theodicists are wrong to think that 

theodicies, in principle, do so.  

Lewis admits that theodicies cannot render the goodness of God to a sufferer somehow 

palatable. One cannot easily feel that God is good when one is in profound pain. Rather, Lewis 

aims to show how the Christian doctrine that people can be perfected through pain is not absurd, 

 
65 If one wanted to adopt the psychological suspicion of Freud, which Lewis reckoned was a two-edged 

sword, one could suggest that these psychological effects might operate as the ulterior motive to reject theodicies. 

Though Lewis does not, a case can be made that wish-fulfilment leads atheists and perhaps even some Christians to 

reject theodicies. 
66 AGO, 29. Cf. Wain, “A Great Clerke,” 156. Lewis states that there is no facile answer to the problem of 

pain, espcially as it pertains to animals. See, “The Pains of Animals,” GTD, 172.  
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despite the moods and sentiments pain generates in sufferers. His apologetic approach to 

theodicy can be best understood through a maxim of his friend, Austin Farrer, who said that 

“Though argument does not create conviction, the lack of it destroys belief. What seems to be 

proved may not be embraced; but what no one shows the ability to defend is quickly 

abandoned.”67 The purpose of theodicy is not to create the conviction that God is justified in the 

face of so much suffering; instead, it grounds the ability to defend God, which, even if most 

people do not accept it, makes the rational rejection of Christian faith more difficult than it 

would otherwise be.  

 Nowhere does Lewis mean to imply that pain is redemptive in and of itself. In a 1955 

letter, Lewis clarifies to his correspondent that he does not believe suffering to be intrinsically 

redemptive. Suffering is “part of the means” to redemption, not part of the end to which it leads. 

The other part is the response of the human will to suffering.68 In other words, Lewis conceives 

of pain and sorrow as an integral part of the raw data with which human beings can work to 

approach God. Because human beings have free will, everything that one experiences, including 

pain, is two-edged – that is, pain can hurt one or help one move forward on the path to godliness. 

Lewis points out that the effect suffering can have on one depends largely on oneself, on how 

one chooses to suffer pain. Human beings can undergo sorrow as a brute, meaningless fact, or we 

can offer it to God as a sacrifice, as our share in the sufferings of Christ, as the cross which Jesus 

called his followers to bear. Suffering is redemptive under these conditions alone. Lewis admits 

that there is gratuitous suffering in the world, but he denies the inference that this necessarily 

casts God in a negative light. On the contrary, the existence of needless suffering says more 

 
67 Farrer, “The Christian Apologist,” 26. 

  68 See, CLIII, 629.  
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about human volition than it does about God. Human beings make suffering gratuitous when 

they refuse to make it redemptive – an insight that anti-theodicists and atheists often neglect.69  

Another point Lewis makes in The Problem of Pain is that moral inertia does not follow 

from the Christian perspective of suffering vis-a-vis the goodness of God. “But if suffering is 

good,” asks Lewis, “ought it not to be pursued rather than avoided? I answer that suffering is not 

good in itself.”70 Pain is terrible, but it becomes good and useful as an alternative to something 

worse. The potential goodness of suffering is relative, not inherent or absolute. From this fact, 

Lewis can construct a simple counterargument against anti-theodicists. If humans ought to 

pursue what is good in itself, and if suffering is not good in itself, then humans ought not to 

pursue suffering. Hence, Lewis reasons, “It would be quite false, therefore, to suppose that the 

Christian view of suffering is incompatible with the strongest emphasis on our duty to leave the 

world, even in a temporal sense, ‘better’ than we found it.”71 There is, then, no logical reason 

why theodicies should promote the moral numbness that anti-theodicists suspect they do.   

Interestingly, Lewis interprets the book of Job the same way anti-theodicists do but 

rejects the inference they draw. He compares Job to the “holier atheism” of Percy Shelley and 

Job’s friends to the theism of William Paley, writing, 

That is the lesson of the Book of Job. No explanation of the problem of unjust 

suffering is there given: that is not the point of the poem. The point is that the man 

who accepts our ordinary standard of good and by it hotly criticizes divine justice 

 
69 Lewis makes a similar point in DI, where he observes that, according to the medieval system, when a 

planetary influence issues in misfortune, “The fault lies not with the influence but in the terrestrial nature which 

received it. In a fallen Earth it is permitted by Divine justice that we and our Earth and air respond thus disastrously 

to influences which are good in themselves.” DI, 117. For more on how Saturnine influence can be received in a 

good way, see Ward, Planet Narnia, 206.  
70 POP, 110. See also, CLIII, 162-63, where Lewis writes: “I believe that all pain is contrary to God’s will, 

absolutely but not relatively. When I am taking a thorn out of my finger (or a child’s finger) the pain is ‘absolutely’ 

contrary to my will: i.e., if I could have chosen a situation without pain I would have done so.” 
71 POP, 114.  
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receives the divine approval: the orthodox, pious people who palter with that 

standard in the attempt to justify God are condemned.72  

 

Not unlike classical tragedies, the story of Job raises the problem of theodicy without resolving it 

– that much Lewis would agree with anti-theodicists. However, it does not do so because 

theodicism is inherently wrong, but because that is not the point of this specific biblical poem. In 

a telling 1960 letter, Lewis writes that “it was the impatience of Job not the theodicies of Elihu 

that were pleasing to God. Does He like us to ‘stand up to Him’ a bit? Certainly He cannot like 

mere flattery – resentment masquerading as submission thru’ fear.”73 Job raises the possibility of 

flattering God from a spirit of fear and resentment as it shows the way to avoid this peril – 

namely, being honest, indignant, and critical of the affliction God permits, which is what Lewis 

himself does throughout his Job-like complaint, A Grief Observed. However, this is not to be 

extrapolated into a universal rule that no one should ever attempt to justify the ways of God to 

humanity. Because it is not the only book in the Bible, the poem of Job must be counterbalanced 

with other biblical texts that might seek to explore theodicies. For instance, Romans 8:28 has 

been used as a proof text to suggest that there is a morally sufficient reason for everything that 

happens to those who love God. Thus, Lewis reads Job as anti-theodicists do but rejects the 

conclusion that they deduce.  

 A final anti-theodicist argument surveyed above, proffered by D.Z. Phillips and Toby 

Betenson, was that pain can often be either as bad as or ineffably worse than what sufferers 

experience it to be, which implies that theodicies are wrong insofar as they assume the contrary – 

namely, that a morally sufficient reason for every instance of suffering means it cannot be as 

 
 72 “De Futilitate,” GITD, 95. See also, GMD, 167: “Complaint against God is far nearer to God than 

indifference about Him.”  
73 CLIII, 1161.  
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needless when it is experienced as such. Lewis challenges this idea in A Grief Observed, where 

he asks readers to imagine a man who is in complete darkness and thinks he is in a dungeon. 

Suppose further, says Lewis, that this man hears a distant sound, either of waves or the wind, or a 

closer, more intimate sound, like a “chuckle of laughter.”74 The former sounds imply that the 

man is outside and alone, whereas the sound of the chuckle implies human company close at 

hand. In both cases, the man’s belief that he is imprisoned is challenged. Lewis does not conflate 

this thought experiment with philosophical evidence, he simply recognizes it as the imaginative 

outworking of an idea he had always endorsed: that “any mortal at any time, may be utterly 

mistaken as to the situation he is really in.” Part of what it means to be mortal is to be fallible “at 

any time,” including times of suffering and grief. Lewis writes,  

Five senses; an incurably abstract intellect; a haphazardly selective memory; a set 

of pre-conceptions and assumptions so numerous that I can never examine more 

than a minority of them - never become even conscious of them all. How much of 

total reality can such an apparatus let through?75 

 

The limited epistemic faculties that human beings have remain limited through experiences of 

sorrow; indeed, such limitations may be exacerbated by those very sufferings. How well can 

human beings perceive reality with such an inadequate apparatus? “Not very” is the answer 

Lewis suggests. The implication is that while some instances of pain or grief can appear to be 

needless, and therefore irreconcilable with the Christian conception of God, such experiences 

remain fallible because our epistemic faculties remain fallible.  

 
74 Cf. LWW in which the “chuckle” of a bird marks the end of the Witch’s winter and the “chuckling” of 

another bird signals Aslan’s resurrection. This use of laughter to indicate change will be explored further in Chapter 

Five below.  
75 AGO, 54.  
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iii. Lewis Contra Heaven as Compensation  

 

Both anti-theodicism and the reduction of hope to optimism assume that heaven can be used as 

compensation for this world’s afflictions. But what if this were wrong? Lewis suggests as much 

in his Reflections on the Psalms, where he observes that “if we try to use the hope of ‘Heaven’ as 

a compensation (even for the most innocent and natural misery, that of bereavement) it crumbles 

away. It can, on those terms, be maintained only by arduous efforts of controlled imagination; 

and we know in our hearts that the imagination is our own.”76 It seems that the hope of heaven is 

like God insofar as it cannot be used as a means for an end other than God himself. The moment 

one seeks to instrumentalize heavenly hope, it undermines itself psychologically and spiritually. 

Like Joy itself, eschatological hope cannot be used, only received when one’s attention and 

devotion are fixed on God, only when one can genuinely say, as Lewis does, that “it matters 

more that Heaven should exist than that we should ever get there.”77 Thus, the fact that hope can 

logically function as compensation for earthly suffering does not mean that it can often do so 

psychologically. Even if the latter were true and human psychology sometimes allows heaven to 

be approached as compensation, Lewis would warn us of what he, following Pascal, called the 

“Error of Stoicism,” which is “thinking we can do always what we can do sometimes.”78 That 

heaven can sometimes be used as a compensation for suffering on earth does not mean that it can 

always perform this psychological function, which is what anti-theodicists assume.  

 

 
76 ROP, 331.  
77 SBJ, 222.  
78 LTM, 230; “Addison,” SLE, 167. 
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iv. Heaven, Hope, and Escapism 

 

In addition to the particular theological sources of escapism surveyed above – theodicism, over-

realized eschatology, and resurrectionism – Lewis also criticizes the charge of religious escapism 

in general. He recognizes that Christians “are afraid of the jeer about ‘pie in the sky’, and of 

being told that we are trying to ‘escape’ from the duty of making a happy world here and now 

into dreams of a happy world elsewhere.”79 In a word, Christians are afraid of the charge that 

their faith fixates too much on another world at the expense of this one. Lewis, however, 

subverts this suspicion. In one of his letters, he relieves a correspondent who was concerned 

about the matter. 

About ‘escapism’, never let that flea stick in your ear. I was liberated from it once 

& for all when a friend said ‘These critics are [very] sensitive to the least hint of 

Escape. Now what class of men w[oul]d. one expect to be thus worked-up about 

Escape? – Jailers.’ Turn-key critics: people who want to keep the world in some 

ideological prison because a glimpse at any remote prospect w[oul]d. make their 

stuff seem less exclusively important.80  

 

Thus, Lewis suspects that those most concerned about escapism are prison guards, “Jailers.” It is 

as if those who criticize the heavenward glance of Christians are intent on imprisoning humanity 

in a materialistic worldview. If a glance of heaven makes our view of earth less important, Lewis 

would argue that critics have the wrong view of both. Moreover, he invokes the testimony of 

history to undermine the charge of escapism that is said to issue from Christian hope:  

Hope is one of the Theological virtues. This means that a continual looking forward 

to the eternal world is not (as same modern people think) a form of escapism or 

wishful thinking, but one of the things a Christian is meant to do. It does not mean 

that we are to leave the present world as it is. If you read history you will find that 

 
79 POP, 149.  

 80 CLIII, 418. See also, CLII, 951. The “friend” referenced here was Tolkien, who addressed the charge that 

fantasy literature is escapist in his essay “On Fairy-stories.”  
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the Christians who did most for the present world were just those who thought most 

of the next.81  

 

Lewis mentions the abolitionist movement, promoted by Christians like William Wilberforce, 

that eliminated the slave trade as an example of this principle; the founders of many early 

hospitals and schools were also Christians. By putting God first and the world second, they were 

able correctly to see the latter for what it is – a unique creation of the former – and serve it all the 

better. If this world were placed first, if it were all that is and all that matters, if humans only 

lived their seventy years and died, “there are a good many things which would not be worth 

bothering about,” writes Lewis. Why bother about social justice? However, if human beings are 

bound to eternity, it matters a great deal how we treat one another and how we leave this world. 

Thus, working solely from the historical record, Lewis refutes the notion that heaven and hope 

for heaven necessarily render Christianity’s adherents socially and politically ineffectual. He 

suggests that the inverse is true: “It is since Christians have largely ceased to think of the other 

world that they have become so ineffective in this.”  

 The same charge of escapism raised against Christian hope and the doctrine of heaven is 

also applied to the kind of fantasy literature Lewis loved to read and write – namely, that readers 

compensate themselves for living in such a dreadful world by fleeing to a made-up one. 

Allegedly, the allure of this kind of literature is based on wish-fulfillment. Tolkien was well 

aware of the accusation and, in his essay “On Fairy-stories,” defends fantasies from this 

argument. He distinguishes two kinds of escape: the “Flight of the Deserter” and the “Escape of 

the Prisoner.” The former, like a soldier going AWOL, betrays his proper responsibilities, 

whereas the latter leaves behind his fetters. Fantasies, at their best, produce “the desire to escape, 

 
81 MC, 134. Elsewhere Lewis similarly writes that “Those who want Heaven most have served Earth best. 

Those who love Man less than God do most for Man.” See, “On Living in an Atomic Age,” PRCON, 101. See also, 

“Answers to Questions on Christianity,” GITD, 38. 
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not indeed from life, but from our present time and self-made misery.”82 Lewis concurs and 

extends this insight, as Tolkien himself does at the conclusion of his essay, to Christian hope and 

heaven.83  

 Furthermore, in Miracles, Lewis clarifies that “Christianity does not teach us to desire a 

total release. We desire, like St. Paul, not to be unclothed but to be re-clothed.”84 If Christians 

desired total escape from the present world, they would long to unclothe themselves from the 

matter and mire around them, to leave this world behind. But this is not what Christian hope and 

heaven teach one to desire. Rather, Christians ought to desire not desertion from this world but a 

new relation to it. Christians are to detach from this world in order that they may re-engage it in a 

different way, one which is mediated through another world; it is relative negation as a means to 

genuine affirmation.  

Lastly, the charge of escapism can be predicated on an overestimation of “real life.” In a 

1949 letter, Lewis calls “REAL LIFE” an “overrated arrangement” of modern critics, asking: 

“What’s there so laudable about being real? A microbe is real, a toothache is real, and the 

wilderness of houses by which I live surrounded is Real Estate.”85 Lewis purchased his Oxford 

 
82 Tolkien, “On Fairy Stories,” 21.  
83 Lewis does not just argue this point; he also depicts it in his fiction. Towards the end of LB, Aslan says 

of the Dwarfs, that “Their prison is only in their own minds, yet they are in that prison; and so afraid of being taken 

in that they cannot be taken out.” LB, 139-40. These dwarfs represent in the Narnian world the critics who use the 

charge of wish-fulfillment to critique escapism.  

 Lewis depicts the same point in PR, where John is captured by the Freudian Spirit of the Age, who is a 

stone giant. Like the hermeneutic of suspicion, which purports to “see through” everything, the vision of this giant 

renders everything it sees transparent. The captain of the Spirit of the Age arrests John and says that his master 

“welcomes strangers. His quarrel is with runaways” (PR, 61). John is thrown into a prison where a fellow inmate 

named Master Parrot recites his catechism of suspicion, which all prisoners learn. He uses wish-fulfillment to reject 

argument as such, the existence of the Landlord (God), and mathematics itself. John’s common sense begins to rebel 

until Reason herself, mounted on a majestic steed, slays the stone giant, and opens the gates of John’s. He exits but 

sees that no one else goes with him. The prisoners cry out, “It is one more wish-fulfilment dream: it is one more 

wish-fulfilment dream. Don’t be taken in again” (PR, 73). Like the dwarves in LB, these prisoners are so afraid of 

escapism that they refuse to escape.  
84 M, 264.  
85 CLIII, 1593.  
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home, The Kilns, in 1930 and loathed the gradual encroachment of houses, shops, and factories 

around the formerly green fields that attracted him to his home. Thus, the connotations of the 

word “real” are by no means wholly grand and positive, which means deviations from it cannot 

be wholly base and negative. Who would blame someone trying to “escape” from the reality of a 

horrible toothache? In this sense, obsession over escapism is predicated on an optimistic and 

overestimation of what the “real” in “real life” means. Perhaps it too is a form of wish-

fulfillment, a desire for reality to be other than what it in fact is.86  

 

In summary, theodicism, over-realized eschatology, and resurrectionism are some grounds upon 

which denial or devaluation of the tragic dimension of life can take root. The writings of Lewis, 

however, can serve as a countermeasure to this entrenched escapism. This section has surveyed 

the direct, argumentative response Lewis makes to this side of the dilemma.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
86 In SL, Lewis describes the charge of escapism coupled with a reductive use of the word “real” as a 

potential attack on the patient’s emotions, See, SL, 168.  
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CHAPTER TWO:  

THE COMIC HORN 

 

1. Christianity: Insufficiently Comic (?)  

 

Like the above critique concerning the tragic dimension of life, there are also some grounds to 

question whether Christianity is sufficiently attuned to the comic side of the same. This criticism 

is not entirely baseless. Unlike the above criticism, however, which is more doctrinal in nature, 

this critique is more historical in nature. Just as it has been thought that Christianity escapes from 

the tragedies of this world, so some scholars and critics claim that theological sources contain 

what Stephen Halliwell calls “anti-gelastic tendencies” that remove Christianity from the joyful 

dimension of human existence. According to this view, Christianity has affirmed gravity at the 

expense of levity, seriousness and sad tears over laughter and playfulness. In short, Christianity 

allegedly fails to take lightly aspects of the world that it ought to take lightly. There are historical 

and theological trends that make Christianity more susceptible to this objection than would 

otherwise be the case.  

Before proceeding, however, two caveats are in order. First, it is a historical fact that 

Christians have laughed as much as other human beings. There have always been jokes about the 

Church and in the Church, particularly involving nuns, monks, pastors, bishops, and popes.87 

Christians have guffawed during Risus paschalis (the Easter laugh) and religious festivals like 

the Feast of Fools and the Feast of the Ass, medieval European holidays in which, as Harvey 

Cox noted, “even ordinarily pious priests and serious townsfolk donned bawdy masks, sang 

 
87 See, Kuschel, Laughter, xvii.  
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outrageous ditties, and generally kept the whole world awake with revelry and satire.”88 These 

festivities were intermixed with a tradition of holy folly, the “Fool for Christ.”89 Some scholars 

have also observed a folk culture of carnivalesque laughter permeating the Middle Ages and 

culminating in the Renaissance.90 “Rarely has laughter been more pervasively present than 

during the Renaissance and Reformation,” writes M.A. Screech, who dubs Erasmus and Rabelais 

“the greatest laugh-raisers ever.”91 These are just two luminaries in a tradition of Christian 

satirists that extends from antiquity to the present.92 There is, then, absolutely no question that 

Christians have always laughed in a variety of contexts and provoked others to laugh in a variety 

of ways. This is just what one should expect if, as anthropologists have observed, laughter is 

universal among human cultures.93  

 In practice, Christians are embedded in the comic dimension of life. However, what one 

needs to ask is whether this practice coheres or conflicts with Christian theological discourse 

about the subject. There is reason to believe the latter, that some important sources of Christian 

theology, from the gospels to early Church Fathers, contain a discernible anti-gelastic inclination 

that effects to denounce laughter either by denying it the oxygen of discursive representation or 

explicitly vilifying it as a nearly sinful bodily spasm.94 If this is so, as what follows will show, 

the suspicion that Christianity is insufficiently open to embracing the levity of human life is 

 
88 Cox, The Feast of Fools, viix. 
89 For studies of holy folly, see Saward Perfect Fools, and North, Fools for God. On the practical 

implications of holy folly for Christian ministry, see Bain, Fools Rush In. For a theological exploration of this 

theme, see Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord Vol. 5, 141-246.  
90 See, Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World. Cf. Propp, “Carnival Laughter,” 133-136.  
91 Screech, Laughter at the Foot of the Cross, 17. 
92 See, Lindvall, God Mocks: A History of Religious Satire.   
93 On the anthropological universality and culture-specificity of laughter, see Apte, Humour and Laughter, 

177. See also, Anthropology of Humour And Laughter, 2-3. 
94Terminologically, I follow Halliwell in employing the adjective “‘agelastic’ (with the noun ‘agelast’) to 

denote ‘non-laughing’, avoiding laughter’, and ‘antigelastic’ to characterise a stronger, principled antipathy.” Greek 

Laughter, 5-6.  



57 
 

directed more towards theological discourse than towards Christian behavior. To be clear, the 

operative word here is “more.” Avoidance of the comic dimension of life may influence lived 

practice, as the examples of Plato and Calvin below suggest, but the focus of what follows is 

how it becomes historically entrenched primarily in the way some Christians think.  

The second caveat concerns the relations between laughter, the comedic, and joy. Since 

these are conceptually distinct, the denial of one does not necessarily entail the denial of the 

others. However, Chapter Three will show both that the intention to evoke laughter is a property 

of comedy and that happiness and joy are comic motifs. For critics of the insufficiently comic 

horn of the dilemma mentioned above, one cannot deny or repress human laughter and properly 

affirm the comic or joyful dimension of human life. In short, agelasticism is symptomatic of an 

inability to fully embrace distinctively human life and joy. Thus, to the extent that Christian 

discourse promotes agelasticism it will support escapism from the comic dimension of life.  

 

i. Platonic Suspicion of Laughter  

 

As we will see, a platonic suspicion of laughter historically precedes and philosophically informs 

a Christian one. Unlike Socrates’s younger contemporary Democritus, known in antiquity as the 

“Laughing Philosopher,” Plato suspects that laughter is an irrational bodily spasm triggered by a 

perception of the ridiculous that threatens the holistic self-control that everyone, especially 

philosophers, ought to possess.
 
In his Philebus, Plato defines the ridiculous as the exact inverse 

of the Delphic dictum to “know thyself.” He situates it at the intersection of ignorance of oneself 

and powerlessness. A ridiculous person is one who is deluded about the state of his own wisdom, 

beauty, or wealth and simultaneously not able to retaliate against those who expose his self-

ignorance. “All those who combine this delusion with weakness and are unable to avenge 
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themselves when they are laughed at, you are justified in calling ridiculous (γελοίος),” says 

Plato.95 Laughter here occurs under phenomenological conditions of superiority. The ridiculous 

individual, that is, would never appear to one’s consciousness as such unless one had already felt 

superior to him or her. If the deluded individual were equal to or greater in power than oneself, 

Plato suggests that they would incite unvoiced resentment instead of laughter. One would not 

ridicule such a person out of fear that they would lash back upon being laughed at and hurt 

oneself. Only when the ridiculous individual appears utterly harmless in light of one’s supremacy 

would one laugh at him.  

For Plato, laughter is an acerbic condensing gesture that expresses the superiority of its 

subject while asserting the inferiority of its object. This is why, in Plato’s ideal state, laughter at 

gods or illustrious public individuals is strictly forbidden.96 Humans are inferior to gods and 

therefore should not laugh at them. If anything, gods laugh at humans. Hence, in the Republic, he 

remarks, “surely we don’t want our guardians to be too fond of laughter either. Indulgence in 

violent laughter commonly invites a violent reaction.”97 Laughter can easily provoke violent 

reactions since, given the fallibility of perception, anyone can be wrong about what seems to be 

ridiculous.  

This association of violence with comic laughter may have taken root in Plato’s memory 

because of the role he suspected the comedy of Aristophanes played in bringing about the death 

of his beloved teacher Socrates. Jorge Figueroa-Dorrego notes how in The Clouds Aristophanes 

comically portrays Socrates “as a man floating up in the clouds, talking nonsense, and teaching 

young men foolish and dangerous ideas about religion and politics. For Plato, that portrayal 

 
95 Plato, Philebus, 58.  
96 For more of Plato’s injunctions against laughter see Laws, 463, and The Republic, 80.  
97 Plato, The Republic, 80.  
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contributed to getting Socrates condemned to death on charges of irreligion and corrupting the 

Athenian youth.”98 If this is so, Plato was acquainted with the potential violence that comedy and 

laughter can be complicit in committing. Laughter was a temptation to violence that must be 

resisted, not unlike the way Christians would later speak of resisting temptations to sin.  

Laughter is not just situated in the social space between individuals; it also inhabits the 

discontinuities within oneself, driving a wedge between reason and the body. For Plato, reason 

cannot control laughter because it cannot verify whether the feeling of superiority is well 

founded, whether what seems to be ridiculous actually is ridiculous. For Plato, laughter happens, 

without warning, the moment the apparently ridiculous pierces one’s field of perception, 

memory, or imagination. Laughter does not wait for reason to corroborate the ontological status 

of the ridiculous before it bursts out. In this, laughter mocks the alleged authority of reason to 

govern and unify the body. As Anca Parvulescu describes it, “The body in laughter is a 

convulsive assemblage, whose parts shake and dance about, refusing to form a totality … 

Laughter seems to obey reason less than any other passion. A rebel, it sneaks in and overpowers 

reason. We cannot control our laughs.”99 Indeed, bodies involuntarily “crack up” in laughter, 

splitting the very subject that reason is supposed to hold together.100 Plato fears that the sheer 

involuntary impulse of laughter loosens the grip of reason over the body, undermining the 

physical self-control everyone, especially philosophers, ought to have and intentionally cultivate. 

For him, either we control our bodies or our bodies control us. Insofar as it strikes involuntarily, 

laughter signals a momentary loss of agency, intentionality, autonomy, and rationality.  

 
98 Figueroa-Dorrego, “Writings on Humour and Laughter,” 19-20.  
99 Parvulescu, Laughter: Notes On A Passion, 28-30. See also, Plessner, Laughing and Crying, 23. 
100 Diane Davis makes much of this in her Breaking [Up] at Totality, where she argues that the overflowing 

excess of laughter can disrupt philosophical dichotomies.  
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To the extent that human flourishing is predicated on minimizing violence and 

irrationality in a society, an ideal state for Plato must both restrain laughter on an individual and 

social scale and make it the object of political regulation. In Laws, Plato briefly states that “men 

must be restrained from untimely laughter… and every individual, as well as the whole State, 

must charge every man to try to conceal all show of extreme joy.”101 Citizens in Plato’s ideal 

state are tasked with restraining their laughter and suppressing any joy that may express itself as 

such. He writes, “A composer of a comedy or of any iambic or lyric song shall be strictly 

forbidden to ridicule any of the citizens.”102 An ideal society takes pains to censure comedy, 

especially in public domains, and punish those who provoke laughter on the grounds that anyone 

who relishes the levity of ridicule has not achieved a sufficiently virtuous or rational soul.  

Plato allegedly practiced what he preached. In his Lives of Eminent Philosophers, 

Diogenes Laertius recounted that Plato “in his youth was so modest and orderly that he was 

never seen to laugh outright.”103 By suppressing a lifetime of immoderate laughter and sorrow, 

he embodied the self-mastered rational soul and demonstrated the physical comportment of a 

philosopher and ideal citizen. His controlled countenance would become the paradigmatic face 

of serious philosophers and theologians for centuries. The very word “serious” would eventually 

become synonymous, as Lewis observes in his essay on Jane Austen, with “religious.”104  

 

ii. Laughter in the life, death, and teaching of Jesus 

 

Plato’s philosophical suspicion of laughter seems to have been Christianized relatively early. 

Arguably, it is grounded in the memory of Christ’s crucifixion. Mark 15:16 recalls that “The 

 
101 Plato, Laws, 240-41.   
102 Plato, Laws, 463.  
103 Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, 300-1. Similarly, Plato depicts Socrates as exceptionally self-

controlled in the speech of Alcibiades in the Symposium, 65-73.  
104 See, “A Note on Jane Austen,” SLE, 177.  
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soldiers led Jesus away... They put a purple robe on him, then twisted together a crown of thorns 

and set it on him. And they began to call out to him, ‘Hail, king of the Jews!” Later, when Jesus 

was nailed to the cross, “the chief priests and the teachers of the law mocked him among 

themselves. ‘He saved others,’ they said, ‘but can’t save himself.’” Luke 23 recounts that “Herod 

with his soldiers treated him with contempt and mocked him; then he put an elegant robe on 

him.” “These soldiers,” observes Stephen Halliwell, “do not simply use Jesus as a convenient 

target. They compel him to be a mute character in a miniature ‘comedy’ which they stage for 

their own perverted entertainment.”105 In every canonical gospel, a sarcastic sign is hammered 

above Jesus’ head that reads “King of the Jews,” a Roman sneer meant to ridicule Jesus and taunt 

the Jewish authorities who rejected him. 

Thus, from the mock crown and phony robe to the politico-theological punch-line affixed 

to the top of the cross, the crucifixion of Jesus was punctuated with the irreverent sniggers of 

sarcasm and superiority. Fittingly, the Greek word for sarcasm, sarkasmós, comes from sarx, 

which is the word for flesh. Sarkasmós literally means “to tear into the flesh.” The scourging of 

Jesus and his crucifixion physically tore into his flesh, whereas the sarcastic laughter of Herod, 

the soldiers, chief priests, and onlookers tore into his flesh in a different but no less real sense. It 

revealed that they regarded Jesus as ridiculous, as both deluded about his messianic claims to be 

the Son of God and utterly powerless to retaliate against the Roman and religious authorities 

scoffing at him. Michael A. Screech duly notes that their “sneering laughter comes across like a 

slap on the face. Christ was memorably scoffed at as he hung in agony on the Cross. After 

Christians had meditated upon the Crucifixion, never again could laughter be thoughtlessly seen 

 
105 Halliwell, Greek Laughter, 473.  
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by them – if ever it had been – as a sign of simple joy and buoyant happiness.”106 It is as if the 

complicity of laughter in killing Jesus was seared into Christian memory from that day forward. 

The canonical gospels record Jesus weeping but never laughing.107 Not only does he 

seem to refrain from laughter, but Jesus also appears to warn against it in his Sermon on the 

Plain explicitly: “Woe to you who laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep.”108 Those who 

mourn in this life will be blessed with heavenly bliss in the next, but those who laugh now shall 

weep eternally in the hell hereafter. Just four verses earlier, Jesus commends the exact inverse of 

this: “Blessed are you who weep now, for you shall laugh.” Laughter as such is not outright 

rejected here. Rather, it seems to be earthly laughter that is condemned. Some Patristic 

interpreters would understand this to mean that Jesus removed laughter from this life and 

postponed it to the next. It is a promise awaiting those who understood that now is the time for 

weeping. In short, laughter will resound in heaven, on the other side of the parousia, not on 

earth. This life is to be defined more by its tragic dimension than its comic one. From the 

personal life, death, and teaching of Jesus, it is not unreasonable to conclude that human laughter 

on earth is problematic.  

Gnostic texts present an opposite view of laughter in the life, teaching, and death of 

Jesus. For instance, Jesus in the Gospel of Philip proclaims that “some have entered the kingdom 

of heaven laughing,” as if to suggest that laughter is congruent with entrance into God’s 

presence.
 
Jesus laughs joyfully several times in The Second Treatise of the Great Seth.

 
In A 

Valentinian Exposition, Sophia imitates the “Uncontainable Divinity” through laughter in the 

presence of Jesus, suggesting the possibility that laughter may be godlike.
 
In the Apocalypse of 

 
106 Screech, Laughter at the Foot of the Cross, 17.  
107 See Matthew 23:37-39; John 11:35; Luke 19:41-44. 
108 Luke 6:25. 
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Peter, Jesus is portrayed as “glad and laughing on the tree” during his crucifixion.
 
Dialogue of 

the Savior claims that Jesus identified laughter as a fruit of the Spirit, one that is clearly absent 

from the canonical “fruits of the Spirit” delineated in Galatians 5:22-23; Paul includes “joy” 

among these fruits, admittedly, but not laughter, and his list ends, perhaps significantly, with 

“self-control.”109 

That Gnostic texts hold a positive view of it promoted even further suspicion of laughter 

from an emerging orthodox perspective. In repudiating these texts as heretical, orthodox 

Christian thought denied the positive associations of laughter with Christlike behavior, the 

Kingdom of Heaven, the imitation of God, joy, and other major Christian virtues. Heretical texts, 

in short, ascribe positive meaning to laughter, whereas those that became canonical do not. 

 

iii. Patristic Suspicion of Laughter 

 

The earliest surviving image of Jesus crucified reaffirms that laughers were complicit in killing 

him and also in similarly ridiculing his earliest followers. Scrawled on a wall at the Domus 

Gelotiana, a house in the Palace of Emperor Caligula, the Alexamenos graffiti depicts a man 

raising his hand in worship to a crucified figure with the head of a donkey. Etched underneath 

the crucifixion is a Greek inscription that reads, “Alexamenos worshiping [his] god.” As if the 

humiliating capital punishment of crucifixion were not enough, the donkey head intends to 

convey maximal offense in mocking the ancient Christian Alexamenos and the God he worships. 

This mockery apparently expressed a broader criticism of Christianity which was so widespread 

that Tertullian was motivated to clarify in his Apology that Christians do not worship “an ass’s 

head” and that God is not “ass-begotten.”110 

 
109 See, Robinson, The Nag Hammadi Library in English, 154; 362-371; 485; 377; 248. 
110 Tertullian, Apology De Spectaculis, 85-87.  
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Concerning the condemnation of earthly laughter in Jesus’ Sermon on the Plain, John 

Chrysostom stated that Christ “calls those who laugh wretched. For this [world] is not the theatre 

for laughter, neither did we come together for this intent, that we may give way to immoderate 

mirth, but that we may groan, and by this groaning inherit a kingdom.”111 Not by joyous laughter 

does one inherit God’s kingdom, as the gnostic Gospel of Philip would have it, but by mourning 

and weeping. “As long as we are in the vale of tears,” states Jerome, “we must not laugh but 

weep... this world is a place for weeping, not for rejoicing. We must not laugh.”112 The present 

world for Chrysostom and Jerome is a valis lacrimarum, a “vale of tears” in which solemn 

lachrymosity is the appropriate response to earthly existence. From this perspective, laughter 

disobeys Christ and defies the view of this world as a sphere of sorrow. It must, therefore, be 

denied in this life and deferred to the next.113 

However, Jesus’ injunction against laughter apparently conflicts with the Pauline 

mandate to “Rejoice always.”114 To resolve the apparent contradiction a distinction was drawn 

between joy and laughter. The former has often been dissociated from the latter. This is why for 

all his talk of joy in the Confessions, not once does Augustine suggest it can lead Christians to 

laughter. Like Plato, he held the view that laughter responds to that which is ridiculous.115 

However, to find any aspect of God’s creation absurd is an affront to the Creator. Only a prideful 

fool would find God’s handiwork ridiculous. Hence, in his thirty-first homily, he stated that 

“Human beings laugh and weep, and it is a matter for weeping that they laugh...and those who 

 
111 Chrysostom, “Homily LXXXI,” Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 301.  
112 Jerome, The Fathers of the Church, 123.  
113 See, Ecclesiastes 7:4: “The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning, but the heart of fools is in the 

house of mirth.”  
114 See, 1 Thessalonians 5:16 and Philippians 4:4. 
115 See, Augustine, Confessions, 42.   
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laugh... are laughing to their own undoing.”116 Laughter conflicts with one’s spiritual best 

interests; it undoes the laugher. 
 

Following Augustine, Benedict of Nursia associated laughter with the cardinal sin of 

pride. Repeatedly in his Rule, Benedict emphatically asserted that Christian humility and 

spirituality are incompatible with laughter. “We condemn everywhere, in permanent prohibition, 

malicious gossip and idle talk leading to laughter,” he writes.117 For the ideal Christian, “the 

tenth step of humility is not to be easy or ready in laughter, for it is written, ‘The fool raises his 

voice in laughter.’”118 The highest humility and purest spirituality for Benedict, embodied by 

mature priests and monks, resists facile laughter. Plato’s account of laughter as a condescending 

gesture is clearly at play here. The felt superiority of one’s wisdom, wealth, or beauty over others 

which Plato understands to be the cause of laughter is naturally understood by Benedict as sinful 

pride. Hubris is suspected to be the hidden impetus of every public guffaw.  

This strong association of laughter with sin, particularly pride, seems to have influenced 

Christian thought through the early Middle Ages. Emperor Charlemagne, in his series of General 

Directives, established the Rule of St. Benedict as the mandatory standard for all monasteries in 

the New Holy Roman Empire. Though this was impossible to enforce, in principle the notion 

that laughter is antithetical to humility and other Christian virtues remained a theological ideal. 

Thomas À Kempis’s classic The Imitation of Christ carries forth this view of laughter as a sinful 

bodily spasm. “Be sorry for the following,” he writes there, “that you are so carnal and worldly, 

that your passions are still unmortified, and that you are so filled with evil desires... so quick for 

 
116 Augustine, The Works of Saint Augustine, 134.  
117 Benedict, The Rule of Saint Benedict, 43.  
118 Benedict, The Rule of Saint Benedict, 53. He quotes from Ecclesiasticus 21:20, which reads, “A fool 

raises his voice when he laughs, but the wise smile quietly.” 
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laughter and dissipation.”119 Laughter here is not identified as but associated with sinful carnality 

and concupiscent passion. Thus, those ready to laugh are not ready to imitate Christ, which is 

mostly what being Christian for Kempis means. 

 

a. Unsmiling Jesus  

 

 

In February 1620, John Donne stood before King James and preached a Lent sermon in which he 

described Jesus as “that melancholick man, who was never seen to laugh in all his life, 

and whose soul was heavy unto death.”120 Donne here alludes to a letter apparently written to the 

Roman Senate during the reign of Tiberius Caesar, in which the author, Publius Lentulus, a 

procurator of Judea (like Pontius Pilate), describes “a man of great power named Christ Jesus, 

who is said by the Gentiles to be the prophet of truth, but his disciples call him the son of God.” 

After delineating Christ’s appearance, Lentulus notes that “At times he has wept, but he has 

never laughed… His speech is grave, reserved, and temperate.”121 

 In 1924, Cecil Harwood showed Lewis a new poem he composed based on Donne’s 

claim that “Our blessed Saviour is nowhere noted to have laughed.” Entitled “The Repentant 

City,” the poem tells of a people that invoke Jesus and Mary to repent of an infectious laughter 

that erupted during a sermon and rebounded beyond the church walls. The poem is 130 lines 

long and repeats the following chorus thirteen times. 

Blest Lord, unsmiling Jesus 

Tollatur mundo risus;  (Laughter is removed from the world) 

Mother of Jesus, Mary, 

Fac tecum nos maerere (Make us sad with thee)  

 

 
119 Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, 193. 
120 Donne, XXVI Sermons, 59. As well as alluding to this letter of Lentulus in his 1620 sermon before the 

King, Donne explicitly references it in another sermon of February 1623. 
121 For a translation and historical analysis of this letter, see Lutz, “The Letter of Lentulus Describing 

Christ,” 91-93. 
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The poem describes various spaces throughout the city where its people gather to pray this 

chorus of repentance. Though they themselves were not the ones laughing in church, the people 

of the city, from its newsboys to its maidens and bellmen, feel it their duty to repent of the sin of 

laughter and in so doing intercede for those that committed the error. Part of their reason for 

doing so is that fits of levity are among the things that destroy the soul, for “giggling fits… are 

the soul’s undoing.” Before its final chorus, the poem ends with an allusion to Mary as a 

nightingale mourning the loss of her son who “hung bleeding on the cross / Between two 

crosses.”  

The allegedly laughterless life of Jesus, the “man of sorrows” (Isaiah 53:3), and the 

mourning of Mary over his death ground the reason why the city repents of its laughter. As the 

chorus goes, Jesus led an unsmiling life on earth, which Christians everywhere ought to imitate, 

especially in his church, which is why the location of the initial guffaw was utterly scandalous. 

The tragedy of Jesus’ crucifixion removes laughter from the world (Tollatur mundo risus) and 

makes it a “vale of tears” within which fits of gaiety undo the soul. Furthermore, laughter is an 

affront to the lachrymose spirit of Mary, known also as “Our Lady of Sorrows,” who even in 

heaven mourns for her son. The chorus calls upon her to intercede for people of the city and 

empower them to repent, resist the sin of laughter, and grieve with her (Fac tecum nos maerere).  

During his late atheistic years, this poem made an impression on Lewis, who recorded it 

as “the excellent one” in his diary.122 It introduced Lewis to the poetic and theological 

implications concerning whether Jesus (and Mary) laughed; he references this tradition and its 

association with Donne in a 1939 essay.123 As an atheist, Lewis believed this poem adequately 

 
122 AMR, 452. Originally, Harwood had “Fac nos tecum” as the last line in the chorus. Lewis suggested 

amending it to “Fac tecum nos maerere,” which Harwood implemented in his final draft. See, Harwood, The Voice 

of Cecil Harwood, 61-65.  
123 “Christianity and Literature,” TSE, 5. This tradition is shown to be very much alive in the character of 
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reflected the spirit of excessive seriousness required of Christians. After his conversion, 

however, he refuted this idea, as we will see below.  

 

iv. Baudelaire and Nietzsche  

 

Perhaps the clearest modern articulation of the theological repression of laughter and levity is 

found in Charles Baudelaire’s essay “On the Essence of Laughter,” in which he affirms that 

“laughter is satanic” for Christians. Alluding to Plato, Baudelaire affirmed that “laughter comes 

from a man’s idea of his own superiority. A satanic idea if ever there was one! What pride and 

aberration!”124 He observes that from an orthodox Christian standpoint, “human laughter is 

intimately connected with the accident of the fall, of a physical and moral degradation.” In the 

sinless and perfect paradise of Eden, the bodies of Adam and Eve did not convulse with laughter. 

Because “joy did not reside in laughter,” the original perfect human communion with God was 

enjoyed with a thoroughly solemn countenance and physical comportment. The physical ability 

to laugh and moral capacity to feel superior to God’s creation are consequences of original sin. 

For Baudelaire, this is why laughter has been stigmatized as satanic and sinful in Christian 

thought. 

 Baudelaire’s German contemporary, Friedrich Nietzsche, subverted the observation that 

laughter is satanic into a profound criticism of Christianity. In Thus Spake Zarathustra, 

Nietzsche has his prophet say, “And when I saw my devil I found him serious, thorough, 

profound, and solemn: he was the spirit of gravity–through him all things fall.”125 Nietzsche here 

rhetorically subverts the Christian God into his “devil,” which he names “the Spirit of Gravity” 

 
Jorge de Burgos in Umberto Eco’s novel, The Name of the Rose, 95-96, 131.  

124 Baudelaire, “Of the Essence of Laughter,” 146.  
125 Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 38. The German reads: “Und als ich meinen Teufel sah, da fand ich 

ihn ernst, gründlich, tief, feierlich: es war der Geist der Schwere, – durch ihn fallen alle Dinge.” 
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(der Geist der Schwere). As in English, the German word for “gravity” (die Schwere) has two 

related connotations: an external force that holds objects down and an attitude of seriousness. 

Both effects, for Nietzsche, come from the Christian conception of God. He interprets the 

heaviness of God as a burdensome weight that forces all things downward and restrains 

humankind from elevating itself. This is further depicted in The Gay Science, where Nietzsche 

presents his Parable of the Madman (Der Tolle Mensch), perhaps his best-known announcement 

of the “death of God.”  

Like Diogenes the Cynic, who is said to have held his lantern to the faces of strangers in 

the Athenian market in search of an honest man, Nietzsche has his madman run into a 

marketplace and seek God. This provokes rounds of laughter from his audience, none of whom 

believe in God anymore. They begin to mock God when the madman interrupts them with his 

declaration that God is dead. “But how have we done it?” asks the madman,  

What did we do when we loosened (losketteten) this earth from its sun? Whither 

does it now move? Whither do we move? Away from all suns?... Is there still an 

above and below? Do we not stray, as through infinite nothingness?... God is dead! 

God remains dead! And we have killed him!126 

 

A better translation of the German “losketteten” here would be “unchained” or “unfettered,” not 

simply “loosened.” To have “unchained this earth from its sun” means to have removed the 

shackles of gravitation, to have symbolically broken the influence of gravity on our planet. As 

Robert Williams notes, the death of God reveals a condition of weightlessness, that is, a state in 

which gravitation is impossible.127 Thus, for Nietzsche, when God – his “Devil” – dies, so does 

oppressive gravity. Nietzsche’s work, especially The Gay Science, seeks to provide an alternative 

 
126 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 119-120. 
127 Williams, Tragedy, Recognition, and the Death of God, 264-265.  
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anchor point that would keep humanity grounded on earth without the downward pressure of 

belief in God, morality, or other ideals.128 

 In that same text, Nietzsche writes that  

For most people the intellect is an awkward, gloomy, creaking machine that is hard 

to start: when they want to work with this machine and think well, they call it 

‘taking the matter seriously’… The lovely human beast seems to lose its good mood 

(gute Laune) when it thinks well; it becomes ‘serious’! And ‘where laughter 

(Lachen) and gaiety (Frohlichkeit) are found, thinking is good for nothing’– that is 

the prejudice (Vorurteil) of this serious beast against all ‘gay science’. Well, then, 

let us prove it a prejudice!129 

 

Nietzsche observes that a properly functioning intellect has been construed as antithetical to 

laughter, gaiety, and good mood in the thinking subject. Gravity seems to be a structural 

component of philosophical thought as such, whereas levity is not – a point Jean-Luc Nancy 

makes in his “The Weight of a Thought,” where he foregrounds the etymological relation 

between thinking (pensée) and weighing (pesée).130 When a thinker laughs, she is not thinking 

properly, whereas when she thinks properly, she is not laughing. In short, Aristotle’s “rational 

animal” becomes a “serious beast.” Nietzsche identifies this as a prejudice at the core of Western 

thought, one he seeks to expose and deconstruct through his practice of “fröhliche Wissenschaft” 

(Gay Science). It is a perspective that reconciles gaiety and gravitas, laughter and wisdom. For 

Nietzsche, Gay Science thinks well about any subject without taking the content of such 

reflection with ultimate importance; it weighs the world but does not weigh itself down in the 

process. He contrasts it with what he perceives to be the joyless discipline of Christian theology, 

 
128 Nietzsche submits that his doctrine of eternal recurrence, which he calls “the heaviest weight,” will 

perform this function – that is, reinvest human life with internal weightiness that will keep it on the unchained earth. 

See his The Gay Science, 194-195.  
129 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 182-183. Nietzsche makes a related point in a section of Human, All Too 

Human titled “Laughing and Smiling,” where he writes: “The more joyful and assured the mind becomes, the more 

man loses the habit of loud laughter.” See his Human, All Too Human, 363.  
130 Nancy, The Gravity of Thought, 75-84.  
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which takes itself with excessive seriousness and eventuates in unhappiness; it is the sad science, 

the opposite of fröhliche Wissenschaft.  

Nietzsche represents the historical Christian bias against laughter in a section of 

Daybreak that quotes from an anonymous theologian who believes laughter is “the naivety of 

sin.”131 Nietzsche does not name the specific theologian because he knows many would fit the 

description; instead, he quotes a generic theologian to represent the overall Christian repudiation 

of laughter on earth. In his speech to select disciples, Nietzsche has his Zarathustra perform a 

complete subversion of this Christian repression of levity. With the mirthless life of Jesus and his 

condemnation of laughter in mind, Zarathustra proclaims, 

What has so far been the greatest sin here on earth? Was it not the word of him who 

said: ‘Woe to them who laugh here!’  

     Did he himself find no reasons on earth for laughter? Then he sought badly. 

Even a child finds reasons here. 

     He – did not love enough: otherwise he would have also loved us who laugh! 

But he hated and jeered at us, he promised us wailing and gnashing of teeth.132  

 

For Nietzsche, Jesus committed an unforgivable sin in his Sermon on the Plain: not blasphemy 

against the Holy Spirit, but blasphemy against the spirit of levity. He interprets the absence of 

laughter in the life of Jesus not as an effective condemnation of it but as an implicit confession 

that he found nothing to laugh about on earth. This confession is ironic and hypocritical, coming 

as it does from one who preached that we must become like children in order to enter the 

Kingdom of Heaven, for, as Nietzsche observes, children laugh all the time.133 For Nietzsche, 

even children are able to find what Jesus failed to discover: countless reasons to laugh on this 

earth. What is worse, Jesus threatens those who do not share his inability to laugh with eternal 

torment in hell. This, for Nietzsche, is not love. Instead, it is out of hatred for human life on earth 

 
131 Nietzsche, Daybreak, 133. 
132 Nietzsche, Zarathustra, 251.  
133 See Mark 10:15; Matthew 18:3 and Luke 18:17. 
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that Jesus condemns those who laugh to hellfire. The misanthropy of Jesus, in other words, was 

expressed in his misogelasticism.134 Had he truly loved humans, Jesus would have learned to 

laugh and love laughers; at a minimum, he would not have threatened them with eternal 

punishment.  

More than anyone else, Nietzsche problematizes, if not weaponizes, the history of 

escapism from the comic dimension of life entrenched historically in Christianity into an 

objection against that tradition. He clarifies what is philosophically at stake in the suspicion that 

Christianity is insufficiently comic and joyful.  

 

v. Modern Theological Responses 

 

Since the early twentieth century, some theologians and scholars of religion have been 

increasingly concerned about the tension between laughter and humor as natural parts of human 

life and the anti-gelastic tendencies of some theological sources. In a section tellingly titled “on 

Grim Theologians,” Peter Berger asserts that “Anyone surfing through the Bible (Old and New 

Testament alike) or the history of Christian theology in search of the comic is bound to be 

disappointed… One does not have to be a Nietzschean to look upon the history of Christian 

theology as a depressingly lachrymose affair.”135 With Nietzsche in mind, Reinhold Niebuhr 

states that “God is not frequently thought of having a sense of humour… on the whole one must 

agree with the critics who do not find much humour or laughter in the Bible.”136 Not only is 

positive laughter often absent in sources of theological discourse, but, as we saw above, one of 

 
134 For the distinction between agelasticism, the absence of laughter, and misogelasticism, the hatred of 

laughter, see Meredith, An Essay on Comedy, 9-10.  
135 Berger, Redeeming Laughter, 198. 
136 Niebuhr, “Humour and Faith,” in Discerning the Signs of the Times, 111. Wood makes brilliant use of 

this sermon by Niebuhr to rearticulate the comic horizon of Christian faith. See his The Comedy of Redemption, 4-

22.  
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its central appearances therein is saliently macabre in kind. Speaking of the mock comedy in 

Christ’s crucifixion, Stephen Halliwell notes, “It is a fact with deep, long-standing repercussions 

that laughter plays a disturbing part in the founding narrative of Christianity.”137 Indeed, as we 

saw above, one of the most conspicuous examples of laughter in the gospels occurs during the 

torture and murder of Jesus, a fact that further animates a suspicion of laughter and tends to erase 

the distinction between the black, gallows humor evident at the Crucifixion and other, more 

innocent types of humor.  

German theologian Karl Josef-Kuschel frames a similar concern thus in his Laughter: A 

Theological Essay:  

Haven’t God’s representatives often enough in the past done everything possible to 

discredit or censure laughter? Theologies of sin and suffering are part of standard 

theological reflection. But a ‘theology’ of laughter seems inappropriate. Isn’t 

Christian theology bound to a particular spirit, the spirit of Jesus Christ, who is at 

the same time the Holy Spirit of God? So mustn’t a theology which is obligated to 

this spirit a priori come into conflict with the spirit of light-heartedness, 

heedlessness and freedom which tends to burst out in laughter?138  

 

When compared to the countless reams written on God, Christ, sin, creation, and other standard 

concerns of Christian theology, the absence or censoriousness of theological reflections on comic 

themes suggests that it has traditionally been disregarded as religiously irrelevant or utterly 

inappropriate to the seriousness that such reflections require. Josef-Kuschel acknowledges and 

restates the discursive prejudice in Christian thought against laughter as an a priori conflict 

between humor and the logic of theological reflection. He recognizes a conceptual antithesis 

between the ideas with which theologians work and what comedy means and represents. This has 

constrained not merely the content of theological reflection but also its form in writing. “When 

we read religious writing,” notes Terry Lindvall, “(or, what is often worse, writing by a religious 

 
137 Halliwell, Greek Laughter, 471.  
138 Kuschel, Laughter, xvii. 
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person), the last thing we expect to discover is laughter. We expect the religious writer to handle 

truth, ethics, and other serious concerns with appropriate decorum. Treating issues of ultimate 

reality with levity is the habit of the fool, the mocker, the jester, the idiot.”139 An absence of 

levity has been methodologically proper in theological discourse.  

 And what is true of theological discourse often appears to be true of theologians 

themselves, who are not usually considered to be notable wits. This is typified in John Calvin, a 

serious theologian par excellence, of whom Karl Barth says, “We have to search his works with 

a magnifying glass to find any traces that he could laugh.”140 In his Church Dogmatics, Barth 

observed that “[I]t is not an accident if the psychology particularly of the theologians and 

churchmen… has for the most part been one of a pronounced lack of humour, of weariness and 

depression, even of melancholia.”141 This perception, according to contemporary American 

Jesuit priest James Martin, has seeped into the popular Western imagination so that people 

within and especially without the Church are inclined to “equate ministry with melancholy,” 

holiness with humorlessness. He once overheard the head of a Jesuit community rebuke his 

friend for laughing during Mass with the words “All levity is excessive.”142 This reprimand 

summarizes well the attitude towards laughter and humor surveyed in this section – namely, that 

the comic spirit represents an excess of levity that ought to be curbed in the presence of God, that 

there is no such thing as appropriate lightheartedness in sacred spaces.   

  

 
139 Lindvall, Surprised by Laughter, 3.  
140 Barth, The Theology of John Calvin, 126.  
141 Barth, Church Dogmatics Volume I, Part 2, 351. On the value of humor in Barth’s theology, see Wood 

“Karl Barth as Theologian of Divine Comedy,” The Comedy of Redemption, 34-48; Ramm, “The Laughing Barth,” 

After Fundamentalism, 193-197.  
142 Martin, Between Heaven And Mirth, 2.  
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The preceding survey shows how sources of Christian thought, from its Platonic roots and the 

earthly ministry of Jesus to some of his earliest interpreters and more, furnish plausible grounds 

to question whether Christianity is in principle detached from the comic dimension of human 

life. As with the criticism about tragedy, such an objection is not without merit. In different 

respects, Christian theology has made itself vulnerable to the suspicion that it inhumanly negates 

joy no less than it disowns sorrow. It does the former through a historical repression of levity, 

laughter, and play, while it does the latter doctrinally through Theodicism, Over-realized 

eschatology, and Resurrectionism that promote entrenched escapism from tragedy. I argue that 

engagement with C.S. Lewis can help address these vulnerabilities.   

 

2. C.S. Lewis’s Response to the Comic Horn 

 

Lewis’s imaginative depiction of Christianity in tragi-comic terms is an indirect response to the 

critique of Christianity as insufficiently comic. And in the same way that he explicitly rejects the 

insufficiently tragic horn of the dilemma, so Lewis has some direct remarks that serve to 

challenge this side of the objection.  

 

i. Jesus and Laughter  

 

 

In December 1956, Lewis responded to a correspondent who had asked him about the humor, or 

lack thereof, of Jesus. Lewis makes three illuminating points. First, he points to Matthew 9:12 

and 17:25, Mark 10:30, and the Parable of the Unjust Steward in Luke 16 as plausible examples 

of humor in the language and teaching of Jesus.143 Second, Lewis observes that much humor is 

 
143 Regarding Matthew 9:12, Lewis thought that the way in which Jesus points out the obvious – namely, 

that healthy people do not need doctors – could have been very humorous to everyone there except the Pharisees. He 

thought the same about Matthew 17:25, where Jesus questions Peter about whether sons (i.e. citizens) or strangers 

(i.e. foreigners) pay taxes. Lewis suggests that the interpolation of “tribulations” into the list of rewards Jesus 

promises to those who sacrificially follow him in Mark 10:30 is comically incongruous. The shrewdness of the 
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relative to culture. He asks, “If there were more humour, should we (modern Occidentals) see 

it?” Through conversation with Joy Davidman, a Jewish convert to Christianity, Lewis came to 

appreciate how Jews notice the humor in the Old Testament where contemporary Western 

Christians might not. Lastly, Lewis questions how much of Jesus’s humor, if any, the authors of 

the gospels would have recorded. John 21:25 suggests that only a small fraction of the Jesus said 

and did was written down. From this point of view, Lewis wonders whether “the Evangelists, 

anxious to get across what was vitally necessary, [would] include it? They told us nothing about 

His appearance, clothes, physical habits – none of what a modern biographer would put in.”144 

The Biblical authors, Lewis suggests, were not concerned with portraying Christ’s peculiar 

personality traits, but communicating the more important essence of his salvific message and 

action.  

Moreover, absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. That the Evangelists omit to 

record occasions of laughter in the life of Jesus does not prove that he never laughed, much less 

that he found no reason for anyone else to do so on earth, as critics like Nietzsche claim. It 

makes more sense to suppose either that the humor of Jesus was not relevant to the purpose of 

the gospels’ writers or that it was too obvious to mention explicitly.145 If, as Rabelais maintained, 

laughter is part of what makes human beings human, and if Jesus was fully human, it goes 

without saying that Jesus laughed, especially when welcoming children (Mark 9:36), or when 

attending the wedding at Cana (John 2:1-12).146  

 
dishonest manager in Luke 16 also struck Lewis as potentially humorous, which he thought was exemplified in 

Sayers’ Man Born to be King. For example, see Sayers, The Man Born to be King, 110. In her Introduction, Sayers 

affirms Jesus as “the greatest wits of all time.” Ibid, 20. Elsewhere, Lewis concurs with Sayers, suggesting that Jesus 

was a masterful ironist with his “homely, peasant shrewdness.” “Christianity and Literature,” TSE, 5. 

  144 CLIII, 814-15. 
145 On the humor of Jesus, see Gilhus, “Why Did Jesus Laugh? Laughing In Biblical-Demiurgical Texts,” 

123-140. Phipps, The Wisdom and Wit of Rabbi Jesus; Trueblood, The Humour of Christ; Buckner, The Joy of 

Jesus: Humour in the Gospels. 
146 See, Rabelais, Gargantua and Pantagruel, 203.  
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In a 1939 essay, Lewis responds to John Donne’s quip about Jesus “that we are never told 

He laughed” with the statement that “it is difficult in reading the Gospels not to believe, and to 

tremble in believing, that He smiled.”147 This approach might exhibit the influence of G.K. 

Chesterton, who ends his Orthodoxy with the suggestion that “There was some one thing that 

was too great for God to show us when He walked upon our earth… it was His mirth.”148 Jesus 

wept in public over the death of Lazarus and the sight of Jerusalem. He also raged in public as he 

cleansed the Temple. But Chesterton suggests that Jesus laughed in secret because human beings 

in their fallen state cannot handle the mirth of God. It is too intense, too real, too overwhelming 

for them to stand. Like the bare face of God (Exodus 33:20), it is as if no human being could 

bear to witness the joy of God and live. This is what Lewis might have in mind when he suggests 

that Christians ought to tremble in knowing that Jesus smiled. It is as if a smile from Jesus is as 

much divine mirth as we could handle before being undone. If Christians ought to tremble at the 

mere smile of Jesus, what of his laughter? Although not an argument per se, this imaginative 

suggestion would also explain the absence of Jesus’s laughter recorded in the gospels.  

 

ii. Contra Christian (Protestant) Gloom 

 

 

In May 1963, a representative of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, Mr. Sherwood 

Wirt, interviewed Lewis at his rooms in Magdalene College, Cambridge. The interviewer asked 

Lewis whether “Christianity (especially the Protestant forms) tends to produce a gloomy, joyless 

condition of society which is like a pain in the neck to most people?” If he selected his interview 

questions according to the objections he considered most common, the mere fact that Wirt raised 

this question indicates how widespread he thought this perception was. Lewis responded that 

 
147 “Christianity and Literature,” TSE, 5.  
148 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, 158.  



78 
 

“there is about the same amount of fun and gloom in all periods. The poems, novels, letters, etc., 

of every period all seem to show that.”149 If “all periods” here includes non-Christian times and 

places, it would follow that Christianity in general and Protestantism in particular do not promote 

more seriousness and unhappiness than would otherwise be the case.150  

 In a 1946 sermon on the Prayer Book, Lewis addressed the widespread suspicion that a 

serious Christian concern about human sinfulness and commitment to repentance promotes 

habits of unhappiness. “Does that sound very gloomy?” asked Lewis,  

Does Christianity encourage morbid introspection? The alternative is much more 

morbid. Those who do not think about their own sins make up for it by thinking 

incessantly about the sins of others. It is healthier to think of one’s own. It is the 

reverse of morbid. It is not even, in the long run, very gloomy. A serious attempt to 

repent and really to know one’s own sins is in the long run a lightening and relieving 

process.151 

 

In the end, an unconscious “mass of unrepented and unexamined sins” causes more gloom and 

unhappiness than Christian confession and repentance, the latter of which starts with seriousness 

and even horror but ends in a degree of carefreeness and freedom. The former alternative 

approach begins with what appears to be cheerful naiveté about sins but ends with grave 

conflicts and problems. Therefore, for Lewis, an initial focus upon sin and repentance, which 

might appear to be a source of “unhappy consciousness,” is, in fact, the opposite: it is no more 

than an unwelcome medical diagnosis, pronounced not for its own sake but in order to lead to 

treatment or surgery that restores good health. The ostensibly tragic is a means through which to 

enjoy the “lightness of being” and enter the comic dimension of life.  

 
149 “Answers to Questions on Christianity,” GITD, 42. 
150 However, Lewis does note the association of the word “Puritan” with cheerlessness. See, EL, 33. 
151 “Miserable Offenders,” GITD, 127. Chapter Four below will discuss sanctification in terms of such lightening. 
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iii. The Cultural-Imaginative Appeal of This Criticism  

 

Although Lewis thinks that the suspicion that Christianity is insufficiently comic does not hold 

much logical weight, he does recognize how this sentiment has gained imaginative, emotive, and 

cultural purchase in the West. 

He once recalled an anecdote of a child in school whom the teacher asked what God was 

like. The boy answered that God “was ‘the sort of person who is always snooping round to see if 

anyone is enjoying himself and then trying to stop it.’” Lewis grants that “that is the sort of idea 

that the word Morality raises in a good many people’s minds: something that interferes, 

something that stops you having a good time.”152 It is not just that God refuses to “mind his own 

business,” not just that he interferes, but that such interference is often against fun, enjoyment, 

and pleasure. This leads people to desire, as Lewis puts it, “not so much a Father in Heaven as a 

grandfather in heaven - a senile benevolence who, as they say, ‘liked to see young people 

enjoying themselves’ and whose plan for the universe was simply that it might be truly said at 

the end of each day, ‘a good time was had by all.’”153  

 Moreover, Lewis notes that the word “religion” suggests to most people the opposite of 

mirth, “all that stuffiness – all that regimen of tiptoe tread and lowered voice,” which is why 

Lewis urges readers to recover the distinct gaiety that the Psalms offer, divine worship offered in 

a spirit of festive rowdiness, accompanied by “the merry harp with the lute.”154 The style of 

Lewis’s writing can be seen as an attempt to communicate some of that mirth. In the 1963 

interview just mentioned, Lewis said that “Some people write heavily, some write lightly. I 

prefer the light approach because I believe there is a great deal of false reverence about. There is 

 
152 MC, 69.  
153 POP, 31.  
154 ROP, 333. See, Psalm 81:2. 



80 
 

too much solemnity and intensity in dealing with sacred matters; too much speaking in holy 

tones.”155 In this sense, Christianity’s reputation of being overly serious and insufficiently comic 

is not without cause. The light-hearted touch of Lewis’s theological writing is an attempt to 

overturn that perception of Christianity. Indeed, in Miracles, Lewis apologizes for “expressions 

which will offend pious ears, but I do not know how else to make my point.”156 The expressions 

in question are those about wine, gladness, and sex, and Lewis’s pre-emptive apology assumes 

that “pious ears” are ears too serious to hear theological matters handled lightly. Elsewhere 

Lewis recognizes that his “tendency to use images like play and dance for the highest things is a 

stumbling-block” to Malcolm, his fictional interlocutor, and, by implication, to serious Christians 

in general.157
  

Lewis also observes that some people find the Christian doctrine of heaven distasteful at 

best, and repulsive at worse, because they associate it with “being in Church,” which he admits is 

a dismal suggestion.158 If the latter is boring, as so many experience it to be, and if the former is 

like it, that means heaven itself is nothing better than an exalted and eternal state of boredom.  

In one of his letters, Lewis referenced the English “Act to Restrain Abuses of Players” 

that Parliament passed in 1606, which imposed a ten-pound fee for every instance in which 

someone joked with names of God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, or the Trinity during stage dramas, 

shows, public games, or pageants. The rationale behind this Act was that the sacred name of God 

is “to be spoken but with fear and reverence.”159 There is, in other words, an irreducible 

 
              155 “Cross Examination,” GITD, 286-287 

156 M, 224.  
157 See, LTM, 282.  
158 ROP, 361.  
159 CLII, 620, n52.  
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seriousness about God even in festive and playful occasions. This is an instance in which public 

policy and legal statute helped associate religion with seriousness. 

When, at an Anglo-Catholic boarding school, Lewis first began to take his religion 

seriously – earnestly praying, reading Scripture, and conversing with other Christians, – he says 

he did so “with great gravity.”160 At this early age, Lewis began to associate religion with a high 

degree of seriousness. Later, in a 1946 periodical, he suggests that this association is very widely 

made by people in general and may have contributed, if only indirectly, to the apparent demise of 

religion in the West. He recalls when religion was “too sacred to be lightly mentioned” and how 

“If it had to be spoken of, it was spoken of in a hushed, medical voice.”161 It was about seventeen 

years later that Lewis made his remark about how widespread unnecessary reverence, solemnity, 

and intensity were in religious matters. He identified this as what motivated him to do the 

opposite – that is, to approach theological matters lightly and thus help dissociate religious 

discourse from excessive seriousness in the public imagination. His rational insights, presented 

in this section, and his imaginative expression of Christianity in tragi-comic terms, surveyed 

below, do just that.   

 

In summary, the remarks of Plato, Jesus, and subsequent Christian interpreters surveyed above 

have provided grounds upon which entrenched escapism from the comic dimension of life can 

take hold. The writings of Lewis can serve as a corrective to such avoidance. This section has 

surveyed the direct, argumentative response Lewis has to the comic horn of the dilemma.  

 

 

 
160 SBJ, 34. In a joke about a clergyman, Lewis assumed that the epitome of gravity is a Christian reciting a 

creed at the altar. See, FL, 26.  
161 “The Decline of Religion,” GITD, 240.  
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CHAPTER THREE: 

DEFINING “TRAGI-COMEDY” AND “CHARMOLYPI” 

 

The previous chapters were meant to achieve three things: (1) present the problem to which this 

dissertation responds, (2) survey the grounds of this problem, that is, what makes each horn of 

the dilemma plausible; and (3) present a set of rational insights and arguments from C.S. Lewis 

that can serve as correctives to each side of the dilemma. This chapter will define the central 

terms of my argument: tragi-comedy and charmolypi.   

 

1.  The Limitations of Definitions  

 

Lewis was fond of the phrase “we murder to dissect,”162 a line from Wordsworth’s “The Tables 

Turned,” the penultimate stanza of which reads:  

Sweet is the lore which Nature brings; 

Our meddling intellect 

Mis-shapes the beauteous forms of things: -  

We murder to dissect.163 

 

What the intellect for Wordsworth does to nature, for Lewis it does whenever it seeks to know 

anything too analytically. There is a sense in which the human mind often cannot help but 

misshape and “murder” the object of its knowledge. To analyze and define a phenomenon, 

theorists sometimes unwisely “kill” it first. This is an unfortunate consequence of the epistemic 

condition humans are in. “This is our dilemma,” writes Lewis,  

either to taste and not to know or to know and not to taste - or, more strictly, to lack 

one kind of knowledge because we are in an experience or to lack another kind 

because we are outside it. As thinkers we are cut off from what we think about; as 

tasting, touching, willing, loving, hating, we do not clearly understand. The more 

lucidly we think, the more we are cut off: the more deeply we enter into reality, the 

less we can think. You cannot study Pleasure in the moment of the nuptial embrace, 

 
162 FL, 17.  
163 Wordsworth, The Poetical Works, 361.  
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nor repentance while repenting, nor analyse the nature of humour while roaring 

with laughter.164  

 

Humans cannot analyze the comic while laughing out loud, – nor, for that matter, can we define 

the tragic while weeping. It is impossible to have a direct experience of the phenomenon and 

define it at the same time. Either one relies on the memory of the thing, which already loses the 

qualities one wants to capture, or one stands outside the experience of it as an external observer, 

which removes one from a lived encounter with it. The overall epistemic dilemma Lewis 

articulates here applies to the definitions that this chapter seeks to articulate. 

 Indeed, perhaps the first thing to observe about these terms is how notoriously difficult 

scholars have found them to define. As Terry Eagleton notes in Sweet Violence, all definitions of 

tragedy short of “very sad” have failed.165 This may not be solely the failure of theorists. With 

every failed attempt to define the tragic, the suspicion that its precise nature, if there is such a 

thing, is recalcitrant to such treatment becomes more plausible. Jennifer Geddes, for instance, 

affirms of tragedy “that there is something about it which ruptures our very ability to see clearly, 

state concisely, think neatly, know completely.”166 Lewis might have had a similar point in mind 

when he wrote that “One of the drawbacks about living in a tragedy is that one can’t very well 

see out of the windows.”167 What Lewis observes about living through a tragedy, Geddes affirms 

about the literary genre – namely, that it disrupts clear vision and analysis. This has led some 

scholars to abandon the search for a precise definition and seek the “family resemblances” 

among various tragedies instead168 – an approach that Lewis himself adopts, to a degree. 

 
164 “Myth Became Fact,” GITD, 57.  
165 Eagleton, Sweet Violence, 5. 
166 Geddes, “Religion and the Tragic,” 98.  
167 CLIII, 1106; 1123. See also, AGO, 39. 
168 See, for example, MacKinnon, The Stripping of the Altars, 42; Fowler, Kinds of Literature, 41. 
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The same goes for definitions of the comic. Indeed, as Eagleton did of tragedy, one could 

say that all definitions of comedy short of “very funny” or “very happy” have also failed. This 

too is predicated on the referent of the term, not on how various theorists have sought to 

formulate it. Peter Berger notes that the nature of the comic is so slippery and the joy to which it 

points is so elusive that the phenomenon does not admit of precision. One must approach it, if at 

all, as one would an evasive and playful elf, that is, circuitously and circumspectly – and even 

then, “no certainties will emerge,” writes Berger.169  

If the terms from which it is made up are difficult to define, the same should be expected 

of the combination, “tragi-comic.” The term appears to have been coined by Titus Plautus as a 

jest. In the prologue to his Amphitryon, Mercury informs the audience that what follows is a 

tragedy, but if they so desired, since he is a god, he could change it into a comedy without 

altering a single verse, which is why he calls the whole a “tragicomoedia.”170 This was meant to 

prepare the audience for scenes in which gods, kings, and slaves converse, which was considered 

dramaturgically inappropriate. Cicero had argued that mixing the styles of tragedy and comedy 

was not just poor taste but offensive as well.171 His censoriousness and Plautus’s playfulness 

about the earliest manifestations of tragi-comedy indicate how the genre evades traditional 

categories. It is not just the individual terms but their hyphenated unification that is complex and 

difficult to define. 

  

 
169 Berger, Redeeming Laughter, xv.  
170 This may be a subtle nod to the suggestion by Socrates in the Symposium that the same author should be 

able to write tragedy and comedy. See Plato, Symposium, 77.  
171 Cicero, De Optimo Genere Oratorum, 355.  
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2. Hermeneutical Approach: Lewis on Authorial Intention  

 

To properly understand what Lewis meant by “tragi-comic,” first we must know his view of 

interpretation and authorial intention. Sometimes Lewis seems to suggest that authorial intention 

matters less to understand literature generally and to his work specifically than the reception of 

readers. In a 1959 letter to Peter Milward, for instance, he wrote:  

If you sometimes read into my books what I did not know I had put there, neither 

of us need be surprised, for greater readers have doubtless done the same to far 

greater authors. Shakespeare w[oul]d., I suspect, read with astonishment what 

Goethe, Coleridge, Bradley and Wilson Knight have found in him! Perhaps a book 

ought to have more meanings than the writer intends?172 

Elsewhere Lewis asserts that the author of a book is not necessarily the best judge of its meaning 

or merits. He also grants that an author may fail at putting the meaning he intended into his own 

work. Some Lewis scholars take passages like these to imply that Lewis held a postmodernist 

hermeneutic – not in the sense that he was a radical subjectivist about meaning, but rather that he 

denies that a text has a “center,” as Derrida did of Western metaphysics, Foucault of history, and 

Barthes of literature.173    

However, Lewis is also clear to affirm the hermeneutical centrality of authorial intention. 

The following year after his letter to Milward, Lewis published Studies in Words, where he 

affirms that “it is not enough to make sense. We want to find the sense the author intended.” Of a 

given old poem, Lewis writes, “if, in fact, we are content with whatever effect the words acci-

dentally produce in our modern minds – then of course we do not read the poem the old writer 

intended. What we get may still be, in our opinion, a poem; but it will be our poem, not his. If we 

 
172 CLIII, 1116; See, “On Criticism,” OS, 219. On what Lewis calls “latent meanings” in a text, see also, 

CLIII, 789-90; 919; M, 257; AOL, 275; “On Reading Old Books,” GITD, 218. See also, CL III, 830-831.  
173 See, Downing, “C.S. Lewis Among the Postmodernists.” Edwards, “Rehabilitating Reading: C. S. Lewis 

and Contemporary Critical Theory,” 28-36; Yuasa, C.S. Lewis and Christian Postmodernism, 3-5; 45-47.  
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call this tout court ‘reading’ the old poet, we are deceiving ourselves.”174 For Lewis, it is not 

possible to read an author with disregard for the sense he intended to give to his words in 

particular and his work as a whole.  

This view is related to Lewis’s account of the nature of language. In a 1940 manuscript 

fragment titled “Language and Human Nature,” Lewis defines language as “the system of vocal 

noises meant (psychological sense) to mean (symbolic sense).”175 The former, psychological 

sense of meaning is to intend or propose, whereas the latter, symbolic sense is a matter of 

drawing attention to a sign on purpose. Applied to writing, language is a system of signs that are 

intended to be signs and used as such. Because the intentions of speakers or writers are 

inseparable from the nature of language, one can expect them to be central to interpretation of 

such language as well.  

When it comes to the comic or tragic effects of literature, authorial intention is vital for 

Lewis. In perhaps the most precise explanation of his hermeneutical approach, he writes: 

The author’s intention is that which, if it is realised, will in his eyes constitute 

success. If all or most readers, or such readers as he chiefly desires, laugh at a 

passage, and he is pleased with this result, then his intention was comic, or he 

intended to be comic. If he is disappointed and humiliated at it, then he intended 

to be grave, or his intention was serious.176  

 

The best kind of readers for Lewis are those that laugh when the author intended to be comic and 

cry when her intention was tragic. If a reader fails in this response, if he finds passages comical 

that are intended to be serious, he has misread the text. Against certain postmodernists, Lewis 

does not want to give individual readers the prerogative to determine the meaning of a text for 

 
174 SIW, 3-5; See also, “The Anthropological Approach,” SLE, 301.  
175 Lewis, “Language and Human Nature,” 26. 
176 “On Criticism,” OS, 217. 
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themselves, as if the reading habits of such people did not matter. A successful response to a text 

is one in which the intention of its author is realized.    

 The following sections will apply to Lewis the hermeneutical approach he takes towards 

his own work and that of other authors. It will examine what Lewis intended to mean by the 

expression “tragi-comedy” and its adjectival form “tragi-comic.” To grasp what he meant by it, 

we will investigate its constituent terms – tragedy and comedy – before turning to their 

conjunction. Before doing so, however, a literary insight of Northrop Frye is in order.   

 

3. Mythos in Literature 

 

 

In his 1957 Anatomy of Criticism, Northrop Frye argues that every work of literature can be 

analyzed in terms of three dimensions that he calls genre, mythos, and mode. This framework, 

especially the middle term, will be helpful to organize the comments Lewis makes about tragedy 

and comedy, from which his definition of tragi-comedy will follow. 

 Genre is what an author intends, to use a phrase of Richard Strum’s, as its “medium of 

expression.” The medium of tragedy, for instance, is drama.177 Mode is the perspective of reality 

that is assumed in a literary work, which determines the relationship between the audience and 

the protagonists. For instance, legends present characters that are superior in degree to its 

readers, whereas the ironic mode depicts heroes who are inferior to its audience.  

 Our primary concern, however, is with what Frye calls mythos: the overall narrative 

pattern or “generic plot” of a work. It is a “pregeneric element of literature” in that it occurs in 

literature before its material is organized into specific genres. “If we are told that what we are 

about to read is tragic or comic, we expect a certain kind of structure and mood, but not 

 
177 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, 224. See also, Sturm, “The Ancient Origin and Sense of Tragedy,” 3. 
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necessarily a certain genre.”178 This broadens the traditional definitions and makes it possible for 

works that are not dramatic stage plays to have comic or tragic elements.  

Frye notes that mythoi can have movements that determine the directionality or structure 

of its plot.  

The downward movement is the tragic movement, the wheel of fortune falling from 

innocence toward hamartia, and from hamartia toward catastrophe. The upward 

movement is the comic movement, from threatening complications to a happy 

ending and a general assumption of post-dated innocence in which everyone lives 

happily ever after.179  

 

Though Frye does not seem to make the explicit connection, his notion of mythical movement 

allows one to understand tragic and comic mythoi in terms of gravity and levity. The 

predominant mood of tragedy is serious, that is, grave; its generic plot is one of gravity, of 

downward movement. By contrast, the tone of comedy is light, the plot of which is characterized 

by the upward movement of levity. This point will be significant in what follows.  

 The mythic dimension of literature, as viewed by Frye, will be useful to understand how 

Lewis views tragedy, comedy, and tragi-comedy. In Chapter Six, it will shed light on the sense in 

which Lewis presents the Christian account of history as tragi-comic.  

 

4. Genetic Connections 

 

 

Lewis rejects the notion that there is some essence to the literary genres of tragedy and comedy. 

He takes George Steiner to task over this point in his review of The Death of Tragedy, in which 

Steiner suggests that tragedies are plays with unhappy endings where the sufferer is hallowed by 

blind fate or unjust gods.180 Recognizing the ambiguity of the genre, Steiner nevertheless 

 
178 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, 162.  
179 Ibid.  
180 “Tragic Ends: George Steiner,” I&I, 75.  
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suggests that this is the closest one can get to the essence of tragedy. Lewis disagrees. He does 

not think that tragedy has an essence which one can reach, as Steiner does, by induction from 

particular works in the genre. In light of the many exceptions to Steiner’s definition, Lewis 

argues that there is no “common essence of which all ‘tragedies’ are instances.”181 

For Lewis, what unites tragedies (and comedies) under the same genre is not a universal 

essence but contingent historical factors, like the way disparate members of a family can be 

united under the same surname: “as the Postlethwaites are all so called not because they all 

exhibit a common character of Postlethwaiticity, but in virtue of their genetic connections.” 

Lewis here foreshadows a notion developed by Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations. 

Wittgenstein rejects the traditional search for universal definitions as a symptom of a 

philosophical appetite for generality and certitude, one which belies the complex network of 

meanings in which words travel in their ordinary usage. In place of this, Wittgenstein invokes the 

analogy of “family resemblance” to illuminate that which individual uses of the same word have 

in common.182 Lewis adopts a similar approach to the terms “tragedy” and “comedy.”  

Unlike Wittgenstein, Lewis does not reduce the attempt to define the essence of such 

genres to some unconscious intellectual craving for generalization or certitude. Instead, he points 

to the inadequacy of any proposed definition as the main reason to adopt a non-essentialist 

approach to the genres. When we observe the various particular uses of the word “tragedy” and 

individual works of the genre, Lewis maintains that it is not possible to infer through induction a 

standard form in which all participate. All tragedies share some elements of other tragedies, but 

not all tragedies share the same elements. In Lewis’s analogy, not all tragedies have identical 

 
181 Lewis makes the same point in his review of John Jones’s 1962 On Aristotle and Greek Tragedy, where 

he calls capital “T” tragedy a “phantom subject.” See, “Ajax and others,” I&I, 191-193. Cf. Kitto, Form and 

Meaning in Drama, 220. 
182 See, Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 31-33. 
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genes, but there is a genetic connection that, throughout historical contingencies, unites all 

tragedies under the same genre. Therefore, Lewis prefers to speak of “tragedies” or “comedies,” 

not capital “T” tragedy or capital “C” comedy. 

Furthermore, this particular critique of the essentialist approach to tragedy that Steiner 

represents aligns with Lewis’s aversion for abstract nouns in general. In a 1961 letter, Lewis 

warns that one must not “step into the habit of hypostatising a noun.”183 Lewis was sensitive to 

and wary of the linguistic habit, especially among some scholars, of speaking as if there was, for 

instance, a substance called “Life” that exists outside and above individual lives. He makes the 

same point about human suffering in The Problem of Pain, where he notes that hypostatizing the 

“sum of human misery” from its particular instances makes the problem of evil appear worse 

than it is in fact.184 In the same manner, Lewis is cautious not to hypostatize an abstract essence 

out of particular tragedies or comedies.185  

 

5. Linguistic Analysis of “Tragedy” and “Comedy” 

 

It is within this generic non-essentialism that we can approach how Lewis viewed tragedy and 

comedy. As mentioned above, we will approach reading Lewis as he approached other authors. 

In his own linguistic and philological reflections, Lewis says that “One understands a word much 

better if one has met it alive, in its native habitat. So far as is possible our knowledge should be 

checked and supplemented, not derived, from the dictionary.”186 Lewis preferred to observe the 

various usages of words than impose on them a lexical definition; he was concerned that the 

latter would come to substitute rather than supplement the former. I propose to do the same 

 
183 CLIII, 1260.  
184 See, POP, 116.  
185 For Lewis on the risks involved in abstract nouns, see CL III, 176; POP, 139. cf. LTM, 279; SIW, 295. 
186 SIW, 2.  
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concerning the words “tragedy” and “comedy.” When we observe their usage in the “native 

habitat” of Lewis’s writings, three related levels of meaning are discernible: the literary, the 

anthropological, and the theological.  

 

i. Tragedy and Comedy as Literary Descriptors 

 

 

Although Lewis did not find value in all-encompassing definitions of tragedy and comedy as 

literary genres, he nevertheless noted features that are more common than not within the relevant 

literature. These traits do not amount to an essence of the genres; they do, however, describe and 

elucidate some of their recurrent themes, some of the “genes” that often reappear in the genre, 

which we shall now consider. 

Lewis once said that, although they did not sit in the same class, he and Thomas Aquinas 

were both students in the school of Aristotle.187 It is, then, little wonder that he follows the 

Aristotelian approach to tragedy found in the Poetics. “Aristotle has long seemed to me simply 

right,” states Lewis, “when he says that tragedy is an imitation not of men but of action and life 

and happiness and misery. By action he means, no doubt, not what a modern producer would call 

action but rather ‘situation.’”188 Works in this genre are meant to imitate a tragic situation, which 

they do with their plots, their mythoi. Lewis follows Aristotle in prioritizing the plot of a tragedy 

over its characters. It is not so much who the characters are or what they do that matters most for 

tragedy – instead, it is the situation into which forces outside their control, such as Fate or the 

gods, cast them. In brief, characters in the tragic genre exist for the sake of the plot, not the plot 

for the characters.  

 
187 See, CLIII, 980.  
188 See “Hamlet: The Prince or the Poem,” SLE, 94; SIW, 58; CLI, 716; “On Stories,” OS, 1. See also, 

Aristotle, Poetics, 1461.  
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But what makes the situation which tragedies imitate tragic? Lewis would offer at least 

two answers, the first of which concerns the status of the protagonists. In his critical review of 

George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, Lewis writes that “Tragedy demands a certain minimum 

stature in the victim.” The sufferer must have some dignity that is intensified and revealed 

through his affliction. If a character falls beneath this minimum standard, as Lewis thought 

Orwell’s protagonists did, what the victim suffers can be repulsive but not duly tragic: “odious 

like a man skinning a cat alive, not tragic like the cruelty of Regan and Goneril to Lear.” 189 The 

cruelty may be physically similar, as cutting off the flesh of a live animal and gouging out the 

eyes of Gloucester are similar, but the status of the victim makes all the difference for tragedy. 190 

Lear and Gloucester are human beings, and noble ones at that, whereas the cat is not. It is the 

fall, sorrow, and death of such dignified humans that tragedies deal with. Thus, tragedies often 

require a threshold of grandeur that the hero must pass to evoke the appropriate reaction from the 

audience.  

This leads to the second factor that inflects the situations that tragedies imitate into a 

tragic key.  For Aristotle, tragic situations are those that evoke pity and fear in the audience. The 

former occurs at the spectacle of misfortune befalling someone unjustly, whereas the prospect of 

our own such misfortune occasions the latter. Frye draws attention to the directionality of these 

emotions. Pity brings one closer to its object, but fear moves one further away from it. This is 

thought to generate an emotional tension in the viewer or reader, who is at once drawn towards 

and away from what occurs in the tragedy. One pities Job, for instance, and is in that sense 

drawn towards him, but there is also a fear that his undeserved sorrow might be in store for 

anyone, including ourselves, and in this sense, we are drawn away from his plight. One of the 

 
189 “George Orwell,” OS, 161.   
190 See, Shakespeare, King Lear, 908-9.   
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definitive functions of tragedy is to release its viewers from this tension with residual pleasure. 

This is Aristotle’s doctrine of katharsis. For him, a tragic situation is one that occasions a 

cathartic response in the audience.   

Lewis seems to agree but also disagree with Aristotle’s view of katharsis. There is one 

place where he denies it because he believes there is no consensus on its precise meaning.191 

This, however, does not stop Lewis from using the term in other contexts. For instance, he 

affirms that “the business of tragedy is ‘by raising pity and fear, or terror, to purge the mind of 

those and such - like passions . . . with a kind of delight stirred up by reading or seeing those 

passions well imitated.’”192 However, Lewis does not want to reduce tragedies to cathartic 

effectiveness, as Aristotle seems to do in making it a necessary feature of tragedies. Lewis is 

wont to resist the tendency in literary criticism to endow readers with excessive power over the 

text. He does not want the subjective experience of readers to be able to determine whether a 

work is tragic or not. The text should have an integrity of its own that is independent of such 

considerations. This implies, for Lewis, that successful tragedies do not guarantee a cathartic 

experience. It all depends on how one reads. For it is possible to render oneself unable to receive 

any catharsis that a tragedy would offer better readers. If one is thus able to read well and receive 

catharsis, the odds are that, with well-written tragedies, one will. We can summarize Lewis’s 

view in this regard as follows: the tragic situation that tragedies imitate occasions catharsis for 

readers able to receive it, but the eventuation of cathartic experiences is not determinative for the 

tragic genre.    

 
191 EIC, 134-135.  
192 PPL, 48. For additional uses of the term in Lewis, see “On Science Fiction,” in OS, 92; “The 

Mythopoeic Gift of Rider Haggard,” OS, 154; “Preface from Essays Presented to Charles Williams,” I&I, 114.  
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Aristotle claims that an unhappy ending was “the right line to take” for Euripides in 

particular but also tragedies in general. Lewis was willing to grant this point as a descriptive 

feature of the tragic mythos, but he did not do so without reservations. Against Steiner’s 

definition of tragedy, in which a sad ending is necessary, Lewis mentions Eumenides, Oedipus at 

Colones, The Promethia, Philoctetes, Iphigenia in Tauris, Le Cid, and Esther as 

counterexamples of tragedies without sad endings. For Lewis, it is a historical accident that 

extant Greek tragedies tend to end with suffering and death. He noted that such tragedies were 

originally trilogies that ended on a reconciliatory note. “If we had more complete trilogies,” says 

Lewis, “such [happy] endings would, I suspect, turn up more often; we know that the 

Promethean trilogy ended in reconciliation.”193 The unhappy ending of tragic mythoi seems to be 

as historically contingent to tragedies as the genetic connections that unite its disparate works to 

the same genre.  

 The year before he published his observation about the Promethean trilogy ending with 

reconciliation, Lewis granted that “now it would be hopeless to try to extend the word tragedy to 

cover plays (like the Helena, the Iphigenia in Tauris, or the Cid) that have a happy ending. It has 

been too long associated with deaths in Act v.”194 Though its origin is a historical accident, the 

association between tragedies and unhappy endings has become so firm that it is now pointless to 

broaden its extension to include tragedies that do not end unhappily. Thus, Lewis concedes that a 

common, though not universal, descriptive feature of tragedies is an unhappy ending. This is not 

 
193 “Tragic ends: George Steiner,” I&I, 75. Lewis seems to have thought otherwise when he was younger. 

In a 1917 letter to Arthur Greeves, he describes the happy ending that some older novelists “stuck onto a tragedy” as 

“feeble.” See, CLI, 349.  
194 SIW, 108. Similarly, in a 1942 essay, Lewis said that what “is true of all tragedies” is that “most of the 

characters die” and that “life and death are the stakes they play for.” See, “Hamlet: The Prince or the Poem?” SLE, 

98.  
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to say that unhappy endings are normative for tragedies, which would seem to imply an essence, 

but only that such conclusions are not necessary conditions of the genre.  

By contrast, Lewis observes that the opposite ending, a happy resolution, is a motif of 

comedy. Though its treatment of comedies did not survive, Aristotle’s Poetics said enough about 

the genre to affirm this claim. He writes that comedy is “where the bitterest enemies in the 

piece… walk off good friends at the end, with no slaying of anyone by anyone.”195 For Aristotle, 

comedies end with life, happiness, and the reconciliation of foes. This blissful state has often 

been construed in comedies through the paradigm of marriage. In a 1931 letter, Lewis writes, “if 

the hero and heroine marry, that is felt to be a happy ending, tho[ugh] every one else in the story 

is left miserable: if they don’t that is an unhappy ending, tho[ugh] it may mean a much greater 

good in some other way.”196 Marriage, for the comic genre, represents the paradigmatic happy 

ending, the highest point of the plot’s mythic upward movement. As such, its presence or 

absence at the end of a drama can often be thought to determine whether the whole is a comedy 

or a tragedy. In Surprised by Joy, Lewis recounts that, during his student days at Oxford, he 

thoroughly read every line of Lord Byron’s Don Juan, the third canto of which reads: 

All tragedies are finished by a death, 

All Comedies are ended by a marriage;  

The future states of both are left to faith,  

For authors fear description might disparage  

The worlds to come of both, or fall beneath,  

And then both worlds would punish their miscarriage –  

So leaving each their Priest and prayer-book ready,  

They say no more of Death or of the Lady.197 

 

 
195 Aristotle, Poetics, 1467.  
196 CLI, 958. Furthermore, Lewis writes that when “lovers in your comedy behave like real lovers, then of 

course your work is ‘true to nature’ or ‘natural.’” SIW, 55.  
197 Byron, Don Juan, 159.  
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This describes well what Lewis held about both genres. Tragedies end in loss of life, whereas 

comedies end in nuptial unification. In An Experiment in Criticism, Lewis supports Byron’s 

sentiment that the rest is a matter of faith. He observes that “Comedies ignore the possibility that 

the marriage of lovers does not always lead to permanent, nor even perfect, happiness.”198 Lewis 

does not make this point to accuse the genre of unrealism. Instead, authors ignore the possibility 

of short-lived or imperfect marital bliss because it is part of their craft. Part of what makes 

comedies (or tragedies) good stories is that there must come a point at which nothing more is 

said of death or the beloved. Authors count on the faith of their audience to believe, even against 

clear evidence, that the happiness in which comedies end will continue, and that the grief of 

tragedies is not transitory either. This is imperative so that the inner worlds that authors create in 

both genres remain consistent. Another recurrent “gene” of the comic genre, then, is a happy 

ending, not uncommonly construed as marriage.  

 Reflecting on the word “Nature” as it pertains to the mimetic arts and Thomas Rymer in 

particular, Lewis asserts that the immodest woman is “proper in comedy (no doubt) because its 

corrective function is precisely to pillory aberrations from (general) nature.”199 This is a view the 

French philosopher Henri Bergson and his English contemporary George Meredith articulated in 

different senses, both of whom Lewis read. The latter argued that “the genius of thoughtful 

laughter” is “the Vigilant Comic,” which is “the first-born of common-sense.”200 In other words, 

the social function of comedy is to correct deviations from commonsense and expose 

foolishness. Bergson makes a similar point in his 1900 On Laughter, according to which, “The 

 
198 EIC, 81.  
199 SIW, 57.  
200 Meredith, An Essay on Comedy, 62. For Lewis on Meredith, see SLE, 81; 222; 272; 276; “The Decline 

of Religion,” GITD, 238; Lewis cites Bergson’s On Laughter in SLE, 86. For further comments of Lewis on 

Bergson, see SBJ, 198, 204; 211; “Dogma and the Universe,” GITD, 31, 83; “The Weight of Glory,” WOG, 32, 136; 

“On Living in an Atomic Age,” PRCON, 93; PPL, 91. 
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attitudes, gestures and movements of the human body are laughable in exact proportion as that 

body reminds us of a mere machine.”201 Part of what makes human beings human for Bergson is 

distinctive flexibility and elasticity with relation to one’s setting. This immediate adaptability 

maintains equilibrium between our bodies and their environment. The more one loses this 

flexibility, the more one’s personhood is reduced to an object, and the more one’s movements 

resemble those of something mechanical. This deviation from the primal state of our bodies into 

mechanical behavior is what causes laughter for Bergson. The primary role of such laughter is to 

accent and emend such aberrations. In this sense, comedy seeks to rescue humans from the 

object state and restore them to personhood, thus removing humans from the mechanical nature 

that is beneath their humanity. Though Lewis may not accept the specifics of Bergson’s or 

Meredith’s theories, he agrees with them about the corrective function of comedy.202 By 

laughing at deviations from what is natural, the role comedy performs is to expose such and 

invite their correction. Therefore, Lewis concurs with Rymer’s claim that “‘if a woman has got 

any accidental historical impudence’… ‘she must no longer stalk in Tragedy… but must rub off 

and pack down with the carriers into the Provence of Comedy.’”203 Another feature of comedies 

for Lewis, then, is to expose and correct the deviations from nature to which their social contexts 

pertain. He will adopt a similar satirical approach to the demonic in The Screwtape Letters 

below.  

 At times Lewis mentions the “vis comica” of a work – that is, its comic force or effect. 

For instance, he comments on “the sheer vis comica which brightens so much” of Alexander 

 
201 Bergson, On Laughter, 26. Italics in the original.  
202 For Lewis, the devolution of human vitality and flexible responsiveness to mechanistic movements can 

also signify something horrendous. Part of what makes the Un-man in Perelandra demonic is precisely the 

mechanistic gestures of its body. One scholar makes a case that Perelandra is Lewis’s response to Bergson. See, 

Schwartz, C.S. Lewis and the Final Frontier, 50-76.  
203 SIW, 57.  
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Pope’s and Jonathan Swift’s work. He argues that one can miss the entire point of Gulliver’s 

Travels and The Dunciad if their vis comica does not evoke laughter in the reader. Comedy 

requires that the intention of the whole, not just its parts, is such comic effect. Like tragic and 

comic mythos, which Frye conceives as pregeneric, vis comica also seems to be pregeneric in 

that works that might not be classified in the comic genre can nevertheless have a comic force. 

 From this discussion, we can summarize some of the traits or “genes” that often recur in 

tragedy and comedy as literary genres. For Lewis, tragedies are stories with an overall serious 

tone that tend to end unhappily – that is, with no marriage of lovers. As such, the direction of 

their plot, what Frye calls the “mythic movement,” moves downward, from high to low. The 

tragic genre imitates a tragic situation in which a high figure falls, the plot (i.e., mythos) of 

which takes precedence over its characters. The sufferer must be of sufficient grandeur for the 

situation to qualify as tragic. This dignity is revealed in the protagonist’s response to his or her 

affliction, which will often, though not always, have a cathartic effect in which the pity and fear 

of the audience will be evoked and purged. Told in a lighthearted tone, comedies are associated 

with happy endings, which are often construed in terms of marriage. As such, their mythical 

movement is upwards, from low to high. The comic genre can often function to call attention to 

and correct aberrations of nature. Lastly, comedy emphasizes joy, life, and reconciliation.  

 

a. From Literature to Human Life  

 

 

To transition from the literary to the anthropological meanings of our terms, consider what Lewis 

asserts in The Problem of Pain: “we are, of course, justified in speaking of the death or thwarting 

of a plant as if it were a tragedy, provided that we know we are using a metaphor.”204 The 

 
204 POP, 133. 



99 
 

“death” of a plant is no more tragic than the skinned cat mentioned above because both lack the 

sufficient stature to become a subject of a literary tragedy. However, such an ascription is 

nevertheless appropriate on the awareness that our predication of the tragic is metaphorical. One 

assumes that the same goes for the comic. The marriage of two cats, for instance, cannot be 

comic in the literary sense described above, but one would be justified in calling it so 

metaphorically. This is what warrants the application of tragedy and comedy to occurrences in 

human life. Lewis applies these categories to non-literary experiences and events across his 

corpus. As he does so, an anthropological use of the terms under consideration can be detected. 

 If metaphor is the hinge upon which the application of literary tragedy and comedy to 

human life turns, it would be well to note how Lewis views metaphorical language. He asserts 

that “All language, except about objects of sense, is metaphorical through and through… On such 

matters we can make our language more polysyllabic and duller: we cannot make it more literal. 

The difficulty is not peculiar to theologians. Scientists, poets, psychoanalysts, and 

metaphysicians are all in the same boat.”205 Other than the linguistic equivalent of indexical 

gestures, by which one can point to the actual presence of the referent, all language is 

metaphorical. Contra analytic philosophers of his time, who sought to “translate” metaphorical 

language into literal propositions, Lewis held that one is not moving closer to the truth of the 

matter through such translation. He objects to the very possibility of such a translation because 

there is an irreducible metaphorical element to all language about supersensibles. “If our thinking 

[about supersensibles] is ever true,” writes Lewis, “then the metaphors by which we think must 

have been good metaphors.”206 For centuries, the metaphors of light and sight have stood for 

 
205 “Horrid Red Things,” GITD, 64-65. 
206 “Bluspels And Flalansferes,” SLE, 265. A central tenet of Barfield’s Poetic Diction is that “language, 

with its thousands of abstract terms and its nuances of meaning and association, is apparently nothing, from 
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truth and knowledge. If these are bad metaphors, if there are no parallels between the terms, then 

Lewis believes that the knowledge derived from them becomes nonsensical. If vision is a bad 

metaphor for knowledge, the statement “we can see that x is the case” seems to make no sense. 

Thus, for Lewis, some foundational metaphors must condition all thought and speech.  

As is often the case with Lewis, there is a double movement in his approach to 

metaphorical language. First, he discovers that no language about supersensibles is not 

metaphorical, which brings all such language to the level of metaphor. Second, Lewis shows 

how that level is not as low as its critics feared, that metaphor retains some of the previous 

benefits allotted to literal speech. Lewis claims that “by his metaphor the speaker is trying to 

communicate what he believes to be a fact.”207 What analytic philosophers affirm of 

propositions, Lewis claims of metaphor – namely, that it has factual import.  

Hence, in saying that the “death” of a plant can be tragic, provided that we know such an 

ascription is metaphorical, Lewis does not mean that such an ascription is less accurate or 

appropriate. Except for indexicals, if all language is metaphorical, there is a sense in which the 

caveat Lewis attached to the ascription of tragedy to non-literary phenomena, like the death of a 

plant, – namely, that one should be aware of the metaphor – applies to all language.208 Therefore, 

it is appropriate to call the death of a plant “tragic” not despite the literal truth but because of the 

metaphorical foundation of nearly all truthful language. Such a death is genuinely tragic, 

provided that we know we are not literal with the ascription. The same holds for the predication 

of comedy to non-literary phenomena.  

 
beginning to end, but an unconscionable tissue of dead, or petrified, metaphors.” See, Barfield, A Barfield Reader, 

7-8.  
207 SIW, 315. 
208 This does not mean that one should know the semantic history of every word, but only that in the same 

sense in which Lewis spoke of the tragic death of the plant, so too should we know we are speaking metaphorically 

when speaking of non-literary phenomena as tragic or comic.  
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If metaphors have factual import, the question becomes: what fact is asserted about the 

world through the anthropological use of “tragedy” and “comedy”? The subsequent section will 

suggest an answer.  

 

ii. Tragedy and Comedy as Anthropological Descriptors  

 

 

As a literary term, tragedy focused on the imitation of a tragic situation. As an anthropological 

term, it is lived human experiences and events, outside the bounds of literature as such, that are 

recognized as tragic. Both have in common the Aristotelian emphasis on the situation over its 

distinct participants. For instance, after having read George MacDonald’s Alec Forbes, Lewis 

relates how enraged he is “at the tragedy of [MacDonald’s] being forced to write for money and 

thus diverted from his true sphere.” It is a tragic situation when domestic pressures inhibit 

someone as gifted as MacDonald from pursuing their true calling. It is not the person of George 

MacDonald that makes the situation tragic; instead, it is the situation itself that is tragic and 

makes MacDonald so. It can be said that he participates in the tragedy of the situation.209  

Having read James Flecker’s Hassan in 1931, Lewis tells Arthur Greeves that he was 

given “the true tragic feeling of having been brought, thro[ugh] horrors, right out of the ordinary 

illusion of life into some higher world.”210 This tragic feeling is iconoclastic in that it uses 

miseries to undo the deceptions of normal human life. It also appears Oedipal in nature. Oedipus, 

who is often considered the archetypal tragic hero, lived an illusion which was broken by the 

unconscionable revelations that he had killed his father and married his mother. The world he 

 
209 CLI, 949. In AOM, Lewis speaks of the “tragic beauty” of words spoken by a friend who, though dying 

of tuberculosis, asserted that humankind was conquering nature. His words would not have had their tragic beauty 

had he not had a terminal illness, which supports the notion that it is primarily context that makes tragic things 

possible. See, AOM, 53. The life situation of Rev. Dr. Frederick Walker Macran is another example of this. See, 

SBJ, 201-202. 
210 CLI, 955-956.  
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thus enters is higher not in a moral sense, because it is one of disillusionment and tortured 

conscience, but in the sense that it is more real and authentic to the grim facts. This tragic feeling 

is not exclusively a literary phenomenon; it is rather, as Lewis describes it, a lived human 

experience that is appropriate to and motivated by tragedy.  

 Moreover, human history also has its tragic and comic dimensions. Lewis likens the past 

of oppressed communities, like the Jewish and Polish people, to tragedies.211 Their histories are a 

horrible succession of tragic affairs. Here too, it is the historical situation that takes precedence 

over its participants, not vice versa. Elsewhere Lewis refers to the Protestant Reformation as 

“that whole tragic farce.” It was tragic because the entanglements of government with religion 

and the ordinary people eventuated the German Peasants’ War and later the Thirty Years’ War. It 

was farcical in that it involved the systematic misrepresentation of Catholics and Protestants. “It 

was as if men were set to conduct a metaphysical argument at a fair,” writes Lewis, “in 

competition or (worse still) forced collaboration with the cheapjacks and the round-abouts, under 

the eyes of an armed and vigilant police force who frequently changed sides. Each party 

increasingly misunderstood the other and triumphed in refuting positions which their opponents 

did not hold.” 212 This historical situation has its tragic and comic facets.  

In his argument against naturalism, Lewis explores certain responses to the universe that 

seem out of place on materialistic grounds. For one, it perplexed Lewis how he could have found 

the natural universe absurd or unjust without comparing it to a transcendent standard of sense or 

justice. If humans were truly at home in this world, creatures like us should not have come to 

 
              211 POP, 4. See also Lewis’s remarks on the evil of the Third Reich, which he says would be comic if it 

were not horrific (FL, 27). “It is apparently when terrors are over that they become too terrible to laugh at; while 

they are regnant they are too terrible to be taken with unrelieved gravity. There is nothing funny about Hitler now 

[i.e. in the early 1950s]” (EL, 95). 
212 EL, 37.  
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experience an absence of sense or goodness in the universe. The fact that we often do is for 

Lewis an indication that our real home lies elsewhere. As he puts it, “If this world is the only 

world, how did we come to find its laws either so dreadful or so comic?”213 The laws can have 

these qualities both in themselves and in their effects. They can be dreadful in the sense that they 

are absolute and intransigent, which implies a fatalistic determinism. When free-will is out of the 

picture, so is love and virtue, and all the other things that make life interesting, for Lewis. As he 

clarifies in The Problem of Pain, it is the same absolute fixed laws that make all suffering and, 

one might add, tragedies possible. However, those same laws can also be viewed as the occasion 

for comedies as well. The same law that keeps a bullet flying towards a victim also explains the 

progress of a businessman towards the ill-placed banana-skin.  

Another way in which we could find the laws that govern this world comic is expressed 

in Chesterton’s Orthodoxy, where he notes that the so-called “laws of nature” could refer to 

radical contingency.  

But perhaps God is strong enough to exult in monotony. It is possible that God says 

every morning, “Do it again” to the sun; and every evening, “Do it again” to the 

moon. It may not be automatic necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be that 

God makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired of making them.214 

 

Lewis articulates a similar view of natural laws. Both writers agree that the laws of nature do not 

cause events in the world to happen.215 It is probability, not logical necessity, that compels us to 

assume that the sun will rise and set every day; the laws of nature describe but do not force the 

fact that all daises are alike. Instead, it may be that, like an ever-energetic child, God does not 

grow weary of calling into being all particulars anew.  

 
213 PRCON, 99; See also, MC, 38.  
214 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, 55.  
215 See, M, 93.  
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There is an analogy here between God’s action to sustain things in being and a comic 

technique that Lewis notes in Moliere’s The Misanthrope. In the second scene of the first Act, 

Oronte asks Alceste if his poetry is any good, to which the latter thrice responds “Je ne dis pas 

cela” (I do not say that), while nevertheless proceeding to deter Oronte from his poetic 

aspirations. Lewis notes that every time Alceste repeats this phrase, its vis comica is renewed. 

Lewis cites Bergson’s analysis of this passage to explain why.216 Noting how the comic 

recurrence of some words is a technique of classical comedy, Bergson suggests that each 

repetition of the phrase is a suppression of the true feelings that Alceste splices with his explicit 

denial. In so doing, Moliere uses the mechanism of comic repetition and exhibits in Alceste 

“something mechanical in something living,” which Bergson argued is the nature of the comic.217 

This seems analogous to the repetition that, for Chesterton, God enacts every day. There is a 

parallel between Alceste’s reiteration of “Je ne dis pas cela” to Oronte in Moliere and God’s 

reiteration of “Do it again” to the sun and moon in Chesterton. The same principle that makes the 

former comic – namely, the mechanical in the vital – applies to the latter. For it is the living God 

who, out of his overflowing vitality and exultation in sameness, appears mechanical in his 

governance of the world. Thus, insofar as Bergson is right that the presentation of something 

mechanical in something living is comic, and inasmuch as natural laws meet this condition, there 

is an analogous sense in which the way God governs this world can be understood as comic.   

 In addition to the tragic or comic laws of nature, at work in the human world is also what 

Lewis, following George Meredith, calls a “comic spirit” – that is, the spirit of comedy. In March 

 
216 “Variation in Shakespeare and Others,” SLE, 86. Lewis employs a similar technique twice in MN, 

where a Bulldog says “I object to that remark very strongly” three times. Though the statements are identical in 

content, the new context of each repetition renews its vis comica. See, MN, 123. The same occurs with Uncle 

Andrew’s description of Jadis the Witch as “a dem fine woman, sir, a dem fine woman,” which he repeats three 

times, the last of which is the final sentence of the book. See, MN, 73; 105; 171. 
217 Bergson, On Laughter, 55-56. Italics in the original.  
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of 1927, Lewis’s father suffered poor health and wrote a letter to him in which he depicts a 

jocose occurrence with a Dr. Richard Leslie, whom they had nicknamed “Squeaky.” Lewis 

responded that “The scene of Squeaky in the office is a masterpiece and made me roar with 

laughter. One is re-assured to find that the comic spirit remains undefeated in the ‘vile body.’”218 

Lewis was happy to see that the sickness of his father did not impede his humor. Lewis 

sometimes speaks as if the vis comica mentioned above were a real force in and on the world, 

perhaps akin to the force of gravity. In The Four Loves, Lewis associates the “comic spirit” with 

the symbolic influence of Aphrodite/Venus, the laughter-loving goddess. Comic possibilities 

emerge in the world wherever her influence is at work.219    

The human body, especially as it pertains to erotic love, is a playground for the comic 

spirit. In The Four Loves, Lewis notes that “Lovers, unless their love is very short-lived, again 

and again feel an element not only of comedy, not only of play, but even of buffoonery, in the 

body’s expression of Eros.”220 There is something off-kilter among genuine lovers if they fail to 

find their bodies in the sexual embrace comic and even a bit foolish. This is another element of 

human experience that is ripe for comedy.  

 Clearly, from the use of tragedy and comedy surveyed in this section, Lewis, both in 

principle and practice, applied these categories to describe various aspects of human life. From 

lived situations, feelings, and histories to the laws of nature, the human body, and the symbolic 

influence of the laughter-loving goddess, Lewis qualifies these dimensions of being human with 

reference to tragedy and comedy, and in so doing, he has shifted from the literary to the 

anthropological. 

 
218 CLI, 677.  
219 Lewis also mentions the comic spirit in Out of the Silent Planet, when the hnau have conference, as well 

as in Preface to Paradise Lost. The expression appears across several genres. See, OSP, 107; PPL, 91. 
220 FL, 101.  
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a. From Literature to Theology  

 

 

Before shifting to the theological use that Lewis makes of “tragedy” and “comedy,” one should 

note that he refused to draw philosophical or theological conclusions from literary premises. He 

thought it was fallacious to construct a worldview from data in literature. Lewis held this 

extrapolation to be problematic for both essentialists like Steiner and non-essentialists like 

himself. Not only is there no essence to Tragedy that one could translate into conceptual terms, 

but Lewis thought it was not possible to take even the family resemblances and “genetic 

connection” of individual tragic works to do the same. He argues that aesthetic or literary 

categories cannot be applied to human life without gross misrepresentation. Even if such an 

application were possible, it would not be useful because the relation between the tragedy on 

stage or in text to actual life is precarious at best. For Lewis, the value of tragedies is event-like 

in that the good they can do to one occurs during the performance of the tragedy or while one 

reads a tragic work, not in ex post facto construction of conceptual principles from the event. As 

Michael Ward puts it: “the ‘good’ that the tragedy may have done us resides in what happens to 

us while we read it in the study or watch it on the stage, not in the formulation of that artistic 

pattern into a kind of philosophy, still less in ‘some remote and merely probable consequences’ 

following upon our application of that tragic philosophy to real life.” 221 The value of a tragic 

work is received during engagement with it, not reconstructed intellectually afterwards.  

The hermeneutical distinction between use and reception is vital for Lewis. In An 

Experiment in Criticism, he argues that genuinely appreciating a work, especially those of art and 

literature, requires us to suspend our fixation to do something with it and remain open to what it 

wants to do to us. To properly receive a work, we must bracket our impulse to use it for this or 

 
221 Ward, “The Tragedy is in the Pity,” 135.  
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that end, which means obeying its call to surrender to it, to “Look. Listen. Receive. Get yourself 

out of the way.”222 Only then will we be able to receive whatever a tragic or comic work can 

offer us. However, insofar as one approaches such a work with the intention of using it as fodder 

for philosophy (or theology), it will not be read correctly. If readers should not approach such 

works as philosophical users, one cannot deduce philosophical conclusions from individual 

tragedies without hermeneutical error. Comparing the reading of tragedy to the playing of 

football, Lewis asserts that “to come to the particular game with nothing but a hygienic motive or 

to the tragedy with nothing but a desire for self-improvement, is not really to play the one or to 

receive the other. Both attitudes fix the ultimate intention on oneself. Both treat as a means 

something which must, while you play or read it, be accepted for its own sake.”223  

Moreover, Lewis rejects the view that the primary aim of art and literature is to 

“comment on life.” There was a sense among twentieth-century British literary critics like F.R. 

Leavis and E.M.W. Tillyard that artists and authors tell truths about life and that the meaning and 

value of their work depends on the truths it tells. Writers thus come to be appreciated more as 

teachers than artists, as philosophers or theologians than dramatists or novelists. Lewis recalls 

that his students sometimes spoke to him as if tragedies were valuable primarily insofar as they 

conveyed what was called a tragic “view” or “sense” of life. This “tragic philosophy” for Lewis 

was composed of two propositions, the first of which is that great sufferings come from a flaw in 

the sufferer. The second is that such suffering reveals a particular splendor about human beings. 

Lewis questions both of these assumptions, and in so doing critiques the relationship between 

tragedies and the life they are supposed to tell truths about. This supposition, for Lewis, is a 

 
222 EIC, 19. In “The Anthropological Approach to Literature,” Lewis states that a proper explanation means 

helping the reader receive what the author intended to give him or her. See, SLE, 301.  
223 EIC, 9.  
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fundamental error of interpretation, one which Steiner and Schopenhauer commit. He devotes an 

entire chapter of An Experiment in Criticism to refute this habit of misinterpretation that he 

observes has developed amongst the literati.  

Lewis observes that, unlike the literati, who blur the line between art and life, unliterary 

people seldom make this mistake. The average grocer or gardener will know the difference 

between art and knowledge when, for instance, watching a film. He approaches a film for 

entertainment without the expectation to be informed about the world. Lewis writes, “The idea 

that any of his opinions about the real world could be modified by what he saw there would seem 

to him preposterous.”224 Literary ignorance protects most ordinary people from this error.225   

 Lewis calls it “wishful moonshine” to approach tragedies as if one should conclude from 

them that the misery they depict is either the average or the ultimate kind of human suffering. He 

grants that character flaws do cause suffering in real life. However, he is quick to add that 

“bombs and bayonets, cancer and polio, dictators and roadhogs, fluctuations in the value of 

money or in employment, and mere meaningless coincidence, cause a great deal more.”226 This 

is to say that hamartia is not the most common source of human suffering. People without 

significant character flaws suffer as much as those with them. The ancient narrative of Job is a 

theological case in point. 

The suffering portrayed on stage, as gruesome and vivid as it may be, is not the kind of 

suffering real human beings typically undergo. Tragic catharsis, the “harrowing of the sufferer,” 

is not normally experienced in actual life. The agonies portrayed on a tragic stage or in a tragic 

 
224 Ibid, 77. That Lewis invokes the intuitions of ordinary people in his formal argument may exhibit the 

influence of the ordinary language philosophers that were coming to prominence in postwar Oxford with Gilbert 

Ryle, J.L. Austin, and P.F. Strawson. For an overview of this development in analytic philosophy, see Soames, 

Philosophical Analysis in the Twentieth Century, 65-155.  
225 On the protective value of ignorance in Lewis’s own life, see, SBJ 101-102; 176.  
226 EIC, 77.  
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book are not familiar to or shareable with most spectators or readers. If they were, if staged 

suffering were like actual suffering, Lewis thinks we would not endure or approve of it. The fact 

that we return to the theatre or reopen a tragic book is in itself evidence that the sufferings 

observed therein are so unlike the ones experienced in actual life that they can be enjoyed. If 

staged tragedies were like lived ones, there should be no problem responding to them in actual 

life as characters in a tragedy do. However, Lewis notes that “to approach anyone in real sorrow 

with these ideas about tragic grandeur, to insinuate that he is now assuming that ‘sceptered pall’, 

would be worse than imbecile: it would be odious.”227 The fact that it is inappropriate, if not 

outright “odious,” to approach an actual sufferer with airs of tragic splendor grounds further the 

dissimilarity between the literary genre and real sorrows.  

One may grant that the suffering depicted in a tragedy may not be normal and still claim 

that it is an exceptional or extreme kind of misery that is felt in human experience. In other 

words, the difference there may be more one of degree than kind. However, Lewis casts doubt on 

that claim too. He thinks there is a qualitative and almost phenomenological distinction between 

real suffering and depicted suffering. Lewis observes that ordinary people do not suffer or die the 

way characters in a tragedy do. In real life, “There is no grandeur and no finality. Real sorrow 

ends neither with a bang nor a whimper.”228 There is no tragic splendor in the way people suffer 

or in the loved ones who watch them suffer. Patients do not typically make great final speeches 

in real life as they die. And the relatives of the deceased have nothing grand to say or do either, 

but are plunged into an anti-climax of tedious tasks like calling undertakers, getting a death 

 
227 EIC, 70. This applies to theodicies that seek to bestow upon actual pain and grief a kind of 

theological splendor, to render it consistent with an overall philosophical framework. 
228 EIC, 78. Lewis wrote An Experiment in Criticism in the months after his wife, Helen Joy Davidman, 

died from cancer. At the same time, he was working on A Grief Observed. For a classical study of shifts in Western 

attitudes towards death, see Ariès, The Hour of Our Death.  
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certificate, visiting funeral homes, comparing prices, paying bills, and executing a will, selecting 

a burial site and tombstone, and responding to condolences. Lewis observes that actual grief is a 

slow, unimpressive, bathetic “uncouth mixture of agony with littleness.” If this is so, the kind of 

misery and grief experienced in real life is of no use to the tragedian. The inclusion of actual 

suffering, with all its dull indignities, would in effect ruin his work. The tragedian, for Lewis, 

“selects from the reality just what his art needs; and what it needs is the exceptional.”229 

Tragedies do not work if the misery it presents is the ordinary kind experienced in life. Insofar as 

it is exceptional, the grief or pain depicted on stage becomes less like that in actual life. The 

primary reason why a tragedian selects an exceptional misery to represent in his work is not that 

such suffering is a good representation of human life but because it is essential to good drama. 

The same goes for the comedian, who also selects from human experience just what his art 

requires. “Real life seldom succeeds in being, and never remains for more than a few minutes, 

nearly as funny as well-invented farce. That is why the people feel that they cannot acknowledge 

the comicality of a real situation more emphatically than by saying ‘It’s as good as a play,’” 

writes Lewis.230  

Lewis takes his critique further by exposing the realistic pretensions of a tragic 

worldview. He writes,  

It seems to me undeniable, that tragedy, taken as a philosophy of life, is the most 

obstinate and best camouflaged of all wish-fulfilments, just because its pretensions 

are so apparently realistic. The claim is that it has faced the worst. The conclusion 

that, despite the worst, some sublimity and significance remains, is therefore as 

convincing as the testimony of a witness who appears to speak against his will.231  

 

 
229 EIC, 78-79.  
230 EIC, 81. Cf. “[Reepicheep] had a great deal to say, and Lucy really wondered how any man could bear 

to have the things said to him which were said to the slave dealer by the Mouse. But the slave dealer, far from 

objecting, only said ‘Go on’ whenever Reepicheep paused for breath, occasionally adding, ‘It’s as good as a play.’” 

VDT, 38.  
231 EIC, 79.   
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The construction of a pessimistic philosophy from tragedies commits what Lewis calls “fear-

fulfilments,” which are as fallacious as wish-fulfilments. Freud named the tendency to believe 

what one desires to be true the latter, whereas Lewis identifies the inclination to believe what one 

wishes were false as the former.232 The concern to disbelieve what one desires to be true leads to 

its equal and opposite error of believing what one desires not to be true. Given that no one would 

want to live in a world characterized mostly by suffering, the appeal of a tragic philosophy is that 

it purports to avoid the comforting deceptions of naïve optimism and to face the grimness of 

reality.  

Meretricious credence covers those who purport to tell the truth about a universe that 

resists their inmost desires. In addition to Schopenhauer, there are other advocates of a tragic 

sense of life that one could sample. For instance, when Bertrand Russell asserts that “on the firm 

foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be built,” he would appear 

to be more truthful and less susceptible to self-deception than someone with a more optimistic 

view of life.233 The same goes for Freud before him, who claimed to reveal that oppressive 

discontentment is inevitable for human societies. This notion fits well with the rise of 

existentialism that sought to confront the encroachment of nihilism head-on. For Nietzsche, 

Sartre, and Camus, the human being retains tragic grandeur in rebelling, as the young Lewis did 

poetically, against a grim and meaningless universe. Such writers appear to have “grown up” and 

escaped the lure of religious wish-fulfillments. Because their disillusioned views of the world 

seem to contradict their inmost desires, they are given credibility that is withheld from those 

whose beliefs meet their desires.   

 
232 For Lewis on fear-fulfillments, see “On Obstinacy in Belief,” WLN, 18-19; PR, 61-67; Dymer, CP, 146; 

CLIII, 683; DI, 172.  
233 See, Russell, Mysticism and Logic, 55.  
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For Lewis, however, the grim realism that tragic philosophies appear to have is mere 

dramatic artifice. It is fear-fulfillment that drives people to take these tragic pretensions as 

indications of truth, which gives the impression that tragedies are “truer to life” than comedies. 

“Each of these forms,” writes Lewis, “chooses out of real life just those sorts of events it needs… 

They are all constructions: things made out of the stuff of real life; additions to life rather than 

comments on it.”234  

For Lewis, tragedies, comedies, and other genres of literature or art do not mirror life so 

much as add to it; they contribute more to the experiences, qualities, and overall content of life 

itself than to our reflections on the same. What he says about science fiction also applies to 

tragedies and comedies: particular kinds of sci-fi story, “are actual additions to life; they give 

like certain rare dreams, sensations we never had before, and enlarge our conception of the range 

of possible experience.”235 Lewis’s own life illustrates this point well. His autobiography traces 

how new qualities entered his experience and imagination with the reading of certain works. The 

cool “orgiastic drum-beat” of James Stephen’s The Crock of Gold, the grave melancholy of 

Sohrab and Rustum, the bright shadow of MacDonald’s Phantastes, and the energetic fertility of 

Henri Bergson are just some examples. 

One might object that not everyone, perhaps not even most people, can identify with 

Lewis on receiving new qualities to experience from literature. Lewis would grant this and 

respond that not everyone reads well. Literature offers to expand the bounds of the experience 

we bring to it, but it will only do so, it will only offer new qualities in life, if read in the proper 

manner, which, as Lewis observes, is the habit of the few, not the many. In short, the point of 

literature like tragedies and comedies is to enrich the content of life, not reflect or critique that 

 
234 EIC, 81.  
235 “On Science Fiction,” OS, 99.  
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content. Any philosophical or theological reflection that one may do on such a work is, for 

Lewis, distinct from what it has to offer readers.  

None of what Lewis has said thus far implies that there is no truth to be found in 

tragedies or comedies. His aim is to contextualize the truth that they contain. To this end, Lewis 

prefers to use the term “verisimilitude” (a truthful resemblance to the real world) instead of 

“truth” per se. Lewis argues that the verisimilitude a work of tragedy or comedy may have is 

never an end in itself, but only an artistic means to produce a good work of literature. The truth 

that such a work may have to tell is subservient to the primary objective of telling a good story. 

Literary verisimilitude is not the kind of untethered objective truth that philosophies seek. The 

latter is often construed in terms of the correspondence between propositions and states of 

affairs, not similarity between them.  

 Thus, it must be borne in mind that when Lewis speaks of tragedy or comedy in 

theological terms, he is not deducing theological truths from literary premises. Rather, Lewis will 

show the theological verisimilitude of these categories – that is, the appropriateness of these 

genres to theological matters. In short, Lewis does not leap from the literary to the theological; 

rather, he shows how both are bound up in the extension of these terms.  

 

iii. Tragedy and Comedy as Theological Descriptors  

 

 

In addition to literature and human experience, Lewis also used tragedy and comedy to make 

theological points. He writes that the essence of religion “seems to be just what makes good 

comedy possible.” It is the presence of something sacred – that is, an ultimate standard by means 

of which congruity can be judged – that makes it possible for other things to be deemed 

incongruous. Seriousness about something makes lightheartedness about other things possible. 
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This seems to follow from the insights of Bergson and Meredith above. If humans laugh at that 

which deviates from norms or nature, there can be no such laughter without such rules. Thus, 

taking a norm seriously is what makes lightheartedness possible. Christianity introduces such 

norms into the life of a human that carries comic possibilities. One of the quotations Lewis 

selected to include in his anthology of George MacDonald was: “It is the heart that is not yet sure 

of its God that is afraid to laugh in His presence” – an insight that undermines the agelasticism 

surveyed in Chapter Two.236  

Moreover, some comic experiences for Lewis can be intimations of theological truths. He 

acknowledges that his explanation of the body’s transcendence of sexual life in heaven might 

strike some of his readers as humorous. “But that very comedy,” writes Lewis, “as I must 

repeatedly insist, is the symptom of our estrangement, as spirits, from Nature and our 

estrangement, as animals, from Spirit.”237 In short, we would not find a vision of “sexless” 

celestial existence somewhat comic if our corporeal being on earth were not already alienated 

from our spirit. This internal alienation is the condition of possibility for amusement at the notion 

of a heavenly body that transcends sex. Lewis, at times, focuses on moments like these in which 

our laughter or tears point to some theological truth. It often takes the form of a transcendental 

argument – that is, of inquiring into the conditions of possibility for certain human experiences. 

The best known of these is Sehnsucht and how it suggests another world. However, there are 

times when Lewis does the same with comic and tragic experiences that also gesture toward 

another world.  

 
236 GMD, 150. 
237 M, 261. This illuminates Lewis’ comment below above about the comic aspects of sexual love. 
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In a 1939 sermon, Lewis asserted that “to a Christian the true tragedy of Nero must be not 

that he fiddled while the city was on fire but that he fiddled on the brink of hell.”238 Lewis writes 

elsewhere that the redemption of a single soul is worth more than all the tragedies ever written. 

As tragic as the fall of Rome is, the real tragedy is the loss of a soul to hell. The state of one’s 

soul in the hereafter circumscribes the tragedies that occur in this life. Of the doctrine of hell, 

Lewis says that we “are reminded of the tragedies in human life which have come from believing 

it. Of the other tragedies which come from not believing it we are told less.”239 Thus, Lewis 

grants that the doctrine has been abused by some to cause distress, trauma, and oppression on 

earth, but these sorrows are circumscribed by the greater tragedies that befall those who 

disbelieve in hell, which is the motivation Lewis finds to discuss the matter at all.  

However, there are some theological questions that are comic. For instance, the question 

“What are we to make of Jesus Christ?” has “a frantically comic side. For the real question is not 

what are we to make of Christ, but what He is to make of us? The picture of a fly sitting deciding 

what it is going to make of an elephant has comic elements about it.”240 So does the image of a 

prisoner at the bar of the court-room determining what he will make of the judge on the bench, as 

per “God in the Dock.” It seems that the objective situation in which human beings raise 

theological questions, as well as their relation to the content of those questions, can have comic 

(or tragic) potential.  

Given his environment, one would expect Satan to be a tragic figure. However, Lewis 

does not give him the dignity to be seen as such. Satan was once a tragic being when he fell from 

heaven and lost his former brilliance and stature, but he quickly fell even further beneath the 

 
238 “Learning in War-time,” WOG, 48. See also, “Christianity and Literature,” TSE, 13. 
239 POP, 120-21. See also, FL, 122.  
240 “What Are We to Make of Jesus Christ?” GITD, 166.   
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threshold of tragedy. Like the protagonists of Nineteen Eighty-Four, Satan does not meet the 

minimum standard of grandeur to be a tragic hero. Lewis claims that talking about Satan may be 

interesting, but being Satan is just pathetic and boring. He is a pitiful worm, one which can 

occasion laughter. Here the “comic spirit” mentioned above comes into play in the spiritual life 

of a Christian, which will be examined in the next chapter. Lewis writes that Satan is unable to 

touch reality without awakening the comic spirit. As we will see when we discuss The Screwtape 

Letters in Chapter Four, Lewis himself will satirize just this contact of the demonic with human 

life.  

Given his emphasis on mere Christianity, it is little surprise that Lewis spoke of the 

divisions among Christian churches as “tragic and sinful.” Doctrinal schisms dismember the 

Body of Christ. Insofar as no effort is made to heal these divisions, Lewis suggests that 

Christians commit sins of omission since they fail to do what Christ desires and commands. As 

was mentioned above, what was tragic about the Reformation for Lewis was that it divided the 

Church and continues to do so to this day.  

Without the divine imperative to preserve unity, the schismatic effect of the Reformation 

would not have been tragic. Put alternatively, if Christ had not desired unity for the Church, its 

breakup could not be tragic.241 What occurs on the large scale of such historical events takes 

place within the individual life of a Christian – that is, becoming a Christian introduces new 

tragic possibilities to life. For example, Lewis claims that it is tragic when a Christian, torn 

between spiritual zeal and natural affection, has to rebuke his mother. If such a person were not a 

Christian, if he were not caught between two valid ideals, the situation would not be tragic. A 

Hegelian view of tragedy makes sense of Lewis’s claim here. According to Hegel, what is 

 
241 See John 17:20-23; cf. 1 Corinthians 1:10. For some of Lewis’s remarks on “the hideously divided 

Church,” see LTM, 227; 289; “Answers to Questions on Christianity,” GITD, 50.  
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essential to tragedy is the conflict not of good and evil but of two equally binding goods, the 

paradigm of which is Sophocles’ Antigone. Antigone is caught between the claims of personal 

conscience and the law, both of which are justified. She is torn between the obligation to bury 

her brother and Creon’s command that no such burial be given to foes of the state. This situation, 

for Hegel, is the essence of tragedy. Lewis was a Hegelian for quite some time, and although he 

did not believe in such generic essences, he appears to be willing to grant this kind of dilemma as 

one of several “genes” of tragedy. This illuminates what Lewis means by suggesting that the 

Christian who rebukes his mother is caught in a tragic situation, for he is torn between the valid 

claim of spiritual zeal and the valid claim of natural affection for his mother. Without this 

conflict, the tragic element of the situation dissolves. Thus, it would seem that being a Christian 

introduces new possibilities of tragic situations that would not otherwise exist; new ideals are 

revealed to the Christian against which other valid ideals can conflict and create tragic crises.  

This can be seen in Lewis’s view of sanctification. He writes that:  

The tragic unity of Man decrees that the sanctification of each should be costly not 

only to Christ, not only to his fellow Christians, but, more bewilderingly, to those 

whose shattered parental ambition or wounded natural affection reproach him with 

dumb pain and total misunderstanding - Son, why hast thou thus dealt with us?242 

 

Here Lewis cites Mary’s response to the boy Jesus in Luke 2:48, an interaction which provides a 

parallel to Orual’s puzzlement with Psyche in Till We Have Faces. With wounded familial 

affection, both Mary and Orual fundamentally misunderstand and rebuke their loved ones. In a 

1957 letter, Lewis explains that one of his primary intentions behind his novel was to depict the 

tension between a new Christian convert and their atheist relatives: “Someone becomes a 

Christian… The others suffer a sense of outrage. What they love is being taken from them! The 

 
242 AT, 361.  
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boy must be mad!... Or is there something in it after all?”243 Like newly converted Christians and 

their skeptical loved ones, either Psyche and the boy Jesus are mad, or Orual and Mary are blind 

to something the former two have seen. In both cases, Psyche and Jesus are caught between love 

of family and love of God, both of which are justified. So too is the new Christian. His situation 

is as tragic as the sanctification which he must hence undergo. The price of this sanctification 

was nothing less than the life and death of God in Jesus Christ. Lewis calls him the “Tragic 

Redeemer.”244  

Lewis conceives of the love of God towards humanity as something tragic as well. “He 

has paid us the intolerable compliment of loving us, in the deepest, most tragic, most memorable 

sense.”245 The absolute unworthiness of created human beings for the love of God is what makes 

it tragic. But it is also the nature of that creation in general that contributes to the tragedy. Lewis 

calls God the “Tragic Creator” because he discerns a tragic element in the very act of creation, of 

an infinite God who cannot but create something infinitely less than himself.246 We will come 

back to this in Chapter Six below.   

This section has sought to show how in the “native habitat” of Lewis’s work, tragedy and 

comedy are not just literary and anthropological categories, but also theological ones. 

Analogically, Lewis speaks of spiritual realities in tragic and comic terms.  

 

6. Linguistic Analysis of “Tragi-Comedy”  

 

 

Having surveyed the individual terms, we can now analyze what Lewis meant by conjoining 

them in the expression “Tragi-Comedy,” which appears throughout his work no fewer than 

 
243 CLI III, 831.  
244 LTM, 283.  
245 POP, 33. 
246 See, LTM, 265.   
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fourteen times. Here too, three levels of meaning can be discerned: the literary, the 

anthropological, and the theological.   

 

i. Tragi-Comedy as a Literary Descriptor  

 

 

Of the fourteen explicit uses of “tragi-comedy” in Lewis, four are bound to aspects of literature. 

In 1925, Lewis wrote a letter to his father, where he uses the term “tragi-comedy” to describe a 

story about a relationship that the Oxford theologian Benjamin Jowett had had with an 

unidentified woman. When asked to describe the woman he had once fallen in love with, Jowett 

replied that she was “Violent – very violent.” Friends of Lewis informed him that the woman 

Jowett alluded to was none other than Florence Nightingale, the founder of modern nursing. 

Lewis writes, “The story – a strange tragi-comedy – seems to have been common property. Both 

the parties were irascible and opiniastre and quarreled nearly as often as they met: and yet the 

affair hung on for a long time.”247 Here, Lewis describes the genre of this story as tragi-comic, 

albeit a strange one. It is tragic because both lovers irritated and fought with each other all the 

time. It is also comic because, despite their apparent profound unhappiness, they remained in the 

kind of relationship that culminates in the archetypal marriage of comedies, which is not what 

one would expect given the sad and contentious nature of their relationship.248 What makes this 

tragi-comedy strange is that it incorporates the possibility of imperfect happiness in a 

relationship, which comedians tend to ignore. Lewis describes the story of this relationship as 

tragi-comic because it incorporates some elements of tragedies and comedies, which is not 

reducible to one genre or the other. Instead, it is a blend of both, of conflict, frustration, and 

 
247 CLI, 641. Emphasis mine. 
248 Lewis depicts a similar tragi-comic relationship between Shasta and Aravis in HHB, the end of which 

tells us that they were “so used to quarrelling and making it up again that they got married in order to go on doing it 

more conveniently” (HHB, 175). 
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sorrow, as well as love, and commitment. In brief, Lewis here uses “tragi-comedy” to describe a 

story, albeit a true story, not a work of fiction, the content of which is both tragic and comic. 

 In addition to stories, Lewis also applies the phrase “tragi-comedy” to describe a kind of 

character in literature. For instance, Lewis writes of Samuel, the protagonist in George Giffard’s 

1593 Dialogue Concerning Witches, that he “lives as a tragicomical character.”249 Tragic 

because Samuel and his friend Daniel perceive a threat of witches and devils in their English 

“neighborhood poisoned with fear and cruelty.” They suspect that witchcraft has inflicted 

suffering on people and cattle in their town. However, their excessive suspicion borders on 

comic paranoia. For example, Samuel tells Daniel that there are hares, weasels, and cats that 

often stare at him as if possessed by the spirit of a witch. Lewis also finds something comic 

about the structure of the dialogue itself. For the wife of Samuel, who would at first seem to be a 

significant interlocutor, gives no more than two brief speeches and, as Lewis puts it, “relapses 

into highly improbable silence.” For Lewis, it is humorous to think that a wife would not 

interrupt her husband when discussing such an important matter. This is the sense in which the 

character of Samuel, the objects of his paranoia, and the structure of his dialogue blend comic 

and tragic elements. 

In his Studies in Words, Lewis addresses the ruinous effects of the intense personal 

disapproval of a literary critic on the work he is to review for others. Such a critic can hate a 

work either because it is bad in itself as literature or because it supports or represents an 

opposing school of thought that he has sworn to resist. The effect is the same in both cases – 

namely, the literary critic draws so much attention to his personal disapproval as to distract from 

the work he is supposed to be reviewing. Rather than serve as a pair of spectacles through which 

 
249 EL, 436.  
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others can see what makes a particular literary work good or bad, this critic makes a spectacle of 

himself. Lewis writes that the sight of a man, “thus writhing in the mixed smart of titillation of a 

fully indulged resentment is, in its way, too big a thing to leave us free for any literary 

considerations. We are in the presence of tragicomedy from real life. When we get to the end we 

find that the critic has told us everything about himself and nothing about the book.”250 The term 

here seems to be synonymous with a kind of dramatic irony, where the critic thinks he is talking 

about the book under review but is in effect only talking about himself; he thinks he is doing his 

job, but he has failed. This kind of ironic self-delusion on display can be risible, but the fact that 

the critic is so deluded and fails his task is sad. The corruption that literary criticism suffers when 

its contributors focus on preventing ideological opponents from receiving literary success is also 

unfortunate. Thus, tragi-comedy here seems to mean a kind of dramatic irony that is both sad and 

funny. 

What is perhaps more interesting about this particular use of “tragi-comedy” is what it 

implies about its relationship to “real life.” Lewis says that when we read the reviews of a 

resentful critic, we witness a “tragicomedy from real life.” He seems to mean that either the 

tragi-comic material of such a moment is drawn from real life or that the literary genre is 

reflected in actual life. In either case, Lewis could not have said this if he did not believe that 

tragi-comedy could manifest itself in human life. The subsequent section will delineate the 

moments in which Lewis affirms the application of tragi-comedy to such human experience.  

Lewis’s usage of “tragi-comedy” as a literary term can be supplemented by its lexical 

equivalent in the Oxford English Dictionary: 

A play or (in later use) other literary or dramatic work which combines the qualities 

of a tragedy and a comedy, or contains both tragic and comic elements… Also: 

such works as a genre; the style or form typical of such works.  

 
250 SIW, 330.  
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This definition aligns well with the usage Lewis makes of the term. Stated as such, tragi-

comedy combines the historically contingent “genes” of the tragic and comic genres.  

 

ii. Tragi-Comedy as an Anthropological Descriptor  

 

 

In addition to using the term “tragi-comedy” as a literary descriptor, Lewis deploys it to describe 

various aspects of humanity, from utterances to particular situations to the entire arc of history 

itself. In fact, Lewis first uses the term tragi-comic in his diary to describe a comment made by a 

close friend of Mrs. Moore, the Rev. Dr. Frederick Walker Macran, whom he nicknamed 

“Cranny.” In Surprised by Joy, Lewis describes Macran as “an old, dirty, gabbling, tragic, Irish 

parson who had long since lost his faith but retained his living.”251 His diary entry of November 

17, 1922 recalls: 

Came home with a headache and found [Mrs. Moore] still pretty wretched. She had 

had some talk with Cranny after I left. He was in deep depression: ‘Life is one 

tragedy. I haven’t had any big troubles like you, but all my life has been a 

disappointment. And now my boy is - a policeman!’ He had said, poor man, that he 

hoped his son would be like me - a modest request. Then came the tragi-comic 

remark: ‘Violet… of course gets on with everybody!’252 

 

Violet was Macran’s daughter. To understand why his remark about her struck Lewis as tragi-

comical, consider an incident he records about a month earlier. His October 19 entry tells of his 

first impression of Violet.  

I saw a girl of over six feet high, broad in the shoulder as Tolley, with a large, sullen 

face, and a gruff, vulgar voice… She refused to talk and never smiled… 

Conversation was rather difficult… After each remark, which she blurted as if some 

demon were compelling her to break a vow of silence, her face relapsed at once 

into its settled expression of implacable ferocity and discontent.253 

 

 
251 SBJ, 201.  
252 AMR, 184-5.  
253 AMR, 163.  
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It is hilarious to think that a girl like this would get on well with everyone. Moreover, there is 

comic incongruence between this risible comment and the despondent nature of its preceding 

statements. What makes Macran’s comment about Violet comic is its content but also the way it 

unexpectedly clashes with the overall sense of its context. However, the immediate context of its 

utterance is also what makes the remark tragic. According to Lewis, Macran is a depressed Irish 

parson, who lives a sad life of religious hypocrisy and asserts how his entire tragic life is a 

massive disappointment when he uttered something unexpectedly and inadvertently humorous 

about his daughter. Thus, the comment is tragic in the sense that the life situation, worldview, 

and speech of Macran is tragic. What makes his remark tragi-comic, then, is the comic 

interaction between risible content about Violet and the tragic message that preceded it from the 

mouth of a depressed person. Here the tragi-comic seems to describe this interaction between the 

tragic and comic elements of this human situation. 

In Surprised by Joy, Lewis uses “tragi-comedy” to describe a domestic situation and 

relationship he and his brother had with their father during their boarding school days. Albert 

sends them both to Malvern College, hoping that they would be turned “into public-school 

boys,” i.e., educated in knowledge and manners. However, the opposite occurred: “the finished 

product appalled him. It is a familiar tragi-comedy and you can study it in Lockhart.” In his 

biography of Sir Walter Scott, Lockhart depicts Scott as working hard to make his son a soldier. 

But when presented with an actual soldier, Lewis notes that Scott forgot his aristocratic 

pretensions and “became once more a respectable Edinburgh lawyer with strong views about 

Puppyism.”254 The point is the mismatch between what Scott believed his son was becoming and 

what he actually became. So too with Lewis and his brother Warren. The latter did not learn a 
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thing at Malvern and began to indulge in some adolescent desires, which involved a motorcycle 

and a mostly covert rebellion against his father. Lewis also begged his father to remove him from 

the school. He suffered so much at Malvern that he named it after Belsen, the infamous Nazi 

concentration camp in northern Germany. This much can be considered tragic, but the 

incongruence between the expectation and the “finished product” is comic, especially for 

someone as amusing as Albert. His expectation and the actual situation of his sons was tragi-

comic.  

 There is a moment in his English Literature in the Sixteenth Century, where Lewis uses 

the term to describe the English writer Gabriel Harvey, a friend of Edmund Spenser. Lewis 

writes that the available literary data presents two overall personas of Harvey, the first of which 

is the portrait Spenser paints of a happy, cool-minded, “tranquil spectator.” The second is the 

Harvey portrayed in his own books, letters, and marginalia: an arrogant, unpopular, and 

vindictive misfit. When one combines both versions of Harvey, Lewis writes that “we get the 

tragicomedy of the man.” In his dreams and aspirations, Harvey is Machiavellian, i.e., ruthless, 

practical, cunning, and realistic. However, he was “worsted by every college intrigue.” “Nothing 

indeed was less practical than the desperate practicality of his maxims. He was one of those men 

who are always (in fantasy) surrendering their virtue to glittering temptations which neither their 

talents nor their circumstances will ever present to them.”255  

 What makes Harvey tragi-comic for Lewis is the hypocritical nature of his persona. In the 

name of ruthless pragmatism, he asserts rules like “From tablets to meditation, from meditation 

to action,” without the slightest notion of how difficult it is to put such a principle into practice. 

It is not just that Harvey does not practice what he preaches; it is that he is not even aware of his 
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own incongruity. For Lewis, the discrepancy between his public persona and his personal 

character is both sad and humorous. Sad because he cannot align both and remains unintegrated, 

and also because he cannot achieve his aspirations. However, it is also for that very reason 

comic. Lewis notes a discrepancy so large as to be humorous. There is comic irony between 

whom Harvey presents himself as and who he is. Thus, it is that people in Harvey’s situation can 

come to bear the attribute of the tragi-comic.  

The most common explicit use of the term tragi-comedy in Lewis’s works is a diachronic 

and synchronic descriptor of humanity: it refers to humanity in its historical dimension or as it is 

instantiated in particular situations. Regarding the latter, Lewis writes in a 1943 essay of “the 

tragi-comedy of the modern woman.”256 He refers to the situation that Freudianism and radical 

feminism have created. The former, for Lewis, teaches modern women that sex is the ultimate 

fulfillment, whereas the latter renders women incapable of just that submission that is required 

for emotionally and erotically successful sex. Lewis reaffirms this point in his Abolition of Man, 

where he writes that 

such is the tragi-comedy of our situation – we continue to clamour for those very 

qualities we are rendering impossible… In a sort of ghastly simplicity we remove 

the organ and demand the function. We make men without chests and expect of 

them virtue and enterprise. We laugh at honour and are shocked to find traitors in 

our midst. We castrate and bid the geldings be fruitful.257 

 

Both of these uses of tragi-comedy describe a human situation that has been created by the 

confluence of various modern intellectual trends and values. These situations seem each to be a 

mixture of tragic and comic components that follow a similar pattern. In both cases, the tragic is 

the excision of the organ, whereas the comic is the ludicrous demand for its function. To render a 

woman incapable of proper sexual fulfilment, to extract the male chest, to dishonor heroes, or to 

 
256 “Equality,” PRCON, 10.  
257 AOM, 26.  
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castrate a horse are materials for tragedy. That fact that it is we who are doing the frustrating and 

excising and ridiculing and castrating makes it all the worse, for the trauma and harm in each 

case is voluntary and – except in the case of the horse – self-inflicted. The comic element comes 

in with the fact that, after causing such damage, we are deluded enough to demand good sex, 

virtue, honor, and offspring. Thus, it is in this sense that Lewis calls the human situation 

reflected in these cases tragi-comic ones.  

Lewis also uses tragi-comedy diachronically to describe not a particular slice of human 

history but its entire narrative arc. He speaks of “the tragi-comical human story.”258 Similarly, in 

his inaugural address at Cambridge, Lewis said: “I don’t know whether the human tragicomedy 

is now in Act I or Act V; whether our present disorders are those of infancy or of old age.”259 In 

both cases, the implication is the same – namely, that human history is like a story, the genre of 

which is tragi-comedy. Here it is not a particular historical situation that is tragi-comic but the 

narrative of human history as a whole, which will be examined further in Chapter Six. 

 

a. An Unpublished Tragi-Comedy  

 

 

One can learn about Lewis’s anthropological use of tragi-comedy from a play he wrote in 1942, 

after his year-long service as Vice-President of Magdalen College. It is entitled “The Tragi-

Comicall Briefe Reigne of Lewis the Bald.” It consists of five acts and thirteen scenes.260 Written 

in mock Shakespearean English, it relates what led to his election as Vice-President, his blatant 

failures in the role, and the end of his tenure. There are nine characters: five Magdalen 

colleagues, two servers, one assistant to Lewis, and Lewis himself. The play is set in Magdalen 

 
258 EL, 12.  
259 “De Descriptione Temporum,” SLE, 3.  
260 See, Magdalen College Old Library Archives, VPI/A1/6f., 126-130.  
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College in the year 1940-1941. Given that the play remains unpublished and has not yet been the 

subject of any learned articles, it warrants close attention. A summary of this “Tragi-comicall” 

dramatic work now follows:  

 In the first Act, we learn that the President of the College, a man Lewis calls “Gorgius,” 

is gravely sick. The actual President at the time, George Stuart Gordon, was in fact dying from 

cancer. In the play, the Fellows are intent on finding another colleague to stand in his place. 

When a Fellow named Pharlonides suggests Lewis as the next candidate, his colleagues laugh 

and mock him, to which Pharlonides responds:   

I grant the man is horendous, wordy, rough 

And ignorant even to admiration, 

Scance knows who are his colleagues, aye forgets 

His proper pupils’ name in the Long Vac, 

Sluggish in action as old age itself 

And rank in counsel as green Boyhood is. 

 

To this, a Fellow named Hortensius exclaims that “Your Lordship paints his portrait to life.” 

This negative reputation of Lewis was well known amongst his colleagues. Nevertheless, 

Pharlonides convinces the others that Lewis is just the “King Log” the college needs. This term, 

which comes from “The Frogs who Desired a King” in Aesop’s Fables, refers to the log Zeus 

sent thundering into a pond because the frogs who lived there had asked for a king. The comedy 

of the play is that Lewis ends up being worse than that idle log. 

 In the second scene, De Valla enters a smoking room with a skull in one hand, a decanter 

in the other, and straw in his hair. This is a double allusion to the Tragedy of Hamlet, where 

straw is tangled in Ophelia’s hair as she goes mad in Act Four and Hamlet himself holds the 

skull of Yorick in Act Five. De Valla proclaims,  

Now were a man a worm he could creep close 

Out of the reach of all zoologists 

Into wet valley of some three weeks’ corpse. 
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Fortune! Fortune! All is but Fortune!  

 

This grim speech illuminates the tragic context of the play. England was well into the Second 

World War, and potential attacks from the Luftwaffe could leave corpses in their trail. In a 1940 

letter to Arthur Greeves, Lewis writes, “We have not so far had any bombs in Oxford, though we 

got a good many alerts. At first we used to go out to the dug out and sit and freeze in the dark 

and the cold, but we now take no notice of them.”261 Although Oxford was never in fact bombed, 

Lewis writes the threat into the play. The last line about fortune is from the mouth of Stephano in 

The Tempest.262 In just four lines, Lewis interweaves material from a Shakespearean tragedy and 

comedy. This technique contributes to the charmolypic quality of the play itself.  

In the second Act, Lewis resolves his first crisis as Vice-President. At dinner in the Great 

Hall, the Fellows receive poor service and worse food. Unbeknownst to them, the head server, 

Chamberlain, has told his staff to play tricks on their attendees. “These belly fellows think we 

have nought to doe but serve tables,” says Chamberlain, as if mischief were part of his job 

description. De Valla calls for a drink to the servers three times to no avail. The Fellows begin to 

complain about how oppressive their dinner situation is to an almost existential proportion. One 

exclaims that the “whole little world of man” is turned upside-down because the bread is farted 

out of the rear end of the servers. When some of the Fellows seek to blame Lewis for this, 

Pharlonides reminds them that “It was ever thus. The powerful / Who serrve and rule us have 

determin’d it.” The first line alludes to Olivia in Twelfth Night, who asks Sir Toby Belch, “Will it 

be ever thus?”263 To mitigate their suffering, Lewis proposes that he would henceforth be served 

last of all, the assumption being that the sooner one is served, the better the food. The chorus 

 
261 CLIII, 1538.  
262 Shakespeare, The Tempest, 1158.  
263 Shakespeare, Twelfth Night, 662.  
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then has everyone respond that that was just what they were going to suggest. This is a historical 

reference to the fact that Lewis was a fast eater ever since his boyhood. George Sayer notes that 

“When he became vice-president, he altered the serving routine so that he would be served last, 

rather than first. Even so, he managed to clear the plates in front of him before most others at the 

high table.”264 

 This scene portrays just those comic and tragic elements that make the whole a tragi-

comedy. The mischievous attitude and scatological humor of Chamberlain and his servers is like 

that of the comic trickster. Their farting out of the bread, as one of the Fellows fears, is comedy 

of a Rabelaisian kind. The tragedy is relative to the experience of the Fellows, who wax eloquent 

about how the powers-that-be have ordained their profound oppression. This tragic moment, 

however, is entirely subsumed by the mockery of its pretension. It is preposterous to behave as if 

nothing less than the entire universe is disrupted and disordered by the poor quality of dinner. In 

this sense, Lewis mocks the Fellows but also himself. He would step in as the hero and resolve 

this major crisis with a sacrificial proposal, to which gratitude and even admiration would be 

appropriate. To the contrary, the comic chorus has everyone in the Great Hall say that what 

Lewis proposed was exactly what they were going to suggest anyway, which both exposes their 

absurd sense of entitlement and reduces Lewis to someone who stated the obvious and did not 

know it.  

 The third Act begins with an even greater crisis than the one at the Great Hall. It is set in 

a college committee meeting. Stefano speaks of “the sweating load of college ARP” (Air Raid 

Precautions) and the “twenty thousand rules we have to keep.” Despite this oppressive burden, 

Lewis and the Fellows begin to rejoice for having got all the policies down and created a plan. 

 
264 Sayer, Jack: C.S. Lewis and His Times, 192.  
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However, this mirth is short-lived. Terror strikes when a messenger arrives at the meeting: “My 

Lords I doubt I come to change your cheer.” This grim salutation echoes Shakespeare’s tragedy 

Titus Andronicus, where Saturninus says, “Though chance of war hath wrought this change of 

cheer.”265 One of the Fellows begins to feel sick, another cries for some ale, while a third 

comments on how quick the fortune of man changes. Lewis himself responds with: “We are 

prepar’d. Come, villain, do thy work / give us the worst in few, and kill our hearts.” Given the 

wartime context, the allusion to Saturninus on war, and the responses of Fellows, one expects the 

messenger to deliver tragic news about casualties or victims. Lewis, however, turns this 

expectation on its head. The actual news of the messenger is that  

 A wholly new design of A.R.P. 

 Briefly confirmed in thirty volumes, each 

 One hundred pages long (lo, here is the first!) 

 Must be engraved, and presently, upon 

 Your inner tablets with a style of brass. 

 

There is comic incongruity between the expectation the Fellows had and the content of the 

message. Just when Lewis and his colleagues had learned and applied the “twenty thousand 

rules” of the old design, they now must erase all previous orders for a brand new one. The tragic 

element of this situation is the futility that their hard work is reduced to by the new design, not 

unlike Sisyphus having to roll the boulder back up his mountain. Added to this is the comic 

effect of exaggeration and irony. Lewis writes of “twenty thousand rules” and treats a mere 

messenger as a villainous murderer. The new ARP design must not just be read and learned but 

etched indelibly in the stone tablets of the heart, as if it contained the Word of God.266 Besides, it 

is outrageous to call a plan written across thirty-thousand pages “brief.” The administrative 

burdens of being a Fellow at Magdalen are being mocked by means of hyperbole.   

 
265 Shakespeare, Titus Andronicus, 141. 
266 Cf. Proverbs 7:3 
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 It should be noted that Lewis here is again writing his actual experience into the play. 

During the Second World War, he served in the Home Guard, which was a citizen militia formed 

to aid the British military. Lewis describes his routine in a 1940 letter to Greeves, “I am, save the 

mark!, a Home Guard and spend one night in nine mooching about the most depressing and 

malodorous parts of Oxford with a rifle.”267 Lewis makes light of this sad situation in the current 

scene.  

 In the second scene of the third Act, Lewis gives a brief speech at a banquet in the 

common room of Magdalen. He says, “though the occasion be festive and all this play but a 

foolery, yet give me leave, gentlemen, to be grave awhile. God knows we have good cause.” 

Lewis has the war and the terminal illness of the President in mind here. George Gordon in fact 

died in his President’s rooms on 12 March 1942, just a few months after Lewis stepped down as 

Vice-President. His funeral was held two days later in the Chapel. It is conceivable that Gordon 

had died by the time Lewis wrote this brief panegyric. In the play, he proceeds to praise his 

undergraduate generation as the kindest, merriest, and most diligent he has ever had. The toast is 

almost a eulogy for “undergrads prepared for the slaughter,” like Lewis and so many of his own 

undergraduate generation were during the Great War. It is estimated that a hundred Magdalen 

students, staff, and Fellows were killed in action.268 This much is quite tragic. However, the 

scene ends with a comic revelation about the winner of a bet between two Fellows. Hortensius 

had bet De Valla that Lewis would take thirteen minutes for his speech, which harkens back to 

the horrible prolixity ascribed to Lewis in the first scene. Because it lasted twelve, the latter won.  

 
267 CLIII, 1538. 
268 See, Ferdinand, Magdalen College Oxford, 64.  
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Act Four is perhaps the comic climax of the entire play. The first scene is set in Lewis’s 

rooms in Magdalen, where his assistant, Egenia, reminds him about six students who have 

applied for admission to the college. Lewis responds 

Mann! It had slipped my mind. 

Prithee write to them… hem… Let me see… oh, write 

What we wrote last time – or what men do write 

To candidates. You understand such things. 

 

When Egenia reminds Lewis that the headmaster of St. Dominic’s has not heard back from him, 

his response is even more comical.  

It is a mystery in philosophy 

Whey, for what cause, all men thus conspired 

To pester me with letters. Have I deserved it?  

I never wrote to them. Madam, I cry your mercy 

Tell the Headmaster I cannot reply 

Because I am grown lycanthropic and run 

Howling about waste lands and suicides’ graves 

- Or anything you please. I must be gone 

And lecture now.  

 

As the Fellows did in the dinner crisis of the Great Hall, Lewis here behaves as if nothing less 

than the secrets of the universe were at stake. He speaks like an innocent victim, like a mock 

tragic hero who is unjustly tormented by his hamartia of administrative incompetence and cries 

for mercy. This particular cry, however, seems to come from another Shakespearean comedy, 

The Merry Wives of Windsor, where the Mistress Quickly similarly cries for the mercy of 

Falstaff and Bardolph.269 The punchline, of course, is that what torments Lewis is simply the 

reception of letters, which is perhaps one of the most basic responsibilities of being, not just 

Vice-President, but an adult. This aversion for correspondence is biographically accurate. During 

the last dozen years of his life in particular, Lewis received excessive mail from readers around 

the world. It was a “hideous task” to deal with these “mountains of mail,” especially around 

 
269 Shakespeare, The Merry Wives of Windsor, 569-570.  
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Christmas, when he could spend up to nine hours a day in correspondence.270 It was a necessary 

evil for him. In this scene, Lewis mocks his own tragic pretension and aversion for mail. Lewis 

has clearly lost all control of his tasks and responsibilities as Vice-President. The Fellows decide 

to have him removed.  

 The fifth Act is composed of five brief scenes, which are snapshots of various characters 

trying to find Lewis in different parts of “Magdalen grove.” This is modeled after Shakespeare’s 

comedy A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Just as Shakespeare sets his third act in “The wood” 

outside Athens and its second scene in “Another part of the wood,” so does Lewis set his five 

scenes in the grove outside the Magdalen College buildings. Whereas Shakespeare repeats the 

wood’s setting only once, Lewis sets his final scenes in “Another part of the wood” four times, to 

comic effect.  

The first scene suggests Lewis lost himself in the wood. With a handful of unanswered 

letters, Egenia seeks him, saying: 

Never so wearie, never so in woe 

Through horrid shade in there rough ways I go 

Searching this ominous wood with fix’d intent 

To button-hole a lost Vice President. 

 

The first line is verbatim from the mouth of Hermia towards the end of the third Act of A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream: “Never so weary, never so in woe; / Bedabbled with the dew, and 

torn with briers; I can no further crawl, no further go…”271 Lewis comically portrays his assistant 

here as tormented as Hermia was for Lysander.  

In the second scene, Lewis says he loves the glade because there are no meetings or 

letters there. He hears an unknown noise and hides, perhaps like Adam does at the sound of God 

 
270 CLIII, 74; 223; 269; 331; 401; 692; see also, CLII, 1014.  
271 Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 294.  
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in the Edenic garden. Lewis then makes it to another part of the grove and confesses that he can 

no longer bear his office and desperately wishes for release. In the fourth scene, a Fellow finds 

Lewis in the glade and suggests that it is time for him to relinquish his office. Relieved, Lewis 

responds: “What most unwillingly I did assume / I lay most gladly down.” The Act ends with a 

cheerful chorus: 

A great while ago this war began 

With a hay-ho, the bomb and the flame  

But we’ll burn Hart-sinnet upon bassoun Mound 

When the poles enjoy their own again.272 

 

The play concludes on a note of happiness and hope. Lewis is delighted to liberate himself from 

the burden of his office. Moreover, he looks forward to burning Hart-sinnet – who had sent the 

messenger of Act three with a new design of Air Raid Precautions – at the stake on a mound in 

Oxford, as if he were a heretic. Like traditional comedies, this play has a happy ending, both for 

Lewis and the Fellows that want to elect a new Vice-President. That much is comic. However, 

the chorus defers the happy ending for Oxford into the future, when the Polish people return 

home. Because the war continues, the happy ending for Lewis and the Fellows does not undo the 

tragedy of the play. The President has died, the Germans still threaten to bomb Oxford, and the 

undergraduates continue to march to their slaughter.   

 This play is important because of what it suggests about the relationship between tragi-

comedy and history. Right underneath the title, Lewis placed an epigraph in Greek that reads 

“φιλοσοφώτερον καὶ σπουδαιότερον ποίησις ἱστορίας ἐστίν” (Poetry is more philosophical and 

more elevated than history). This is taken from the ninth book of Aristotle’s Poetics. It is the 

justification of the form of Lewis’s writing in the Vice-President’s log. Instead of a brief historical 

 
272 Lewis here alludes to the final song of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, where the Clown repeats the line: 

“With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,” 669.  
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account in prose, as the other entries have it, Lewis decides to write his in the poetic genre since, as 

Aristotle suggests, it is a higher form. At the same time, however, Lewis was of course writing this 

with tongue in cheek – as if he were invoking Aristotle as a comic excuse to deviate from the 

custom of entries in the log, which is entirely in character with the Lewis he portrays throughout 

the play, i.e., someone whose prolixity and eloquence are mixed with administrative incompetence.  

 Granted, one should handle this piece with a light touch, and I have given it such detailed 

treatment largely because it is unpublished and remains little known. Lewis did not write it to be 

read by more than a handful of people. In fact, only other Vice-Presidents are meant to read the 

log into which he wrote the play. If for no other reason, he wrote it for the simple joy of writing 

and laughing at himself and his colleagues. His facetiousness is evident in the title of the play, 

where he invokes his baldness as his feature of distinction. One need not take this play seriously 

to reason that if Lewis did not believe that tragi-comedies could somehow represent real life, he 

would not have written this play. The point of his entry into the log is to record and describe some 

of the main events of his year as Vice-President. The fact that he does so in the form of a tragi-

comic play implies that it can be applied to human history. We saw how Lewis writes into the play 

actual historical and biographical occurrences, from the death of the President and the war to his 

habit of quick eating and his aversion to mail. Thus, this play supports the anthropological 

application of the tragi-comic descriptor.  

 

b.  The Urphänomen 
 

 

 

The preceding has assumed that tragi-comedy is composed out of tragedy and comedy. This 

assertion, however, must be nuanced. The composition here is diachronic in that the tragic and 

comic genres existed before Plautus conjoined both terms together for the first time. The 
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composition is also semantic in that the meaning of tragi-comedy depends on the prior meaning 

of tragic and comic. In addition to this chronological and semantic relation, there is a third one in 

which the tragi-comic precedes its terms – namely, the anthropological. According to Paul 

Hernadi, “the tragicomic mood is a complex Urphänomen from which simpler responses to life 

or drama must be distilled, so to speak, by philosophical abstraction or artistic stylization.”273  

The “Urphänomen” mentioned here is a concept Goethe introduced to denote primordial 

or archetypal phenomena. “We call these phenomena archetypal phenomena,” writes Goethe, 

“because nothing higher manifests itself in the world; such phenomena, on the other hand, make 

it possible for us to descend, just as we ascended, by going step by step from the archetypal 

phenomena to the most mundane occurrence and manifestation in our daily experience.”274 The 

Urphänomen is the internal coherence and meaningfulness that a set of phenomena reveal to our 

intuitive perception. It is not an intellectual abstraction – the hypostatization that Lewis rejects – 

from specific phenomena. For Goethe, the Urphänomen is not a theory that the intellect 

entertains over and above its data. Rather, it is given to experience that human beings can intuit 

and perceive at the world’s limit – that is, it marks the furthermost point that human perception 

can reach.  

Now we can better understand Hernadi’s observation that the tragi-comic is “a complex 

Urphänomen from which simpler responses to life or drama must be distilled.” He means that 

human intuition perceives life and dramatic literature as tragi-comic before it isolates either the 

tragic or comic from this primordial experience. Conceptually, the simple ought to precede the 

complex, but phenomenologically, here the complex term precedes the simple ones. The 

 
273 Hernadi, “Entertaining Commitments,” Poetics, 203.  
274 Goethe, The Collected Works: Scientific Studies, §175. See also Hennigfeld, “Goethe’s 

Phenomenological Way of Thinking,” 156.   



137 
 

tragedies and comedies as distinct genres and isolated experiences of life are distilled from the 

archetypal tragi-comic phenomenon through rational abstraction or artistic craft. This is the 

experiential point of departure for tragedians and tragic philosophers as well as comedians and 

comic philosophers. Lewis gestures at this point in his Experiment in Criticism, where he 

observes that the tragedian selects from human experience what makes for good drama. Part of 

what he excludes from it may just be the comic elements that would interfere with its tragic telos. 

In this experiential sense, the tragi-comic is more basic than the distinctly tragic or comic. In 

drama, the tragi-comic is considered an intermediate mode, whereas experientially, it is what the 

constitutive genres derive from. Thus, the Urphänomen and its application to tragi-comedy 

illuminates what it means to affirm that human life is tragi-comic – a point we will return to in 

Chapter Six.  

 

iii. Tragi-Comedy as a Theological Descriptor  

 

 

In a 1952 essay, Lewis notes how difficult it has proven for believers in the second coming of 

Christ to refrain from predicting its exact date, stating that to “write a history of all these 

exploded predictions would need a book, and a sad, sordid, tragi-comical book it would be.”275 

Beside the sheer disappointment and shame of being unquestionably wrong on such a crucial and 

falsifiable point, Lewis thinks it is sad that Christians would believe Christ about his return and 

yet disbelieve him about the impossibility of dating it. The latter has often promoted fanaticism 

and mass hysteria in otherwise sensible Christians. Each false prediction makes Christianity a 

little less credible to a non-believer. For insofar as the past is a reliable guide to the future, the 
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more Christians have been wrong about the return of Christ, the more likely it is they are wrong 

about other things as well. All this contributes to the tragic element of the term.  

However, there is also a comic dimension to it. Lewis recalls that one of the best-known 

false predictions was that of William Miller in 1843, who dated the return of Christ down to the 

very minute. Lewis writes, “Thousands waited for the Lord at midnight on March 21st, and went 

home to a late breakfast on the 22nd followed by the jeers of a drunkard.” Even a drunk man is 

entitled to laugh at a group of pious Christians who warned others and prepared themselves for 

the end of the world, only to be proven wrong by the mere continuation of mundane life. There is 

something comic about the foolishness it takes for similar believers to continue to make such 

specific and false claims repeatedly, despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary. 

In a sermon given at Magdalene College, Cambridge, Lewis observed the various ways in 

which human beings seek to guard temporal things, things they want to call their own, from the 

demands of the eternal God. There is an ulterior fear about overcommitting oneself, about getting 

caught up and swept away by religious enthusiasm, especially at the church altar. Of this, Lewis 

writes that “there is an excellent tragi-comic example in Trollope’s Last Chronicle.”276 The 

example is of an Archdeacon who was so enraged towards his son that he decided to punish him 

with several legal arrangements, which he made instantly. Although these plans could have been 

made sometime later, Trollope explains that the Archdeacon knew that if he did not make his 

plans immediately, they would not survive the clause of his evening prayers that asks God to 

forgive him as he forgives others.  

This literary example is meant to illustrate how Christians will often secure their human 

plans before approaching God, who will often ask them to surrender such ambitions. Lewis calls 
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this example a “tragi-comic” one because it is sad but also humorous. What the Archdeacon does 

is tragic, but when he does it is comic. The notion that a father would go out of his way to 

guarantee frustration and disappointment for his son is horrible. If that alone were not enough, 

the fact that it is a hypocritical Christian leader makes it worse. However, why the Archdeacon 

does such a terrible thing so soon, before his evening prayers, is humorous. It is comical to think 

that a human like him, especially a clergyman, could confront God with a fait accompli. This 

behavior is not what one would expect from a man of the cloth.  

 This use of tragi-comedy seems to belong in the literature category outlined above 

because it is lifted from Trollope. However, two considerations suggest otherwise, the first of 

which is the immediate context. This mention of tragi-comedy occurs in a sermon Lewis 

preached on God and the spiritual life of a Christian. This explicitly theological context ought to 

inform how we understand Lewis’s use of tragi-comedy here. Second, the tragi-comic example 

from Trollope is drawn to illustrate a predicament in the Christian life that is itself tragi-comic. 

Lewis used this literary instance to show that real Christians can commit the same kind of tragi-

comic blunder that the Archdeacon does. It is no less pathetic and humorous when actual 

Christians do in real life what the Archdeacon did in the fiction of Trollope. When a Christian 

seeks similar precautions in his commitment to God, such a believer is in a sad and absurd 

situation. Thus, this explicit use of tragi-comedy in Lewis is more theological, more about the 

relation between humanity and God, than about literature.   

 Furthermore, in his chapter on friendship in The Four Loves, Lewis affirms that 

“Humanity is tragi-comical; but the division into sexes enables each to see in the other the joke 

that often escapes it in itself – and the pathos too.”277 It is not just what human beings do 
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throughout history that is tragi-comical, as the anthropological ascriptions of the term above 

suggest, but also what human beings are. There is something tragi-comical about the mere way 

human beings exist on earth. Lewis maintains that, as with animals and children, one sex cannot 

appreciate the other without at times finding its members laughable. Lewis asserts that it is 

healthy to have a “lively sense of the others’ absurdity. Indeed it is always healthy.” The 

problem, however, is that each sex is too self-absorbed to notice the tragi-comic drama they 

perform. If, as Lewis puts it, the body is the oldest joke there is, men and women are too 

immersed in their own bodies to see what is so comic about being themselves. It is as if the 

comic element of their embodied existence is naturally in their “blind spot.” The same goes for 

the tragic dimension of human existence as well. For Lewis, it is easier to note what is sad and 

pathetic in the other’s sex than in one’s own.  

This much is anthropological. However, this predication of tragi-comic to humanity is 

also theological, not least because it is related to the doctrine of creation. The division of 

humanity into sexes is found in the creation account of Genesis. Once more, the textual context 

of this use of tragi-comedy implies a more theological interpretation. It occurs in an argument for 

the “eminently spiritual” nature of genuine friendship. In this sense, the chapter is meant to be a 

rehabilitation of a theological view of the love of friendship. Though not without clear 

anthropological implications, one can categorize this ascription of tragi-comic as theological. 

Though I have said that the uses of tragi-comedy in the present category are more 

theological than literary or anthropological, they are not always exclusively one or the other. 

Indeed, the usage of these terms in Lewis can include more than one. This is most clear in a 1939 

essay, where Lewis explores the relationship between good writing as such and distinctively 

Christian writing. Towards the end of his piece, Lewis entertains the possibility that the entire 
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argument and approach he took in it are wrong. He writes, “I would rather be right if I could; but 

if not, if I have only been once more following my own footprints, it is the sort of tragi-comedy 

which, on my own principles, I must try to enjoy.”278 He follows this comment up with an 

example of what he means, drawn from Dante’s Paradiso, where Pope Gregory the Great arrives 

in heaven, finds that his theories about celestial hierarchies were false, and proceeds to laugh. “It 

was the funniest thing he’d ever heard,” writes Lewis.  

 What makes this situation tragi-comic is the interaction of human and divine 

perspectives. From the former, it is sad that Gregory invested countless hours into something 

false. In this limited sense, his hard work was in vain. Insofar as others believed his theories, 

Gregory, in effect, misled them. However, the perspective afforded by heaven transforms what 

was tragic into something comic. Rather than remain downcast about the false status of his 

theories, Gregory is humble enough to rejoice in the truth he got wrong and laugh at himself and 

his work accordingly. His response is the opposite of the Artist in the Great Divorce who 

obsesses over his work and its reputation on earth.279 Lewis believes he would be in a similar 

tragi-comic situation if his work were as false as the theories of Gregory. 

Although Lewis associates this use of tragi-comedy with Dante and his Paradiso, it is 

about more than just literature. The title of the essay is “Christianity and Literature.” The context 

of this tragi-comic ascription, then, is both literary and theological, like the example of Dante. 

Nevertheless, when we consider what this episode in the Paradiso is meant to be an example of, 

the anthropological application of tragi-comedy comes into play. For the referent of the term is 

 
278 “Christianity and Literature,” TSE, 14. See also, GMD, 118: “Do you so love the truth and the right that 

you welcome, or at least submit willingly to, the idea of an exposure of what in you is yet unknown to yourself - an 

exposure that may redound to the glory of the truth by making you ashamed and humble? ... Are you willing to be 

made glad that you were wrong when you thought others were wrong?”  
279 See, GD, 82-88. Lewis reiterates this humble posture elsewhere, referring to his work as a possible 

“comedy of errors.” See, ROP, 362.  
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the situation Lewis would be in if his argument were wrong, and if he reacted to such a 

realization with the same humble laughter of St. Gregory upon reaching heaven. Notice that the 

claim Lewis makes here is not that when he dies and arrives in heaven he will then be in a tragi-

comic situation. It is instead the then present situation on earth that, on his principles, is a tragi-

comedy he ought to appreciate during his life. In this sense, then, Lewis’s use of tragi-comedy 

here, like those discussed above, is anthropological to the extent it describes situations human 

beings can and often do enter. What is tragi-comic here are the events that constitute the situation 

but also the poetic representation of those events in Dante. The Christian principles on which 

Lewis states he should enjoy such a tragi-comic situation are theological ones – namely, the 

perspectives afforded by heaven and earth. Thus, the literary, anthropological, and theological 

are all mutually entangled in this use of “tragi-comedy.” 

 

iv. On the Hyphen 

 

 

Much more often than not, Lewis typographically unites the terms “tragic” and “comic” with a 

hyphen. (There are only two occasions when he does not). One way of conceptualizing the 

hyphen is, to use an image of Lewis’s, like a two-step dance, where the tragic and comic meet. In 

A Grief Observed, Lewis compares the relationship between lovers to a dance. He suggests that 

the separation death imposes on them is not the truncation of their dance but the “tragic figure” 

thereof, the next basic movement of their dance, the character of which is tragic. To imagine the 

hyphen in tragi-comedy as the transition between figures in a dance is meant to bring into focus 

qualities of human life that are not simple or rationally straightforward, which recalls the passage 

of Pride and Prejudice that Lewis quoted, where Miss Bingley asks, “Would not conversation be 
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much more rational than dancing?” and Mr. Bingley replies, “Much more rational but much less 

like a ball.”280  

Similarly, it might seem more straightforward to omit the hyphen and adopt either term, 

as Walter Kerr does, but what if in so doing we fail to grasp the complex entanglements of the 

tragic and comic in actual experience and theology?281 That is why the hyphen matters. It breaks 

down the qualitative dichotomies between sorrow and joy, gravity and levity, pain and pleasure, 

seriousness and frivolity; it marks the point at which these meet. The hyphen, then, has both a 

unitive and a divisive function. On the one hand, it creates harmony from discordant notes, but 

on the other hand, it retains the trace of such dissonance.  

Another way of conceptualizing the hyphen is through the notion of bi-focality. Bernard 

Schweizer argues that the preponderance of paradoxes, metaphors, parody, and irony in Scripture 

creates “bifocal spaces” that require Christians to see from two perspectives at once. Bifocality 

“refers to the ability to see two (or more) perspectives at once and to consider alternative modes 

of being and thinking.”282 As bi-focality, a tragi-comic vision requires the capacity to see 

simultaneously through the distinct lenses of tragedy and comedy and enables one to consider 

tragic and comic modes of thinking about and being in the world at the same time. Seen in this 

light, the hyphen of tragi-comedy functions like the bridge of bifocals, uniting two separate 

lenses.  

 G.K. Chesterton makes a related point in Orthodoxy, where he writes about the sane man: 

“His spiritual sight is stereoscopic, like his physical sight: he sees two different pictures at once 

 
280 See, “Priestesses in the Church?” GITD, 155; Austen, Pride and Prejudice, 71.  
281 Kerr argues that if the two forms of tragedy and comedy “are one, the one is tragedy.” Tragedy, for him, 

is capacious enough to incorporate comedy. See his Tragedy and Comedy, 33.  
282 Schweizer, Christianity and the Triumph of Humor, 105. 
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and yet sees all the better for that.”283 To see two images simultaneously is the mark of the 

healthy human being, since that is how normal physical vision operates. However, the insistence 

on seeing only one image is, for Chesterton, equivalent to removing one of our eyes; it is the 

chief error of the maniac, whose obsession with a unifocal view of reality is what makes him 

unwell.  

 Both of these ways of interpreting the hyphen and its function are helpful in our 

understanding of tragi-comedy. It represents mutual inherence and the unification of discordant 

terms. Metaphorically, it is like a two-step dance and the bridge between two lenses. To speak of 

a theology being tragi-comic in this sense is to say that it offers a vision of reality in which the 

tragic and comic are overlaid and intermingled.   

 

7. Charmolypi and the Tragi-Comic 

 

The Greek term “charmolypi,” which this dissertation seeks to recover, is closely related to tragi-

comedy. This term (χαρμολύπη), which has proven untranslatable in English, is a conjunction of 

the Greek words for joy (chárma) and grief (lýpi). It is not the affective state of having mixed 

feelings about something, but the intimate and mutual inherence of happiness in sadness and, 

conversely, of sadness in happiness. Charmolypi denotes joy that arises from within sorrow and 

sorrow that emerges from joy as an integrated experience that is distinct from its ingredients 

while depending on both. It cannot occur without happiness and sadness: both are individually 

necessary and jointly sufficient for something to be charmolypic.  

 Charmolypi was coined as a noun by John Climacus in his The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 

a seventh century treatise on monastic asceticism, the thirty steps of which are meant to lead 

 
283 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, 23. Lewis may have had this in mind when writing that sight in Heaven requires 

a “double vision” (GD, 65).  
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Christians to cultivate spiritual perfection.284 The seventh step of the ladder has been translated 

as “On mourning which causes joy” or as “Joy-making Grief.” The ninth paragraph of this 

section reads: “Keep a firm hold of the blessed joy-grief [charmolypi] of holy compunction, and 

do not stop working at it until it raises you high above the things of this world and presents you 

pure to Christ.” Similarly, the forty-ninth paragraph begins with this observation: “When I 

consider the actual nature of compunction I am amazed at how that which is called mourning and 

grief should contain joy and gladness interwoven within it like honey in the comb.”285 In the 

natural world from which Climacus draws this image, honey can be separated and distilled from 

its source in the comb, but his point is that sorrow produces joy as the honeycomb produces 

honey. The bittersweetness of charmolypi is similarly intermixed at its origin.  

 The noun charmolypi denotes the experience itself, but its adjectival form (charmolypic) 

will be used to describe anything that may cause or fit with that experience. Both will prove to be 

a useful way of summarizing in a single word something that would otherwise require several 

more words than one. But what is its relation to the tragi-comic? According to Richard Dutton, 

“tragicomedy is neither tragedy nor comedy but a third entity altogether, like smelt alloy. It aims 

not simply to mix tragic and comic elements but create a distinct middle mode, the parts of 

which are artfully subsumed to a unified whole which will give an audience (readership) a 

unique experience.”286 Both the tragi-comic and charmolypic have this in common: that they are 

not just the mixture of elements but a different third thing altogether. As section nine below will 

show, the charmolypic is a more specific instantiation of the tragi-comic. Tragi-comedy is 

 
284 For other recent references to “charmolypi,” see Lambert, “Spenser’s Epithalamion and the Protestant 

Expression of Joy,” 99; Kuchar, The Poetry of Religious Sorrow, 6. 
285 Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 38, 40. 
286 Dutton, Modern Tragicomedy and the British Tradition, 20-21. See also, Ristine, English Tragicomedy 

and its Origins, vii. Styan defines the genre primarily in terms of tears and laughter. See, Styan, The Dark Comedy, 

1.  
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broader than charmolypi, the latter of which primarily concerns joy and sorrow, happiness and 

sadness, while the former extends to various other elements that are delineated below. In short, 

the charmolypic will necessarily be tragi-comic, but not everything that is tragi-comic will be 

charmolypic.  

 

8. Deep-Comedy and Tragi-comedy  

 

Furthermore, the distinctions Peter Leithart draws between tragedy, comedy, and what he calls 

“Deep Comedy” will be useful to this dissertation. He employs the traditional classification that 

defines the genres primarily in terms of their plot and ending, defining tragedy “as a story in 

which the characters begin neutrally or well, but slide inexorably to a bad end,” whereas comedy 

is “a story in which the characters may face dangers, perhaps dangers of great intensity, but 

ultimately rise to a happy ending.” He defines Deep Comedy with two further qualifications, the 

first of which is that its “happy ending is uncontaminated by any fear of future tragedy.” The 

second is that “in deep comedy the characters do not simply end as well as they began, but 

progress beyond their beginning.”287  

 One can define another sense of tragi-comedy for Lewis in relation to the delineations 

Leithart makes. For Lewis, tragi-comedy does not require that the happy ending of its comic 

dimension be completely absent of tragic elements. The language of “contamination” that 

Leithart uses suggests that tragedy cannot but corrupt the happy ending that makes comedies 

comic, just as I.A. Richards claimed, as noted in the Introduction above, that any hint of 

eschatological hope inevitably corrupts tragedies as tragic. As we will see, Leithart differs from 

Lewis on this point, who maintains that traces of tragedy can inhere in a fundamentally good 

 
287 Leithart, Deep Comedy, xii. Cf. Ward, “Escape to Wallaby Wood,” 19: “There must be, at the barest 

minimum, this basic shape to all presentations of the Gospel: down, down further, up, up higher than before.”  
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ending, and that tragedy can be a catalyst for comedy – in other words, that sadness and loss can 

refract and magnify the joy in a comic ending. While Leithart construes tragedy and comedy as 

mutually exclusive, Lewis envisions them, as we mentioned above, as compatible. For the 

former, the ending of a narrative is either happily comic or tragically sad, but for Lewis, sorrow 

and joy can be intermixed and mingled in complex ways, one of which is charmolypically.  

 Secondly, Leithart affirms that in Deep Comedy the protagonists end up higher than they 

began. “Comedy,” he writes, “may move from glory to glory restored, but deep comedy moves 

from glory to added glory.” Provided that the added glory that deep comedy contributes to 

comedy can differ in kind, not just degree, Lewis would agree. For instance, a voice that speaks 

in the Great Dance conclusion of Perelandra blesses Maleldil (God) because “‘Never did He 

make two things the same; never did He utter one word twice. After earths, not better earths but 

beasts; after beasts, not better beasts but spirits. After a falling, not recovery but a new 

creation.’” Another voice in theses brief speeches adds, “Out of the new creation, not a third but 

the mode of change itself is changed for ever. Blessed be He!’”288 Lewis believed that the world 

does not, strictly speaking, repeat itself, which makes it futile and foolish to desire an “encore” in 

human experience, an exact recurrence of a particular joy. This implies that the happiness which 

a comic protagonist might lose is not the same that is eventually restored to him, but something 

different and better. It is new in a new way. As he puts it, “God became man to turn creatures 

into sons: not simply to produce better men of the old kind but to produce a new kind of man. It 

is not like teaching a horse to jump better and better but like turning a horse into a winged 

creature.”289 Lewis depicts just this equestrian transformation in the Magician’s Nephew, where 

Aslan turns Strawberry, a lowly horse, into Fledge, the first Pegasus and father of all flying 

 
288 See, MC, 60.  
289 MC, 216.  
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horses in Narnia, who appears in the happy ending of The Last Battle as cousin to the unicorn 

Jewel.  

As long as the characters in a comedy can be elevated into a happiness and glory that 

differs in kind from that which they lost, Lewis’s view of tragi-comedy coheres with Leithart’s 

on deep-comedy. Where they do differ is the role that tragedy can play, prospectively and 

retrospectively, in the happy ending of comedy. Indeed, part of what makes comedy deep for 

Lewis is traces of tragedy.  

 

9.  Taxonomy of Terms 

 

This section will summarize the meanings and relations of our central terms. “Tragi-comedy” is 

the synthesis of tragic and comic elements, which creates a tertium quid – that is, a third thing, 

related to its components but distinct from both. “Tragedy” and “comedy” respectively are 

defined as related qualities, concepts, literary devices, effects, and functions. Based on the 

preceding section, I have charted the main “genes” of these categories here. The left-most 

column identifies the kind of element that pertains to tragedy and comedy. The middle two 

columns list the specific qualities, states, or objects contained or expressed in tragedy and 

comedy respectively. The right-most column lists some concepts that synthesize the relevant 

tragic and comic elements into a new, third, tragi-comic quality or concept.  

Elements Tragic Comic Tragi-Comic 

Fundamental Trait  Sad/Sorrowful Happy/Joyful Charmolypic 

Mythos/Movement Downward/Descent Upward/Ascent  Eucatastrophe 

Literary Features Sad Ending  

Death 

Hamartia (sin/Guilt) 

Happy Ending 

Marriage  

Goodness/Innocence 

Deep Comedy  

Reunion 

Forgiveness  

Affect  Pity/Fear/Tears Laughter/Desire/Warmth  Warm Tears 

Flavor  Bitter Sweet Bittersweet 

Tone Serious Lighthearted Poignant 

Attitude/Outlook  Pessimism Optimism Realism  
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Property Gravity/Heaviness Levity/Lightness Flight  

Desire  Denied/Deferred  Affirmed/Satisfied Sehnsucht  

Symbol Dionysus/Bacchus Aphrodite/Venus God/Aslan 

Themes  Death/Suffering   

Separation/Division  

Sterility 

Hatred/Indifference 

Shame  

Loss/Defeat 

Life/Birth  

Unity/Intimacy 

Fertility 

Love 

Dignity 

Gain/Triumph    

Rebirth 

Reconciliation 

Fruition 

Agape 

Glory 

Resurrection 

 

Analytically put, for X to qualify as tragi-comic is for X to unite one or more elements from 

tragedy with one or more elements from comedy. The specific content of the tragi-comic will 

depend on the specific tragic and comic elements that it synthesizes.  

This synthesis occurs at the literary, anthropological, or theological level. As we will see, 

this tragi-comic synthesis can draw elements from within each row but also across the rows. In 

other words, X can be tragic and comic in the same sense, regarding the same element, or X can 

be tragic in one sense, in relation to one element, and comic in another, in relation to another 

element. In every case, however, the tragi-comic designates a distinct third thing. The way 

charmolypic realism, for Lewis, reconciles and transcends optimism and pessimism is an 

instance of the former, while the sense in which Lewis depicts love as heavy illustrates the latter.  

Charmolypi deserves primacy of place among the various tragi-comic terms because, as 

Eagleton noted above, it has proven exceeding difficulty, if not impossible, to define tragedy 

other than “very sad.” Sorrow is the common denominator among the various definitions of 

tragedy, while happiness or joy can be considered the irreducible core of definitions of comedy. 

The same cannot be said about the other elements in each column. For instance, one can have a 

tragedy that does not end unhappily, as Lewis remarked, but one cannot have a tragedy that is 

not sad. The converse is true about comedy as well, that happiness and humor are more central to 

it than the other associated properties. Therefore, charmolypi is the highest instantiation of the 
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tragi-comic. With reference to the subject, charmolypi denotes the affective state that combines 

joy and sorrow into a new, third state. With reference to objects or events, charmolypi denotes 

that which evokes, or ought to evoke, its affective corollary.  

 

10. Embedded Tragi-Comedy  

 

In the linguistic analysis sections above, we observed what can be called the “flagrant” use and 

influence of “tragi-comedy” in the work of Lewis to understand what he means by the term. 

However, there is also an “embedded” manifestation of it throughout his writings that is of 

special interest to this dissertation. Lewis explicates the distinction between “flagrant” and 

“embedded” influences in an essay on the literary impact of the King James Bible. The flagrant 

kind of impact is an explicit citation that is announced so by quotation marks. The latter is not 

typographically marked; such quotations are “worked into an author’s own language so that an 

ignorant reader might not recognize them.”290 The following chapters will attend to the 

embedded influence of tragi-comedy in Lewis’s writings. We will examine the moments in 

which he refers to or depicts the tragi-comic often without using the explicit term.  

 For instance, the faces of the fauns at the end of the sixth chapter of Prince Caspian are 

described as “mournful and merry all at once.”291 The same goes for the “twinkle as well as a 

tear” in the face of Lewis’s dying wife.292 These are two of several charmolypic moments in 

which Lewis splices together sorrow and joy, gravity and levity, seriousness and laughter. We 

will now survey the theological implications of such embedded tragi-comedy in his writings. 

 

 

 
290 “The Literary Impact of the Authorised Version,” SLE, 134.  
291 PC, 175.  
292 AGO, 63.  
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CHAPTER FOUR:  

CONVERSION AND THE SPIRITUAL LIFE 

 

1. Eucatastrophe and the Gospel   

 

Tolkien played a crucial role in the life of C.S. Lewis. He helped get Lewis elected to his first 

and only professorial chair, at Cambridge, but also, and more importantly, Tolkien greatly 

influenced Lewis’s conversion. On September 19, 1931, Lewis strolled with Tolkien and Hugo 

Dyson around Addison’s Walk after dinner at Magdalen College. In their conversation, Tolkien 

deconstructed the opposition between the pagan myths that Lewis admired and the person of 

Jesus Christ in the gospels. He convinced Lewis that “Christ is simply a true myth: a myth 

working on us in the same way as others, but with this tremendous difference that it really 

happened.”293 This idea, that Christianity is “myth made fact,” reverberated throughout Lewis’s 

worldview and gradually led him to resume the Christian faith that he had abandoned in his early 

teens.  

In his celebrated 1947 essay “On Fairy-stories,” Tolkien delineates three major functions 

that fairy stories perform: Recovery, Escape, and Consolation. Our familiarity with the world and 

the way we take its objects for granted have rendered an original view of things difficult to 

adopt. Fairy stories, first, recover this lost vision. They regain a view of things perhaps not as 

they are in themselves but “‘as we are (or were meant to see them’ – as things apart from 

ourselves.” These stories, as it were, “clean the windows” of our souls, providing a new angle 

from which to reappreciate the “queerness of things that have become trite.”294  

 
293 CLI, 977.  
294 Tolkien, “On Fairy-stories,” 74.  
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The second function of fairy stories is to provide an escape from “self-made misery,” 

from “hunger, thirst, poverty, pain, sorrow, injustice, death;” and this escape is the warranted 

“escape of a prisoner” not the treacherous “flight of the deserter.”295 These stories do not 

promote an entrenched habit of escapism, but they do enable freedom from self-imprisoning 

sorrow. In effect, fairy stories loosen the vice grip of the present, the here and now, on oneself, 

allowing readers the opportunity to travel in imagination to distant worlds. This is, for Tolkien, 

as for Lewis, both a profound human need and a legitimate human exercise.   

Lastly, Tolkien submits that the highest proper function of the fairy story is the 

consolation of the Happy Ending. He coins the term “eucatastrophe” to designate it, which 

comes from the Greek words for good (eu), down (kata), and turn (strophe). Literally, it means 

the “good downturn” or “good catastrophe.” Tolkien describes it as “a sudden and miraculous 

grace: never to be counted on to recur.” At the threshold of this turn, “we get a piercing glimpse 

of joy, and heart’s desire, that for a moment passes outside the frame, rends indeed the very web 

of story, and lets a gleam come through.” In this gleam, what comes through is “Joy, Joy beyond 

the walls of the world, poignant as grief.” This unique joy, which Tolkien articulates 

charmolypically, does not negate sorrow or failure. “Dyscatastrophe,” the bad downturn, makes 

eucatastrophe possible and its joy poignant. Rather, “it denies (in the face of much evidence, if 

you will) universal final defeat.” Eucatastrophe can occur only when this absolute loss and 

failure become all but inevitable. 

Tolkien employs eucatastrophe to shed light on the central events of the Christian story; 

indeed, he calls eucatastrophe an evangelium. It is good news to its subject in the fairy story but, 

more importantly, it also adumbrates the greater news of the Gospel. Tolkien asserts that the 

 
295 Tolkien, “On Fairy-stories,” 76.  
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New Testament gospels contain a fairy story with “many marvels—peculiarly artistic, beautiful, 

and moving: ‘mythical’ in their perfect, selfcontained significance.” Unlike those of other fairy 

stories, these are grounded in actual history through the Incarnation. Tolkien holds that in the 

person of Jesus, “Legend and History have met and fused,” or, as Lewis puts it, “myth became 

fact.” Tolkien calls the Resurrection the eucatastrophe of the story of the Incarnation as a whole, 

whereas the Incarnation is itself the eucatastrophe of human history. 

In a 1944 letter to his son Christopher, Tolkien writes the following important statement:  

[T]he Resurrection was the greatest ‘eucatastrophe’ possible in the greatest Fairy 

Story – and produces that essential emotion: Christian joy which produces tears 

because it is qualitatively so like sorrow, because it comes from those places where 

Joy and Sorrow are at one, reconciled, as selfishness and altruism are lost in 

Love.296 

 

This is a remarkably charmolypic statement. First, it identifies eucatastrophe with Christian joy, 

which implies that even when agnostic readers experience eucatastrophic joy from a fairy story, 

they participate in something that is fundamentally theological. Second, Tolkien observes that 

Christian joy is so qualitatively like sorrow that it evokes tears. This is no accident because the 

charmolypic sources from which this joy comes – namely, the Incarnation and Resurrection, – 

themselves reconcile joy and sorrow.  

Lewis’s views of joy and tragi-comedy are very closely aligned with Tolkien’s views of 

joy and eucatastrophe, which transposes the archetypal happy ending of comedies onto the tragic 

context of near-total loss and sadness. It also unites joy and sorrow as the charmolypic does. In 

his review of The Lord of the Rings, Lewis wrote that the moral of the story is “a recall from 

facile optimism and wailing pessimism alike.”297 In Chapter Six below, Lewis will say the same 

 
296 Tolkien, The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, 100.  
297 “The Dethronement of Power,” I&I, 107.  
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about Christianity – namely, that it transcends escapist optimism and escapist pessimism, 

reconciling them in what can be called charmolypic realism.  

 

2. Conversion: The Blessed Defeat of a Rebel Will  

 

Having seen something of how Lewis (and Tolkien) view the Gospel charmolypically, we now 

turn to his understanding of the process by which unbelievers come to accept the Gospel, and 

this process itself involves something like tragi-comedy. 

Lewis writes that “Conversion requires an alteration of the will, an alteration which, in 

the last resort, does not occur without the intervention of the supernatural.”298 The tragi-comic 

quality of conversion emerges when we realize whose will is being converted. “We are not 

merely imperfect creatures who must be improved,” writes Lewis, “we are, as Newman said, 

rebels who must lay down our arms.”299 Lewis here draws from Newman’s sermon “Christian 

Repentance,” based on the parable of the Prodigal Son. Newman says that “the most decorous 

conduct in a conscious sinner, is an unconditional surrender of himself to God – not a bargaining 

about terms, not a scheming (so to call it) to be received back again, but an instant surrender of 

himself… He is a runaway offender… he is a rebel, and must lay down his arms.”300 It is the 

nature of God and the condition of fallen humanity that renders such scheming impossible. God 

is, as Lewis experienced in his own conversion, the “Reality with which no treaty can be made.” 

God sets the terms which human beings must submit to if they desire to be saved.  

 For Lewis, as for Newman, sinners have run away from God and intentionally oppose 

him; they are not just sick people who need health, but mutineers who must desist and submit. It 

 
298 “The Decline of Religion,” GITD, 241.  
299 POP, 88.  
300 Newman, Parochial and Plan Sermons, 97.  
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is the will of a rebel that conversion alters. To lay down one’s weapons and surrender is to admit 

defeat. Lewis provides a vivid description of what such a defeat feels like from an unbeliever’s 

perspective in a short poem he wrote in 1927: 

The Lord is a jealous god – a careful shepherd,  

Tenderly (ah how tenderly!) guards my life; 

Allows no rival in me, wolf nor leopard, 

   - My throat is sacred to the butcher’s knife.301 

 

Lewis wrote this three years before his conversion to theism. The poem suggests that the 

jealousy of God is less like that between a groom and his bride and more like that between a 

butcher and his meat. When God appears to be protecting and sparing one’s life, it is only in 

preparation for one’s ultimate death. The “good” shepherd protects his flock from threats, from 

wolves, leopards, and other predators, not so that they can graze green pastures, as the psalmist 

would have it, but because he intends to lead them to the chopping-block.  

A Christian is tempted to say that this experience is a delusion, a mere subjective 

experience emerging from the wrong point of view. However, appearances matter for Lewis. In 

his essay “On Hedonics,” Lewis observes that “Distant hills look blue. They still look blue even 

after you have discovered that this particular beauty disappears when you approach them. The 

fact that they look blue fifteen miles away is just as much a fact as anything else. If we are to be 

realists, let us have realism all round.”302 The blue hue of the hills is not an illusion that 

proximity to them dispels. Rather, it is a fact about those hills that they are experienced as such 

under certain conditions. Lewis is, as it were, a realist about appearances. 

 
301 “The Lord Is a Jealous God,” CP, 221. The poem was largely a literary exercise in changing the 

metaphorical “respect” of the Psalm (See CLIII, 1623), not a disclosure of how Lewis personally regarded God; 

nonetheless, it comports with what Lewis elsewhere wrote about the nature of conversion from the point of view of 

the convert. 
302 “Hedonics,” PRCON, 63. See also, LTM, 300-03.  
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Although Lewis employs the truthfulness of appearances primarily regarding how we 

remember pleasures in life, this point has a broader application. The fact that conversion feels 

like a sad defeat, like the victory of an enemy over one, is just as much a fact about conversion as 

is the truth that this disappears on its other side, that a happy ending and reunification with God 

are possible. In short, the experience of an unbeliever about God is not simply an illusion that 

Christians can and should disregard. Rather, the fact that conversion feels like death, defeat, and 

catastrophe to a sinner is as true of the process as the fact that these perceptions fade away after 

conversion. That the good shepherd trusted by Christians appears like a butcher to unbelievers is 

no less real than the post-conversion realization that this is not so.303 In short, the tragedy of 

conversion is no less real than its comedy. That it appears tragic under some conditions and 

comic under others are equally facts about conversion, which is why the best description of it is 

as something tragi-comic.  

 

3. Sanctification as Ascent  

 

Conversion indicates a turn towards God, and since “God” is typically conceived of as being 

“higher” than humanity, conversion necessarily involves something like ascent, – morally and 

spiritually speaking. But when ascent is understood literally, there is always a pull in the 

opposite direction, namely gravity. We saw in Chapter Two how Nietzsche regarded “gravity” in 

a metaphorical sense. Now we must consider the term “levity,” distinguishing its literal meaning 

from its metaphorical implications.  

Before the advent of modern physics, “levity” had a literal and scientific sense. It was not 

the privation of gravity, but a positive quality that gave objects the ability to rise and move with 
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greater ease. As Daniel Gabelman notes, “To the premodern mind, then, what birds, fire, and 

clouds have in common is levity.”304 This was the case from Empedocles and Aristotle up 

through the Middle Ages, the literature and cosmology of which Lewis was immersed in 

throughout his career. With the Principia Mathematica, however, that view of levity was 

overturned. In his 1713 preface to Newton’s work, Roger Cotes notes that 

It is now agreed among all philosophers that all bodies on or near the earth 

universally gravitate toward the earth. Manifold experience has long confirmed that 

there are no truly light bodies. What is called relative levity is not true levity, but 

only apparent, and arises from the more powerful gravity of contiguous bodies.305 

 

The emergence of Newtonian physics reduced levity from its longstanding literal and physical 

sense to a metaphor about an epiphenomenon. This conceptual movement is described in Lewis’s 

1952 essay “The Empty Universe,” where he argues that the method of modern knowledge since 

the scientific revolution has been to transfer properties that were previously believed to inhere in 

the world itself to the subject, reducing the former to the latter. “The Subject becomes gorged, 

inflated, at the expense of the Object,” but then the same method is applied to the subject, 

reducing the consciousness which previously housed the banished properties from the world to 

nothing but physical facts – that is, the mind is reduced to the body and its behavior, leaving a 

void world behind.306 We can see that the quality of levity underwent this same process. At first, 

it was an objective property about the universe, but modern physics reduced it to a mere 

appearance in the subject’s mind, the experience of which physicalism, scientism, and 

behaviourism further reduce to the firing of neurons in the brain.  

In his inaugural lecture at Cambridge, Lewis stated that he had always belonged more to 

the “old Western order” than the modern world, that he saw the universe in terms of the medieval 

 
304 Gabelman, George MacDonald, 10.  
305 Newton, The Principia, 386.  
306 “The Empty Universe,” PRCON, 104. 
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image of the cosmos that moderns have long since discarded.307 Calling himself a “dinosaur,” 

Lewis admitted that his mind and imagination were anachronistic, that he belonged to the 

premodern world before the distinction between objective and subjective meant relegating the 

latter to lesser reality and importance. As such, it is reasonable to expect that the view of levity 

that Lewis depicts in his theological fiction is the medieval, pre-Newtonian one. 

 Lewis was not alone in finding theological significance in the notion of levity. In his 

Orthodoxy, G.K. Chesterton states that the 

characteristic of the great saints is their power of levity. Angels can fly because they 

can take themselves lightly…pride cannot rise to levity or levitation. Pride is the 

downward drag of all things into an easy solemnity. One “settles down” into a sort of 

selfish seriousness; but one has to rise to a gay self forgetfulness… For solemnity 

flows out of men naturally; but laughter is a leap. It is easy to be heavy: hard to be 

light. Satan fell by the force of gravity.308 

 

Here Chesterton employs the premodern sense of the word “levity” that Lewis makes much of in 

his theological fiction, as we will see shortly. Both agree that the natural orientation of human 

beings is one of downward heaviness, and that the hard work of sanctification is to achieve a 

lightness of being through divine grace. This recalls the words of Jesus in the gospel of Matthew, 

“Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest… For my yoke is 

easy, and my burden is light.”309 It is through following Jesus, being spiritually conformed to his 

image, that the heaviness of original sin is transformed into sanctifying levity.  

i. Levity in The Divine Comedy  

 

Lightness and the effect of pride is depicted in Dante’s Divine Comedy, which Gavin 

Hopps duly calls “one of the greatest theological endorsements of levity in the Middle 

 
307 See, “De Descriptione Temporum,” SLE, 13.   
308 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, 118.  
309 Matthew 11:28-30 (KJV).  
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Ages.”310 Lewis studied Dante in minute detail, which influenced much of his work, 

particularly The Great Divorce.311 The journey of Dante through hell, purgatory, and 

paradise is one of verticality and physical levity. His process is one of becoming light and 

mobile enough to ascend to heaven. For example, in the terrace of the prideful in the 

Purgatorio, the angel of humility touched Dante with his wings and made him lighter than 

he was before:  

Already we were climbing the holy steps, 

And it seemed to me that I was very much lighter 

Than I had seemed to be earlier on the flat.312 

 

This was a transference of levitation from the angel to Dante. It is the weight of sin – in this case, 

pride – that is purged from the pilgrim. The closer he gets to heaven, the saintlier he becomes, 

the more levity he acquires. One cannot say whether it is the sanctification process that enables 

levity or whether levity enables more sanctification, but both come together in Dante’s journey 

of ascent, the teleological end of which is the Beatific Vision. Gabelman duly notes that the 

images Dante employs in an attempt to describe that vision, an attempt which immediately fails, 

include fire and wings. “Encountering God in all his majesty and glory,” he writes, “is not a 

crushing, heavy experience but the pinnacle of levity and levitation.”313 Insofar as that vision is 

the end of the journey, becoming light enough physically and spiritually to ascend to that height 

is the goal of Dante’s pilgrimage. 

 The notion that an effect of sin, perhaps even the primary effect, is to weigh a human 

being down can be found in the Letter to the Hebrews (12:1): “Therefore, since we are 

 
310 Hopps, “Comedy, Levity, and Laughter,” 238.  
311 See, “Dante’s Similes,” 64-77; “Dante’s Statius,” 94-102; “Imagery in the Last Eleven Cantos of 

Dante’s ‘Comedy,” 78-93, SMRL. For analysis of Dante’s influence on Lewis’s writings, see Daigle-Williamson, 

Reflecting the Eternal; Boenig, C.S. Lewis and the Middle Ages, 109-110. He believed the Paradiso represented “the 

highest point that poetry had ever reached” (“Shelley, Dryden and Mr Eliot,” SLE, 203).  
312 Dante, The Divine Comedy, 251.  
313 Gabelman, George MacDonald, 17.  
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surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off every weight and sin that so 

easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.” This can be 

considered in light of the literary parallelism that Lewis notes of the Psalms, which is the 

technique of “saying the same thing twice in different words.”314 Sin and weightiness can 

describe the same thing in different terms.  

From the Bible we turn to St. Augustine, who has two relevant insights in his 

Confessions. The first is when he recalls that “I fell low, dragged down by the weight of my 

pride.”315 The second is when Augustine records how, “Goaded by greed, I was dragging my 

load of unhappiness along, and feeling it all the heavier for being dragged.”316 Having to pull the 

weight of one’s sin, a heaviness that promotes unhappiness, makes the weight feel heavier. 

Thus, both Augustine and the author of the Letter to the Hebrews suggest that the process 

of sanctification requires letting go of the heavy sin that human beings drag with them, which 

will make one more mobile, lighter, to run the course. This association of sanctification and 

increased levity is what Dante, Chesterton, and Lewis communicate.317  

Interestingly, as Daniel Gabelman notes, even Dante’s initial descent to hell serves the 

purpose of lightening, affirming that the Inferno “is a necessary part of levity – he must first 

understand the weightiness of sin, repent of it, and be purged of its burden before levitation to 

the heights is possible.”318 Humanity is, as Dante writes, “born to fly upwards.”319 A simple 

teleological argument supports this claim. If heaven is the final destiny intended for humankind, 

 
314 ROP, 310.  
315 Augustine, Confessions, 73.  
316 Augustine, Confessions, 101.  
317 Cf. Lewis’s 1924 poem in which “Like Christian when his burden dropt behind / I was set free.” “Joy,” 

CP, 137.  
318 Gabelman, George MacDonald, 11. This pattern of descent and reascent to a greater glory 

follows the pattern of “Deep Comedy” in the previous chapter.  
319 Dante, The Divine Comedy, 250.   
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as Christ says before his ascension (John 14:3), and if heaven is a place of lightness, it follows 

that human beings are born for levity, like birds that fly. Although this end is what God designed 

humanity for, the gravity of sin holds human beings down and inhibits their process of 

sanctification. Nevertheless, the very recognition of gravity is a key element in the process by 

which greater levity is acquired. 

According to Dante’s poetic vision, Satan is lodged in the core of the earth, which 

geocentric cosmology affirms is also the center of the universe. Dante writes that this is the point 

from which all things derive their heaviness.320 Satan, therefore, sits at the center of gravity; all 

things that fall do so toward him, perhaps in imitation of him. Where God uses grace and levity 

to draw human beings upward to himself, Satan uses sin and gravity to draw them downward to 

himself.  

 The fact that the ascent of Dante begins when he and Virgil pass through the center of 

Satan reaffirms that the entire journey is one of levity, even though it begins with a downward 

turn. The initial descent to hell is in service of an ascent through purgatory to heaven. It is not 

that Dante and Virgil reach the center of Satan, the epicenter of the earth and universe, and then 

retrace their steps. Rather, they pass through the center of gravity that is Satan and begin their 

ascent. Lewis comments on this very moment: “Dante tells you at the end of the Inferno where 

he and Virgil, after climbing down from the shoulders to the waist of Lucifer, find that they have 

to climb up from his waist to his feet, because of course they have passed the centre of gravita-

tion.”321 Dante suggests that it is not unbridled levity as such that leads to God, but a kind of 

levity that has been through heaviness, a state of lightness upon which gravity has done its 

proper work. Lewis gestures towards this truth when he writes of Ransom in Perelandra, as he 
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beholds the Green Lady, that “He knew now what the old painters were trying to represent when 

they invented the halo. Gaiety and gravity together.”322 This tragi-comic symbol of holiness is 

the synthesis of levity and heaviness that sanctification requires. 

 

ii. Tragi-Comic Levity in The Great Divorce and The Last Battle  

 

Lewis expresses similar notions in The Great Divorce, which he deliberately modeled after The 

Divine Comedy.323 It begins with a bus transporting ghosts from the Gray Town below to the 

“ante-room” of Heaven above. The journey from the former to the latter is one of literal ascent. 

This spatial levitation, however, means nothing if not coupled with spiritual levity. The ghosts 

who, like Screwtape, take themselves too seriously that they reject infinite joy, vanish from 

Heaven and return to Hell. By contrast, the angelic Spirits, radiant with mirth and love, take 

themselves lightly, humble enough to laugh at themselves and ask for forgiveness. One such 

Spirit says, “That’s what we all find when we reach this country. We’ve all been wrong! That’s 

the great joke.”324 Serious in all the wrong ways, the ghosts refuse to see the joke, thereby 

rejecting joy and sinking back down into the hellish Gray Town.    

Though the joyful Spirits are lighter than the serious ghosts, they also infinitely outweigh 

them, being denser with reality. The narrator, a ghost, describes the “ageless spirit” of his guide, 

George MacDonald, as weighing “upon mine like a burden of solid gold.” Angelic levity, as 

Lewis depicts it here, is inherently heavy. The weight of heavenly Joy, which Lewis equates to 

Glory, cannot be compared with misery, which has no weight or reality of its own.  

 
322 Per, 204.  
323 See, CLII, 700; CLIII, 320; 498.  
324 GD, 102. On the “wrong kind of seriousness,” see FL, 97; CLIII, 1570.  
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Lewis derives the charmolypic phrase “Weight of Glory,” which he employs to describe 

the telos of Christian living, from 2 Corinthians 4:17, but the concept comes from the Hebrew 

word for glory (kavod), which also means “weight” and “heaviness.” He notes that the primary 

symbol in Scripture for glory is light and radiance. For instance, when Moses descends Mount 

Sinai in Exodus 34, his face glows with divine glory, which terrifies the Israelites so much that 

he covers himself. To speak of the weightiness of glory is to intimate the dense kind of celestial 

levity seen in the angelic Spirits of The Great Divorce. In short, Lewis depicts the journey from 

Hell to Heaven as one of physical levitation and spiritual lightness, as a tragi-comic process of 

attaining heavy levity.  

The same dynamic occurs at the end of the Narniad. It is with “laughter in Aslan’s eyes” 

that the Great Lion tells the Narnian fellowship to “Come farther in! Come farther up!” before he 

flies away “like a golden arrow.” It is not sheer verticality that preoccupies the Narnian heroes, 

as was the case with Dante’s ascension, but ascension in a westward direction, symbolizing the 

Garden of the Hesperides, the golden apples of which give immortality.  

When Emeth meets Aslan, whom he calls the Glorious One, he cannot but fall at the feet 

of the Lion. It is not just mere courtesy that leads Emeth to such a posture. It is the numinosity of 

Aslan, the terror, fear, beauty, and wonder which Emeth experiences in his presence. He thought 

the hour of his death had come, but prefers to die at the feet of Aslan than stand never having 

known the Lion. Mixed with this fear of death is an overwhelming desire for Aslan, the 

happiness of which Emeth describes as “so great that it even weakness me like a wound.” 

 In line with Dante’s spiritual co-ordinates that we discussed above, here Lewis depicts a 

descent to humility as a precondition of rising. It is not until Emeth recognizes the weightiness of 

his own failings before the Lion that Aslan breathes upon him, which dispels the fear and 
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trembling that had gripped him, and enables him to stand upright, no longer bent down by the 

weight of gravity. Once standing, Aslan bids Emeth to go “Farther up and farther in,” as he did 

everyone else.   

 As they keep walking westward, it dawns on the Narnian fellowship that what Aslan had 

unmade was the old country, a place they knew through their journeys to that world, but the 

world in which they now were was the real Narnia. The former was a mere shadow and copy of 

the latter. Lord Digory remarks, “It’s all in Plato, all in Plato: bless me, what do they teach them 

at these schools,” which provokes much laughter. And then Lewis writes an intriguing statement: 

“But very quickly they all became grave again: for, as you know, there is a kind of happiness and 

wonder that makes you serious. It is too good to waste on jokes.” At first, this sounds like Lewis 

is deprecating levity and submitting comedy to seriousness. However, that is not the case. 

As was mentioned above, Lewis regards gravity as a necessary component to the kind of 

levity God employs to draw humanity to himself. Like the halo just mentioned, it is the synthesis 

of gaiety and gravity that draws people heavenward. In short, the levity of the Narnian company 

is much more but not less than comic jokes. We see this in the fact that Digory does joke and the 

company laughs together for a few rich moments. However, because their joy is more than that, 

they cannot remain at that level, they must ascend – that is, enact levity – to a level above jests. 

The seriousness to which the company returns after their collective laughter is a function of their 

joy and wonder, not the opposite or end of them. Happiness reaches a point at which lightness 

becomes contiguous with heaviness. That is the point that the Narnian company have reached. In 

their journey further up and further in, the Narnians are meant to become not just lighter but as 

solid as the Solid People who inhabit heaven in The Great Divorce.  
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 Then Jewel the unicorn, who realizes the Narnia behind the shadows he was familiar with 

was his real home all along, the object of his life-long desire, begins to leap and fly forward, 

bidding the others accompany him. At that moment, everyone else – from Puzzle and Poggin the 

Dwarf to all the human beings – discovered that they were becoming light enough to follow 

Jewel. However, their lightness is not that of floating feathers but of flying creatures, able to 

ascend, but intelligently and purposefully, with weight behind their actions.  

 They even discover they are able, like him, to swim up the Great Waterfall. Lewis writes, 

“it seemed as if you were climbing up light itself – and always higher and higher till the sense of 

height would have terrified you if you could be terrified, but here it was only gloriously 

exciting.” This ascension is an achievement of levity, but it is the kind of solid lightness just 

mentioned. In addition to flying, they can swim against the terrible current of the waterfall, the 

force of which Lewis says would have killed anyone from earth. Their solidity has become such 

that they can swim up a torrential waterfall with ease.  

 When they reach the bank above the waterfall, the company is called to continue higher 

up and further in. “So they ran faster and faster till it was more like flying than running, and even 

the Eagle overhead was going no faster than they,” writes Lewis. After flying through various 

valleys and fields, they arrive at a garden walled with golden gates. A great horn blew, the gates 

opened, and they are reunited with all the protagonists throughout the Narniad, from Mr Tumnus 

and the Beavers to Cor and Puddleglum: “And there was greeting and kissing and hand shaking 

and old jokes revived (you’ve no idea how good an old joke sounds when you take it out again 

after a rest of five or six hundred years).”325 Here is another collective expression of comic 

levity. Before it was the solitary joke of Digory, but now it is multiple jokes shared among old 
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friends. Lewis suggests that the joy of jokes is like wine in that the older it is the more delight it 

can provide. With increasing levity, comic laughter does not disappear, but becomes richer, more 

complex, more satisfying. 

 The Narnian company begin ascending a mountain, continuing their journey further up 

and further in. Lewis says that “The light ahead was growing stronger… Aslan himself was 

coming, leaping down from cliff to cliff like a living cataract of power and beauty.” Not only did 

they ascend a waterfall, but, when they meet Aslan, Lewis employs the image of a waterfall 

again, as if to suggest that the Lion is the heavenly source of torrential joy (something we will 

explore further in the next chapter). But as Chapter Seven will show, distinctively Christian joy, 

for Lewis, does not necessarily exclude sorrow. If “God is love,” as St. John has it, and if, as 

Lewis suggests, “love is tears,” – that is, charmolypic tears, tears of joy and sorrow – it follows 

that, in a sense, God is tears, which may be another meaning of the imagery of beautiful falling 

water that Lewis associates with Aslan. Notice also the counter-move to the children’s ascent, 

namely, Aslan’s descent. Like the Christological tragi-comic movement of descent into humanity 

to reascend with humanity, here we have descension and ascension in the same scene. The Lion 

comes down in cataract form to meet the children only to take them even higher than they were. 

He tells them, “You do not yet look so happy as I mean you to be,” quickening the crescendo of 

joy with which the narrative ends.  

 To summarize, the ending of the Narniad is a journey of levitation. At every step of the 

way, the band of Narnian heroes rise to new heights, a process punctuated with expression of 

comic lightness in the form of literal jokes, but this levity is countered with images of gravity, 

seriousness, weight, and descent, the thundering waterfall and the cataract-like Aslan, suggestive 

of the pains involved in heavenly glory (a subject we will return to in Chapter Seven). 
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4. Tragi-Comedy in The Screwtape Letters  

 

The preceding discussion has analyzed tragi-comedy and charmolypi in reference to 

sanctification as a process of lightening. In this section, I will examine one further application to 

the spiritual life, which is implied from two premises in Lewis’s writings. First is the levity 

involved in the ascending approach to God and heaven, that is, the role of lightness in 

sanctification, surveyed above. The second concerns the so-called “tragic dignity” of hell, the 

gravity with which its inhabitants seek to take themselves. Lewis suggests that this is a futile 

attempt because the comic spirit awakens when Satan emerges from the delusions of sin 

sufficiently to come into contact with reality.  

i. Pseudo-Tragic Hell 

 

Both in his fiction and non-fiction, Lewis emphatically rejects the notion that there is anything 

tragic about hell. For instance, in A Preface to Paradise Lost, Lewis does not just interpret 

Milton but endorses his view of the Satanic predicament in hell. He writes of Satan that “The 

Hell he carries with him is, in one sense, a Hell of infinite boredom. Satan, like Miss Bates, is 

interesting to read about; but Milton makes plain the blank uninterestingness of being Satan.” 

Satan once fell tragically from his exalted state in heaven, when he lost his former glory, but he 

continued to fall so profoundly that he fell beneath the threshold of tragedy, below the reach of 

the grandeur that tragedy bestows. Like the characters of Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, Satan 

no longer meets the required standard of dignity to be a tragic hero. Satan, however, takes 

himself tragically, with utmost gravity, but that is part of the wider comedy, for Lewis. He 

writes, 

But it is a mistake to demand that Satan… should be able to rant and posture through 

the whole universe without, sooner or later, awaking the comic spirit. The whole 

nature of reality would have to be altered in order to give him such immunity, and 
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it is not alterable. At that precise point where Satan… meets something real, 

laughter must arise, just as steam must when water meets fire.326 

 

Before drawing out the implications of this passage, it will be worth juxtaposing it with a 

Miltonic one from The Great Divorce, in which George MacDonald, the teacher and guide to the 

first-person narrator, says 

‘Milton was right… 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… 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.’327 

 

These passages shed much light on each other. Given that, for Lewis, the fundamental nature of 

reality is joy, Satan, who embodies the opposite of joy, having chosen absolute misery, cannot 

contact reality without “awakening the comic spirit.” God, the Divine Laugher in Milton’s poem 

– “him who sits above and laughs the while”328 – finds Satan ridiculous, because laughter must 

necessarily arise when Satan touches reality, when embodied misery meets unalterable joy. The 

Screwtape Letters can be considered an expression of that encounter. In this, Lewis’s most 

sparklingly satirical work, he mocks the tragic seriousness with which hell takes itself, a pseudo-

gravity that is comic from the perspective of heaven. In the eleventh letter, Screwtape says that 

human laughter “is of itself disgusting and a direct insult to the realism, dignity, and austerity of 

Hell.” His attempt to be dignified of course only makes his pomposity all the funnier. The 

“Tragic Greatness” that Satan prefers to genuine greatness springs from his cardinal sin of pride, 

which he tries to pass off as “Proper Pride.” Satan wants to be a grand tragic hero, not realizing 
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that objectively he is an “ass” beneath the dignity of tragedy. In the spiritual drama in which he 

finds himself, Satan plays “the part of buffoon.”329  

 

ii. Subverting the “Tragic Dignity” of Hell  

 

The point of The Screwtape Letters, as Lewis put it to a correspondent in 1940, is “to give all the 

psychology of temptation from the other point of view.”330 The book’s two epigraphs suggest 

how Lewis will accomplish that goal. The first is a saying by Martin Luther: “The best way to 

drive out the devil, if he will not yield to texts of Scripture, is to jeer and flout him, for he cannot 

bear scorn.” The second epigraph is from Thomas More: “The devil… the prowde spirite… 

cannot endure to be mocked.” Thus, the purpose of The Screwtape Letters is to depict the 

psychology of temptation, sin, and damnation from the perspective of hell but to do so in a 

mocking manner. Humor here becomes a spiritual instrument. Perhaps levity can be used to cast 

out satanic pseudo-gravity.  

 We can discern more of Lewis’s purposes from the context of each epigraph. The context 

of Luther’s quotation is the following.  

But the thoughts suggested by the devil are harder to overcome; and I can only 

escape from them by some buffoonery or other… Then if he charge me with being 

a sinner, I say to spite him, “Holy Satan, pray for me!” or else, “Physician, cure 

thyself!”… The best way to expel the devil, if he will not depart for texts from Holy 

Scripture, is to jeer and flout him… As for myself, who am now in years, a cheerful 

cup will drive away my temptations, and give me sound sleep… The devil is a 

melancholy spirit, and cheerful music soon puts him to flight.331  

Luther seems to allude to 1 Corinthians 10:13, the King James Version of which reads: “There 

hath no temptation taken you but such as is common to man: but God is faithful, who will not 

suffer you to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the temptation also make a way to 
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escape, that ye may be able to bear it.” Luther suggests that one effective way of overcoming 

temptation is through buffoonery, that God can provide mockery as the way of escape from 

temptation. Luther illustrates this with his own jests, sarcastically invoking Satan to intercede for 

him as if he were a saint. He then borrows the proverb Jesus mentions in Luke 4:23 about a 

physician healing himself – that is, Luther treats Satan as if he were Jesus himself. If Satan is a 

melancholic spirit, a cheerful, comic spirit might resist him and overcome his schemes – that is 

Luther’s point, which Lewis adopts as well.  

 The context from which Lewis draws the Thomas More epigram makes similar points. In 

his Dialogue of Comfort Against Tribulation, More writes that  

Some folk have been clearly rid of such pestilent fantasies with very full contempt 

thereof—making a cross upon their heart and bidding the devil avaunt, and 

sometimes laugh him to scorn, too… and then turn their mind to some other matter. 

And when the devil hath seen that they have set so little by him… after certain 

assays, made in such times as he thought most meet… he hath given that temptation 

quite over… for that the proud spirit cannot endure to be mocked.332 

Like Luther, More suggests that laughter can serve to rebuke the devil. Since Satan embodies the 

cardinal sin of pride, he cannot bear ridicule, he is incapable of taking himself lightly enough to 

do so. That is why, for More, Satan withdraws temptations, which he has carefully premeditated 

and executed, once they have been overcome because it is laughable for him to fail at such an 

undertaking. The point of presenting a demonic perspective on temptation throughout The 

Screwtape Letters in a satirical vein is to help readers resist similar temptations.333  

 The eleventh letter of Screwtape focuses specifically on the human phenomenon of 

laughter and how it can be put to demonic service. Screwtape divides the four causes of human 
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laughter into Joy, Fun, Jokes, and Flippancy. We will focus on the last one because, as 

Screwtape suggests, it is most favorable to Hell. 

Flippancy is the lowest and basest kind of human laughter. Its use implies that what is 

considered objectively serious is really ridiculous. This is the kind of levity Nietzsche employs to 

undermine religious ideals. For Lewis, it results from and reinforces a misperception of reality. It 

subverts the correct human response to grave and consequential affairs. Lewis notes elsewhere 

that “Falsehood is habit-forming.” Flippant laughter can be considered one of the habits that 

falsehood forms. Its intellectual and spiritual effects on the laugher are deleterious. Screwtape 

advises Wormwood that “If prolonged, the habit of Flippancy builds up around a man the finest 

armour-plating against the Enemy that I know… It is a thousand miles away from joy: it 

deadens, instead of sharpening, the intellect; and it excites no affection between those who 

practice it.”334 Flippancy defends against the influence of God because, as Screwtape says, it “is 

invaluable as a means for destroying shame.” Without shame, there can be no genuine 

repentance; and without repentance, there is no salvation, no virtue, no morality, not even basic 

human decency, for Lewis. “Mere cowardice is shameful,” says Screwtape,  

cowardice boasted of with humorous exaggerations and grotesque gestures can be 

passed off as funny. Cruelty is shameful – unless the cruel man can represent it as 

a practical joke. A thousand bawdy, or even blasphemous, jokes do not help 

towards a man’s damnation so much as his discovery that almost anything he wants 

to do can be done, not only without the disapproval but with the admiration of his 

fellows, if only it can get itself treated as a Joke.335  

 

Similarly, sinfulness is pitiful and shameful, but almost any specific sin can be committed and 

even celebrated if it can get itself treated lightly. The Puritan preacher, Henry Smith, said that 

“Sin is never complete until it be excused,”336 and Lewis here suggests that flippant laughter can 
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offer just such an excuse and assists in the promotion of vice. It is not so much the content of the 

jokes as what the sense of flippant humor can do – excuse almost anything, – that promotes 

damnation. In destroying the natural consciousness of guilt, the sense of shrinking before God, 

flippancy can corrupt the condition necessary for authentic repentance. Sinners cannot truly 

repent of sins that they are unashamed about.  

Besides distorting reality and destroying shame, flippant laughter deadens the mind by 

increasing intellectual pride. Flippancy “is very economical,” writes Screwtape, “Only a clever 

human can make a real Joke about virtue, or indeed about anything else; any of them can be 

trained to talk as if virtue were funny. Among flippant people the Joke is always assumed to have 

been made. No one actually makes it.”337 The flippant laugher claims to see beyond what 

allegedly shallow minds consider sacred and assumes that serious things are ridiculous without 

ever explaining how or why. Flippancy is one of the habits falsehood forms in the sense that it 

promotes deception both about external reality and about oneself.  

 What occasioned Screwtape’s letter on human laughter was correspondence from 

Wormwood about some new worldly acquaintances the “patient” had made. Screwtape responds 

with advice about the value of laughter in corrupting a human soul: 

Did he commit himself deeply? I don’t mean in words. There is a subtle play of 

looks and tones and laughs by which a mortal can imply that he is of the same party 

as those to whom he is speaking. That is the kind of betrayal you should specially 

encourage, because the man does not fully realise it himself…He will be silent 

when he ought to speak and laugh when he ought to be silent. 

 

Laughter is one of the non-verbal ways human beings can commit themselves and imply that 

they are like those with whom they laugh. The more genuine the laughter is, the more they 

strengthen that commitment and implication. Perhaps the appropriate Scriptural context for this 
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insight is Matthew 10:33, where Jesus says that he will confess in heaven those who confess him 

on earth and deny before his Father in heaven those who deny him before others on earth. 

Flippant laughter can function as one of those forms of betraying Christ before others. It can 

promote a kind of complicity in evil that the laugher is not aware of himself: a subconscious 

denial of Christ. Lewis elsewhere makes a similar point, that the choice to become a scoundrel 

“will come, when it does come, in no very dramatic colours… Over a drink or a cup of coffee, 

disguised as a triviality and sandwiched between two jokes.”338 Flippant laughter is one 

seemingly innocuous way of being drawn into the inner ring of moral compromise and eventual 

perdition.   

 Laughter, however, like Scripture, is a two-edged sword, which can cut both ways: 

against the interests of Heaven but also against the machinations of Hell. We have already seen, 

in reference to the epigraphs from Luther and More, how laughter can serve to rebuke and resist 

Satan. Lewis encourages such mockery most successfully when he has Screwtape vent about a 

Christian woman with whom the “patient” has fallen in love. Screwtape calls her a “two-faced 

little cheat” who “Looks as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth and yet has a satirical wit. The 

sort of creature who’d find ME funny!” Lewis makes the reader laugh by showing Screwtape’s 

inability to laugh when someone laughs at him; it is an effective means of exposing the sin of 

pride. The funniness becomes even more involved when Screwtape, in a more sober moment, is 

actually shown to understand the nature of comedy. Screwtape advises Wormwood to prevent 

the Patient from overcoming pride, but not to despair if the Patient does in fact become humble, 

because then the Patient can be made proud of his humility. Screwtape then judiciously adds, 

 
338 “The Inner Ring,” WOG, 153. Cf. Feverstone “laughing prodigiously” and Mark’s face “full of 
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“But don’t try this too long, for fear you awake his sense of humour and proportion, in which 

case he will merely laugh at you and go to bed.”339 

 Generally, though, Screwtape shows little awareness of that sense of proportion which is 

a pre-requesting condition for genuinely comic laughter. At one point he becomes so enraged 

that he transforms into a centipede and has to dictate the rest of his thoughts to his secretary, who 

signs the letter “For his Abysmal Sublimity Under Secretary Screwtape, TE, BS, etc.” Screwtape 

attempts to salvage some tragic dignity by stating that such “Transformation proceeds from 

within and is a glorious manifestation of that Life Force which Our Father would worship if he 

worshipped anything but himself.” Despite his best attempt to be serious and sublime, Screwtape 

cannot avoid being laughable. His very wrath only makes him more comic.  

 In addition to the laughter that undermines the tragic pretension of Hell, there are three 

other sources of laughter and humor that are particularly favorable to Heaven in the process of 

sanctification: Joy, Fun, and Jokes. We will discuss Jokes in the next chapter of this thesis: for 

now, let us proceed to explore the sanctifying functions of Joy and Fun. 

Joy is the highest and most sublime source of human laughter. It is also the most elusive 

and unforeseeable. Unlike the other causes of laughter, joy cannot be produced on-demand. Like 

God himself, “Joy is never in our power” writes Lewis.340 It cannot be made or manipulated at 

will. As Frederick Buechner puts it, joy is as “notoriously unpredictable as the one who 

bequeaths it.”341  
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Ineffability is one of the main qualities of joy. What is ineffable within the experience of 

joy is seen from outside it by Screwtape as opacity. In Lockean terms, joy is for Hell the name of 

something-we-know-not-what. Screwtape writes, 

You will see it among friends and lovers reunited on the eve of a holiday… What 

the real cause is we do not know. Something like it is expressed in much of that 

detestable art which humans call Music, and something like it occurs in Heaven – 

a meaningless acceleration in the rhythm of celestial experience, quite opaque to 

us.  

 

Joy is associated with friends, lovers, and holidays, but it is vital to understand that joy is not 

caused by them. Joy arrives at and occurs in such situations, but the situations themselves do not 

cause it – a mystery Lewis touches on in his poem “The Day with a White Mark.” Hell does not 

know what causes it because its ruthless instrumentalizing logic reduces everything to means and 

eliminates ends-in-themselves. Like music that is played and heard for its own enjoyment, so too 

does God give himself as joy for his own sake. Heaven is a “Kingdom of music,” whereas 

Screwtape describes hell as a “Kingdom of Noise.”  

 Another source of laughter is fun, which Screwtape observes to be a product of the play 

instinct in human beings. Unlike joy, fun is susceptible to human agency. However, it “is closely 

related to joy,” writes Screwtape, in that “it is very little use to us.” The only positive use Hell 

can make of fun is as a distraction from something else God would like human beings to do; in 

other words, fun can be distorted into hedonism.342 

 Fun, like the playful laughter that accompanies it, according to Screwtape, “has wholly 

undesirable tendencies; it promotes charity, courage, contentment, and many other evils.” One 

such evil is that the fun associated with play-acting and pretending can be a means of moral 

development. Screwtape affirms that “All mortals tend to turn into the thing they are pretending 
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to be,”343 and this is a subject that Lewis explores in his apologetic works. In Mere Christianity, 

Lewis explains that “Very often the only way to get a quality in reality is to start behaving as if 

you had it already. That is why children’s games are so important. They are always pretending to 

be grown-ups … so that the pretence of being grown-up helps them to grow up in earnest.”344 

Lewis recommends that, instead of worrying about whether one is in fact being charitable, 

courageous, or happy, one should act as if one were. Through such light play-acting one will 

come to acquire what one pretends to have, and thereby can “grow up” into the maturity of 

Christ. Fun, then, creates a space and occasion in which human beings can become more 

Christlike. Whenever playful laughter is heard, Hell hears an alarm-bell signifying that human 

beings may be growing in goodness, courage, and love.  

 More directly threatening to the pseudo-tragic dignity of hell, however, is the spirit of 

levity or light-heartedness involved in the fun of play. To play with others requires an ability to 

become absorbed in an activity for its own sake, which entails a certain self-forgetfulness. When 

a game ceases to be an end in itself, the nature of the game is compromised. For Lewis, a man 

who plays soccer merely for exercise and self-improvement is not genuinely playing the game, 

neither is he having proper fun. The less a player focuses on himself, the more playful the game 

becomes.  

Wormwood lost his grip on his “patient” in large part because he let him go on walks and 

read books for the mere pleasure of doing so. This offends against the demonic strategy of 

reducing everything in the patient’s life to means to other ends. Fun and play do the exact 

opposite and create a space in which activities are enjoyed for their own sake. The outward 

orientation of these activities is also problematic, from Hell’s perspective. Lewis supports 
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Augustine’s view of sin as incurvatus in se (being turned in on oneself). He depicts this, for 

instance, in the “Bent One” in Out of the Silent Planet, the evil spirit that presides over 

Thulcandra (Earth), making the planet silent, unable to participate in the music of the spheres. 

Part of what makes the Bent One evil is precisely the fact that he is bent in on himself. The same 

applies to the ghosts from hell who visit heaven in The Great Divorce, yet refuse to be taken up 

into something outside of themselves. Though Lewis does not use the Latin phrase that 

Augustine did, he does endorse the view of sin as being fundamentally centred on the self. 

Insofar as play and fun promote the opposite orientation, games encourage a habit that conflicts 

with the modus operandi of Satan who, as Screwtape already remarked, worships only himself. 

 To appreciate the value of something or someone other than oneself is of the essence of 

love, for as St. Thomas Aquinas affirmed, “to love is to will the good of the other.”345 For Lewis, 

having fun, playing a game, telling a joke are among the activities that can bring human beings 

closer to the God who “is Love.” Lewis writes that such things “can be modes in which we 

forgive or accept forgiveness, in which we console or are reconciled, in which we ‘seek not our 

own.’” This is a reference to 1 Corinthians 10:24, where Paul writes that followers of Christ 

should seek the good of others and not only that of themselves. Activities such as fun and play, 

by “seeking not their own,” by participating in a spirit of levity, can be taken up and transformed 

from merely natural loves into divine love.  

 To summarize this section, part of the spiritual life, as Lewis sees it, of a Christian ought 

to involve subverting the “tragic dignity” of Hell. To draw nearer to God, one should take 

seriously what Hell means comically and take comically what Hell means seriously.  
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178 
 

CHAPTER FIVE:  

INCARNATION, TRINITY, AND CRUCIFIXION 

 

 

1. The Tragi-Comic Incarnation  

 

This section will analyze the tragi-comic nature and charmolypic quality of the Incarnation in 

Lewis’s writings.   

 

i. The Incongruity of Incarnation 

 

 

In a 1954 letter, Lewis refers to the Incarnation as “the great joke and pathos of our faith.”346 

This section will examine what Lewis meant in suggesting that the Incarnation is the locus of 

laughter and sadness. In what charmolypic sense does the tragic and comic inter-inanimate in the 

Incarnation? 

  The comic dimension of the Incarnation is related to incongruities. In the eleventh 

Screwtape letter, as we noted above, Lewis has Screwtape delineate four causes of human 

laughter, one of which is jokes. He writes that the proper joke “turns on a sudden perception of 

incongruity.”347 Lewis here alludes to the “incongruity theory of humor,” the classical 

formulation of which is attributed to Kant. According to his Critique of Judgment, “Laughter is 

an affection arising from the sudden transformation of a strained expectation into nothing.”348 

Simon Critchley summarizes the same account thus: humor “is produced by the experience of a 

felt incongruity between what we know or expect to be the case, and what actually takes place in 

the joke, gag, jest or blague.”349 In a word, the punch-line of a joke and the expectation we have 
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leading up to it are incongruous. The perception of this discrepancy is what causes laughter, on 

this account.   

 Lewis notes that the structure of a joke is reflected in being human. Our very being is an 

incongruous symbiosis between soul and body, spirit and animal, mind and matter. In A Grief 

Observed, Lewis directly addresses God on this topic: 

But that, I suppose, is… your grand enterprise. To make an organism which is also 

a spirit; to make that terrible oxymoron, a ‘spiritual animal’. To take a poor primate, 

a beast with nerve-endings all over it, a creature with a stomach that wants to be 

filled, a breeding animal that wants its mate, and say, ‘Now get on with it. Become 

a god.’350   

 

Humans are, as it were, embodied-oxymorons. We are metaphysically like Small-Giants, which 

is why Lewis refers to human beings as “Divine Jokes” in The Four Loves. There, he writes: “It 

is a bad thing not to be able to take a joke. Worse, not to take a divine joke; made, I grant you, at 

our expense, but also (who doubts it?) for our endless benefit… The fact that we have bodies is 

the oldest joke there is.”351 An incongruity is formed from the soul and body that human beings 

are. Lewis rejects both the ascetic Pagan and pseudo-Christian views of the body as either a 

prison for the soul or a “sack of dung.” Instead, Lewis follows St. Francis in calling the body 

“Brother Ass.”352 “No one in his senses,” writes Lewis, “can either revere or hate a donkey. It is 

useful, sturdy, lazy, obstinate, patient, lovable, and infuriating beast… both pathetically and 

absurdly beautiful. So the body.”353 To unite a soul of absolute value and eternal significance 

with something that urinates, defecates, and copulates is a sort of joke, a first-rate incongruity. 

Lewis suggests that the Devil does not, indeed, cannot get the joke because of the grim realism 
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and seriousness with which hell takes itself. Screwtape calls human beings “amphibians – half 

spirit and half animal” but cannot perceive the comic incongruity. He writes that “The Enemy’s 

determination to produce such a revolting hybrid was one of the things that determined Our 

Father to withdraw his support from Him.”354 What is revolting to hell is a divine joke to heaven 

and to those on earth who are attuned to heaven. 

God enters his own creative joke through the Incarnation of Christ, in which the divine 

essence united itself with a human body, with “Brother Ass.” In this sense, Christian faith is 

founded on the “great joke” that Omnipotence himself became a crying, feeding, sleeping 

newborn in a manger.355 The Word, as St. Augustine pointed out, became wordless in becoming 

an infant (infans – without speech).356 The Incarnation is an ontological incongruity in that it is 

the union of natures that, from a human perspective, was unforeseeable and unexpected. It is as if 

the humanity of Christ subverted the expectations generated from the divinity of God, which 

might help explain the widespread misrecognition of his identity during his earthly ministry. It 

was not just that Jesus did not meet the Jewish expectations of a political messiah, but that the 

religious authorities who rejected him did not “get” the divine joke, did not understand how the 

transcendent God of Abraham, Moses, David, and Elijah, the One whom we fear and and before 

whom we tremble, could become a carpenter from Nazareth; they did not have eyes to see or ears 

to hear the divine comedy of redemption. Since there is nothing more incongruous than the 

Omnipotent himself in nappies, the Incarnation bears the structure of a joke, one that is also “for 

our endless benefit.”  
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ii. The Tragic Aspect of Kenosis  

 

 

For Lewis, however, there is no Incarnation without kenosis, which adumbrates the tragic 

dimension of the Incarnation. When God assumed human nature into himself, Lewis believed 

that he did so with all its limitations and ignorance. In The Problem of Pain, he asserts outright 

“that Christ, in the flesh, was not omniscient.”357 Elsewhere in a 1952 essay, Lewis argues that 

Jesus confessed his ignorance about the exact date of the Second Coming and demonstrated it in 

saying that his generation would not die before it occurred (Matthew 24:34). “The facts, then,” 

writes Lewis, “are these: that Jesus professed himself (in some sense) ignorant, and within a 

moment showed that He really was so.”358 He reasons that if Jesus was omniscient, he could not 

have asked a genuine question, that is, one to which he did not know the answer, which would 

make his human nature too unlike ours to be worth the name. It is clear that, for Lewis, the 

kenosis of God in Christ meant that he resigned omniscience and other divine attributes.  

According to Rowan Williams, the tragic imagination shows that the limitation of 

knowledge is part of what it means to be human, to “regard ourselves as opaque to ourselves.” 

He cites Augustine’s confession that “I myself cannot grasp the totality of what I am” as the first 

articulation of this insight. For Williams, ignorance, especially about oneself, brings one into the 

reach of tragedy. It is what Oedipus did not know (about himself) that motivated his own death – 

namely, that Laius and Jocasta were his birth parents. Williams notes: 

And if we are inaccessible to ourselves, if we cannot fully grasp or survey the 

content of our own subjectivity, any order we imagine in our lives is going to have 

a fragile quality to it. The tragic imagination, then, insists that we remain alert to 

the possibility that we are already incubating seeds of destruction.359 
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There are, of course, significant dissimilarities between the ignorance of tragic heroes and 

Christ’s kenotic renunciation of omniscience. The former are victims of ignorance, whereas the 

latter is not. However, the tragic pattern that Williams describes is one that Jesus, as Lewis sees 

him, fits into. As a man, Jesus did not fully grasp his own divine subjectivity. This is not to say 

that he did not know he was God incarnate, but that he did not possess the omniscience that 

pertains to his divinity. In a word, for Jesus to know enough that he is God in the flesh is not the 

same as knowing everything else that God knows as God. Such a rejection of omniscience makes 

tragic ignorance possible. Hence Jesus’s apparent cruelty to Mary and Joseph in staying behind 

at the Temple, when he ought to have known that this would dismay them. He ought to have 

known it but did not because he was only a boy.  

Additionally, throughout his ministry, Jesus sowed the seeds of his own death. Although 

he did not kill himself as Jocasta did, Jesus gets himself killed, prepares his own destruction. As 

such, Jesus meets the two conditions of the tragic that Williams articulates – namely, the 

introduction of ignorance about oneself and the incubation of self-destruction.  

Moreover, when Christ leaves his glory behind and empties himself of divine properties, 

the second person of the Trinity wills a kind of downfall, reflecting a tragic motif. When the 

Absolute and Infinite “made himself nothing” to become a man (Philippians 2:7), there is a sense 

in which God weakened and even wounded himself.  

  Therefore, Lewis writes that “the Incarnation was God’s ‘weak moment’: when 

Omnipotence becomes a baby in a manger it has ‘weakened’ itself.”360 This weakness, however, 

is not unqualified. It is real in the sense that God imposed restrictions on his own omnipotence, 

omniscience, and omnipresence to become a man. However, Lewis places this kenotic 
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“weakness” in quotations to indicate the paradox by which it manifests God’s strength. For it is 

not something that happened to God, as if he were passive, nor was it the result of a tragic 

dilemma imposed on him, as it was for Odin who was made by Mimir to sacrifice his eye for a 

draught of the latter’s well of wisdom. Instead, the “weakness” of God is one he actively chose 

to impose on himself. For Lewis, that Omnipotence chooses to limit itself in finitude is an 

exercise of omnipotence. 

  Moreover, one of the points Lewis makes is that strength and progress presuppose 

resistance. Christians grow through sanctification by overcoming temptations to sin. Lewis notes 

that it required strength of Christ to resist the “temptation to evade the self-imposed weaknesses, 

to be strong, omnipotent, again to make stones into bread, to be emperor of the world,” which 

leads him to conclude that “The weakness was the strength.”361 Throughout the earthly ministry 

of Jesus, Satan and others tempted him to reassume the divine attributes he resigned through his 

kenosis. Lewis notes that his steadfast refusal to do so required and manifested strength, not 

weakness. However, this does not change the fact that God willed himself into human weakness; 

it only changes the source of that weakness, not its effects. If not tragic in itself, that God 

“wounds” himself with human finitude gestures towards a common tragic motif.  

  The Incarnation, therefore, is tragi-comic. It is comic in the sense that the fundamental 

incongruity it creates parallels the structure of jokes, the stuff of comedies. Through it, God 

enters into his own “divine joke” of uniting to himself an asinine human body. But the 

Incarnation is also tragic in that God wills himself into human weakness, wills his own kenotic 

“fall” into finitude. Thus, it is both tragic and comic at once.  
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2. The Numinous and the Tragi-Comic  

 

Another locus of tragi-comedy in Lewis’s theological output is his approach to the Numinous. 

Like tragi-comedy, it harmonizes similar contrasts and evokes a charmolypic response that mixes 

tears of holy sorrow with tears of joyful laughter. Before turning to how Lewis depicts this in his 

theological literature, let us examine its expressions in Rudolph Otto and George MacDonald.  

i. Rudolph Otto on The Numinous  

 

When The Christian Century asked C.S. Lewis, among other writers, theologians, and 

philosophers, which books had influenced him the most, Rudolph Otto’s The Idea of the Holy 

was in the middle of his list. The primary contribution Otto made to the thought and literature of 

Lewis was his conception of the Numinous. Otto uses the expression “mysterium tremendum” 

(tremendous mystery) to describe the numinous object, “which is a mystery inexpressible and 

above all creatures… that which is beyond conception or understanding, extraordinary and 

unfamiliar.”362  

The “tremendum” arouses sensations of awfulness, majesty, and energy or urgency. The 

first of these stands for a unique kind of dread that is not normal fear. It is exemplified in the 

Hebrew “Fear of Yahweh” and the “Wrath of the Lord” – a dreadfulness that “seizes upon a man 

with paralyzing effect.” It is the feeling of something strange, eerie, or uncanny, the recognition 

of something awful. It makes one shudder and tremble with a “feeling of personal 

nothingness.”363  

While “tremendum” is composed of three elements, Otto elucidates two main features of 

“mysterium.” First, it refers to the “Wholly Other,” which “fills the mind with blank wonder and 
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amazement.”364 It evokes not the tremor of the uncanny but the stupor and astonishment of 

something utterly different from oneself. Fascination is the second element of the numinous 

corresponding to the “mysterium.” This makes the numinous an “object of search and desire and 

yearning, and that too for its own sake.”365 This is what lies behind religious expressions of love, 

comfort, mercy, pity, and practices of petition, propitiation, sacrifice, and gratitude, amongst 

others. Fundamentally, the Numinous is a “strange harmony of contrasts.” It evokes awe and 

amazement, tremor and stupor; it is wholly other and yet fascinating. One is frightened of it and 

yet drawn toward it simultaneously.   

Lewis agreed with Otto about the numinous for most of his career, from his 1940 

Problem of Pain to a 1962 article, where he says, “I still think Otto’s account of the numinous is 

the best account” of religious experience.366 In the former, Lewis presents the numinous as the 

first element in all developed religions. He introduced the term in his corpus with the following 

thought experiment: 

suppose that you were told simply ‘There is a mighty spirit in the room’, and 

believed it. Your feelings would then be even less like the mere fear of danger: but 

the disturbance would be profound. You would feel wonder and a certain shrinking 

- a sense of inadequacy to cope with such a visitant and of prostration before it - an 

emotion which might be expressed in Shakespeare’s words ‘Under it my genius is 

rebuked.’ This feeling may be described as awe, and the object which excites it as 

the Numinous.367 

 

It is no mere coincidence that Lewis here draws from The Tragedy of Macbeth to illustrate the 

human response to the numinous. In the first scene of Act Three, Macbeth gives a soliloquy 

about his former friend Lord Banquo, whom he will have killed two scenes later, saying, “There 

is none but he / Whose being I do fear, and under him / My genius is rebuked.” In the fourth 
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scene of the same Act, the ghost of Banquo appears at a banquet with Macbeth and fills him with 

even more dread. To have our genius similarly rebuked, to be profoundly disturbed in the 

presence of something or, what is worse, someone numinous is the appropriate emotional 

response to the Numinous.  

There is something tragic about the effects the Numinous has on human beings. First, it 

involves the tragic emotions of fear and pity but inverts their normal direction between subject 

and object. Whereas we would pity Oedipus in his tragedy and fear that a similar fate might 

befall us, we fear the Numinous itself and pity ourselves in its presence. Said differently, the 

objects of pity in classic tragedies are the protagonists while we fear for ourselves, but the 

objects of pity before the Numinous are ourselves while we fear the Numinous itself. Tragic 

emotions are involved in both cases. Second, the haunting presence of a spirit, which the 

Numinous has par excellence, recurs across Aeschylean, Euripidean, Senecan, and 

Shakespearean tragedies, from the ghosts of Darius in The Persians, Clytemnestra in Eumenides, 

Polydorus in Hecuba, Thyestes in Agamemnon, and Tantalus in Thyestes to those in Julius 

Caesar, Hamlet, Macbeth, and Cymbeline. Of course, there are significant differences between 

these ghosts and their levels of numinosity, but each contributes a degree of fear that is 

congruous to numinous dread. Adrian Poole notes that part of the function of ghosts in tragedies 

is to “make the living feel dead,” which also describes how the Numinous makes humans feel.368 

Lastly, human beings shrink, fall, and prostrate themselves before the Numinous, feeling inferior 

and inadequate to it. It paralyzes one with the most intense awe, which renders us disabled and 

defeated in its attendance. To the extent that death is tragic, – a concept we will explore in 

Chapter Seven – and insofar as the loss of self that occurs before the Numinous is like death, the 
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reduction of the self to personal nothingness in the face of the Numinous is fit for tragic tears. 

These are three ways in which the effects of the Numinous can be duly said to be tragic.  

But there is also a comic aspect to the Numinous and its effects on us, which lies in the 

fruition of desire. For all the dread it strikes in us, the Numinous is still an object of supreme 

longing. It evokes wonder and fascination that draws us toward itself. With fear and trembling, 

we still seek to be united with the numinous object in a way that is analogous to the archetypal 

comic reunion. For Otto, this desire is the feeling that undergirds religious language of divine 

love. Lewis notes that marriage is one of the primary models through which Christians are to 

understand and live out the love of God.369 The Church is the Bride of Christ. Otto argued that 

the desire for the Numinous is the non-rational element in such language. Thus, the longing 

which the Numinous evokes and satisfies is like the desire that draws lovers together, the union 

of which is a classic comic motif, as we noted in Chapter Three. There is, then, a sense in which 

the attraction we feel toward the Numinous can be understood as comic, just as the fulfillment of 

desire is a comic theme as well. In Lewis’s depiction of the Numinous throughout his theological 

fiction, we see that laughter is at least as appropriate a response to it as silent awe, and it is in this 

sense that the Numinous harmonizes tragic and comic elements.  

Before turning to how Lewis depicts this Numinous as tragi-comic in his literature, let us 

see how MacDonald approached a similar, if not identical, phenomenon.  

 

ii. The Divine Fire in George MacDonald  

 

Although MacDonald predated Otto, the contrasts which the Numinous harmonizes for the latter 

are also present in the writings of the former. MacDonald’s seems to have reinforced Lewis’s 

 
369 See, FL, 78; 105-106; ROP, 380; CLII, 463-464.  
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reasons for being interested in the Numinous. Lewis writes that “nowhere outside the New 

Testament have I found terror and comfort so intertwined.”370 Some of the passages he includes 

in his Anthology of MacDonald exhibit just this synthesis of fear and desire in a theological and 

imaginative context.  

There are several images through which MacDonald speaks about God in Lewis’s 

anthology, the most prominent of which is fire. MacDonald writes that “The fire of God, which 

is His essential being, His love, His creative power, is a fire unlike its earthly symbol in this, that 

it is only at a distance it burns - that the further from Him, it burns the worse.”371 Fire, 

understood symbolically, is the closest we can get to the essence of God. Like fire, God is both 

terrifying and comforting, an object of fear as well as desire, capable of destruction and 

consolation, all at once. Unlike its analog on earth, however, the closer one gets to God’s fire, the 

less it burns and the more it comforts.  

This closeness to the Divine Flame that MacDonald speaks of can be understood through 

a distinction Lewis makes in The Four Loves between proximity of likeness and proximity of 

approach. The former refers to the nearness one has to God by being like him, by bearing his 

Image, however imperfectly. In this sense, human nature is nearer to the essence of God than the 

natures of animals or inanimate objects are to the same. Nearness of approach refers to how 

united the will of human beings is to the will of God. It denotes states in a person’s life “in which 

he is most surely and swiftly approaching his final union with God, vision of God and enjoyment 

of God.”372 Proximity of likeness is the nearness to God that human beings have in virtue of what 

 
370 GM, xxxv.   
371 GMD, 74; 106. MacDonald and Lewis both drew Scriptural warrant for the fire metaphor of God from 

Exodus 24:17, Deuteronomy 4:24, and, most notable, Hebrews 12:29, which reads: “for our God is a consuming 

fire.” See also, LTM, 286; POP, 39.   
372 FL, 5.  
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they are, whereas proximity of approach is the nearness to God that human beings have in virtue 

of what they do (or allow God to do on their behalf). It is the latter kind of nearness to God that 

MacDonald speaks to, that is, the nearer one approaches the Divine Fire, the more desirable and 

less destructive it becomes.  

After the Fall, the human predicament, for MacDonald and Lewis, is that, although we 

remain near to God in resemblance, by bearing His image and likeness, everyone naturally 

begins life removed from God in approach, so that there is no way to become closer to God 

without getting burned. In a word, natural human life begins with fear at the potential nearness of 

God. That Lewis chose to reiterate this theme throughout his anthology of MacDonald is clear 

enough from these excerpts:  

It is the nature of God, so terribly pure that it destroys all that is not pure as fire, 

which demands like purity in our worship.373  

 

Naturally the first emotion of man toward the being he calls God, but of whom he 

knows so little, is fear...374 

 

Endless must be our terror, until we come heart to heart with the fire-core of the 

universe, the first and the last of the living One.375 

 

And all the time it was God near her that was making her unhappy. For as the Son 

of Man came not to send peace on the earth but a sword, so the first visit of God 

to the human soul is generally in a cloud of fear and doubt, rising from the soul 

itself at His approach.376 

 

If God is like a consuming fire, his presence means the immolation of everything not pure 

enough to survive refinement in his flame. As with the Numinous, the natural human response to 

God here is fear and terror. As such, humans are both averse to draw near to God themselves and 

 
373 GMD, 2.  
374 GMD, 72.  
375 GMD, 75.  
376 GMD, 166.  
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horrified, as Lewis was, at the prospect of his approach to them. However, when one overcomes 

one’s disinclinations and approaches God, when one draws near to the Divine Fire, one comes to 

realize, as MacDonald puts it, that “the terror of God is but the other side of his love,” that the 

dreadful God approaches one out of love.377 If God did not love us, he would spare us the fear 

and trembling of his presence. The closer humans are to the Divine Flame, the less dangerous 

and more desirable God becomes to us. Thus, like the Numinous for Otto, God for MacDonald is 

the object of fear and desire, danger and solace, dread and joy.  

 If, as was suggested above, there is a sense in which the Numinous for Otto is tragi-

comic, and if God as a Divine Fire for MacDonald is Numinous, there should be a sense in which 

the latter is as tragi-comic as the former. The terror and comfort, fear and desire Lewis found 

intertwined in MacDonald fits our template of the tragi-comic. As with the Numinous, the human 

response to God as a Divine Fire and its effects on us mix tragic and comic elements. The tragic 

comes in with the inevitable fear and danger human beings naturally sense toward God. Those 

who refuse to approach God, who choose to remain furthest away from his Divine Fire will be 

burned, perhaps to death, which is the tragedy of perdition, as discussed in Chapter Three. 

However, the nearer we are drawn to God, the more our terror turns into love, joy, and laughter. 

MacDonald refers to God as the “cherisher of joy” and “lord of laughter.”378 Elsewhere in 

Lewis’s anthology, he asserts that “It is the heart that is not yet sure of its God that is afraid to 

laugh in His presence.”379 MacDonald suggests that agelasticism results from agnosticism, that 

 
377 GMD, 44. Granted, the Numinous is categorically different from fire as an earthly phenomenon. The 

latter is material, the former is not; the fear of the latter is of physical danger, whereas the dread of the former is not. 

The dread and desire of the Numinous does not depend on how one approaches it, while the fear and comfort of fire 

does. The former is inherently fearful and desirable, whereas the latter is only contextually so. However, these 

differences disappear when MacDonald applies fire analogically to God. It loses just those physical properties that 

would not allow a proper likeness between both. Although it is categorically different than the Numinous, the effects 

of divine fire for MacDonald are similar to the effects Otto articulates with respect to the Numinous.  
378 GMD, 101.  
379 GMD, 319.  
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only ignorance of God would preclude laughter from his presence. To know and rejoice in God 

as the “lord of laughter” is to enter the comedy of redemption. In this sense, God for MacDonald 

is as tragi-comic as the Numinous is for Otto.  

 

iii. Lewis on the Numinous 

 

In addition to his depictions of the Numinous in his theological fiction, which we will explore 

next, Lewis has further comments about it in his non-fiction. In Miracles, for instance, he writes 

that “It is a profound mistake to imagine that Christianity ever intended to dissipate the 

bewilderment and even the terror, the sense of our own nothingness, which come upon us when 

we think about the nature of things. It comes to intensify them.”380 Although he does not mention 

the term, Lewis alludes to the fear, awe, and sense of self-nothingness that he attributes to the 

Numinous elsewhere. His point is that Christianity heightens the fear and awe humans have 

toward the Numinous. In other words, the Numinous was already dreadful as a property of the 

universe, but when it inheres in a personal God, it becomes even more awful.  

Thus, if the Numinous is describable as tragi-comic, as was argued above, and if 

Christianity evokes the Numinous, it follows that Christianity is a catalyst for the tragi-comic. 

One way in which it does this is through its emphasis on the miraculous, which Lewis held was a 

non-negotiable foundation of Christianity. “All records of miracles teach the same thing,” writes 

Lewis, “In such stories the miracles excite fear and wonder (that is what the very word miracle 

implies) among the spectators, and are taken as evidence of supernatural power.”381 As with the 

Numinous, there is terror mixed with amazement and fear mixed with desire in the occurrence of 

miracles. A miracle is a site at which the supernatural breaks into the natural, at which the alien 

 
380 M, 81.  
381 M, 74.   
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punctures the mundane world. Miracles, then, are the mechanism through which Christianity 

intensifies the numinous, and therefore the tragi-comic, quality of our world.  

 

a. Aslan in the Narniad 

 

Now that we have seen the conceptual content of the Numinous for Otto, MacDonald, and 

Lewis, all of whom synthesize tragic and comic elements and effects, we can turn to how Lewis 

expresses this quality in his theological fiction.  

The depiction of the Numinous that stands out the most is Aslan in The Chronicles of 

Narnia. That Lewis meant Aslan to be numinous, both in the text and its illustrations, is evident 

from a 1953 letter he wrote to Geoffrey Bless, the publisher of the first three Narnia Chronicles, 

in which he complains of “the utterly un-numinous, foreshortened Aslan in the background” of 

one of Pauline Baynes’s drawings.382 The inability to depict or portray Aslan’s numinous 

character was also part of the reason Lewis thought it would be blasphemous to represent him 

on television.383 In both cases, it is clear that Lewis intended Aslan to be numinous throughout 

the Narniad.  

The first mention of Aslan occurs in the following passage of The Lion, The Witch, and 

the Wardrobe, and is worth quoting in full. 

None of the children knew who Aslan was any more than you do; but the moment 

the Beaver had spoken these words everyone felt quite different. Perhaps it has 

sometimes happened to you in a dream that someone says something which you 

don’t understand but in the dream it feels as if it had some enormous meaning - 

either a terrifying one which turns the whole dream into a nightmare or else a lovely 

meaning too lovely to put into words, which makes the dream so beautiful that you 

remember it all your life and are always wishing you could get into that dream 

again. It was like that now. At the name of Aslan each one of the children felt 

something jump in its inside.384 

 
382 CLIII, 299.  
383 See, CLIII, 491; 1111.  
384 LWW, 68.  
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From the first mention of his name there is a two-edged quality associated with Aslan that has 

tragic and comic potential. Although the children do not grasp the full import of his name, they 

sense enough to know that, like the dreams Lewis alludes to, Aslan can turn their tale into a 

nightmare or a dream, into something terrifying or beautiful.385 

The first sight the children get of Aslan exhibits just this two-edged numinous quality. 

Lewis describes the moment thus:  

People who have not been in Narnia sometimes think that a thing cannot be good 

and terrible at the same time. If the children had ever thought so, they were cured 

of it now. For when they tried to look at Aslan’s face they just caught a glimpse of 

the golden mane and the great, royal, solemn, overwhelming eyes; and then they 

found they couldn’t look at him and went all trembling.386  

 

The same dynamic that occurs with the Numinous takes place in Aslan’s presence as well, who 

is, as it were, a good terror. The children are attracted to him but also terrified of him. When 

Susan and Lucy behold Aslan after his resurrection, they are gripped with gladness and fear. 

When he roars, his face becomes too terrible for them to see. Even the White Witch is stricken 

with “terror and amazement” at his roar. 387 Insofar as he is good, there is a desire for Aslan, but 

insofar as he is terrible, there is fear and trembling, or, as Mr. Beaver put it, “knees knocking.” 

Aslan is good but not safe – that is, he is untamed and dangerous but never evil. Insofar as Aslan 

is a good terror, meeting him is a eucatastrophic event.  

 The same sort of experience occurs in The Magician’s Nephew, when Polly and Digory 

encounter Aslan for the first time: 

 
385 To be precise, this episode does not attain to the Numinous per se because Aslan’s name does not evoke 

the same fear and desire in all the children. It incited “mysterious horror” in Edmund but bravery in Peter, a sense of 

delicious smell for Susan, and summer for Lucy. Aslan’s name is not tragi-comic in the way in which the above 

section argued the Numinous is, but personal encounters with Aslan are. 
386 LWW, 126.  
387 LWW, 162; 164; 177.  
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The children could not move. They were not even quite sure that they wanted to. 

The Lion paid no attention to them. Its huge red mouth was open, but open in song 

not in a snarl. It passed by them so close that they could have touched its mane. 

They were terribly afraid it would turn and look at them, yet in some queer way 

they wished it would.388  

 

The same paralyzing effect Otto ascribes to the Numinous Lewis gives to Aslan, but it is a kind 

of paralysis that is desirable. The fear of Aslan is a kind of terror that entices, that the children 

want. There is dread and longing mixed in their sight of Aslan, which occurs at some distance, 

but the first encounter with Aslan’s intensifies this fear and longing. Lewis writes that “Digory 

slipped off the horse and found himself face to face with Aslan. And Aslan was bigger and more 

beautiful and more brightly golden and more terrible than he had thought. He dared not look into 

the great eyes.”389 Up close, the good terror of Aslan is better and worse than he had thought 

from afar. The closer one gets to Aslan, the more beautiful his beauty becomes as the more awful 

his terror becomes.  

 In The Horse and His Boy, when Aslan reveals himself to Shasta for the first time, 

something similar occurs. The boy is riding on his horse when he hears the deep breath of a large 

Presence beside him. Shasta is afraid that it might be a ghost. The Presence breathes warmth on 

Shasta to reassure him that he is alive and, not unlike the revelation of the tetragrammaton to 

Moses, identifies himself as “Myself” three times in three different tones.  

Shasta was no longer afraid of that the Voice belonged to something that would eat 

him, nor that it was the voice of a ghost. But a new and different sort of trembling 

came over him. Yet he felt glad too… He turned and saw, pacing beside him, taller 

than the horse, a Lion. The horse did not seem to be afraid of it or else could not 

see it. It was from the Lion that the light came. No one ever saw anything more 

terrible or beautiful.390 

 

 
388 MN, 100.  
389 MN, 125.  
390 HHB, 131.  
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Once more, we see the mutual entanglement of fear and happiness in response to Aslan. That 

Aslan is not a ghost does not eliminate or decrease Shasta’s fear but changes it to a new kind. 

Mixed with this fear is the consolation of knowing that Shasta is not alone and never was, even 

when he felt abandoned in darkness at the houses of the dead. Aslan is the most beautiful terror 

and most terrible beauty imaginable: “after one glance at the Lion’s face he slipped out of the 

saddle and fell at his feet.” 

Even Hwin and Bree, the steeds of Shasta and Aravis, react in this manner to Aslan. 

When Bree begins to debunk the notion that Aslan could be a real lion, with actual paws and 

whiskers like other beasts, Aslan appears in their midst: 

Aravis and Hwin both started back. There was about a second of intense silence. 

Then Hwin, though shaking all over, gave a strange little neigh, and trotted across 

to the Lion. “Please,” she said, “you’re so beautiful. You may eat me if you like. 

I’d sooner be eaten by you than fed by anyone else.” “Dearest daughter,” said 

Aslan, planting a lion’s kiss on her twitching, velvet nose, “I knew you would not 

be long in coming to me. Joy shall be yours.”391 

 

As with the humans who encounter Aslan, Hwin also trembles with fear in his presence. This 

moment has eucatastrophic potential. For Hwin experiences the same paralyzing fear that 

everyone else does before Aslan, but she has the courage to approach the Lion and offer not just 

to die but also to be eaten by him, if he would like. Since Hwin does not foreknow whether 

Aslan would accept her offer, there is a moment of heightened risk. The usual dread of the 

Numinous is intensified by the possibility that its terrible jaws would consume her alive. This 

fear, however, is turned into desire. The beauty and goodness of Aslan are such that it would be 

the utmost honor and delight for Hwin to be devoured by him. In the end, Hwin is not eaten, but 

kissed. 

 
391 HHB, 158.  
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3. Perichoresis and the Complex Good  

 

 

To understand Lewis’s approach to the Trinity, we must examine his imagery of Dance, which is 

a polysemous metaphor in his writings. Like marriage (as seen in the example of Shasta and 

Aravis in Chapter Seven), dance involves the coming together and the moving apart and the 

intertwining of different dancers. Below we will see that he employs dance to describe the 

relationship between lovers and the “tragic figure” to suggest the inevitable stage of the dance 

that requires separation (as death). He uses the same image in reference to how the Persons of the 

Holy Trinity interrelate and to how God interacts with humanity.  

In The Problem of Pain, Lewis writes: “The world is a dance in which good, descending 

from God, is disturbed by evil arising from the creatures, and the resulting conflict is resolved by 

God’s own assumption of the suffering nature which evil produces.”392 Dance here describes the 

interplay between God and the world in general and through the Incarnation in particular, which 

is God’s great dive into humanity. Lewis suggests that there are three phases or figures to this 

dance: descent, ascent, and resolution. The goodness of God descends from heaven, human evil 

ascends from earth to disrupt that goodness, the tension of which is resolved through the 

Incarnation.  

For Lewis, this threefold movement – a three-step dance, so to speak, – is both a 

historical event and ongoing process. It occurred during the Incarnation of Jesus two millennia 

ago, through which he overcame the eternal effects of sin and death. This pattern is also how 

God resolves the temporal effects of evil since then. Lewis delineates the structure more clearly 

by distinguishing the following: “(1) The simple good descending from God, (2) The simple evil 

produced by rebellious creatures, and (3) the exploitation of that evil by God for His redemptive 

 
392 POP, 80.  
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purpose, which produces (4) the complex good to which accepted suffering and repented sin 

contribute.”393 Though Lewis enumerates four points here, the last two constitute the same 

movement in a threefold pattern. Logically, how God redeems human evil is conceptually 

different from the good that such redemption produces, but both are, causally speaking, part of 

the same process; God redemptively synthesizes the simple good that He wills for humanity with 

the evil that humanity does into a greater, richer, more complex good. God and humanity are 

partners in this dance: the Incarnation makes possible a rapprochement between the otherwise 

eternally separated partners.  

 

i. In Theological Fiction  

 

 

Lewis also uses the same image as a metaphor for the inner workings of the Trinity. In Mere 

Christianity, Lewis affirms that what distinguishes Christianity from all other religions is that “in 

Christianity God is not a static thing - not even a person - but a dynamic, pulsating activity, a 

life, almost a kind of drama. Almost, if you will not think me irreverent, a kind of dance.”394 

Surely, it was not lost on Lewis that dance was an essential component of classical drama. 

Specific dances pertained to tragedy and comedy. The solemn emmeleia dances were performed 

at tragedies, where the obscene kordax dance was performed in comedies. Marianne McDonald 

observes that “When dance was used in ancient Greek ritual, it was the earliest vehicle to try to 

influence those unknown forces that have power over man: nature and the gods. It was also one 

of the earliest ways for human beings to express joy and sorrow and all the other emotions.”395 

The chorus in both classical tragedies and comedies were danced performances, which both 

 
393 POP, 111.   
394 MC, 175.  
395 MacDonald, “Dancing Drama,” in The Oxford Handbook of Dance and Theatre, 279.  
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appeased the gods and expressed passions in an embodied form. In theory, one could distinguish 

dance from ancient Greek drama, but both were inseparable in practice. Thus, in comparing the 

distinctively Christian conception of God first to a drama and then to a dance, Lewis does not 

simply offer two different images for the same referent but overlays related images to shift from 

drama to the dancing element within drama.  

Paul Fiddes observes that “it is difficult to find an unambiguous reference to the Trinity as 

a dance in Christian thinking earlier than Lewis himself.”396 It is one thing to say, as Pseudo-

Dionysius and Dante did much before Lewis, that heaven and earth dance around God as the 

fixed point of reality, but it is another thing to suggest, as Lewis himself does, that the triune life 

of God is itself like a dance. There is movement around the center that is God, but that center has 

its own inner movement. Thus, God remains the Primum Mobile, the Aristotelian Unmoved 

Mover, in the sense that He sets the world into motion without being moved by anything outside 

of Himself. However, that God is unmoved from without does not mean that He is unmoved or 

unmoving from within. The distinctively Lewisian image suggests just that – namely, that the 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit move within the Trinity while remaining externally unmoved.  

Lewis alludes to both the created order and the uncreated Trinity as a dance in both his 

non-fiction, as we saw in Mere Christianity, and in his theological fiction – principally, in the 

scene of “the Great Dance” in Perelandra, which depicts the cosmic dance of the planets and 

heavens. The Green Lady tells Ransom, “Your world has no roof. You look right out into the 

high place and see the great dance with your own eyes. You live always in that terror and that 

 
396 Fiddes, “For the Dance All Things Were Made,” in C.S. Lewis’s Perelandra, 37. See also Fiddes, “On 

Theology,” in Cambridge Companion to C.S. Lewis, 91. See also Dante, The Divine Comedy, 476. 

Pseudo-Dionysius, “The Celestial Hierarchy,” in The Complete Works, 165.  
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delight, and what we must only believe you can behold.”397 In the Perelandran universe, each 

planet – with the notable exception of earth – makes music with other planets, to which the 

heavenly spheres move in a great cosmic dance. Earth, the “Silent Planet,” does not contribute its 

own sound to the music because, as we noted above, it is governed by the Bent One. True to 

medieval geocentric cosmology, the Earth does not move as the other planets do because it is the 

fixed point around which the cosmos moves. Indeed, later in Perelandra, earth is referred to as 

“the centre of worlds.” As such, Earth passively beholds the cosmic dance in which it does not 

participate. To live in such a state, the Green Lady suggests, is a numinous blend of terror and 

delight. To be human on earth is tragi-comic in the sense that we occupy a place in the cosmos 

that elicits tragic and comic emotions like fear and joy.  

Not unlike the beatific vision in the Divine Comedy, Ransom’s journey culminates in his 

participation in the “Great Dance,” where the presiding intelligences of the other planets visit 

and conference with Tor and Tinidril, the King and Queen of Perelandra. One voice affirms that, 

“All which is not itself the Great Dance was made in order that He might come 

down into it. In the Fallen World He prepared for Himself a body and was united 

with the Dust and made it glorious for ever. This is the end and final cause of all 

creating, and the sin whereby it came is called Fortunate and the world where this 

was enacted is the centre of worlds. Blessed be He!”398 

 

There is similar language between what Lewis says and a line that he included in his anthology 

of George MacDonald: “All that is not God is death.”399 Similarly, Lewis suggests here that all 

that does not participate in the Great Dance (of God) is dead. It is precisely the death that a fallen 

condition imposes on Thulcandra that prohibits its inhabitants and the planet as a whole from 

 
397 PER, 198. See also, “The size and emptiness of the universe which frightened us at the outset of this 

book, should awe us still, for though they may be no more than a subjective bye-product of our three dimensional 

imagining, yet they symbolise great truth.” POP, 160. In VDT, a fallen star, Ramandu, yearns to ascend into the 

heavens and tread in the great dance. See, VDT, 158-59.  
398 Per, 335.  
399 GMD, 75.  
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joining in the Great Dance. It is through the Incarnation of Christ that human beings are drawn 

into the cosmic harmony and movement of the Great Dance. 

 It is imperative to note here the sense in which the Incarnation, the tragi-comic qualities 

of which we surveyed above, is central to the Great Dance. Although the “Felix Peccatum Adae” 

(the fortunate or happy sin of Adam), – a notably charmolypic theological concept – occurred on 

this planet, its ramifications impact the entire universe. It is in the speeches that the Incarnation 

and death of Maleldil on earth, which is called both the “Wounded World” and “Darkened 

World,” are affirmed as essential to the Great Dance and, what is the same, as the final cause of 

all creation. This lends imaginative support to an argument Lewis had made in The Problem of 

Pain – that the crucifixion was inseparable from the first moment God created the universe. We 

have already examined the senses in which death and the kenosis required of the Incarnation are 

tragic. Notably, a resurrection of Maleldil is not explicitly mentioned in the speeches about the 

Great Dance. It is, of course, assumed and implicit because Maleldil died on earth as a man and 

still lives as the center of the universe. His incarnation and death are explicitly mentioned, but his 

resurrection, which contributes most of the comic force in the tragi-comedy of redemption, is 

not. In short, the speeches express the tragic undertones from the incarnation and death of 

Maleldil.  

The comic elements of the Great Dance are communicated through the nuptial 

connotations of the climactic moment: 

the whole solid figure of these enamoured and inter-inanimated circlings was 

suddenly revealed as the mere superficies of a far vaster pattern in four dimensions, 

and that figure as the boundary of yet others in other worlds: till suddenly as the 

movement grew yet swifter, the interweaving yet more ecstatic, the relevance of all 

to all yet more intense, as dimension was added to dimension and that part of him 

which could reason and remember was dropped farther and farther behind that part 

of him which saw, even then, at the very zenith of complexity, complexity was 

eaten up and faded, as a thin white cloud fades into the hard blue burning of the 
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sky, and a simplicity beyond all comprehension, ancient and young as spring, 

illimitable, pellucid, drew him with cords of infinite desire into its own stillness. 

He went up into such a quietness, a privacy, and a freshness that at the very moment 

when he stood farthest from our ordinary mode of being he had the sense of 

stripping off encumbrances and awaking from trance, and coming to himself.400 

 

While this moment of the vision lasts, Ransom is reunited to his true love, the object of his life-

longing, much like the reunion of a Bride with her Groom. As we have seen, this marital reunion 

is a comic motif.  

 

a. Break of Day 

 

Furthermore, Lewis uses the imagery of daybreak and morning to suggest that the immediate 

effect of the Great Dance is comic on Ransom. As soon as his vision ends, Lewis writes, “Tor 

and Tinidril and he were alone, in ordinary Perelandrian daylight, early in the morning.”401 This 

is a literary trope that Lewis employs often to evoke a sense of impending joy and the transition 

from darkness to light, from pain to joy, and from loss to gain. It seems to be scripturally 

informed by Psalm 30:5, which says, “Sorrow may last for the night, but joy comes in the 

morning.” 

We see this imagery throughout his theological fiction, from The Pilgrim’s Regress to 

The Last Battle. In the former, it is the “morning wind” that carries a sweet aroma of orchards to 

John during his final vision of the Island, which is the object of his Sehnsucht. The sweetness of 

his final joy is associated with “freshness as of earth in the morning.” And as the dreamer wakes 

at the end of the story, he hears the voice of birds at his window in the morning. Similarly, in 

That Hideous Strength, it is a warm breeze that blows the fragrance of Perelandra into the Blue 

Room as Venus descends on St. Anne’s. Lewis writes, “Tears ran down Ransom’s cheeks. He 

 
400 Per, 339.  
401 Per, 339. Emphasis mine.  
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alone knew from what seas and what islands that breeze blew. Merlin did not: but in him also the 

inconsolable wound with which man is born waked and ached at this touching.”402 Lewis uses 

similar language of inconsolable secret to refer to joy in “The Weight of Glory.” Thus, like John 

above, the warm breeze that blows near Ransom and Merlin evoke a tearful, charmolypic 

longing for joy.  

In The Last Battle, when the protagonists begin their ascent further up and further in, 

Lewis writes that it was “early in the morning.” Later, when Aslan reveals that the children have 

“died” in the Shadowlands of earth, he tells them that “The dream is ended: this is the 

morning.”403 That was the start of their supreme joy and eternal happiness. The sorrowful night 

that fell over Narnia is dispersed by the bright rays of a joyful morning. Tragic darkness gives 

way to comic light, but the new day is even more beautiful for having been night – the logic of 

which will be further explored in Chapter Seven, in which the argument of this dissertation 

culminates.  

It is interesting to juxtapose this with a line from the end of the Screwtape Letters, in 

which the “patient” describes his death thus: “The dream became a nightmare and then you 

woke. You die and die and then you are beyond death.”404 This tragi-comic sequence is precisely 

what we see in the plot of The Last Battle. Before the happiest comic ending possible – endless 

joyful union with Aslan – the mostly bleak narrative is a prolonged nightmare of deception, 

confusion, and death. It is not until the main cast of characters are awoken to and by the reality 

beyond Narnia that the nightmare ends. The children “died” in the Shadowlands (Earth) and end 

up transcending death altogether with Aslan. Since joy is, as we saw above, the nature of reality, 
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morning symbolizes the stage in which the human mind is awoken to and by reality. Thus, 

morning represents the breaking of a new day, a new awareness and perception of reality, and a 

transition from sorrow to joy, but a kind of joy that is all the more poignant for having been 

sorrow. 

 

ii. In Theological Non-Fiction 

 

Thus far, we have seen how Lewis, in his fiction, speaks about God – and humanity’s 

relationship to God – using dance imagery and dawn imagery in tragi-comic terms. We now turn 

to address a similar tragi-comic synthesis in Lewis’s view of God in his non-fiction. 

 In The Problem of Pain, where he writes about eternal life in heaven requiring perpetual 

self-giving and self-conquest, which he compares to a kind of eternal dying, Lewis writes that 

“in self giving, if anywhere, we touch a rhythm not only of all creation but of all being. For the 

Eternal Word also gives Himself in sacrifice; and that not only on Calvary. For when He was 

crucified He ‘did that in the wild weather of His outlying provinces which He had done at home 

in glory and gladness.’”405 This is an incomplete quotation from George MacDonald, the full 

passage of which is included in Lewis’s anthology of passages from his writings.  

The response to self-existent love is self-abnegating love. The refusal of Himself is 

that in Jesus which corresponds to the creation in God... When he died on the cross, 

He did that, in the wild weather of His outlying provinces, in the torture of the body 

of His revelation, which He had done at home in glory and gladness.406  

 

 Lewis affirms every insight contained herein. First, he believes that crucifixion is involved in 

the very act of creation (an insight we will take up in the following chapter). God kenotically 

limits Himself through the Incarnation and sacrifices Himself to Himself on the Cross for the 
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sake of his creation.407 In creating free human beings, God similarly limits and refuses Himself. 

It is not just creation in general that MacDonald and Lewis correlate with the crucifixion but 

Being as well – that is, the very self-existence of God. Through the torture and death of his 

incarnate body, God did on earth, through the crucifixion of Jesus, what He does eternally in 

heaven. The decisive difference is that the latter is joyful and glorious, while the former is sad 

and tragic.  

Lewis calls this a rhythm of self-sacrifice and self-giving that resounds throughout every 

level of creation in particular and Being in general – one that he will soon relate to his image of 

dance. (The rhythm and the dance, both of which synthesize tragic and comic qualities, go 

together). He writes, 

From the highest to the lowest, self exists to be abdicated and, by that abdication, 

becomes the more truly self, to be thereupon yet the more abdicated, and so forever. 

This is not a heavenly law which we can escape by remaining earthly, nor an earthly 

law which we can escape by being saved: What is outside the system of self-giving 

is not earth, nor nature, nor “ordinary life”, but simply and solely Hell.408 

 

Here Lewis is restating and extrapolating that eternal life is a kind of eternal dying in the sense 

that it requires conquering, sacrificing, and giving the self. This emptying of the self, which 

bears a resemblance to kenosis, is for the sake of receiving one’s true self and being filled by the 

outpouring of joy and life from God – an outpouring that, as we will see below, Lewis 

imaginatively associates with a crucified angel in The Great Divorce. This resemblance to 

kenosis is not superficial. Three times Lewis mentions abdication, which in older usage means 

the renunciation of a throne or position of authority. Through the Incarnation, God renounces his 

throne of glory in heaven to become a lowly servant on earth and die a shameful death. In 
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Chapter Seven, we will see how death and resurrection serve to magnify the glory of God in 

heaven, who is worshiped as the slain Lamb. This pattern is one of descent and reascent, the 

downward and upward movements of which can be seen as tragic and comic, respectively.  

A similar tragi-comic cycle occurs in and with every human being. One, as it were, 

dethrones oneself in resignation, which is a condescending and emptying movement, to be 

enthroned with a higher self, which is an elevating and filling movement. The abdicated self does 

not end up where it began. When Christians give themselves away in love, especially in the love 

of God, the self that they receive back is richer and fuller than the one they renounced. This 

sundering and reunification of the self is a tragi-comic effect in human life.  

 Lewis affirms that this pattern occurs across every level of being, from heaven and the 

inner life of God to earth and mundane life. The Economic Trinity did this in the Incarnation and 

Crucifixion, but Lewis affirms that the Immanent Trinity does the same. He writes, “From before 

the foundation of the world He surrenders begotten Deity back to begetting Deity in obedience. 

And as the Son glorifies the Father, so also the Father glorifies the Son.”409 The same self-

abdication, self-sacrifice, and self-giving that was just described on the human level occurs 

within the triune life of God Himself. Just as the Lamb was slain from before the creation of the 

world, so too does the Son eternally give himself back to the Father, who in turn gives Himself to 

the Son through glorification. But what is it that the Son is giving in this self-surrendering? 

Lewis suggests that it is none other than the begotten Deity that constitutes his identity in the 

Immanent Trinity.  

 Lewis calls this rhythm of self-giving “uncreated” because it is eternal. He also describes 

this rhythm in terms of an “eternal dance,” which was fictionally depicted in Perelandra. Like 
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the final procession Aslan leads at the end of Prince Caspian, Lewis writes that, “the great 

master Himself leads the revelry, giving Himself eternally to His creatures in the generation, and 

back to Himself in the sacrifice, of the Word, then indeed the eternal dance ‘makes heaven 

drowsy with the harmony.’”410 As we saw above, this eternal dance that proceeds from the 

Economic Trinity and occurs within the Immanent Trinity as well has tragi-comic quality. On the 

one hand, it contains a revelry, playfulness, and levity – that is, the stuff of comedy. It is no 

accident that Lewis here quotes from Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost, where Biron says, 

“And when Love speaks, the voice of all the gods / Makes heaven drowsy with the harmony.”411 

The preoccupation with romantic love that culminates in marriage is part of what makes this play 

a comedy. For Lewis, the eternal, uncreated, Great Dance, the rhythm of which is self-sacrifice, 

is animated by Love, who is God Himself desiring a nuptial-like reunion with his creation. That 

much is comic, but the means toward this joyful end is tragic, involving the sacrifice of the Word 

of God, or as MacDonald put it, the “torture of the body of His revelation.” Through his torture 

and death, Jesus surrendered himself to the Father for the sake of gathering his fallen creation 

back to Himself in a loving reunion that is not less but infinitely more than the kind between 

Groom and Bride.  

 Lewis concludes that “All pains and pleasures we have known on earth are early 

initiations in the movements of that dance: but the dance itself is strictly incomparable with the 

sufferings of this present time. As we draw nearer to its uncreated rhythm, pain and pleasure sink 

almost out of sight.”412 Two things are noteworthy here. First, the word “initiation” here is 

telling, connoting both a ritual of induction into a new group and the start of a new phase. Lewis 
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sees experiences of suffering and pleasure as learning how to participate in the ritual of the Great 

Dance – a ritual that has comic and tragic dimensions. Interestingly, the “Great Dance” is also 

called the “Great Game,” which requires a childlike spirit of playfulness and levity that is 

consonant with what Lewis calls the “comic spirit,” which protects against the “wrong kind of 

seriousness.” The romp that Aslan had with Lucy and Susan in the wake of his resurrection in 

The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe and the revelry he led in Prince Caspian are fictional 

depictions of the same insight. However, before joy there was sorrow and death. It is not just 

how human beings respond to pleasure and laughter but also how they handle suffering and tears 

that teaches one the steps of the Great Dance, attuning one to its eternal rhythm. These “early 

initiations” are how one learns the comic and tragic figures of the great charmolypic Dance, 

which moves in the cycle of self-sacrifice and self-giving, all animated and returning to the love 

of God.  

Secondly, Lewis does not affirm that pain and pleasure completely disappear, but only 

that they almost vanish from vision the more one enters the Great Dance. This is because Lewis 

believes, as we noted above, that something analogous to pain occurs in heaven, which is related 

to his belief that eternal life is predicated on something like eternal dying. Here Lewis wants to 

hold the Pauline insight of Romans 8:18, that “the sufferings of this present time are not worthy 

to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us.” To affirm this truth, Lewis wants 

to leave open the possibility that the Great Dance in heaven is sufficiently different from its 

earthly manifestation without suggesting that they are two categorically distinct movements. Pain 

and pleasure are central to the temporal mode of it on earth, but much less so to its eternal mode 

in heaven, although Lewis states that there is something sufficiently like pain in heaven as to 

deserve the name. As for pleasure, part of the reason it fades almost, though not entirely, out of 
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sight nearer to the Beatific Vision concerns the difference between happiness and joy. In his 

preface to The Great Divorce, Lewis states that “Good, as it ripens, becomes continually more 

different not only from evil but from other good.” This same truth applies as human beings draw 

nearer to God, who is Goodness itself. Like happiness, pleasure is often susceptible to human 

control, whereas joy is emphatically not. Although happiness and joy are good things, the 

difference between them becomes greater the closer the human soul approaches God. To 

participate in the eternal Great Dance is to dive into the uncontrollable torrent of joy that is 

depicted in The Great Divorce.  

 

4. Laughter and Crucifixion 

 

 

In The Great Divorce, Lewis presents a potent image in which laughter and crucifixion are 

intertwined. The anonymous narrator, a ghost from hell who is allowed to visit heaven and 

remain there if he desires, painstakingly followed a river upstream. Upon hearing “an immense 

yet lovely noise” reverberate through the surrounding forest, he discovers that the river leads to a 

huge lake into which an even more enormous waterfall poured, the sound of which on earth 

“would have been a terror in the woods for twenty miles.” Lewis describes the sound of the 

waterfall as being “like giant’s laughter: like the revelry of a whole college of giants together 

laughing, dancing, singing, roaring at their high works.”413  

 The narrator relates that a ghost tried to steal a golden apple from a majestic tree that 

grew in the middle of the lake. Then a “great voice,” which was “thunderous yet liquid,” unlike 

any other he had heard, spoke from within the waterfall. The effect on the narrator was “an 

appalling certainty.” He saw “a bright angel who stood, like one crucified, against the rocks and 
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poured himself perpetually down towards the forest with loud joy.”414 It was that giant crucified 

angel who spoke and told the ghost to leave the golden apple, which could not fit in hell. 

 There are at least four points to draw from this richly charmolypic passage in which 

terror and delight, death and joy, crucifixion and laughter are all mutually intertwined. First, 

Lewis participates in the mythological-literary tradition that symbolizes death as a stream or 

river. In Greek and Norse mythology, for instance, a river – the Styx and the Gjöll – separates 

the living from the dead. It is a boundary between the land of the former and the realm of the 

latter, one that can be crossed. This symbolism in Lewis is clearest in The Pilgrim’s Regress, the 

final chapter of which is titled “The Brook.” In the third, 1943, edition of the book, Lewis 

inserted a running headline as an interpretive key to each chapter. His headline for “The Brook” 

identifies the stream with death. In it, Vertue tells John that “Whatever there is beyond the brook, 

it cannot be the same. Something is being ended. It is a real brook.”415 Earlier in the dream, the 

Guide of John and Vertue, named Slikisteinsauga (“Whetstone Eyes” in Old Norse) – that is, 

someone whose keen vision sharpens the eyesight of others – says, “we call it Death in the 

Mountain language. It is too tough a morsel to eat at one bite. You will meet the brook more 

often than you think: and each time you will suppose that you have done with it for good. But 

some day you really will.”416 This recalls the tragi-comic movement mentioned above: that of 

dying and dying and transitioning beyond death. John crosses the river and thinks he does so 

more than once, that is, he dies to himself, but it is not until the final chapter, when Vertue says 

the brook really ends something, that John dies his final death and crosses the river for good. 

 
414 GD, 49.  
415 PR, 218.  
416 PR, 193.  



210 
 

This brook imagery is present in the passage above. The narrator follows a river to the 

waterfall in which an angel stands as crucified. Of course, The Great Divorce is not as explicitly 

allegorical as The Pilgrim’s Regress, but its river is nevertheless associated with the death of 

crucifixion. It can represent the kind of figurative death that is self-denial. As we saw above, 

Lewis believed that eternal life was in a sense eternal dying, that there may be something like 

pain and self-conquest in heaven. This strengthens the association between the river in heaven 

and the connotation of death as self-denial.  

Second, the qualities in these scenes are numinous. The laughing sound of giants 

reverberating from the waterfall is described as immense, terrifying and shocking, and the initial 

recognition of the crucified angel as appalling. Fear and trembling seize the narrator the closer he 

approaches the waterfall. He is not unlike Dante who, upon encountering Beatrice, says that his 

spirit “Trembled with wonder, crushed.”417 Readers see the numinous dynamic at play with the 

narrator, who is afraid and repulsed by the qualities in this scene but also drawn further into the 

waterfall; this is a tragi-comic event in that he seeks separation but also unification with what lies 

before him.  

Third, Lewis does not say that the bright angel was crucified, but that he stood as one 

who is crucified. Lewis leaves it an open question whether anything like crucifixion occurs in 

heaven. What is clear is that the gigantic angel is imitating Christ on the Cross, which may in 

itself be a form of participation in the crucifixion. The MacDonaldian principle mentioned above 

– that the crucifixion on earth reflects what Christ does “at home in glory and gladness” – sheds 

light here as well.418 For readers see joy, glory, and the Cross all mixed in this image of the 

crucified angel, who may share the sense in which Christ bears his Cross in the gladness and 
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glory of heaven. Lewis also employs the same kind of language used in Revelation to describe 

Christ, the Lamb who stands as if “it had been slain” (Revelation 5:6). This indirect reference 

will be a pivotal part of his approach to associate laughter with the Cross, as we will examine 

further below. But more importantly, it suggests that those who enter heaven do so in the state of 

having participated in the sufferings of Christ on earth (see Chapter Seven). This may very well 

be what Lewis is depicting with this crucified angel.  

 Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, Lewis here puts fictional flesh on an Augustinian 

phrase, torrens voluptatis (torrent of pleasure), that he mentions in “The Weight of Glory,” the 

context of which reads: 

What would it be to taste at the fountain-head that stream of which even these lower 

reaches prove so intoxicating? Yet that, I believe, is what lies before us. The whole 

man is to drink joy from the fountain of joy. As St. Augustine said, the rapture of 

the saved soul will “flow over” into the glorified body. In the light of our present 

specialized and depraved appetites we cannot imagine this torrens voluptatis…419  

 

The intoxicating “lower reaches” of pleasure that Lewis references are the delights of nature, the 

physical enjoyment human beings can experience from creation. No matter how intense these 

physical sensations may seem, they are faint and far echoes of the heavenly source from which 

they come. When Lewis wonders what it would be like to drink from that mainspring of eternal 

joy, he suggests an imaginative answer throughout The Great Divorce but specifically in this 

scene. The river, which began relatively peaceful, becomes more tumultuous and aggressive in 

its current the closer it gets to the waterfall, which is an overwhelming torrent of joy, a torrens 

voluptatis. The image St. Augustine evokes is that of a powerful cascade of joy crashing into the 

soul with such force that it overflows into the glorified body. Lewis depicts what that could be 

like with this sublime waterfall, from which laughter and joy resound.  

 
419 “The Weight of Glory,” WOG, 44. 



212 
 

 In this moment, the torrential downpour of “loud joy” occurring in the waterfall is 

revealed to be a perpetual outpouring from an angel that appears to be crucified against the rocks 

therein. It was impossible for the narrator to distinguish the waterfall from the crucifixion; both 

were discernible but also one and the same. Perhaps Lewis here alludes to the water that flowed 

from the side wound of Jesus on the Cross. However, instead of a trickle of water mixed with 

blood, here it is a waterfall coming from a crucifixion. Lewis seeks to overcome in our 

imagination the opposition between laughter and the Crucifixion of Jesus. In this potent image of 

the waterfall, both come together.  

Interestingly, Lewis does not say that the crucified angel laughs. Rather than attributing it 

directly to this crucifixion, Lewis relates laughter to the loud and joyful sound that the waterfall 

makes, which he compares to the revelry of many giants. Why not say that laughter comes 

directly from the crucified angel, which is one and the same with the waterfall regardless? 

Perhaps it is because Lewis wants to associate joyful laughter with the Crucifixion without 

gnostic connotations. As we saw in Chapter Two, the Gnostic gospels depict Jesus laughing on 

the Cross. To avoid that suggestion, and possibly supporting Gnosticism imaginatively, Lewis 

attributes laughter to the sound the waterfall makes as opposed to the crucified angel therein. His 

goal, however, remains the same: finding joy and laughter in the sacrificial love that took Christ 

to his Cross. 

 In addition to this association between laughter and the Cross, Lewis is making a more 

theological point – namely, that the Crucifixion is what makes human experience of the torrens 

voluptatis in heaven possible, that the everlasting downpour of absolute joy is an outpouring of 

divine love. That Lewis depicts this as occurring in heaven means that it is not just on earth 

where Christian joy and participation in the sufferings of Christ meet. In other words, the joy that 
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is the “serious business of heaven” has tragic depth, a topic we will explore further in Chapter 

Seven. Jesus was resurrected to a glorified state that is much more but not less than having been 

crucified. It is his healed but eternally tangible wounds that magnify the Christian’s gratitude, 

love, joy, and worship of Him in heaven. The trace of his earthly tragedy is what invite believers 

into his everlasting divine comedy.  

Moreover, the posture of the angel in the waterfall is polysemous. His outstretched arms 

are a sign of crucifixion, but the same is also a gesture of embrace. In Isaiah 65:2 and Romans 

20:21, the scriptural authors present an image of God reaching out his hands to grasp his 

rebellious people. The angel welcomes the ghost to say, beckons him to learn how to eat the 

golden apples – that is, to become a solid enough body to remain in heaven, bathe in the lake of 

laughter, and drink from the torrent of joy, – but the ghost chooses hell. One thinks of the father 

of the prodigal son who celebrates when his estranged child returns and embraces him with joy. 

The crucified angel takes the same posture as the father, hoping to embrace the self-alienated 

ghost with celebration and joy, but the barely human shadow, who cannot endure the poignant 

concreteness of heaven, prefers hell.  

 

5. Sarah Smith and the Tragedian  

 

 

In The Great Divorce, every ghost but one (the Lizard Man) that visits heaven repeats, in varying 

degrees, the initial Satanic pattern to prefer misery over joy, shadow-existence over solid reality, 

“tragic greatness” over humility, and (pseudo)-gravity over positive levity. This is clearest 

towards the climactic end of the book. A majestic procession of angels and animals occurs 

around a woman whose radiant beauty was overwhelming to the narrator. The life of Christ is so 

abundant in her that it radiates to everything around her like waves. Lewis writes that “there is 
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joy enough in the little finger of a great saint such as yonder lady to waken all the dead things of 

the universe into life.”420 The narrator tremblingly asks his guide, who she is (the implication 

behind his unfinished question being that this great lady must be either Beatrice or possibly even 

the Virgin Mary herself), but MacDonald responds no, that it is a great saint he never heard of: 

Sarah Smith. Sarah walks to meet “a great tall Ghost, horribly thin and shaky, who seemed to be 

leading on a chain another Ghost no bigger than an organ-grinder’s monkey.” The tall ghost, 

who is described as “theatrical,” reminded the narrator of a “seedy actor of the old school.” 

Lewis then refers to him only as “the Tragedian.” The dwarfish ghost, named Frank, who was 

Sarah’s lover on earth, was holding the tall Tragedian by a chain. Sarah kisses Frank, which 

makes him more visible, and asks him to forgive her for everything she did, and did not do, on 

earth. Rather than speaking himself, the dwarf yanks the chain on the Tragedian, who disregards 

her plea for forgiveness and says he has been thinking about her all the years they have been 

separated and how she must have suffered from heartbreak. Sarah gently invites Frank to forget 

all that because things are different, have always been different, in heaven. In anticlimactic 

fashion, the dwarf asks Sarah if she missed him all those years “in a croaking, small, bleating 

voice.” When she tries to change the subject, Frank and the Tragedian speak in unison and the 

narrator realizes “that they were one person, or rather that both were the remains of what had 

once been a person.”  

Here we see a fictional depiction of an idea that Lewis articulated in The Problem of 

Pain, namely, that “To enter heaven is to become more human than you ever succeeded in being 

on earth; to enter hell, is to be banished from humanity. What is cast (or casts itself) into hell is 

not a man: it is ‘remains.’”421 Sarah Smith is more beautifully and joyfully human than she ever 

 
420 GD, 120.  
421 POP, 128.  



215 
 

was on earth, while Frank and the Tragedian are leftovers of what used to be a single human 

being. Elsewhere Lewis writes that we “are a bundle of self-centred fears, hopes, greeds, 

jealousies, and self-conceit, all doomed to death.”422 This usage of “bundle” may reflect David 

Hume’s account of the mind which is “nothing but a bundle or collection of different 

perceptions.”423 Since the mind is the basis of personhood, Hume argues that human beings lack 

substance, that it is only through rapid succession, resemblance, and causation of perceptions, 

which lack underlying unity, that an individual human person is constituted as such. Lewis seems 

to suggest that Hume is right but in a qualified sense. The path to hell, which Lewis describes as 

gradual and “soft underfoot,” is a process of becoming more a conflicting bundle of perceptions 

and desires and less substantially human, less unified with oneself, others, and God. The path to 

heaven, by contrast, is one of becoming more substantial and human. The death that hell-bound 

human beings are doomed to is one in which the fears, greed, jealousies, and conceit that centred 

on the self gradually consumed that person until there is no substantial selfhood left, until Hume 

is right. 

 The chained Tragedian then repeats his question about Sarah missing him, “throwing a 

dreadful theatrical tremor into his voice.” He exclaims that he could forgive all the torture that 

has been inflicted on him in hell but never the heartrending misery which he assumes Sarah has 

suffered in heaven over her separation from Frank. Sarah responds that there is no misery in 

heaven, and the terrifying possibility that she has been happy without Frank dawns on the dwarf. 

The Tragedian here acts as a mouthpiece for an idea that Jean-Paul Sartre, whom Lewis read, 

articulates. Sartre writes that “I will go so far as to sacrifice myself entirely so that the person I 

love finds happiness, but I do not wish that it come to him by chance and, so to speak, apart from 
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me.”424 This is the philosophy of the Tragedian. He has, so to speak, “sacrificed” himself in hell 

and “wants” Sarah to be happy, but happy on his terms and in relation to him – a notion that 

Sarah rejects.  

 Sarah tries to make Frank see that she is as happy as possible without him, because she is 

literally in the love of God. She confesses that she did not love Frank properly on earth, where 

she craved to receive love more than give it. When the Tragedians asks if she no longer needs 

him, Sarah smiles and says, “but of course not.” She tries to show Frank that the fact that they do 

not need each other in heaven means they can begin loving each other genuinely. As if stuck in a 

fit, the Tragedian begins to repeat that he would have killed her before she ever said that she did 

not need him on earth. Sarah interrupts the Tragedian and asks Frank to let go of the chain. The 

charmolypic passage that follows is worth quoting at length.  

Merriment danced in her eyes. She was sharing a joke with the Dwarf right over 

the head of the Tragedian. Something not all unlike a smile struggled to appear on 

the Dwarf’s face. For he was looking at her now. Her laughter was past his first 

defences. He was struggling hard to keep it out, but already with imperfect 

success… I do not know that I ever saw anything more terrible than the struggle of 

that Dwarf Ghost against joy. For he had almost been overcome. Somewhere, 

incalculable ages ago, there must have been gleams of humour and reason in him. 

For one moment, while she looked at him in her love and mirth, he saw the absurdity 

of the Tragedian. For one moment he did not at all misunderstand her laughter: he 

too must once have known that no people find each other more absurd than 

lovers.425 

 

The torrential outpouring of joy from Sarah brought Frank into an inside joke, about how 

laughable his antics were in heaven. Again, here we see the Miltonic notion that Lewis endorsed 

above: that detestable things are ultimately ridiculous. Frank is a dwarf with no tragic dignity, an 

absurdly pathetic thing, but is holding desperately to this sordid actor who pretends to be tragic 

but comes off as laughable.  
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The joyful levity of Sarah, which Lewis describes as liquid, was incomparably stronger 

and heavier than the gravity with which the Tragedian took himself. We see almost a tug-of-war: 

levity seeking to pull Frank upward and gravity straining in vain to pull Sarah downward. His 

mock-gravity is no match for her divine levity. For a split second, Frank saw how comically 

pathetic “Tragic Seriousness” in heaven really was. This is the effect that Lewis seeks to have on 

his readers as well: to give them a vision of the absurdity of tragic pride in heaven. The comic 

spirit was awakening in Frank when the Tragedian lashes out, like the demons depicted in The 

Screwtape Letters, disgusted and offended by their laughter. Then Frank steadily and quickly 

dissolves and disappears into the chain he had held, which is then eaten whole by the Tragedian, 

who himself vanishes after a feeble and vain attempt to make Sarah feel bad for his sufferings in 

hell.  

 Of all the exchanges that occur in The Great Divorce between ghosts from hell and their 

angelic counterparts in heaven, this final one between Sarah and Frank is the richest, the climax 

of the entire dream. In a 1946 letter to Dorothy Sayers, Lewis writes that the entire story “all 

grew out of the Tragedian and the Lady: a specimen of a meeting like that of Beatrice and Dante 

in the Earthly Paradise and what happens when one side won’t play.”426 In the Purgatorio, 

Beatrice invites Dante to follow her to the place where “men are happy.” The latter says that the 

pity Beatrice had for him had a sharp taste. Pity plays an important role in the encounter between 

Frank and Sarah, so much so that Lewis has George MacDonald explain to the narrator a pivotal 

distinction between the passion and the action of pity. The former is the emotion that “we merely 

suffer, the ache that draws men to concede what should not be conceded and to flatter when they 

should speak truth,” while the latter “leaps quicker than light from the highest place to the lowest 
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to bring healing and joy, whatever the cost to itself.”427 The action of pity is what every angelic 

spirit in The Great Divorce offers the ghostly visitors in heaven but without the passion of pity, 

without the faintest trace of commiseration. The shame that Dante feels at the pity of Beatrice 

indicates that it is the action of pity she offers him, not the emotion. Both Beatrice and Sarah 

offer Dante and Frank healing and joy, the action of pity, but Frank rejects the offer.  

 The dwarf tries to use his previous earthly love and present loneliness and suffering in 

hell to create a tragic relationship with Sarah that will cross the divide between them. He desires 

their separation to be comparable to Romeo and Juliet, and sung in the spirit of Tristan and 

Isolde. Frank wants Sarah to be as madly and miserably in love with him as Ophelia was with 

Prince Hamlet. When she declines to position herself tragically in relation to Frank by saying 

that she has missed him in heaven, Frank seeks to manipulate the tragic emotion of pity from her, 

not the action but the passion of pity. He wants her heart to ache for him, to concede that she has 

missed him, that she has been unhappy without him, and to flatter his self-consuming ego and 

conceal the objective truth about his condition. Sarah is impervious to such manipulation because 

her “unshakable joy” in heaven cannot be coerced into commiseration for Frank. This saint 

cannot be made to suffer the passion of pity for the dwarf. She simply cannot feel tragic pity for 

Frank, and this for two reasons. First, the sensation of sadness cannot penetrate the absolute joy 

of heaven, which cannot be contaminated, lessened, or blackmailed by the miseries of hell. 

Second, Sarah sees through the poor façade of the Tragedian, she sees the comic absurdity of 

trying to be tragically dignified while in hell.  

The tragic-comic irony is that the visiting ghosts think that the angelic spirits are playing 

a cruel joke on them by inviting them to remain in heaven, which is similar to how Psyche 
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responds to Cupid’s palace in Till We Have Faces. As spirits beckoned her to bathe before 

meeting her new groom, Psyche expresses fear that “there might be some bitter mockery in it and 

that at any moment terrible laughter might break out.”428 For a moment, Psyche feels like the 

ghosts in The Great Divorce do, but, unlike them, she blames her sensation on her all-too-human 

“mortal shame.” The narrator in The Great Divorce briefly experiences this for himself, saying 

“If only I could find a trace of evidence that it was really possible for a Ghost to stay – that the 

choice was not only a cruel comedy – I would not go back.”429 The difference between him and 

the rest of the ghosts is that he is actually open to being convinced otherwise, whereas they are 

not; they have made up their mind in advance not to remain in heaven, not to choose joy over 

misery. That is why every ghost except the narrator and the Lizard Man finds their time in 

heaven to be a cruel comedy. The reality, however, from the perspective of heaven, is that the 

cruel comedy is in hell, that the likes of Frank and the Tragedian, who reflect something of Satan 

himself, cannot touch reality, the nature of which is joy, without producing something comic.  

It is not just being in hell that disqualifies Frank, and other ghosts or demons, from tragic 

status; it is the kind of thing he is that is incapable of tragedy. Said otherwise, it is not the place 

but the lack of personhood and personality in hell that makes tragedy impossible. As was 

mentioned above, Lewis held that what casts itself into hell is not a person but the leftovers of a 

person, the residue of a personality.  

Strictly speaking, God does not tragically banish human beings into hell like Adam and 

Eve were cast out of Eden in Paradise Lost. Satan and his followers would like to consider 

themselves like Prometheus tragically bound to the stone of eternal woes. For Lewis, however, 

that cannot be the case. God does not punish human beings by sending them to hell. Sin is the 
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arrested development of hell itself. Lewis states that “In each of us there is something growing 

up which will of itself be Hell unless it is nipped in the bud.”430 Hell does not begin as a place 

but as processes of corruption and death that human beings freely choose to participate in on 

earth. In a 1954 letter, Lewis affirms as much through a rhetorical question: “who knows if Hell 

is not, in fact, simply the working out of the soul’s evil to its logical conclusion?”431 A large part 

of what makes hell Hell is the kind of beings that are there. As early as The Pilgrim’s Regress, 

Lewis states that “evil is fissiparous and could never in a thousand eternities find any way to 

arrest its own reproduction.”432 The operative word here, fissiparous, comes from the Latin 

fissus, which means “to split.” It was not lost on Lewis that the Greek root of “Devil,” diabolos, 

also means “to split.” To say, as Lewis did, that evil is fissiparous is to say that it is diabolical in 

the sense that it reproduces itself endlessly and, in so doing, divides its host until there is nothing 

left but a shadow of what was once human. For Lewis, hell is not tragic in the simple sense that 

tragedy requires human beings, and there are no such things as persons, not even personalities, in 

hell. What makes hell even more pathetic is that its inhabitants are not tragically banished there 

but freely choose hell for themselves. It is their constitution but also their choice of misery over 

joy that makes their contact with reality comic.  

We see this comic steam arise in the behaviour of Frank and the Tragedian. For example, 

when the dwarf finally speaks, the narrator describes the tone of his voice as anticlimactic, as a 

little, bleating, croaking voice. The Tragedian as well keeps fumbling for the right tone to appear 

serious, dropping notes in his voice at one point and artificially throwing despair into it on 

another. Every attempt of the Tragedian to appear serious comes off as comically absurd. His 
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intention, like that of Satan, is to be tragic, but the effect of his contact with reality is comic and 

contributes to the divine laughter in heaven.   
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CHAPTER SIX:  

 

CREATION, AGAPE, AND HUMANITY 

 

 

 

1. Tragi-Comic Creation 

 

This section surveys the tragi-comic character of the doctrine of creation in Lewis’s writings. 

 

 

i. The Glad Creator  

 

 

In Miracles, Lewis states that part of the double character of God is that he is the “glad Creator” 

of nature: “It is He who sends rain into the furrows till the valleys stand so thick with corn that 

they laugh and sing. The trees of the wood rejoice before Him and His voice causes the wild deer 

to bring forth their young. He is the God of wheat and wine and oil.”433 His point is that Yahweh, 

the God who was incarnate in Jesus, fits into the mythical pattern of nature deities like Bacchus 

and Venus, the Roman equivalents of Dionysus and Aphrodite. The former, god of wine and 

agriculture, inspired the ancient Greek festivals in which the first tragedies and comedies were 

performed, while the latter, goddess of love and fertility, provokes and enjoys laughter. In 

Homerian fashion, Lewis describes her as “partly a comic spirit” because she is the “laughter-

loving goddess.”434 What Barbara Ehrenreich notes about Dionysus, Bacchus, and Pan, applies 

equally to Venus/Aphrodite – namely, that without them “nature would be dead, joy would be 

postponed to an afterlife, and the forests would no longer ring with the sound of pipes and 

 
433 M, 265.  
434 FL, 92; AOL, 295. In the Iliad, Homer presents “laughing Aphrodite” as “the sweetly laughing.” See, 

Homer, The Iliad of Homer, 128; 130; 156; 210. For a survey of the symbolic influence of Venus/Aphrodite in 

Lewis’s works, see Ward, Planet Narnia, 164-189.      
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flutes.”435 In providing for bread, wine, oil, and fertility – the stuff of merriment, festivals, and 

weddings – these nature deities effect to preserve the comic potential of the natural world.  

Lewis’s point here is that the Judeo-Christian God performs the functions of these nature 

gods: Yahweh is “Bacchus, Venus, Ceres all rolled into one,” he notes. In moving from these 

nature gods to “the God of nature,” Lewis sees that Yahweh retains the influence Bacchus and 

Venus were thought to have on nature. Lewis states that it is under his influence that valleys 

laugh and sing, trees rejoice, and animals procreate. This language resonates strongly with Psalm 

96:11-12: “Let the heavens be glad and the earth rejoice; let the sea resound and all that fills it. 

Let the fields exult, and all that is in them. Then all the trees of the forest will sing for joy before 

the Lord, for he is coming.” Hence, the God who became incarnate in Christ is the God of wine, 

wheat, oil, and fertility. Indeed, Lewis states that the miraculous transformation of water into 

wine at the wedding of Canna is a proclamation “that the God of all wine is present. The vine is 

one of the blessings sent by Yahweh: He is the reality behind the false god Bacchus.”436  

Lewis depicts the notion that the Judeo-Christian God is the reality or fulfillment of 

Bacchus in Prince Caspian, where Lucy decides to follow Aslan though she is the only one of 

her company that can see or hear him. The group reluctantly follows her to the mound on which 

Aslan died and resurrected in The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe, where he reveals himself 

to them all. At his world-shaking roar, myriad creatures and trees rush to Aslan and begin to 

dance and play around him. The children are unsure as to whether a dance or game, or both, is 

underway. What they do know is that the event was rapid, energetic, and full of laughter. During 

the revelry appears a young, handsome, and wild-looking man “dressed only in fawn-skin, with 

vine-leaves wreathed in his curly hair.” He is accompanied with a group of girls and a fat man 
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riding a donkey. A moment comes when grapes burst from everywhere and onto everything, 

which provokes the fat man to exclaim, “Refreshments! Refreshments!”437 The children bite the 

grapes and, like the guests at the wedding of Cana, they were the best they had ever tasted. 

Readers are told that the wild youth is Bacchus and the older, apparently drunken man, is Silenus 

– that is, the god of wine and his companion. The young girls here are the Narnian equivalents of 

the Maenads, devoted followers of Dionysus. The scene ends with Susan telling Lucy that she 

would not have felt safe near Bacchus and his wild girls without the presence of Aslan. 

There are various interpretations one could have of what Bacchus and Silenus are doing 

here. Rowan Williams reads this bacchanalian episode as a depiction of the wild and often 

riotous freedom of Aslan, one of several manifestations of his untamed nature.438 Joe Christopher 

argues that this episode suggests the safe Christian control of an otherwise unsafe erotic 

power.439 John Goldthwaite suggests that this is one of many “incompatible borrowings” Lewis 

makes of mythologies, which he criticizes as “hastily thrown together like stage props retrieved 

from a warehouse.”440 However, Alan Jacobs offers an insight that undermines Goldthwaite’s 

criticism – namely, that literary syncretism was a matter of theological principle for Lewis. 

Indeed, in The Four Loves, Lewis, in response to a similar Emersonian maxim, states that only 

when the real God arrives can the half-gods remain.441 That principle is what we see depicted 

with Bacchus and Silenus above. Contra Goldthwaite, it is not a haphazard mixture of 

incompatible mythologies but a principled depiction of what Lewis stated earlier in Miracles: 

that God is the reality of Bacchus, the historical fulfillment of what was promised in the pagan 
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440 Goldthwaite, A Natural History of Make-Believe, 222-224. Unlike Goldthwaite, who is interpretatively 
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myth. It is in the presence of Aslan that the god of wine and revelry can appear on the scene 

without posing a threat to Susan or Lucy. Aslan does not just passively allow the revelry and 

romp of this scene. It is his roar that calls the participants forth. He is the center of gravity of this 

ecstatic collective levity.  

In Miracles, Lewis states about Venus what he said about Bacchus; that God is the reality 

behind the goddess: “no woman ever conceived a child, no mare a foal, without Him.”442 It is 

noteworthy that fertility, the influence of Bacchus but more so Venus, plays a role in Lewis’s 

description of the glad Creator. As he states, it is His voice that beckons deer to multiply as 

creation rejoices. Fertility is a central part of the comedy of creation. It stems from the divine 

command “to be fruitful and multiply.” Based on his theological appropriation of Venus, Lewis 

posits a link between the comic spirit and fertility/sexuality.  

Against the solemnization of sex provoked in part by Freud, which culminated in the 

sexual revolution of the 1960s, Lewis sought to rehabilitate the comic dimension of sex and 

sexuality. Against the moderns who “have sandpapered most of the Homeric laughter off her 

face,” Lewis reminds his readers not to be too serious about Venus. For “No one ever really 

appreciated the other sex - just as no one really appreciates children or animals - without at times 

feeling them to be funny.”443 Lewis thought Sir Thomas Browne was an inadvertently comic 

example of a man who took Venus too seriously. He partially quotes from Browne’s Religio 

Medici, the full passage of which reads as follows.  

I could be content that we might procreate like trees without conjunction, or that 

there were any way to perpetuate the World without this trivial and vulgar way of 

coition; it is the foolishest act a wise man commits in all his life, nor is there any 

thing that will more deject his cool’d imagination, when he shall consider what an 

odd and unworthy piece of folly he hath committed.444 

 
442 M, 225.  
443 FL, 77.  
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Lewis suspects that Browne would not have suffered such dejection if he had not taken the 

sexual act so seriously. Rather than singing our love songs with the heart-rending pathos of 

Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde, Lewis suggests that we sing them more like Mozart’s Papageno 

and Papagena. The difference he alludes to can be seen by comparing the lyrics of both songs. In 

the second scene of Act II, Isolde embraces Tristan and sings, “Tristan Beloved / Are you mine?” 

Both sing together, 

Is it no dream?  

Oh, joy of my soul! – Oh, sweetest, brightest,  

Bravest, purest, holiest joy!  

Without equal – overbrimming, 

Overblessed – ever – ever, 

Unknown – undreamed-of – overwhelming, 

Supreme, sublime, exulting joy! 

Heaven-high above the world! 

Tristan mine – Isolde mine, 

Mine and thing – ever one, 

Ever – ever one!445  

 

Mozart’s love duet deals with the same theme of belonging and loyalty in love from a light-

hearted perspective, worth quoting at length. 

Pa-Pa-Pa-Pa-Pa-Papagena! 

Pa-Pa-Pa-Pa-Pa-Papageno! 

  

Are you really all mine now? 

Yes, I’m really all yours now.  

So then be my little wife! 

Now then be my little sweetheart! 

  

What joy would it be if the gods would 

Bless us with children, very darling little 

Children! 

  

First a little Papageno. 

Then a little Papagena. 

Then another Papageno. 

Then another Papagena. 
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Papagena! Papagena! 

It would be the greatest feeling 

if we would be blessed with many  

Papagenos and Papagenas.446 

 

The tone of the latter song is much lighter than the grave style of the former one. Papageno and 

Papagena raise the question of belonging, as Tristan and Isolde do, but for the sake of fertility. 

There is no hint of fertility in Tristan and Isolde’s passionate love, upon which their entire lives 

depend. The plight of Tristan and Isolde is the stuff of tragedy, whereas Papageno and Papagena 

highlight the comedy of sexuality, the link between laughter and fertility that Lewis identifies 

under the symbolic influence of Venus-Aphrodite. Lewis beckons readers to approach sex with 

the comic spirit of Papageno and Papagena.  

Moreover, Ward duly notes that the creation of Narnia in The Magician’s Nephew is a 

“Venereal accomplishment,” and this in at least two regards. First, the imagery of a “painless 

burning” is associated specifically to Venus. After Aslan sings countless starts into existence, 

Lewis relates that  

Then there came a swift flash of fire (but it burnt nobody) either from the sky or 

from the Lion itself, and every drop of blood tingled in the children’s bodies, and 

the deepest, wildest voice they had ever heard was saying: ‘Narnia, Narnia, Narnia, 

awake. Love. Think. Speak. Be walking trees. Be talking beasts. Be divine 

waters.’447 

 

Here we see that fire without burning effect that is particularly Venereal. The first thing that 

Narnia is commanded to do upon waking is to love, and the imagery of warmth, breath, swaying, 

tingling, and burning is imagery used elsewhere in Lewis’s fiction to suggest the overpoweringly 

sensual influence of Venus, the planet of love. For this reason, Ward notes that Lewis has 
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“infused an erotic charge into the creation of Narnia itself.” 448 And laughter comes quickly on 

the heels of creation.  

After creating all the inhabitants of Narnia, Aslan gathers the animals together and says 

“Creatures, I give you yourselves” and warns them of the danger of turning back to the ways of 

Dumb Beasts, out of which they were taken and can return. All the creatures shout “‘No, Aslan, 

we won’t, we won’t.’… But one perky jackdaw added in a loud voice, ‘No fear!’ and everyone 

else had finished just before he said it so that his words came out quite clear in a dead silence.” 

All the animals repressed their laughter out of solemn fear of Aslan. But his “strong and happy” 

voice said, ‘Laugh and fear not, creatures. Now that you are no longer dumb and witless, you 

need not always be grave. For jokes as well as justice come in with speech.”449 The Jackdaw was 

eager to know if he had made the first joke in Narnia. Aslan responded, “No, little friend… You 

have not made the first joke; you have only been the first joke.” Every animal, including the 

Jackdaw, erupts with even more laughter than before. 

The painless burning, the “erotic charge,” and the comic spirit of the first gathering of 

creatures with their creator, each of which is associated with the laughter-loving goddess, the 

reality behind which is Yahweh, the historical fulfillment of which is Christ, suggest that Aslan 

is the “glad Creator” of Narnia. This is a fictional depiction of a theological truth that Lewis had 

affirmed in Miracles – that God is the joyful, comic Creator. God sustains the stuff of 

cheerfulness and weddings; he is partly a comic spirit, the God who loves laughter; the God 

whom the joy of humans and nature pleases. God presides over the divine comedy of creation.  
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ii. The Tragic Creator  

 

 

There is, however, also a tragic dimension to creation. Lewis says as much in Letters to 

Malcolm, where he calls God not just the “Tragic Redeemer” but also “the Tragic Creator too.” 

He writes,  

For I am not sure that the great canyon of anguish which lies across our lives is 

solely due to some pre-historic catastrophe. Something tragic may, as I think I’ve 

said before, be inherent in the very act of creation. So that one sometimes wonders 

why God thinks the game worth the candle. But then we share, in some degree, the 

cost of the candle and have not yet seen the game.450  

 

There is much to unpack here. Tragedy is not just the result of humanity’s first fall from grace 

but inheres in the act of divine creation itself. There are three senses, one general and two 

particular, in which this is the case for Lewis.  

First, creation ex nihilo is tragic in the sense that it requires disunity, which is a tragic 

motif. As Lewis puts it elsewhere in Letters to Malcolm, “I sometimes wonder if we have even 

begun to understand what is involved in the very concept of creation. If God will create, He will 

make something to be, and yet to be not Himself. To be created is, on some sense, to be ejected 

or separated.”451 This does not occur when creation is not ex nihilo. Lewis maintains that 

genuine creation is “a surprisingly rare doctrine” in that only in Judaism and Christianity is the 

world made from nothing.452 In other accounts of creation, gods in effect create and rearrange 

preexisting matter, which does not require an ontological separateness between divinity and 

creation. This is not so with creation ex nihilo. Because God creates out of nothing, God must 

create something that is distinct and, so to speak, divorced from himself, which requires 
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heterogeneity, separation, disunity. Createdness in this manner, Lewis suggests, is a form of exile 

from God. 

To be clear, against Reinhold Niebuhr, who equates human finitude with evil, Lewis 

emphatically denies that finitude is inherently evil because “that would identify the creation with 

the fall and make God the author of evil.” However, he adds that “perhaps there is an anguish, an 

alienation, a crucifixion involved in the creative act.”453 It is not that the Absolute must 

necessarily create something finite that is tragic; rather, it is the separation between both, in 

which finitude participates, that is potentially tragic.  

Peter J. Leithart makes a relevant and significant claim, which should be critically 

nuanced. He notes that a unitarian (small “u”) conception of God leads to a tragic view of divine 

creation, whereas a trinitarian conception of God removes all tragic potential from the process of 

creation ex nihilo.  

Within a triune God, by contrast, there is always already a “departure,” but a 

departure that does not involve any diminishment from the origin. The Son is equal 

to the Father in power and glory; the Father can beget a Son who does not diminish 

or veil his Glory… Such a God can make a world that does not demand a 

diminishment of His being, since He has eternally produced a Son who does not 

diminish His being. The triune God… can create without kenosis, because He can 

beget without being diminished.454  

 

Leithart is correct that a unitarian god is more potentially tragic than the triune God. However, 

there is room to doubt his contention that there is no sense in which a trinitarian God can be 

tragic in creating. There are at least two grounds upon which Lewis would disagree with 

Leithart. First, Leithart seems to equivocate in his argument. He claims that because God begets 

the Son (eternally) without diminishment, God can create the world ex nihilo without 

diminishment. However, this confuses begetting with proper creating – a distinction to which 
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Lewis devoted a whole chapter in Mere Christianity. The Nicene council affirmed that the Father 

and the Son are of the same substance (homoousios). To beget is to produce something of the 

same substance, whereas to make or create is to produce something that is fundamentally 

different in kind. Since what God created ex nihilo is of a different substance than himself, God 

the Father does not create the world in the same sense that he begets God the Son. That God the 

Father can beget the Son without kenosis does not necessarily mean that He can create the world 

without kenosis.  

Second, whether creation ex nihilo is tragic depends largely on what kind of world God 

creates. Lewis suggests that creating a world of human beings with free-will involves God in 

kenosis. He argues that the co-existence of Omnipotence with finite free human beings  

seems to involve at every moment almost a sort of divine abdication. We are not 

mere recipients or spectators. We are either privileged to share in the game or 

compelled to collaborate in the work, “to wield our little tridents.” Is this amazing 

process simply Creation going on before our eyes? This is how (no light matter) 

God makes something – indeed, makes gods – out of nothing.455 

 

If human beings were entirely passive recipients, spectators rather than participants in the human 

drama, Omnipotence would not have to renounce His throne – that is, to relinquish some of his 

power – to create such automata. However, for God to create not just free human beings but free 

“gods” ex nihilo requires God sacrificing – even crucifying – some of himself. Lewis suggests 

that the process of creation is none other than Omnipotence abdicating itself, delegating some of 

his power to his creatures. As he puts it elsewhere, “Creation seems to be delegation through and 

through. He will do nothing simply of Himself which can be done by creatures.”456 

 
455 “The Efficacy of Prayer,” WLN, 8. Here Lewis quotes from John Milton’s Comus, where the Attendant 

Spirit says of Jove, “Which he, to grace his tributary gods, / By course commits to several government, /And gives 

them leave to wear their sapphire crowns/And wield their little tridents…” Milton, Comus, 4. Lewis also alludes to 

Psalm 82:6 and John 10:34, which describe human beings as gods. 
456 LTM, 269.  
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Indeed, in Miracles, he writes that genuinely free creatures require God to surrender “a 

portion of His omnipotence (it is again a deathlike or descending movement).”457 It is not just 

God the Son that voluntarily undergoes kenosis in the Incarnation, but God the Father also 

voluntarily undergoes something like kenosis in creating a world of free beings ex nihilo. Lewis 

describes this kenotic movement in tragic terms of death and descent. Creating a world of 

automata would require no such downward movement, but the creation of free human beings 

means that an irreducibly tragic moment inheres in the divine creative act. Thus, even if creation 

in general does not involve a triune God in kenosis, as Leithart wants to claim, Lewis shows that 

the creation of free human beings does.  

It may be caution about infringing upon the doctrine of impassibility that leads Leithart to 

conclude that the triune God cannot undergo kenosis in creating. However, how God enters 

kenosis matters. No diminishment is imposed on Him from without. Lewis’s point is that God 

voluntarily diminishes himself – specifically his omnipotence – to create free human beings 

because he deems what the self-diminishment makes possible – uncoerced love – worth it, “the 

game worth the candle.” The voluntary nature of this divine self-diminishment is highlighted 

even more with a scholastic doctrine that Lewis mentions in The Four Loves – namely, that God 

was under no necessity to create. Thus, nothing tragic happens to God, as if external necessity 

reduced Him to passivity; rather, God proactively decides to participate in something with tragic 

potential for, as we will see below, the sake of a comic end. Divine impassibility – a doctrine 

Lewis himself accepted – is not here compromised.  

The third sense for Lewis in which God is the “Tragic Creator” concerns the specific 

history of creation. As early in Lewis’s writing career as The Problem of Pain, he writes that 
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“God saw the crucifixion in the act of creating the first nebula.”458 Elsewhere he affirms the 

same point in greater detail, that God “creates the universe, already foreseeing… the buzzing 

cloud of flies about the cross, the flayed back pressed against the uneven stake, the nails driven 

through the mesial nerves, the repeated incipient suffocation as the body droops, the repeated 

torture of back and arms as it is time after time, for breath’s sake, hitched up.”459 The emphasis 

here is less on God’s omniscience and more on the specific trajectory that his creation of the 

universe will take. Of course, God the Father foresees the episode of the crucifixion during his 

creating process because he is omniscient, but it is the historical development of that creation 

that provides the content of his foreknowledge. For Lewis, part of what Scripture means about 

the “Lamb slain before the foundation of the world” is that the crucifixion is inseparable from 

creation in just this way. This adds a further level of meaning to the first sense of “Tragic 

Creator” discussed above – namely, the separation involved in creation which Lewis relates to 

death and crucifixion.  

 In this section, we have seen that creation, as Lewis envisions the doctrine, is tragi-comic 

in the sense that it involves the mutual inherence of tragic and comic elements.   

 

iii. The Problem of Tragic Existence  

 

 

The idea that creation is tragic raises the perennial metaphysical question: why create anything at 

all? If God knew that creation would go awry, why did he bother to create in the first place? This 

is a concern that occupied Lewis throughout his entire theological writing career, from Problem 

of Pain (1940) to Letters to Malcolm (1964). It did so in large part because, as a former atheist, 

he used to believe that there was no satisfactory answer to this question, that the best one could 
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do in a meaningless and tragic universe was to resist fate in the form of “heroic pessimism.” 

After his conversion, this concern resolved itself theologically. To appreciate an implication of 

Lewis’s tragi-comic theological view of creation, we should understand what was at stake when 

he held an atheistic and tragic view of the universe.  

 

a. Undesign and Tragic Pessimism 

 

 

About the time when Lewis abandoned his Christian faith, at the age of twelve, he described the 

destiny of human life with the pessimistic formula: “Term, holidays, term, holidays, till we leave 

school, and then work, work, work till we die.”460 This tragic outlook on the universe informed 

his atheism. 

In Surprised by Joy, Lewis recalls that the strongest argument he once believed as an 

atheist was the “argument from Undesign,” the sentiment of which he discovered in Lucretius:  

Had God designed the world, it would not be 

A world so frail and faulty as we see.  

 

Said differently, there is too much meaninglessness, suffering, and death in the universe to be the 

divine creation of a good and perfect God, which eventually leads unbelievers to ask, as Lewis 

himself did, “how can you go on believing that God was incarnate on one petty little planet of a 

minor star?”461 His early reading as an atheist influenced his imagination with tragic pessimism. 

Lewis recalls that H.G. Wells and the Irish astronomer Sir Robert Ball “had lodged very firmly 

in my imagination the vastness and cold of space, the littleness of Man. It is not strange that I 

should feel the universe to be a menacing and unfriendly place.”462 Here Lewis’s imagination 

conflated size and significance – an error he later, as a Christian, warns others to avoid. In the 

 
460 SBJ, 65.  
461 CLIII, 465.  
462 SBJ, 64-65.  
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cosmic scheme of things, humans were nothing more than germs floating on a speck of dust 

through an abyss of cold space.  

 This bleak and tragic view of the universe was reaffirmed in Lewis during his tutelage 

under W.T. Kirkpatrick, who was a mouthpiece for “Schopenhauer-esque quotations and ideas.” 

Lewis independently read primary and secondary literature about him during and after his time 

with Kirkpatrick.463 Schopenhauer seems to have provided a philosophical framework which 

would fit Lewis’s tragic pessimism. Consider, for instance, some of his following claims. 

The vanity of existence is revealed in the whole form existence assumes: in the 

infiniteness of time and space contrasted with the finiteness of the individual in 

both… in continual desire without satisfaction; in the continual frustration of 

striving of which life consists. 

 

In the first place, no man is happy but strives his whole life long after a supposed 

happiness which he seldom attains, and even if he does it is only to be disappointed 

with it… 

 

That human life must be some kind of mistake is sufficiently proved by the simple 

observation that man is a compound of needs which are hard to satisfy; that their 

satisfaction achieves nothing …464  

 

These philosophically tragic statements resonated with Lewis, who had already experienced 

profound unhappiness and grief. The first and final claims are near a philosophical formulation 

of the “Argument from Undesign” that impacted Lewis a few years before. It translated his then 

sense of “the vastness and cold of space, the littleness of Man” into philosophical terms of 

infiniteness and human finitude to establish “the vanity of existence,” which by implication does 

away with any traditional creator God. The second affirms that in such a state happiness must be 

ultimately illusory, particularly for minds perceptive enough to understand that existence is an 

 
463 See, CLI, 151; 406.  
464 Schopenhauer, Essays and Aphorisms, 17-21. Cf. Unamuno, The Tragic Sense of Life, 22. 
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unbearable error.465 In a 1915 letter to his father, Lewis applies this Schopenhauerian notion to 

himself, writing that “we Lewis’s are made in that mould of reflective gravity which troubles 

deepen into melancholy, it is the price which we pay for a thoughtful and feeling mind.”466 At 

the time, Lewis held that his pessimistic and tragic view of life was the natural consequence of 

his sensitive mind, the sorrowful burden of his gifted intellect.  

 There was nothing tragic about the mental faculty itself, but it was the content of such 

reflection that inspired melancholy in Lewis. The atheistic beliefs he held formed a tragic picture 

of the world, one he described as glib, shallow, grim, and meaningless. In a 1944 address in 

Oxford, Lewis described the mythical view scientific atheism promotes in terms that resonate 

with tragic drama. He writes, “by the millionth millionth chance - what tragic irony - the 

conditions at one point of space and time bubble up into that tiny fermentation which is the 

beginning of life.” Through innumerable transformations and complications, the life that started 

from a single cell somehow became a human being. In the “next Act,” the mature and rational 

human being emerges, invents science, and begins to control the same natural forces that he had 

submitted to and deified. This whole human drama ends tragically. Humanity is cast down from 

the throne it had ascended. The last scene reverses all,” writes Lewis:  

We have the Twilight of the Gods. All this time, silently, unceasingly, out of all 

reach of human power, Nature, the old enemy, has been steadily gnawing away. 

The sun will cool - all suns will cool - the whole universe will run down. Life (every 

form of life) will be banished, without hope of return, from every inch of infinite 

space. All ends in nothingness. “Universal darkness covers all.”467  

 

 
465 In his diary entry of 11 November 1922, Lewis recorded that Dr. John Askins told him “that if you 

stopped to think, you couldn’t endure this world for an hour,” which implies that the more one thinks about the 

world, the more unbearably tragic it appears. AMR, 180. 
466 CLI, 126.  
467 “Is Theology Poetry?” WOG, 125. 
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According to the scientific outlook of atheism, as Lewis understood it, the story of humanity is 

largely tragic in content and mythos. It begins with tragic irony and ends with what might be the 

most tragic conclusion possible: absolute and universal death. The heat death of the sun will 

reduce the human race of “demigods” to nothingness, tragically banished from the cosmos not 

unlike Adam and Eve were from Eden in Milton’s Paradise Lost. Lewis alludes to the closing 

lines of Alexander Pope’s The Dunciad:  

Nor public flame, nor private, dares to shine; 

Nor human spark is left, nor glimpse divine! 

Lo! thy dread empire, Chaos! is restored; 

Light dies before thy uncreating word: 

Thy hand, great Anarch! lets the curtain fall;  

And universal darkness buries all.468  

 

This narrative has all the primary features of tragedy: the fall of elevated, almost deified, 

characters; the tragic flaw of hubris and ignorance; and one of the unhappiest endings 

possible. Lewis believed this narrative as an atheist. His reason told him that this is how 

the world would end, that the universe is as bleak as atheistic scientism suggests.  

 If, as Schopenhauer maintained, human life is a mistake, if existence is ultimately futile, 

then Lewis believed it was morally wrong to force human beings to exist. He vents this notion in 

a tragic poem he composed the same year he arrived to study under Kirkpatrick, titled “Loki 

Bound.”  

Odin! And who art thou to make a soul 

And force it into being? Who art thou 

To bring forth men to suffer in the world 

Without their own desire?469  

 

 
468 Pope, The Dunciad, 170.  
469 “Loki Bound,” CP, 34. 
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Only a capricious and criminal god like Odin, only the “father of injustice,” would force the 

burden of existence upon creatures. No god has the right to throw humans into being. Reflecting 

on this poem in his autobiography, Lewis comments,  

Loki was a projection of myself… The other feature in Loki Bound which may be 

worth commenting on is the pessimism. I was at this time living, like so many Atheists 

or Antitheists, in a whirl of contradictions. I maintained that God did not exist. I was 

also very angry with God for not existing. I was equally angry with Him for creating 

a world.470  

 

Lewis vented his anger at living in such a sad universe through heroic pessimism modeled after 

tragic myths. Since his atheistic view of the universe was like a tragic drama, this response 

seemed appropriate for Lewis. He could not but view creation, the origin and destiny of the 

universe, in fundamentally sad images and terms.  

 

iv. Charmolypic Realism  

 

 

When Lewis reconverted to Christianity, this tragic problem of existence lost its force on him. 

He considered the objection that “if the universe must, from the outset, admit the possibility of 

suffering, then absolute goodness would have left better than not to create,” and answers: “I am 

aware of no human scales in which such a portentous question can be weighed.”471 Since there is 

no standard by which a human being can value nonexistence over existence, Lewis discovered a 

performative contradiction in his former heroic pessimism. The anger at God that he expressed 

poetically, with the tragic resistance of a Loki or a Prometheus, assumes precisely what he 

sought to disprove: the reality of goodness and justice. 

Lewis came to realize that pessimistic atheism was “too simple,” that the tragic 

dimension of human experience was only half the story. Especially since the death of his mother 

 
470 SBJ, 114-115. On “misotheism” (hatred of God), see Schweitzer, Hating God, 25-80.  
471 POP, 27; MC, 38.  
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at such a young age, he used to believe that happiness was less real, more epiphenomenal, than 

the bare, physical, grim facts of a tragic universe. How could joy be well founded when, as the 

chorus of Oedipus at Colonus puts it,  

… The Deliverer 

levels all endings, when Hades’ doom 

shows up – no wedding song, 

no music, no dance, only 

Death at the end?472 

 

For Lewis, the stuff of comedy – happiness, laughter, marital union, music, dance, and other 

forms of levity – was ultimately illusory if death ends all stories. Lewis began to realize that 

experiences of joy and laughter in life were just as real as sorrow and weeping. In pronouncing 

the “Funeral of a Great Myth,” a tragic and atheistic drama in which all ends in death, Lewis 

employs an eschatological view that is fundamentally comic. The ultimate happy ending of 

heaven is, as Leithart words it, “a glorified beginning” – an insight Lewis depicts at the end of 

The Last Battle, which is revealed as “the beginning of the real story.”473 This implies that the 

mythos of the human drama, while containing tragic elements, eventuates in a comic, upward 

movement to glory.  

   Indeed, in a 1944 address, Lewis observed that “the whole cosmic story though full of 

tragic elements yet fails of being a tragedy. Christianity offers the attractions neither of optimism 

nor of pessimism. It represents the life of the universe as being very like the mortal life of men on 

this planet – ‘of a mingled yarn, good and ill together.’”474 Lewis envisions Christianity primarily 

as a story in which human beings can dwell. Because this story is replete with tragic and comic 

elements, it is not reducible to either tragedy or comedy alone; it is a third thing altogether, best 

 
472 Sophocles, The Greek Plays, 419. Moltmann theologically explores the same question in The First 

Liberated Men in Creation, 26-87. 
473 LB, 172.  

 474 “Is Theology Poetry?” WOG, 118. See Shakespeare, All’s Well That Ends Well, 775.  
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described as tragi-comic. Lewis argues that optimism and pessimism undermine themselves 

because reality is never only as bad as the latter fears or as good as the former expects. 475 Rather, 

it is a “mingled yarn” of good and evil: “The darkness comes again and again and is never wholly 

triumphant nor wholly defeated.”476 As such, Christianity transcends optimism and pessimism for 

charmolypic realism – that is, a view of reality that does not isolate joy or sorrow, expecting one 

more than the other, but affirms the anthropological and theological inter-inanimation of both. 

 For Lewis, the attraction of optimism is comfort, the warm idea that all will be well, while 

the attraction of pessimism is sobering truth, the grown-up acceptance of grim facts.477 Christianity 

differs from both. Lewis writes that “the Christian religion is, in the long run, a thing of 

unspeakable comfort. But it does not begin in comfort; it begins in the dismay I have been 

describing.”478 That dismay comes from facing the terrible fact of one’s own sinfulness and its sad 

effects. To use Aristotelian language, it is the anagnorisis (recognition) of one’s own hamartia 

(tragic flaw) before God and others. For Lewis, the Gospel cannot be good news unless it begins 

with bad news, both of which are equally true. Here sorrow is the starting point to ineffable joy. 

Charmolypic realism enables Christianity to reconcile the truth of pessimism and the comfort of 

optimism while transcending their one-sidedness.   

 

2. Divine Love and Creation  

 

 

For Lewis, the tragi-comedy of creation is related to the love of God. Consider what he asserts in 

The Four Loves: “God, who needs nothing, loves into existence wholly superfluous creatures in 

 
475 See, “Answers to Questions on Christianity,” GITD, 41. Cf. M, 212. Lewis fictionalizes this insight with 

Puddleglum the pessimist, of whom Scrubb exclaims, “He’s always expecting the worst, and he’s always wrong.” SC, 75.  
476 CLIII, 971-2.  

 477 See, EIC, 79. 
478 MC, 32. See also, “Answers to Questions on Christianity,” GITD, 52. Cf. MN, 131-2.  
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order that He may love and perfect them.”479 To be clearer, we can employ a distinction Lewis 

uses in Miracles between two kinds of causal relations, which are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive: cause-effect and ground-consequent. The latter pertains to logic and knowledge, 

whereas the former pertains to events. For example, “He cried out because it hurt him” expresses 

a cause-effect relation in which the event of crying is caused by pain. Alternatively, “It must 

have hurt him because he cried out” expresses a ground-consequent relation in which the cry 

grounds an inference to pain.  

 With this distinction in mind, the question becomes: what causal relation does Lewis 

have in mind when stating that human beings exist because of God’s love? At least two reasons 

come to mind that it is both. First, part of the appeal that Lewis seeks to generate for Christian 

theism over atheistic naturalism is that the former can accommodate both kinds of causes, 

whereas the “Cardinal Difficulty” of the latter is that it cannot affirm the ground-consequent 

relation upon which all inference is based. Second, is it not just that Christianity can 

accommodate both causal relations but that applying both to creation makes sense. Human 

existence is an effect caused by the love of God (cause-effect), but it is also the ground upon 

which one can infer that God loves human beings (ground-consequent). To say with Lewis that 

God loved human beings into existence is to affirm that divine love is the ontological cause and 

ground of humanity. This distinction nuances the sense in which the love of God is tragi-comic.  

 

i. The Tragic Risk of Love 

 

 

In his chapter on Charity, Lewis affirms in The Four Loves that a tragic potential inheres in love, 

which is worth quoting at length.  

To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything, and your heart will certainly be 

 
479 FL, 127. Lewis employs the same language as early as POP, 43.  
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wrung and possibly be broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it intact, you 

must give your heart to no one, not even to an animal. Wrap it carefully round with 

hobbies and little luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe in the casket or 

coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket - safe, dark, motionless, airless - it will 

change. It will not be broken; it will become unbreakable, impenetrable, 

irredeemable. The alternative to tragedy, or at least to the risk of tragedy, is 

damnation. The only place outside Heaven where you can be perfectly safe from 

all the dangers and perturbations of love is Hell.480 

Here Lewis makes three points that contribute to my argument. First is that love requires genuine 

openness to loss and suffering. Lewis equates the state of loving with being vulnerable, such that 

the expression “vulnerable love” becomes tautologous. Human finitude and vulnerability are, of 

course, motifs of classical tragedy. Tragedies affirm that part of what it means to be human on 

this earth is to be vulnerable to loss and frustrated desires, limited by either higher powers or the 

unforeseen consequences of our own hamartia. Lewis hints at this, which is the second point I 

want to draw from the above passage. It is not just that love requires vulnerability but that part of 

what it means to be human is to love in such a vulnerable way. Restated, vulnerability is 

associated with what it means to be a human being, not just what it means to love as a human 

being. To seek to protect oneself from the risk of heartbreak is to dehumanize oneself, to devolve 

into something subhuman – perhaps even demonic, – it is to trade a heart of flesh for a heart of 

stone.  

The third point, which is a corollary to the first two, pertains to damnation as the only 

alternative to vulnerable love. To understand this, we must explore why Lewis relates the 

tenderness of the human heart to redemption. He suggests that for a heart to be redeemable it 

must be penetrable with love, which implies that it must also be breakable by love. 

 

 
480 FL, 122.  
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a. Heart-Breaking Beauty  

 

Lewis relates the effect of heart-breaking not only to love but to beauty as well. At the end of 

The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, he writes of the music that came from Aslan’s Country that 

“Lucy could only say, ‘It would break your heart.’”481 When asked whether it was the sadness of 

the music that caused her to say that Lucy emphatically denies the suggestion. It is not sorrow 

but a special kind of beauty that made the music from Aslan’s Country heart-breaking. Likewise 

in his poem “Pindar Sang,” Lewis writes, “Tears stood in their eyes because of the beauty of the 

young men who danced.”482 

 In his second “Epigrams and Epitaphs,” Lewis suggests why:  

Have you not seen that in our days 

Of any whose story, song, or art 

Delights us, our sincerest praise 

Means, when all’s said, “You break my heart”?483  

 

This is what Lucy says of the music that she heard from Aslan’s Country. In describing it as 

heart-breaking, Lewis has her praise its beauty. Lewis frames this almost as a criterion of beauty 

and earnest praise. It is the sincerity of the latter that affirms the heartrending effect of the 

former.  

 Lewis himself puts this insight into practice in his review of The Lord of the Rings, 

writing that “here are beauties which pierce like swords or burn like cold iron; here is a book that 

will break your heart. They will know that this is good news, good beyond hope.”484 Here as 

well, it is not the sadness of the story but its beauty that Lewis praises as heart-breaking. The 

beauty of its eucatastrophe pierces and burns the hearts of its readers. Insofar as it tells good 

 
481 VDT, 185.  
482 “Pindar Sang,” CP, 365.  
483 “Have You Not Seen that in Our Days, CP, 426.  
484 “The gods return to earth,” SLE, 100.   
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news beyond hope, the beauty of the Gospel itself, which Tolkien described as the paragon of 

eucatastrophe, is reflected, for Lewis, in The Lord of the Rings. Thus, to appreciate the beauty of 

God and his work in the Gospel is to have one’s heart broken. Perhaps the via pulchritudinous 

requires a persistent willingness to have one’s heart pierced by the beauty of God.  

 

b. The Penetrative Love of God 

 

This language of penetration and breakage leads us to consider the sexual metaphor that Lewis 

employs of divine love. Far from reducing, like Freud, spirituality to sexual instincts, as if 

spiritual desires were mere substitutes for sex, Lewis subverts this idea and suggests that sexual 

intercourse is like spiritual intercourse but that the former is a copy of the latter, which is more 

transcendent and real, not substitutable by anything in human experience. Lewis evokes a 

metaphorical connection between penetrative love and penetrative sex that results in a virgin’s 

hymen being broken. In Till We have Faces, for instance, Orual says, “But things that many see 

may have no taste or moment in them at all, and things that are shown only to one may be spears 

and water-spouts of truth from the very depth of truth.”485 The spear release and waterspout are 

sexually charged images. Orual, who is a virgin, is being penetrated from the depths of truth – a 

penetration that is not without pain. She is holding her old, often blood-stained sword as she 

considers this penetration. In this scene, love gives rise to blood.  

Similarly, in A Grief Observed, Lewis writes that “There is, hidden or flaunted, a sword 

between the sexes till an entire marriage reconciles them.”486 Traditionally, swords are phallic 

symbols that, literally and metaphorically, penetrate to cause pain and death. Perhaps it is no 

accident that the post-coital phase is compared to a kind of death, often called “le petit mort” (the 
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small death). When Ransom is drenched by the bubble trees in “that warm world” of Perelandra, 

Lewis writes that he recalled the phrase from Pope: “die of a rose in aromatic pain.”487 The fuller 

quotation from Pope’s Essay on Man is: 

Or touch, if tremblingly alive all o’er, 

To smart and agonize at ev’ry pore? 

Or quick effluvia darting thro’ the brain, 

Die of a rose in aromatic pain?488 

 

Lewis’s depiction of Ransom here is as erotically charged as Pope’s lines, which speak of 

pleasure, pain, discharge, and death. In his refreshing wetness and warmth, Ransom thinks of the 

death of a rose and its pleasant fragrance. For a virginal woman, that pain is associated with 

sexual penetration that tears the hymen, but there is also a degree of breaking that occurs for a 

man during intercourse – namely, the transition from hardness to softness that leads to a “small 

death.” That the solid gives way to the liquid in sexual intercourse can be viewed as a kind of 

breaking. The scriptural analogue, found in Numbers 20, might be the rock in the desert from 

which life-giving water flows. When Lewis speaks of a sword that is concealed or brandished, he 

may be alluding to the tragi-comic nature of the sexes, which he affirms in The Four Loves, since 

concealed swords were common in tragic plots while large phalluses were flaunted on comic 

stages in ancient Greece. Lewis’s point is that marriage reconciles the potentially tragic or comic 

sword/phallus that tragi-comically divides the sexes as sexes but also unites them in penetrative 

intercourse.   

Interestingly, Sheldon Vanauken sent a sonnet to Lewis titled “The Sword,” which 

expresses the same insights with similar imagery. It is based on the legend of St. Veronica 

wiping the face of Christ with her veil as he limps under the weight of his cross during the Via 

 
487 Per, 186.  
488 Pope, Essay on Man, 34.  
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Dolorosa. The sonnet ends with the line: “My girlhood lay in fragments at my feet.”489 Her 

girlhood was broken and shattered by the penetrative love of Christ, who is himself about to be 

pierced for humanity’s transgressions for the sake of love (Isaiah 53:5). This transition from 

girlhood to womanhood is also erotically charged with images of breaking, blood, and sweat.  

Lewis depicts the theological implication of this sexual metaphor for divine love in That 

Hideous Strength, where Ransom tells Jane that “The male you could have escaped, for it exists 

only on the biological level. But the masculine none of us can escape. What is above and beyond 

all things is so masculine that we are all feminine in relation to it.”490 Humanity vis-à-vis God is 

feminine in that, scripturally speaking, he is the Groom, and one is his Bride. Elsewhere Lewis 

notes that on a purely physical level, “Merely for the sake of her own erotic pleasure… some 

degree of obedience and humility seems to be (normally) necessary on the woman’s part.” 491 

Indeed, God acts and penetrates as humanity surrenders to his grace and receives his love with 

humility and obedience – a penetration that requires breakage and blood, the small but lasting 

death of the old, sinful self –, the smallness of which is only appreciated in comparison to the 

greatness of what is gained through that death.  

In his “The Small Man Orders His Wedding” poem, which contains the following lines, 

Lewis applies the image of love penetrating the nuptial bedroom.   

What flame before our chamber door 

Shines in on love’s security? 

Fiercer than day, its piercing ray 

Pours round us unendurably.492 

 

 
489 Vanauken, A Severe Mercy, 108.  
490 THS, 651.  
491 “Equality,” PC, 10-11.  
492 “The Small Man Orders His Wedding,” CP, 347.  
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Here it is not just the woman but also the man who is pierced by love – a penetration so poignant 

that it is felt as unendurable. This complements the insight just mentioned that men as well as 

woman are both feminine in relation to God, who is love.  

Since God will not violate human beings against their will, to be penetrated by the love of 

God requires an initial opening to that love, a vulnerability to have parts of oneself broken. For 

human beings to be redeemed by the love of God one’s heart must be responsive to that divine 

love. As Lewis puts it elsewhere, “you must have a capacity to receive, or even omnipotence 

can’t give.”493 Lewis suggests that part of that capacity to receive the redemption that God offers 

is a heart that is penetrable or breakable by the beauty of God. 

 

c. Unavoidable Vulnerability  

 

We see this tragi-comic dynamic occur in Lewis’s own life. He describes himself as a “safety-

first creature” who prefers secure investments in life. This was especially so before his 

conversion to Christianity. In Surprised by Joy, he mentions that his superlative desire was to 

avoid external interference and entanglements, particularly those that would lessen his control 

over his own life. He writes, “I had been far more anxious to avoid suffering than to achieve 

delight. I had always aimed at limited liabilities.”494 Lewis does not just describe himself as such 

for mere narration, he does so to explain his resistance toward the idea of God, the 

“transcendental Interferer.” He had, if not succeeded, then seriously attempted to defend the soul 

he sought to call his own from the claims God might make on him. He writes, “The odd thing 

was that before God closed in on me… I became aware that I was holding something at bay, or 

shutting something out.” It was not until he let his guard down and voluntarily opened himself up 

 
493 AGO, 40.  
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to the terrifying possibility of being grasped unconditionally by God that he began to believe. 

Although he recounts that his conversion was motivated by various imaginative and intellectual 

reasons, Lewis affirms that it could not have happened without the moment in which he made 

himself existentially vulnerable to God. His own experience, then, exemplifies the above-

mentioned points that the potentially tragic risk of love is inherent and that the alternative to that 

risk is damnation. For Lewis, many human beings do choose damnation over the perceived risk 

involved in loving God. However, as he put it above, God seems to deem the game worth the 

candle, the cost of the Cross worth the voluntary love from human beings.495  

Lewis contrasts, not without trembling, his view of vulnerable love with a position he 

attributes to St. Augustine. He reads the fourth book of the Confessions as suggesting that we 

should not love things that we can lose – a moral that he thinks Augustine draws from the 

devastation he experienced by losing his beloved friend Nebridius. Lewis summarizes Augustine 

thus: “If love is to be a blessing, not a misery, it must be for the only Beloved who will never 

pass away.”496 The kind of love Lewis ascribes to Augustine is not vulnerable because its object 

– God – is absolute and eternal, the necessary ground upon which all contingent things derive 

their existence. On this view, there is no possibility of tragedy, of loss and suffering, implied in 

this love. Lewis suggests otherwise – namely, that all love worth the name carries within itself a 

potential for tragedy.  

It may be worth noting that Lewis misremembers the reference he had in mind. First, 

Nebridius does not die in the fourth book of the Confessions; he is mentioned therein but the 

death Lewis alludes to is of someone else, another acquaintance that Augustine does not name. 

 
495 Perhaps it is worth noting here the allusions Lewis makes to Freud, who says that “we are never so 

defenceless against suffering as when we love, never so helplessly unhappy as when we have lost our loved object 

or its love.” Freud, Civilization and its Discontents, 52. See also, Nicholi, Question of God, 101.  
496 FL, 120.  
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Nebridius reappears in Book Nine of the Confessions. Second, there is no indication of the moral 

Lewis suggests that Augustine drew from the death of his friend, no rumination about God being 

the only proper and worthy object of human love. Third, as Walter Hansen points out, Lewis 

seems to attribute to Augustine a view on love that is refuted in his writings. For instance, in the 

City of God, he writes the following about loved ones. 

For if their life brought us the consoling delights of friendship, how could it be 

that their death should bring us no sadness? Anyone who forbids such sadness 

must forbid, if he can, all friendly conversation, must lay a ban on all friendly 

feeling or put a stop to it, must with ruthless insensibility break the ties of all 

human relationships, or else decree that they must only be engaged upon so long 

as they inspire no delight in a man’s soul. But if this is beyond all possibility, how 

can it be that a man’s death should not be bitter if his life is sweet to us?497  

 

This is not far from what Lewis stated above. Augustine grants that we should love in such a way 

that the death of the beloved brings pain and sadness. He suggests that part of what makes a 

human heart human is the grief that we ought to feel when the object of our love is removed 

from us. It is an inhuman heart that does not feel wounded when a loved one dies. In short, 

affection, friendship, and love should occur within a horizon of potential loss and suffering. As 

Martha Nussbaum affirmed in an interview, “You should care about things in a way that makes it 

a possibility that tragedy will happen to you.”498 Lewis and Augustine agree on this point.  

 Although there is a slight error in Lewis’s reference to Augustine and his Confessions, 

their views on love are closer than the former held, which no doubt would have delighted him to 

discover. Lewis explains that the “invulnerable love” view is a residue from the pagan 

philosophies Augustine grew up in more than it is a tenet of his Christianity. If that view needs 

proponents other than Augustine, we can find them where Lewis suspected – namely, in the 

Stoic notion of apathy, which is itself quite close to the Buddhist notion of nonattachment. We 

 
497 Augustine, City of God, 862-863; Hansen, Augustine and C.S. Lewis on Friendship.  
498 Nussbaum, “Applying the Lessons of Ancient Greece.” See also her The Fragility of Goodness, 343-72.  
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can see that in saying that there is no escape from vulnerable-tragic love “along the lines of St. 

Augustine,” we should read Lewis to mean that there is no avoidance along Stoic or Buddhist 

paths.  

 

d. Death in Love  

 

 

In The Four Loves, Lewis makes the tragi-comic observation that “Amorousness as well as grief 

can bring tears to the eyes.”499 Indeed, sorrow is as much a part of passionate love as love is of 

sorrow. Lewis affirms as much in A Grief Observed, where he denies that death means that “love 

[is] cut short; like a dance stopped in mid-career or a flower with its head unluckily snapped off 

– something truncated and therefore, lacking its due shape.” Lewis’s point is that death is not a 

foreign intrusion of something external to love but one of the internal moments through which 

the relationship must pass. He suggests that the loss of a loved one, the separation that death 

imposes, “is is not a truncation of the process but one of its phases; not the interruption of the 

dance, but the next figure.”500 Tragic separation is internal to love. Lewis calls it the “tragic 

figure” – that is, a set of tragic steps in the ongoing dance between lovers. This is another 

Lewisian sense in which, as we will see in the next chapter, “Love is tears.” 

That much about love is tragic. However, its comic dimension emerges with the 

reappraisal of death that will be established in the next chapter. If finality is no longer what 

makes death tragic, the potential of life and love beyond death follows. That love undergoes 

death no longer means that death is the end of life or the possibility of love. Here we see the 

same tragi-comic pattern noted above: a movement from death to life beyond death. As we have 

 
499 FL, 102.  
500 AGO, 43-44.  
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seen, it is just that death-transcending love between God and humanity that Lewis symbolizes 

with comic nuptial imagery.501  

 

In summary, for Lewis, to love in a human way is to open oneself up to potential tragedy, to care 

about loved ones in such a way that tragedy becomes possible. Genuinely human love on earth is 

essentially vulnerable, which is not so in Heaven or Hell, but in this “vale of tears” there is no 

escaping the suffering that loves makes possible without becoming something less or worse than 

human.  

 

ii. The Comic Telos of Love  

 

 

One can see the comic dimension of love at the human level as well as the divine level. In a letter 

of 1948, Lewis writes, “To what end was creation except to separate us in order that we may be 

reunited to Him in that unity of love [which] is utterly different from mere numerical unity and 

indeed presupposes that lover & beloved be distinct?”502 Here we see that the purpose of creation 

for God is a loving unity with human beings. The division of Lover and Beloved, which was 

described above in tragic terms and images, is the precondition for a reunification that can be 

considered comic. A recurring comic motif is the unification that is prototypically represented in 

marriage. The biblical symbol of marriage refers not just to the eschaton, the Marriage Supper of 

the Lamb in the nineteenth chapter of Revelation, but intimates the kind of union God seeks with 

human beings. As Lewis states in Mere Christianity, “The happiness which God designs for His 

higher creatures is the happiness of being freely, voluntarily united to Him and to each other in 

 
501 There is a sense in which both God and humanity perform the “tragic figure” in the Great Dance 

together. God does so in the Crucifixion of Jesus, the self-giving dynamic of which occurs in his triune life, while 

humanity does so by dying to itself unto eternal life, which Lewis also describes as a form of eternal dying.  
502 CLII, 880.  
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an ecstasy of love and delight compared with which the most rapturous love between a man and 

a woman on this earth is mere milk and water.”503 We can see teleological language here. The 

joy that God intends for human beings coincides with the purpose of creation – namely, a 

unification with God the best earthly intimation of which is the kind of love between a man and 

woman is realized in marriage. Insofar as reunification is a comic motif, and insofar as the 

purpose of love is reunification with God, love has a comic end.  

 There is another sense in which the love of God is comic. In Chapter Three, we saw that a 

happy ending is another traditional motif of comedy. To the extent that life in the presence of 

God in heaven is a state of ultimate happiness, the love that leads to such a state has comic 

potential and purpose. For Lewis, properly loving God, and being loved by God, leads to the 

happiest ending possible.  

 The best description of love is tragi-comic because, according to Lewis, it carries within 

itself tragic potential but is designed for a unifying and happy end.  

 

a. Example of Aslan  

 

Lewis depicts the comic dimension of love throughout his writings. In addition to displaying the 

synthesis of divine levity and gravity, the episode of Aslan’s romp with Lucy and Susan after his 

resurrection also associates love with laughter. Upon realizing that Aslan was alive again, the 

girls cover the Lion with kisses.  

Then he made a leap high over their heads and landed on the other side of the Table. 

Laughing, though she didn’t know why, Lucy scrambled over it to reach him. Aslan 

leaped again. A mad chase began. Round and round the hill-top he led them, now 

hopelessly out of their reach, now letting them almost catch his tail, now diving 

between them, now tossing them in the air with his huge and beautifully velveted 

paws and catching them again, and now stopping unexpectedly so that all three of 
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them rolled over together in a happy laughing heap of fur and arms and legs… 

whether it was more like playing with a thunderstorm or playing with a kitten Lucy 

could never make up her mind.504 

 

Like Jesus in the gospels, Aslan is not overtly said to have laughed but the context makes his 

cheerfulness too evident to question. It is the heap, of which he is the center, that is explicitly 

described as happy and laughing. In the wake of his tragic suffering and sacrificial death, Aslan’s 

strength and life returns to him as he plays with Lucy and Susan. The gravity of a thunderstorm 

and the levity of a kitten at play are reconciled in Aslan here.   

 Similarly, at the conclusion of The Silver Chair, which is especially charmolypic, Lewis 

writes, 

They then saw that they were once more on the Mountain of Aslan, high up above 

and beyond the end of that world in which Narnia lies. But the strange thing was 

that the funeral music for King Caspian still went on, though no one could tell where 

it came from. They were walking beside the stream and the Lion went before them: 

and he became so beautiful, and the music so despairing, that Jill did not know 

which of them it was that filled her eyes with tears.505 

 

There is joy and sadness, beauty and grief mixed in this charmolypic moment. The beauty of 

Aslan is depicted as heart-breaking and tear-provoking. Aslan approaches the corpse of Caspian, 

which lies in a river, and pours a drop of his blood into the running water. The sad music which 

was heard all around until then, immediately stops as Caspian begins to resurrect into his much 

younger self. Lewis writes that 

his eyes and lips both laughed, and suddenly he leaped up and stood before them - 

a very young man, or a boy… And he rushed to Aslan and flung his arms as far as 

they would go round the huge neck; and he gave Aslan the strong kisses of a King, 

and Aslan gave him the wild kisses of a Lion. At last Caspian turned to the others. 

He gave a great laugh of astonished joy.506 

 

 
504 LLW, 163.  
505 SC, 187.  
506 SC, 188.  
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Lucy, Susan, and Caspian all embrace Aslan and kiss repeatedly. In the former scene, the kisses 

have no qualifying adjective, but in the latter, Lewis describes those of Caspian in terms of regal 

strength and the kisses of Aslan with wildness, which ties into a recurring theme in the Narniad, 

especially in The Last Battle – that is, the untamed nature of Aslan.  

 Rowan Williams convincingly notes that these scenes are erotically charged, but not in a 

carnal sense. Lewis does not mean to suggest that romantic escapades are the way to meet Aslan 

(Christ), or that sexual gratification can viably substitute for enjoying Christ – an idea that Lewis 

explicitly rejects. For instance, in the former, John realizes that the Brown Girl, who represents 

sexual pleasure, could never substitute for his fundamental desire, represented by the Island of 

his vision. In the latter text, Lewis speaks from personal experience, saying that his brief 

marriage to Joy Davidman disabused him of the Freudian idea that God was a substitute for sex.  

For those few years [Joy] and I feasted on love; every mode of it - solemn and 

merry, romantic and realistic, sometimes as dramatic as a thunderstorm, sometimes 

as comfortable and unemphatic as putting on your soft slippers. No cranny of heart 

or body remained unsatisfied. If God were a substitute for love we ought to have 

lost all interest in Him. Who’d bother about substitutes when he has the thing itself? 

But that isn’t what happens. We both knew we wanted something besides one 

another - quite a different kind of something, a quite different kind of want. You 

might as well say that when lovers have one another they will never want to read, 

or eat - or breathe.507 

 

Lewis employs allegory, logical argumentation, and personal testimony to reject the notion that 

the human desire for God can be reduced to the desire for sexual satisfaction. Where the appeal 

to imagination and reason fail, Lewis would suggest that personal experience, the dialectic of 

desire, living through a kind of ontological argument, would suffice to refute that Freudian 

reduction of religion to carnal wish-fulfilment. A romantically and sexually satisfied person who 
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remains painfully aware of a categorically different kind of desire for a categorically different 

kind of object knows first-hand that Freud is wrong, for Lewis. 

 Accordingly, when Lewis charges encounters with Aslan erotically, he does not suggest 

that the Lion can be reduced to a symbol for amorous satisfaction. Rather, as Williams puts it, 

Lewis seeks to evoke “a world in which the profoundest physical enjoyment is one of the best 

and clearest images of what it is to meet God… It is simply that erotic satisfaction fully enjoyed 

is one of the most powerful glimpses we can have of what union with God is like.”508 This fits 

perfectly with the persistent aim of Lewis’s theological fiction: to give readers fresh images that 

express what it is like to meet God without the inhibitions that traditional religious conventions 

impose.  

Attempting to communicate this within the stylistic confines of fantasy novels for 

children comes at a great risk, but Lewis delicately avoids potential awkwardness through the 

corporeality of Aslan. As Williams observes, his animality enables the children to enjoy him 

physically without suggesting adult sexual pleasure. As we saw above, it is the presence of Aslan 

that cancels out the carnal sexuality, otherwise threatening to Susan and Lucy, that Bacchus, 

Silenus, and the Maenads might have had in Prince Caspian. Thus, Lewis carefully evokes erotic 

imagery in encountering Aslan but avoids the negative connotations of lust or the age-

inappropriate connotations of pre-pubescent sexuality.  

 We have seen that romantic union is a comic theme. However, in addition to this, in case 

there were any doubt, Lewis explicitly associates the erotic charge around Aslan with joyful 

laughter. Lucy and Susan playfully roll on the ground with Aslan in a “happy laughing heap of 

fur and arms and legs,” and Caspian’s eyes and lips laugh right before he guffaws with surprised 

 
508 Williams, The Lion’s World, 56.  
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joy. Lewis, then, brings to bear an implicitly comic erotic energy with explicitly comic laughter. 

Love and the comic spirit intertwine in these scenes. 

Notice also that resurrection is a theme in both scenes above. In the first instance, it is 

Aslan’s resurrection, whereas in the second instance it is that of Caspian. Both are kings, 

although Caspian is obviously lower than Aslan in the Narnian hierarchy. Still, the image of a 

resurrecting king is at the center of these episodes of comically charged love. It is as if Lewis 

invites perceptive readers to wonder about potential relations between love, resurrection, and 

comic laughter.  

 

b. Resurrection Laughter 

 

Perhaps it is no mere coincidence that these three elements are found in the medieval liturgical 

tradition of risus paschalis (Easter Laughter), in which preachers sought to provoke 

congregational laughter during their homilies on Easter Sunday.509 This liturgical laughter was 

supposed to express at least two meanings, the first of which is the sheer joy that the facticity of 

the resurrection evokes, the reality that Christ overcame the finality of death and  rose from the 

grave victorious. He died the shameful death of a criminal on Good Friday but resurrected a 

triumphant king on Easter Sunday. The kingliness and lordship of Christ is not just in his 

messiahship and lineage from King David, but also in his eschatological and heavenly identity as 

“King of Kings, and Lord of lords” (Revelation 19:16). What drove Christ to the Cross, and 

resurrected him into kingly glory, was nothing other than the absolute, self-sacrificial love of 

 
509 The first explicit use of this phrase is attributed to a Good Friday hymn of Peter Abelard, which 

mentions “the laughter… of Easter grace” (risus… paschalis gratia). However, as Max Harris notes, the first 

specific reference to risus paschalis as a liturgical custom appears in a 1518 letter from one of its staunchest critics, 

John Oecolampadius. See, Harris, Sacred Folly, 36, n14. 

 



257 
 

God for humanity (John 3:16). Easter laughter was meant to evoke and express enjoyment of 

humanity’s loving redemption by God.  

The second, more theological, reason behind Easter Laughter was the patristic notion, 

expressed by Augustine, John Chrysostom, and Gregory of Nyssa, that the death and resurrection 

of Jesus was a practical joke that God played on the Devil. The resurrection was the punchline to 

the Crucifixion, which meant that God got the last laugh on Satan. This dynamic was on display 

in the macabre comedy that occurred around the Crucifixion. The sarcastic sign affixed above 

Jesus on the Cross mocked him as the King of the Jews. The resurrection proved that Christ was 

in fact the King of the Jews, that the ultimate laugh was on God’s side. God subverted the cruel 

jest of the world into his own miraculous joke, turning death on its head into a laughable 

spectacle. As it is with the wisdom of the world, which God subverts into foolishness, God turns 

the most tragic moment of our world into his own comedy. Easter laughter signifies the joy of 

salvation but also enjoys the joke that God played on Satan – a divine joke that keeps on giving 

joy. 

In the medieval tradition of Easter Laughter, then, we see the interaction of divine love, 

the resurrection of a king, and comic enjoyment that Lewis displays in the above scenes of his 

Narniad. Although there is no conclusive textual evidence, the resonance between his images and 

insights from risus paschalis is too strong to think that Lewis was ignorant of and unintentional 

about their relation. I suggest that it is more likely than not that Lewis was informed by this 

medieval tradition when he depicted the comic dimension of love and resurrection in the above 

Narnian episodes.  
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c. Tragi-Comic Love in That Hideous Strength and The Screwtape Letters  

 

In addition to the comicality of the love that culminates in marriage, Lewis also employs nuptial 

imagery in which tragic and comic elements are overlaid on each other. For instance, the 

poignantly charmolypic ending of That Hideous Strength, in which Mark and Jane reunite after a 

prolonged separation, weaves together gladness and sadness. The planetary Intelligences that 

descended upon St. Anne’s have returned to their spheres, – all of them except the laughter-

loving goddess, Venus, with whom Ransom will ascend and leave earth behind. Mark encounters 

the goddess at the threshold of his bedroom. 

He looked up and perceived a great lady standing by a doorway in a wall. It was not 

Jane, not like Jane. It was larger, almost gigantic. It was not human, though it was 

like a woman divinely tall, part naked, part wrapped in a flame-coloured robe. Light 

came from it.510 

 

She was opening the door for Mark and inviting him in. Notice the specifically venereal imagery 

here of a painless burning. Not unlike the first appearance of Beatrice to Dante, who is “clothed 

in the colour of flame,” Venus here also wears the light of a flame that does not consume.511  

This is particularly notable when she descends from the Third Heaven upon St. Anne’s 

for the first time. The company present felt “They were blinded, scorched, deafened. They 

thought it should burn their bones.” Notice that they felt Venus should burn them, but she did 

not. Despite the otherwise clear indications that this divine being is none other than Venus, Mark 

does not recognize her but still obeys her invitation to enter the bedroom.  

At the behest of the Director, Dr. Ransom, Jane leaves the company at St. Anne’s to 

reunite with her husband at the nearby lodge in which Venus and Mark await. In advising her to 

 
510 THS, 495.  
511 See, Dante, The Divine Comedy, 330.  
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have children instead of dreams, Ransom is not, contrary to what Philip Pullman and John 

Goldthwaite claim, being “monumentally disparaging of girls and women.”512 As the trained 

philologist he is, Ransom is simply enjoining Jane to remain true to the etymology of matrimony, 

which means “mother-making.” Ransom reminds Jane of the root meaning of her marriage and 

invites her to become a mother. She departs from him with his “kiss upon her lips and his words 

in her ears” – kisses that resonate with those we saw Aslan bestow upon Susan, Lucy, Caspian, 

and Hwin. Jane descends a warm garden with a damp lawn, “going down all the time, down to 

the lodge, descending the ladder of humility.”513  

This descent has a tragic overtone, not in the sense that something bad is happening to 

Jane, but in the sense that love is finally penetrating her relationship with Mark – a painful 

penetration that requires self-sacrifice and submission. With every step she takes, in which “the 

setting of each foot before the other became a kind of sacrificial ceremony,” she dies to herself. 

In this sacrificial procession, she carries her cross, denies herself, and follows the command of 

Ransom and the example of Christ. In particular, she surrenders her pride, which is 

topographically represented by the elevated height from which she starts her descent. Pride was 

her hubris and hamartia. It is part of what separated her from Mark to begin with, and what 

contributed to the mutual estrangement in their marriage. In addition to intellectual superiority, 

her pride was expressed through the offense she took not at biological maleness, but at the 

masculine as such, “the loud, irruptive, possessive thing,” one symbol of which is, as Ransom 

says, a golden lion. That Aslan is such a golden lion, a masculine energy that transcends human 

maleness as much as human femaleness, affirms precisely what Jane began to suspect: that 

 
512 Quoted in Ezard, “Narnia books attacked as racist and sexist.” See also, Goldthwaite, The Natural 

History of Make-Believe, 225-28. 
513 THS, 718.  
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masculinity is not socially constructed, that there might be something masculine not just about 

the structure of reality itself but about God, that contact with the higher orders of being is much 

more poignantly real than the submissive contact between femininity and masculinity on earth. 

As Ransom tells her, “What is above and beyond all things is so masculine that we are all 

feminine in relation to it. You had better agree with your adversary quickly.” This idea was 

unthinkable for Jane. However, through her acquaintance with Ransom, she is compelled to give 

into her enemy, not unlike the way Lewis did in his own conversion, and give up her war with 

patriarchy. She begins to experience conversion, the blessed defeat of her prideful will. It goes 

on, writes Lewis, “amidst a kind of splendour or sorrow or both.” 

This change of Jane’s heart and mind, her metanoia, is the result not just of her relation to 

Ransom but also, hitherto unknown to her, of the influence of Venus as well. Venus is, as it 

were, the pagan equivalent to a patron saint over Ransom’s home. He says she presides over St. 

Anne’s and that she is much closer than astronomers have guessed. Rowan Williams duly notes 

that “the advent of ‘Venus’ is not the advent of Aslan; but this breaking in to Jane’s anxious and 

controlled world is quite clearly portrayed as part of her opening-up to grace. And it is 

unashamedly sexual.”514 A condition of redemption – becoming receptive to divine grace – is 

achieved under the influence of Venus. The goddess opens Jane up to grace, a loving opening 

that, as we saw above, means potentially tragic vulnerability – a possibility that is actualized in 

her deathlike descent to Mark. Jane starts to love Mark and God in a vulnerable way. Like the 

creation of Narnia surveyed above, this is also a venereal accomplishment in a twofold sense. 

First, Lewis places images of Venus’s influence in Jane’s conversion, as we will see below. 

 
514 Williams, The Lion’s World, 56.  
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Second, part of what Jane repents of and needs to be redeemed from are a constellation of ideas 

that pertain to Venus: sex, sexuality, gender, womanhood, and marriage, among others. 

Like Lewis, Ransom is a trained philologist. He knows that the English words descent 

and decent come from different Latin roots. However, one cannot help but wonder whether 

Lewis uses their typographical similarities to suggest a relevant point. When, under the influence 

of Venus, all the bears, birds, horses, and elephants at St. Anne’s begin to mate, MacPhee 

exclaims that the situation is becoming increasingly indecent. Ransom begs to differ, claiming 

that it is all decent in the old English sense of being suitable and fitting. In the presence of 

Venus, it is perfectly appropriate for animals and humans to mate with their respective kinds. As 

Jane undergoes her deathlike descent to Mark, she becomes decent almost in the same way – that 

is, fitting with her place in the order of being, suitable to what and who she was created to be. 

Until then, before her repentance, her pride elevated her above her appropriate place in the 

created order. If, as Aquinas argues about the Incarnation, fitness with reality is an indication of 

truth, it can be said that Jane, to the extent that she refused to fit into the created order, did not 

know the truth about herself.515 As she becomes decent, suitable to reality through her humbling 

descent, she lives out the truth about herself and begins to fit into creation. Consequently, her 

descent and her becoming decent merge into the same process – a development that is influenced 

by Venus. For it is as Ransom liberates Jane from false ideas about Venus that she becomes 

receptive to grace, changing her mind and heart.  

The “ladder of humility” that Jane descends on her final return to Mark is reminiscent of 

the Valley of Humiliation in The Pilgrim’s Regress, which itself alludes to the same valley in 

Bunyan’s work. Michael Ward notes that for Lewis  

 
515 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, III, q. 1, a. 1.  
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going down into a green valley is a much more efficient way of portraying 

salvation, because it gets in both the Crucifixion and the Resurrection elements, 

almost simultaneously, – there is descent, but descent into greenness and fertility, 

which symbolise ascent. Like John’s vision of the island, Christian’s passage 

through the valley conveys powerfully ‘the old bittersweet of first falling in love’. 

It is this ‘bittersweet’ that, for Lewis, is the essence of the conversion experience.516  

 

This journey through the green Valley of Humiliation, which Lewis thinks depicts best what 

conversion is like, is itself a kind of tragi-comedy: tragic because it is a valley, descent into a low 

place, but comic because it is a green, fertile place. In a 1951 letter, Lewis wrote that this scene 

“is the most beautiful thing in Bunyan and can be the most beautiful thing in life if a man takes it 

quite rightly.”517  

In each case, the descent is deathlike. Jane, John, and Christian crucify their pride in the 

Valley of Humiliation and affirm their radical dependence on something – Someone – 

transcendent. The humbling descent gives way to a much more important reascent. This pattern 

mirrors the tragi-comic sequence noted above, namely, that repeated dying which transcends 

death altogether, that sleep which becomes nightmare that culminates in waking, the sorrowful 

night that ushers in a joyful morning. It also reflects the tragi-comic movement of God 

descending to and dying for humanity, humbly emptying himself into the form of a servant, and 

reascending to a greater glory through his resurrection and exaltation to heaven. Through the 

Ladder or Valley of humiliation, a kind of tragic death gives way to comic rebirth and 

reunification with the Beloved. 

Notice the sweet warmth and wetness that Venus brings to the scene. The garden lawn, 

which is illuminated by a “liquid light,” that Jane crosses during her descent is described as wet 

 
516 Ward, “Escape To Wallaby Wood,” 24.  
517 CLIII, 150. 



263 
 

and the air around the lodge as damp.518 This moisture is part of the ambiguous, tragi-comic 

ending of the narrative. On one hand, it resonates with the wetness of tears. Halfway through her 

descent to Mark, Jane begins to think about children, suffering, and death. The excruciating pain 

of bearing children, of remaining true to matrimony as mother-making, is a profoundly 

lachrymose affair, and so is death. Dying to herself in her descent to Mark is a tearful process.519 

However, as Lewis writes in a poem, “Love is tears” – a claim we will explore in the next 

chapter. The journey that she started, which begins with a descent, to love Mark and God 

genuinely, vulnerably, may yet contain tears. However, as with childbearing, tears of pain give 

way to tears of joy. This resonates with the words of Jesus in John 20:20-21, “Very truly I tell 

you, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will grieve, but your grief will turn 

to joy. A woman giving birth to a child has pain because her time has come; but when her baby 

is born she forgets the anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world.” Jesus 

speaks here of the grief that the disciples will experience at his crucifixion and then of the joy 

they will feel at his resurrection. In the divine economy, tears of grief turn into tears of gladness. 

Or, as Lewis puts it in Miracles: “Go down to go up – it is a key principle. Through this 

bottleneck, this belittlement, the high road nearly always lies.”520   

The other meaning of the warm moisture in the final scene of That Hideous Strength 

represents a venereal effect, a quality associated with sex, namely the bodily fluids that 

accompany coition. Jane’s descent is leading precisely to such a sexual encounter, a reunification 

 
518 Lewis uses the same image of liquidity to describe figures in heaven in The Great Divorce. See, GD, 

112; 121.  
519 We see a similar association between wetness and the Valley of Humility in PR. When Mr. Wisdom 

shows him the Valley, John replies that the nearby grass is wet and observes that dew is emerging. This could imply 

that it is becoming late and time for supper, but it could also suggest the wetness of tears and self-sacrifice that 

descending the Valley implies. If night, a symbol for sorrow, is falling over John, this association is strengthened. 

See, PR, 138.  
520 M, 180.  
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with her husband, which will restate the pattern laid down in her earlier encounter with Maleldil, 

an encounter which occurred “with no veil or protection between” Jane and the urgent, ardent 

Beloved. Whereas at home Jane and Mark sleep separated in different beds, tonight they will 

share a “rich bed” – the only bed in the lodge, – over which Venus presides. When Jane reaches 

the lodge, she notices Mark’s clothes, specifically his shirt, hanging through an open window in 

the bedroom. The implication is that Mark is waiting inside naked. For a moment, she expresses 

frustration that Mark would do such a thing, would be so careless with his clothes in such damp 

weather. The story, however, ends with her entering the bedroom with Mark. In short, the 

wetness is tragi-comic symbolism: tragic insofar as it signifies pain and death, and comic insofar 

as it signifies the erotic union that the laughter-loving goddess evokes. 

Unliked the Narniad, this is not a happily-ever-after ending. Jane expresses frustration 

with the kind of typically vexing behaviour she has come to expect from Mark. In so doing, she 

foreshadows potential domestic conflict in her marriage, but a different kind of conflict than she 

feared before. With her new approach to life and vulnerable love, now the quarrelling she will 

have with Mark remains that between lovers. Although this is not the happiest conceivable 

ending, it remains a comic one because it not only unites separated lovers but does so through the 

explicit influence of the laughter-loving goddess.  

The reunion of separated lovers is depicted at the very end of The Screwtape Letters, 

when the “patient,” whose eternal damnation Wormwood was responsible for, dies during a 

bombing raid. Screwtape describes the transformation the young man underwent at the moment 

of death and how he saw, for the first time, not just the demon that had stalked him and the 

angels that helped him, but also God himself, who “wears the form of a Man.”521 To describe 

 
521 When, at the very end of The Last Battle, Lewis writes that Aslan “no longer looked to them like a lion,” 

the suggestion is that he is similarly wearing the form of a Man. LB, 171.  
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what it was like for this young man, who stands for every person, to meet his maker, Lewis 

employs the metaphor of “a man who hears that his true beloved whom he has loved all his life 

and whom he had believed to be dead – is alive and even now at his door.” There are at least two 

things to note here.  

The first is that God, the true Beloved of this man, the real object of his deepest life-long 

desire, is waiting at his door. Here Lewis doubtless evokes the images of Revelation 3:20, where 

Jesus stands at the door and knocks, and the lover in the Song of Songs, where the parallels 

between spiritual and sexual satisfaction are obvious.  

I was sleeping, but my heart was awake. 

The sound of my beloved knocking! 

“Open to me, my sister, my love, 

    my dove, my perfect one, 

for my head is wet with dew, 

    my locks with the drops of the night.” 

I had put off my garment; 

    how could I put it on again? 

I had bathed my feet; 

    how could I soil them? 

My beloved thrust his hand into the opening, 

    and my inmost being yearned for him.522 

Lewis also alludes to a line of T.S. Eliot – sometime Lewis’s poetic nemesis, later a friend and 

colleague – about the Stranger who is “one who remembers the way to your door.”523 For Lewis, 

it is not a stranger per se but the long-lost Beloved that, not unlike Christ, remembered the way 

to the man’s door, where she stands and knocks.  

The second thing to note is the tragi-comic sequence in Lewis’s imagery. The fulfilment 

of the Patient’s desire has been deferred beyond his death. During his life, he believed that his 

Beloved was dead, and he can only reach the Beloved through his own death – during an air-raid 

 
522 Song of Songs 5: 2-4 (NRSVU).  
523 Eliot, The Rock, 31.  
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in the Second World War. Losing one’s true love to death is the stuff of tragedy, as is being 

killed in the Blitz, but rediscovering and reuniting with the Beloved is the stuff of comedy.  

At the climax of The Screwtape Letters, Lewis employs comic nuptial imagery as an 

analogy for the encounter between humanity and God but interlaces it with tragic imagery of loss 

and death, that the whole acquires a tragi-comic tone. 

 

d. Tragi-Comic Agape 

 

To summarize the sense in which Agape is tragi-comic, consider what Lewis states in The 

Problem of Pain: “[God] has paid us the intolerable compliment of loving us, in the deepest, 

most tragic, most memorable sense.”524 There are at least three ways to articulate the tragic 

dimension of God’s love.  

First, Agape is the perfect love of a perfect bridegroom for a Bride that, like the one 

depicted in Ezekiel 36, prostitutes herself repeatedly to idols. Her unfaithfulness fractures the 

marriage for which she was already unworthy. This is tragic behavior in the sense that it directly 

opposes the archetypal happy marriage of comedy. The compliment of Agape is unbearable 

because sinners know how unworthy they are of it, but the tragedy of this love makes it even 

more profound and unforgettable.525 

 Second, Lewis notes that original sin caused “the emergence of a new kind of man – a 

new species, never made by God, had sinned itself into existence.”526 God, then, loves humans 

into being, who then sin themselves into a fallen, corrupt, and death-bound mode of existence 

that God did not create. There are, then, two distinct but both tragic degrees of separation, the 

 
524 POP, 33.  
525 This helps explains the “tragic depth” to Christian worship, which is inseparable from joy, which will be 

examined further below. See, ROP, 337.  
526 POP, 79.  
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first of which is the original division that is involved in creation ex nihilo, which we observed 

above. The second separation is the result of a tragic fall into a mode of existence marked by sin 

and death.  

 Third, God participates in the tragic risk of love. Since God is impassible and immutable, 

He does not do so in the same sense that human beings do so. No advocate of the Calvinistic 

doctrine of Irresistible Grace, Lewis believed that human beings could, and very often do, misuse 

their free will to reject the love that God offers them. A central point of his theodicy, which we 

surveyed in Chapter One, is that God thought the risk of evil, suffering, and loss to be worth the 

possibility of genuine love with humanity. Consequently, the creation of free human beings for 

the sake of Agape entails risk of loss that is tragic at the human level. The question becomes 

whether it is also tragic in relation to God – that is, whether God in Heaven is “safe from all the 

dangers and perturbations of love” that occur on earth?  The view that Lewis adumbrates is that 

God chooses to make Himself vulnerable to the logical consequences of His love, not in the 

sense that He can suffer loss, but in the sense that his love can be genuinely rejected. This fits 

with the pattern analyzed above – namely, that what God does in heaven is reflected on earth. As 

God made himself vulnerable to death on the Cross, he also makes himself vulnerable to love in 

heaven.  

 The comic dimension of Agape is not as multilayered as its tragic corollary, but it is just 

as significant. In Chapter Three, we saw that love deferred or denied is a tragic motif, while the 

fruition of love, especially in marriage, is a primarily comic theme. We have also seen that 

nuptial imagery serves as the primary analogy for the relationship between God and humanity. In 

The Four Loves, Lewis observes that Eros – that is, the laughter-loving goddess Aphrodite – is 
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the image of God when “Christ is represented as the Bridegroom of the Church.”527 The love 

between a Groom and his Bride is the primary analogy that Lewis employs for the love of God 

for humanity, which is infinitely more but not less than that analogy suggests. Insofar as this 

analogy is drawn from comedy, it illuminates the comic dimension of Agape, a dimension that 

Lewis touches upon in his sermon, “The Weight of Glory,” where he contemplates the prospect 

of actually adding substantially to the joy of heaven: “To please God... to be a real ingredient in 

the divine happiness... to be loved by God, not merely pitied, but delighted in as an artist delights 

in his work or a father in a son - it seems impossible, a weight or burden of glory which our 

thoughts can hardly sustain. But so it is.”528 

 

3. Anthropological Tragi-Comedy 

 

 

There are at least four areas of humanity that Lewis describes in tragi-comic terms. First is the 

position of humanity within the created order. Second is the bitter-sweetness of human 

experience. Third is the division of humanity into sexes. The last is the mythos of human history, 

the tragi-comic structure of what Lewis calls the “human drama.”  

 

i. Creation and Coronation  

 

 

In a 1953 letter, Lewis comments on the coronation ceremony of Queen Elizabeth II.  

 

The pressing of that huge, heavy crown on that small, young head becomes a sort 

of symbol of the situation of humanity itself: humanity called by God to be His 

vice-regent and high priest on earth, yet feeling so inadequate. As if He said “In my 

inexorable love I shall lay upon the dust that you are glories and dangers and 

responsibilities beyond your understanding.” Do you see what I mean? One has 

 
527 FL, 78.  
528 “The Weight of Glory,” WOG, 39.  
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missed the whole point unless one feels that we have all been crowned and that 

coronation is somehow, if splendid, a tragic splendour.529  

Note that Lewis is not equating the Queen herself to humanity as such but the situation of her 

coronation with the situation of humanity in the context of creation, both of which are tragi-

comic. The Queen is woefully inadequate to the crown imposed on her delicate and young head. 

In emphasizing the burden of the crown, Lewis may have some lines from Shakespeare’s King 

Henry IV in mind,  

Deny it to a King? Then happy, low lie down! 

Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown. 

 

Being crowned is an event of glorification and exaltation, a transition to a position higher than 

the person had before. Human beings come from dust and to dust will return. As Augustine puts 

it, God takes “pity on us who are earth and ashes.”530 The same human beings who are 

constituted from below – from dust, earth, and ashes – are called above to be the crown of 

creation. Insofar as it is an upward movement, coronation involves levity, the premodern quality 

by which objects rise. As such, coronation is a comic movement. However, there is heaviness – 

that is, gravity – in the crown that is placed on humanity, which is, like Lewis’s Sovereign, 

woefully inadequate to the position. In “The Weight of Glory,” Lewis preached that “the Cross 

comes before the Crown” – that is, sorrow comes before joy. Here, however, the Crown is the 

Cross; it is almost a crown of thorns, so to speak. This coronation is a crucifixion-like event. 

Signified in one and the same charmolypic action is an exaltation but an ascent into grave 

dangers and responsibilities. The joy therein is inescapably sorrowful.  

 To speak of the tragi-comic dimension of human life is to be aware of the incongruity 

between humanity as an exalted thing, as the crown of creation, but also as a fallen and shameful 

 
529 CLIII, 343.  
530 Augustine, Confessions, 124.  
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thing, a “worm and not a man” (Psalm 22:6). Lewis depicts a similar point in Prince Caspian, 

where Aslan tells the prince that being a descent of Lord Adam and Lady Eve – that is, being 

human – “is both honour enough to erect the head of the poorest beggar, and shame enough to 

bow the shoulders of the greatest emperor on earth.”531 The comic movement of ascent and the 

tragic movement of the fall are both involved in what it means to be human. When seen in this 

light, there is no human phenomenon in which the tragic and comic do not inhere as 

potentialities or actualities. As Walter Kerr puts it, “There is no act in life that is not, when it is 

seen whole, both tragic and comic at once.”532 

Moreover, the point of this entire section is captured in a slight but significant addendum 

Lewis made to an assertion of Tolkien’s. Against critics who believed that the mere slaying of 

monsters was not sufficient for Beowulf to qualify as proper tragedy, Tolkien argued in a 1936 

lecture that “He is a man, and that for him and many is sufficient tragedy.”533 Three years later, 

in his debate with E.M.W. Tillyard, Lewis said, “What man, after forty years in the world, has 

not experience enough (if that were all that was needed) to be raw material for all the tragedies of 

Shakespeare?... ‘To be a man’, as Professor Tolkien recently reminded us, is tragedy enough.’ 

Yes, and comedy enough too.”534 The world is such that merely being human in it is sufficiently 

tragic and comic; nothing needs to be superadded to life to make it so. There is, then, a tragic and 

comic dimension to the human experience as such. To be sure, there is much more to human life 

than such tragic and comic moments, but the point Lewis is making here is that there is not less. 

 
531 PC, 185.  
532 Kerr, Tragedy and Comedy, 28.  
533 Tolkien, The Monsters And The Critics, 18.  
534 PH, 129. Here Lewis repeats an observation Chesterton expressed in a 1906 study: “But this is a 

spiritual certainty, that all men are tragic. And this again is an equally sublime spiritual certainty that all men are 

comic.” Chesterton, Charles Dickens, 247. 
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Amongst the contents of human experience is sufficient material to construct endless tragedies 

and comedies, which is why tragi-comic is Lewis’s preferred description of the human condition.  

 

ii.  Transposition and Bitter-Sweetness 

 

Lewis’s doctrine of transposition illuminates another sense in which humanity is tragi-comic. 

Briefly stated, the doctrine holds that the only way for a richer/higher medium to expresses itself 

in a poorer/lower medium is for elements in the latter to be multivalent. Lewis uses joy and 

sorrow as the prime example of transposition. He observes that a physically identical “flutter in 

the diaphragm” occurs with both experiences. This bodily sensation  

is not a mere sign of joy and anguish: it becomes what it signifies. When the joy 

thus flows over into the nerves, that overflow is its consummation: when the 

anguish thus flows over, that physical symptom is the crowning horror. The very 

same thing which makes the sweetest drop of all in the sweet cup also makes the 

bitterest drop in the bitter… The emotion descends bodily, as it were, into the 

sensation and digests, transforms, transubstantiates it, so that the same thrill along 

the nerves is delight or is agony.535  

 

For Lewis, the raw, physical material of sorrow and joy is the same thing in a human being – a 

physiological event involving nerves and neurons. A sacramental relation between the 

spiritual/emotional life (Zoe) and the purely physical life (Bios) of humanity occurs here because 

the latter does not merely symbolize the former but actually becomes it. Since joy and sorrow 

have the same material origin in human beings, that human source is best described as 

charmolypic. Humanity is tragi-comic in the sense that the same material source in one becomes 

the stuff of tragedy (sadness and horror) and the stuff of comedy (joy and splendor). In short, the 

flavor of human nature is more bittersweet than only bitter or only sweet.  

 
535 “Transposition,” WOG, 98-103. Lewis’s language of “overflowing” here resonates with his use of 

“Torrens Voluptatis” in WOG and his depiction of the crucified angel discussed above.  
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Imagining human nature in terms of paradoxical bittersweetness is something that 

appears frequently in the poetry of George Herbert, whose The Temple Lewis listed among the 

top ten books that most influenced him. In Surprised by Joy, he wrote that Herbert “seemed to 

me to excel all the authors I had ever read in conveying the very quality of life as we actually 

live it from moment to moment.”536 The specific quality that Lewis has in mind here can be 

found in Herbert’s poem titled “Bitter-Sweet.” 

Ah my deare angrie Lord,  

Since thou dost love, yet strike; 

Cast down, yet help afford;  

Sure I will do the like. 

 

I will complain, yet praise; 

I will bewail, approve: 

And all my sowre-sweet days 

I will lament, and love.537 

 

This poem expresses the duality, what Lewis called the “two-edged” character of Christianity, 

that runs from the nature of God in its eternal Trinitarian perichoresis to that of the Christian life 

in all its quotidian trivialities. Since God is both harsh and kind, full of wrath and grace, Herbert 

imitates God in mixing his worship and weeping, his love and grief. In other words, the sour-

sweetness of God is reflected in in the tragi-comic dimension of Christian life. This charmolypic 

bittersweetness is, for Lewis, the essential quality of day-to-day human experience.  

 

iii. Sex and Gender  

 

In Lewis’s writings, the most explicit attribution of the tragi-comic to humanity is found in The 

Four Loves, where he writes that “Humanity is tragi-comical; but the division into sexes enables 

 
536 SBJ, 214; King, “George Herbert, The Temple,” 67-92.  

 537 Herbert, The Temple, 213. Mark Oakley gives this piece primacy in the whole work, arguing that it 

“takes us to the heart of Herbert’s relationship with God as expressed in the poems of The Temple.” See, Oakley, My 

Sour-Sweet Days, 111. 
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each to see in the other the joke that often escapes it in itself – and the pathos too.”538 Jokes, of 

course, pertain to comedy and pathos to tragedy. Lewis suggests that one of the conditions under 

which the tragi-comedy of being human can be appreciated is sexual difference. Both sexes are 

laughable and pitiable, but it takes the external perspective to properly appreciate this fact. It is 

as if each sex is actor and spectator for the other’s tragi-comic performance in life. It is only in 

contrast to the other, mediated by their perspective, that each sex can see how funny and sad it is 

to be itself.   

 As we saw above, the natural inclination of fallen human beings, whether male or female, 

is to take oneself with excessive seriousness. This might explain why the comic dimension of 

being one sex escapes our awareness. Lewis writes, “it is healthy that each should have a lively 

sense of the other’s absurdity.”  

iv. The Mythos of History  

 

Thus far we have seen that, for Lewis, humanity is tragi-comic in relation to the rest of creation 

and in relation to each sex within humanity. Now we turn to the relation of human beings to 

history, which has a tragi-comic mythos.  

 Lewis employs narrative and especially drama as primary images to describe the nature 

of human history. He believed that in creating human beings, God “projected us as a dramatist 

projects his characters,” and then entered his own drama in the person of Jesus Christ, as if 

Shakespeare had written himself into The Tragedy of Hamlet to meet its eponymous character.539 

As early in his theological writing career as The Problem of Pain, Lewis writes of “the total 

 
538 FL, 77.  
539 SBJ, 223.  
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drama of a world containing free agents.”540 Elsewhere he asserts that “God’s creative freedom is 

to be conceived as the freedom of a poet: the freedom to create a consistent, positive thing with 

its own inimitable flavour.”541  

There is, then, no question that Lewis invoked language and images from stories and 

drama, which naturally suggested themselves from his own love of literature and academic 

profession, to describe and depict humanity and its relationship to God. The question to consider 

next is the sense in which that dramatic imagery is comparable, if at all, to tragi-comedy in 

Lewis’s writings. The answer lies in terms of the mythos of that drama, its narrative shape and 

structure.   

 According to the traditional Christian account, the first human beings were created as 

perfect as any human beings could have been. They enjoyed a unique glory and intimacy with 

God, who is said to have walked in Paradise with them (Genesis 3:8). Of course, that primordial 

blessedness and glory was lost when Adam and Eve sinned themselves into a death-bound mode 

of existence, rejecting the love of God and breaking their relationship with Him and each other. 

Thus starts a history of rebellion toward God, which the Prophets in Scripture compared to an 

unfaithful wife for a perfect husband – a history marred by sin, suffering, and death. Thus far we 

have the makings of a tragedy. There is a tragic fall provoked by hamartia, denial of love, the 

symbolic divorce of a marriage, exile from Paradise, and a fate of suffering and death.542 Lewis 

writes that the plot of the “universal story” of humanity turns on the Incarnation, which is the 

central scene of the whole human drama.543 Through the life, crucifixion, and resurrection of 

Jesus, the effects of the tragic fall are overcome and reversed, which introduces a primarily 

 
540 POP, 80. For similar uses of the drama image for human history, see POP, 102; Cf. M, 103-15.  
541 M, 103.  
542 Lewis treats “hamartia” as synonymous with “sin” in SIW, 261.  
543 M, 157.  
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comic eschatological horizon to the human drama. No matter what happens between now and the 

end of human history, Christians believe and hope, without presumption or callow optimism, 

based on the resurrection of Jesus, that the happiest possible ending awaits the faithful – an 

ending which is, per Leithart, a “glorified beginning.” Lewis depicts this most clearly at the end 

of his Narniad, where he writes that  

for them it was only the beginning of the real story. All their life in this world and 

all their adventures in Narnia had only been the cover and the title page: now at last 

they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story which no one on earth has 

read: which goes on for ever: in which every chapter is better than the one before.544 

 

This is Lewis’s fictional supposal of Christian eschatology, which ends comically in that it ends 

with everlasting joy. Like the spiritual life in particular for Lewis, human life in general 

oscillates between tragic lows and comic highs, and although the tragedy began with the Fall of 

humankind, the plot of the human drama ends comically. This is the sense in which the mythos 

of the human story is tragi-comic in Lewis’s writings.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  

MARRIAGE, DEATH, AND WORSHIP 

 

1. Gravis Ardor   

 

In The Four Loves, Lewis states that the body provides comic relief in the “drama of Eros,” as it 

should. “For indeed we require this relief,” writes Lewis, “The poetry is there as well as the un-

poetry; the gravity of Venus as well as her levity, the gravis ardor or burning weight of 

desire.”545  

According to ancient Greek cosmology, each of the four Empedoclean elements had a 

weight. Earth was heavier than water, which weighed more than air and fire. Aristotle theorized 

that the heavier elements sank towards the center of the earth while the lighter elements ascended 

away from it.546 In addition to emitting light itself, fire was the lightest element of all, which was 

thought to explain the upward movement of flames. As we noted above, levity was not a 

negative absence of gravity but a positive quality in virtue of which physical bodies, to varying 

proportions, tended to rise. As such, fire was the substance of purest positive levity. The image 

of a “burning weight” is incongruous in the sense that fire has no weight; it is synonymous with 

the opposite of weight. The venereal effect of gravis ardor, then, conjoins gravity and levity, 

which indicates that the causal source – Venus herself – is, as Lewis affirms, heavy and light, 

serious and frivolous, capable of provoking tragedy and comedy.547 

This helps explain why a painless burning is an archetypal effect of Venus, one that we 

surveyed above in Lewis’s writings. The desire of Venus is what weighs on the body, what binds 

 
545 FL, 102. 
546 See, Aristotle, Physics, 264.   
547 See also the “grave and ardent spirits” that appear with the descent of Perelandra in THS, 657.  
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us to earth, what affirms our animality. However, the burning heat of that desire has levity that 

can send us soaring upward with what Lewis calls the “grandeur of a metaphysical pursuit.” This 

has less to do with the body than with the soul, that part of human nature that one shares with 

angelic beings. It is an upward movement of an embodied flame that seeks to return to the 

Consuming Fire in heaven. Therefore, we can see both a tragic downward movement and comic 

upward movement in effect of the laughter-loving goddess.  

Lewis thinks that the modern world has fixated on the weightiness of Venus to the 

expense of her lightness. Lewis writes, 

we are all being encouraged to take Venus too seriously; at any rate, with the wrong 

kind of seriousness. All my life a ludicrous and portentous solemnization of sex has 

been going on… We have reached the stage at which nothing is more needed than 

a roar of old-fashioned laughter.548  

 

Lewis observes that the comic relief the body provides in the drama of Eros has been excluded 

from the play by an excessively grave approach. That drama, which is meant to be tragi-comic, 

has become almost entirely tragic. Lewis suggests an account of how this became so. He writes 

that Eros “may at moments cause us to take it with total seriousness. The error consists in 

concluding that Eros should always do so and permanently abolish the joke.” This can be 

considered a slight emendation of what Lewis called, as we saw in Chapter Two, the “Error of 

Stoicism.” In this case, however, it would mean that human beings should always do what they 

sometimes do; that we should always take Eros completely seriously because we sometimes take 

it with such gravity. Not only is this inference a non sequitur, but it deliberately belies the comic 

dimension of Eros, it banishes the inherent joke in sex.  

Lewis observed that this idolatrous approach to the body and sex has taken root in the 

public imagination. The problem is, as Lewis puts it in Letters to Malcom, that “moderns have 

 
548 FL, 97-98.  
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achieved the feat, which I should have thought impossible, of making the whole subject [of sex] 

a bore. Poor Aphrodite! They have sandpapered most of the Homeric laughter off her face.”549 It 

is not just that the laughter which Venus-Aphrodite loves that has been removed from her face, 

but that moderns prefer the weightiness of her desire without the lightness of its flame. To 

counter this deleterious influence, Lewis rehabilitates the comic dimension of Venus. He does so 

by refocusing our attention on the comic nature of the body, especially in the act of sex, and by 

reaffirming the levity of Venus – that is, the upward flame of a heavy desire.  

In taking Venus too seriously, and with the wrong kind of seriousness, the modern world 

has made her a more tragic symbol, akin to the suicidal passion of Romeo and Juliet, and the 

songs of Tristan and Isolde. However, by reaffirming a lighthearted approach to love and sex, 

Lewis rehabilitates Venus to her properly tragi-comic place. He does not say that the goddess is 

an entirely comic figure, since he grants her gravity and the grand poetry that she is capable of 

inspiring. He simply adds to this a healthy levity so that Venus can remain a tragi-comic 

influence. This matters to our discussion because, as was observed above, Venus qua Eros is, for 

Lewis, the primary symbol for Christ considered as the Bridegroom to his Church. Lewis will 

affirm that both – Venus and Christ – are tragi-comic.  

 

i. Tragi-Comedy in Marriage 

 

The mythos of The Horse and His Boy is comic in the sense that it ends with marriage of the 

protagonists, human and horse alike. Aravis marries Cor, while Bree and Hwin marry but not 

each other. Lewis adds a nuance to the traditional “happily ever after” version of the ending that 

has tragi-comic implications. He writes, “Aravis also had many quarrels (and, I’m afraid, even 

 
549 LTM, 232. 
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fights) with Cor, but they always made it up again: so that years later, when they were grown up, 

they were so used to quarrelling and making it up again that they got married so as to go on 

doing it more conveniently.”550 In Chapter Three, we noted Lewis’s observation that authors of 

comedies will often neglect the possibility of future conflict in their happy ending, not because 

this is realistic but because it makes for good storytelling. Though within a fantasy genre, here 

Lewis presents a more realistic view of marriage as the comic conclusion to the narrative. It is 

the steeds who live “happily to a great age in Narnia,” but Aravis and Cor get married with 

repeated conflicts not just in their history but on their horizon as well. From their initial 

friendship to their eventual marriage, the nature of their relationship is one of separation and 

reunification. Lewis may want to suggest that this is what real human marriage is like: a tragi-

comic dance of conflict and resolution. 

 If, as Lewis noted in A Grief Observed, separation and death are not interruptions of 

loving relationship but one of the essential and inherent phases through which the relationship 

must pass, the suggestion that conflict and separation are part of marriage, not just the 

culmination of the relationship, makes further sense. In The Four Loves, Lewis suggests that the 

love between two lovers is like a pendulum swing, a two-step dance, between conflict and 

resolution. He writes, “But sensible lovers laugh. It is all part of the game; a game of catch-as-

catch-can, and the escapes and tumbles and head-on collisions are to be treated as a romp.”551 

The separating (tragic) and the reuniting (comic) are repeated, making marriage into a tragi-

comic relationship of a kind. 

 
550 HHB, 175.  
551 FL, 100.  
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ii. Turn to Poetry  

 

The final two poems in The Pilgrim’s Regress touch on these themes. The setting of both is John 

and Vertue being led by their Guide to cross the brook – that is, to die – one final time. The first 

is called “Scazons,” and it seems to be sung by John, who prefaces the poem with the following 

observation: “it is not for nothing that the Landlord has knit our hearts so closely to time and 

place - to one friend rather than another and one shire more than all the land.” Being bound to 

particularities is the central theme of both poems.  

John revisits the cottage in which he had previously lived with his family, near his 

friends. He was under the impression that time, which is supposed to heal all wounds, would 

alleviate the sorrow John experienced from leaving his home. He discovers, however, that this 

impression is false and sings the following.  

Out, little spear that stabs. I, fool, believed  

I had outgrown the local, unique sting,  

I had transmuted away (I was deceived)  

Into love universal the lov’d thing. 

 

But Thou, Lord, surely knewest Thine own plan  

When the angelic indifferences with no bar  

Universally loved but Thou gav’st man  

The tether and pang of the particular552 

 

In his travels, throughout his intellectual journey, John believed that he had accomplished the 

Hegelian feat of starting with particulars – the “local, unique sting” of his home – and ending 

with the Universal or Absolute that transcends such particulars. Lewis describes this movement 

in terms of love, of loving a particular thing to loving everything the same. This aspect of John’s 

journey reflects the stage in Lewis’s intellectual life when he considered himself a Hegelian 

idealist. It is on his regression from his initial journey that John discoveries how foolish and 

 
552 “Scazons,” CP, 235. Many of these poems carry different titles in Don King’s Collected Poems.  
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deceived he was to think that was possible. Human beings are constituted to love particular 

things, not everything universally. Not unlike Kierkegaard, John realizes that individual human 

beings cannot abstract themselves from the particularities of their existence.553 This poem 

suggests that to attempt to do so is to oppose the will of God, whose plan it was to give human 

beings “the tether and pang of the particular.”  

  The next and final poem is from the perspective of the “angelic indifferences” mentioned 

in the previous one. It is a song of lament sung by an Angel, and worth quoting in full.  

I know not, I, 

What the men together say, 

How lovers, lovers die 

And youth passes away. 

 

Cannot understand 

Love that mortal bears 

For native, native land 

- All lands are theirs. 

 

Why at grave they grieve  

For one voice and face, 

And not, and not receive 

Another in its place. 

 

I, above the cone 

Of the circling night 

Flying, never have known 

More or lesser light.  

 

Sorrow it is they call 

This cup: whence my lip, 

Woe’s me, never in all 

My endless days must sip.554 

 

This song laments what the Angel – who abides levitating “above the cone / Of the circling 

night” – qua Angel cannot know. As an intellectual spirit, it can externally observe and know 

 
553 See, Kierkegaard, The Journals of Kierkegaard, 51.  
554 “I Know Not, I,” CP, 236.  
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about such experiences but never know them first-hand, from the inside. To use Lewis’s 

distinction, the Angel can look at such uniquely human phenomena but not along them. He, 

therefore, cannot understand when and how human beings speak of death, love, and aging in 

time. Specifically, however, it is the particularity of such universal human experiences that the 

Angel cannot comprehend. If all lands are theirs, why do they love one particular portion of land 

over any other? If the entire earth was given to humanity as its home, why call one segment 

“home” over others? When a person dies, why cannot others substitute for that one particular 

face and voice? In short, why are human beings not interchangeable to and for each other? These 

questions are unanswerable to the Angel, who cannot relate to particularity that God has given to 

human beings.  

  This is a matter of embodiment and materiality. Angels do not have bodies in the sense 

that human beings do. To be created as an embodied person is to inhabit one location and not 

others, at one time and not others, attending to one thing and not others. The assumption is that 

unembodied spirit like angels, who are indifferent to and for each other, are not restricted in such 

ways. To be a corporeal creature is to exist in a mode that is determined by particularities.  

  Being bound to particulars is what makes tragedy and sorrow for human beings possible. 

It is also what makes human beings essentially vulnerable in love. If individual human beings 

were interchangeable, if one piece of land mattered as much as all others, there would be nothing 

to mourn over at the loss of one lover or home above others. If human beings only dealt in 

immaterialities, like the Angel, there would be nothing to provoke sorrow. Poignantly, however, 

in Lewis’s poem, the Angel laments over not being able to experience this tragic dimension of 

human life, calling it his “woe.” Lewis suggests here that not being able to participate in human 

sorrow is itself a source of angelic sorrow.  
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  By assuming at the Incarnation an individual body in a specific time and place, the Son of 

God tethered himself to the particularities of human existence, which enabled him to participate 

in its tragic dimension, which is why he also goes under the title “Son of Man.” As such, Christ 

was able to drink from the cup of human sorrow, which Lewis’s Angel is not able to do. Indeed, 

Christ knows first-hand the answers to the questions that perplex the Angel. He grieved 

specifically for Lazarus, for his unique face and voice, knew why one human being is not 

interchangeable with any other. He understood mortal love for one home above another, 

honoring Zion’s exalted status (Luke 13:33) yet grieving over the perfidy of Jerusalem (Matthew 

23:37). The Angel sings his song of lament because he cannot lament in the way Jesus did. By 

ending The Pilgrim’s Regress on this note, Lewis communicates the special value of human 

sorrow, a poignant charmolypic paradox.  

 

iii. Marriage to Joy Davidman 

 

 

Perhaps the most tragi-comic event of Lewis’s life was his short-lived marriage to Joy 

Davidman. It was comic in two senses, the first of which is that marriage is a comic motif. As we 

saw in Chapter Three, the presence or absence of a marriage, especially at the end of a play, 

serves an important role in determining whether a drama is tragedy or comedy. Secondly, the 

comic spirit was very much awake in their marriage, for they were alive to each other’s 

absurdities and Lewis delighted in the way his wife would prick “bubbles”: “I soon learned not 

to talk rot to her unless I did it for the sheer pleasure . . . of being exposed and laughed at.”555 

The tragedy of the situation was that Lewis married a sick and dying wife. Although her cancer 

 
555 AGO, 6.  
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went into a brief remission, Lewis literally married Joy while she was on her death bed. She died 

in 1960 at the age of just 45. 

 The comic elements and the tragic elements of their relationship were not kept in water-

tight compartments. There came a stage in which the gravity of suffering and death were 

intermixed with the levity of humor and wit. Lewis recalls, “It is incredible how much happiness, 

even how much gaiety, we sometimes had together after all hope was gone.”556 Likewise, nearly 

her final words before falling into a coma was, “I’ve got enough cancers now to form a Trades 

Union of the darned things.”557 Even in such a dire situation, Joy’s sense of humor was alive 

until the end. Lewis records in A Grief Observed: 

Once very near the end I said, “If you can - if it is allowed - come to me when I too 

am on my death bed.” “Allowed!” she said. “Heaven would have a job to hold me; 

and as for Hell, I'd break it into bits.” She knew she was speaking a kind of 

mythological language, with even an element of comedy in it. There was a twinkle 

as well as a tear in her eye. But there was no myth and no joke about the will, deeper 

than any feeling, that flashed through her.558 

Almost everything Lewis had theorized about love and its tragi-comic dimension expressed itself 

in his marriage to Joy. The tragi-comedy of gender, the comic dimension of Venus, the romps 

and head-on collisions of marriage, the cycle of conflict and resolution, and the final “tragic 

figure” of their dance – he lived through it all.  

 

iv. Charmolypic Poems  

 

 

It was in that tragi-comic context that Lewis wrote the following three poems. The first is titled 

“Joys that Sting.” In it, Lewis rejects the opening line of John Donne’s “A Fever,” which reads: 

“O! Do not die, for I shall hate / All women so, when thou art gone.”559 Lewis suggests that the 

 
556 AGO, 13. See also, CLIII, 837; 855.  
557 W. Lewis, Brothers and Friends, 249. See also, CLIII, 1167.  
558 AGO, 63. 
559 Donne, Poems of John Donne, 20. 
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sentence rings false because it is not death or all women as such that devastates the bereaved. 

Rather, writes Lewis, “It is the joys once shared that have the stings.” It is not the darkness that 

grief spreads over everything but the absence of familiar bright spots and lights that lovers 

shared which devastates so much. It is the comedy of that love that Lewis specifically laments.  

 To think of, and then not to make, the small 

 Time-honoured joke (senseless to all but you);  

 To laugh (oh, one’ll laugh), to talk upon 

 Themes that we talked upon when you were there,  

 To make some poor pretence of going on,  

 Be kind to one’s old friends, and seem to care,560 

 

With the death of Joy, there are fewer occasions for levity and gaiety in Lewis’s life. The 

laughter and jokes unique to their marriage are now no more.  

In another poem, titled “Old Poets Remembered,” Lewis suggests that the fate of his 

world hangs on the subtle movement of his wife’s face. 

One happier look on your kind, suffering face, 

And all my sky is domed with cloudless blue; 

Eternal summer in a moment’s space 

Breathes with sweet air and glows and warms me through. 

 

One droop of your dear mouth, one tear of yours, 

One gasp of Faith half-strangled by its foe, 

And down through a waste world of slag and sewers 

And hammering and loud wheels once more I go.561 

 

Whether fate will don the mask of tragedy or comedy here depends on the actual face of Lewis’s 

wife. If her face smiles, there is warmth and sweetness in the summer air. If that same mouth 

turns downward with a tear, Lewis is thrust into a mechanical world of grime, grit, and dirtiness. 

The suggestion is that the former is natural, whereas the latter is not. Part of the tragedy of her 

impending death is that mortality is essentially unnatural to the kind of beings humans are – a 

 
560 “Joys that Sting,” CP, 395. King titled this poem “Oh Doe Not Die.”  
561 “Old Poets Remembered,” CP, 395-96. King also titled this poem by its first line.  
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point we will return to below.  

 The final poem, “As the Ruin Falls,” brings the previous themes together. It expresses 

heartbreak over the terminal illness and impending death of his beloved.  

All this is flashy rhetoric about loving you. 

I never had a selfless thought since I was born. 

I am mercenary and self-seeking through and through: 

I want God, you, all friends, merely to serve my turn.  

 

Peace, re-assurance, pleasure, are the goals I seek, 

I cannot crawl one inch outside my proper skin: 

I talk of love - a scholar’s parrot may talk Greek –  

But, self-imprisoned, always end where I begin. 

 

Only that now you have taught me (but how late) my lack. 

I see the chasm. And everything you are was making 

My heart into a bridge by which I might get back 

From exile, and grow man. And now the bridge is breaking. 

 

For this I bless you as the ruin falls. The pains  

You give me are more precious than all other gains.562 

 

The first half of the poem is a confession that Lewis was, as it were, born bent in on himself, that 

he is a creature who only ever seeks his own interests. This recalls the Augustinian notion of sin 

being incurvatus in se (bent in on oneself) that was mentioned in Chapter Four. Then, at the 

volta, the beginning of the third stanza, he suggests that everything changed when he met and 

married Joy. She unbent him and took him out of himself, which made him aware of the abyss 

between him and humanity. She made his heart into a bridge that would cross that chasm. The 

more he loved her, the more he was able to transcend his own skin and grow as a man. The 

bridge into which she fashioned his heart was the path out of his imprisonment in himself.563  

 
562 “As the Ruin Falls,” CP, 396. This is alternatively titled by its first line in King.  
563 Cf. Lewis’s 1954 letter to Mary Willis Shelburne: “The allegorical sense of [St. Mary Magdalene’s] 

great action dawned on me the other day. The precious alabaster box [which] One must break over the Holy Feet is 

one’s heart. Easier said than done. And the contents become perfume only when it is broken. While they are safe 

inside they are more like sewage.” CL III, 522.  
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 The tragedy is that the closer to death Joy moves, the more that bridge breaks for Lewis. 

The very instrument God used to draw Lewis out of himself is itself being taken away. The tragic 

figure of their dance, the inescapably and essentially tragic phase of their relationship, coincides 

with the destruction of that bridge. Then Lewis describes Joy the person in terms he had used to 

describe Joy as sehnsucht: a pain that is more desirable than any other gain. As the ruins of the 

bridge fall, Lewis blesses his wife.  

 This imagery of a bridge breaking resonates with a parable Lewis tells in a 1954 letter. 

He writes that  

Two men had to cross a dangerous bridge. The first convinced himself that it 

[would] bear them, and called this conviction Faith. The second said “Whether it 

breaks or holds, whether I die here or somewhere else, I am equally in God’s good 

hands.” And the bridge did break and they were both killed: and the second man’s 

Faith was not disappointed and the first man’s was.564 

This parable foreshadows the kind of faith Lewis had about his dying wife, which was not naïve. 

He did not believe that being in “God’s good hands” protected one from tragedy. Indeed, in the 

parable, part of being entrusted to God’s care means that the bridge breaks and both men die. 

Lewis’ does not construe being in God’s hands as incompatible with experiencing death and 

sorrow. Perhaps under the scriptural influence of Hebrews 10:31 – “It is a fearful thing to fall 

into the hands of the living God,” – Lewis wondered in A Grief Observed whether his beloved 

still suffered after death. To the suggestion that she could not be because she is in the hands of 

God, Lewis responds as follows. 

But if so, she was in God’s hands all the time, and I have seen what they did to her 

here. Do they suddenly become gentler to us the moment we are out of the body? 

And if so, why? If God’s goodness is inconsistent with hurting us, then either God 

is not good or there is no God: for in the only life we know He hurts us beyond our 

worst fears and beyond all we can imagine. If it is consistent with hurting us, then 

 
564 CLIII, 448.  
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He may hurt us after death as unendurably as before it.565 

 

Like Job, Lewis does not charge God with evil in any of this. He expresses the realization that 

the goodness of God is perfectly consistent with suffering tragedy. In other words, being in 

God’s hands means one remains vulnerable to loss and sorrow, perhaps even in the next life. 

Although God is, as Aslan says in Voyage of the Dawn Treader, “the great Bridge Builder,” he 

is, also like Aslan, good but not safe. There is no guarantee that the bridges which God builds 

will remain intact. In the parable above, God allows the bridge to break and the men to die, just 

as he allowed the bridge made from Lewis’s heart to break as well. Just as it was at the threshold 

of his conversion, it seems that there is no treaty that Lewis can make with God to protect 

himself from pain and grief. To be an embodied human being at all, to be bound by and love in a 

world of particularities, means to remain vulnerable to tragedy.  

 

2. On Death 

 

Lewis was intrigued by the shortest verse in the King James Bible: “Jesus wept” (John 11:35).566 

This occurs when Jesus is standing before the grave of his friend Lazarus, who had been dead 

four days before he arrived. Of course, Jesus raises Lazarus back to life. The curiosity is: if Jesus 

knew that he could and would resuscitate Lazarus moments later, that his friend would not 

remain dead, why did he weep? What provoked his tears? Lewis grants that he was grieved by 

the lack of faith from Martha and Mary but suggests a different and deeper source for Jesus’s 

sadness. He quotes a line from Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici, the full version of which reads: 

“I am not so much afraid of death, as ashamed thereof. ‘Tis the very disgrace and ignominy of 

 
565 AGO, 24-25.  
566 See, e.g., FL, 111. 
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our natures, that in a moment can so disfigure us, that our nearest friends, wife, and children, 

stand afraid and start at us.’”567 Lewis mentions this insight from Browne more than once. Since 

Christ emptied death of its finality through his resurrection, Browne thinks that death, properly 

understood, is not to be feared. He does not say this out of high-mindedness or Stoic apathy or 

existential resignation, as if death did not matter in the grand scale of things. On the contrary, 

that Jesus wept at the sight of death proves its significance. For Lewis, death matters more to 

God than it ever could to human beings. Jesus, as the only human being to have ever been fully 

awake and alive, was infinitely more sensitive to the effects of death than anyone else. Lewis 

writes, “death, the punishment of sin, is even more horrible in His eyes than in ours. The nature 

which He had created as God, the nature which He had assumed as Man, lay there before Him in 

its ignominy, a foul smell, food for worms. Though He was to revive it a moment later, He wept 

at the shame.”568 Death is fundamentally shameful for human beings, bearers of the Image of 

God, designed for infinite joy and destined for eternal life. How can this heaven-bound being 

who was created to be “a little lower than the angels” rot to the point of nourishing maggots? 

This putrefied state is unnatural and shameful for the kinds of beings humans are. For Lewis, the 

disgrace of it all provoked Jesus to weep.  

 Death, then, can be considered a type of tragic fall. It is a process whereby a nature that is 

elevated is brought low to a shameful and pitiful state. Therefore, it is not the finality of death 

that makes it tragic. Recall Eagleton’s point that “very sad” is perhaps the best approximation we 

can get of a definition of tragic. What makes death tragic in this sense is not that it marks an 

irrevocable end or interruption of life, but that it is shameful. For Lewis, as for Browne before 

him, it is no longer the finality of death that makes it worthy of weeping, and, therefore, tragic, 

 
567 Browne, Religio Medici, 45.  
568 “Some Thoughts,” GITD, 159.  
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but the unnatural and pathetic dishonor that it marks. Lewis remarks that even though Christians 

know who ultimately defeated death, “nothing will reconcile us to – well, its unnaturalness. We 

know that we were not made for it; we know how it crept into our destiny as an intruder.”569   

 The implications of this view of death for our discussion on the tragi-comicality of love 

and tragi-comedy in general are threefold. First, that death is unnatural to human life does not 

mean that it is equally foreign to human love. As we saw above, Lewis affirms that death is an 

inherent stage of loving relationships, that losing the beloved is as much a part of love as ever 

having lived with the beloved to begin with. To have to necessarily lose the beloved to such a 

shameful state as death is consistent with the view that it is unnatural for human beings to die.  

Second, the above view of death complements the traditional Aristotelian notion that 

tragedy ought to provoke pity. For Lewis, following Browne, death is more thoroughly pitiful 

than Aristotle allowed for; it is all shame and no finality. Death is a tragic fall into pitiful 

disgrace. This conception of death can enrich readings of tragedies as well as make death more 

tragically shameful than it was when finality was considered its essential property.  

Third, if finality is no longer a necessary property of death but nevertheless remains 

tragic, then comic potential inheres in death. In short, the potential for death to be tragi-comic 

increases with Lewis’s view of death. Since the separation which death imposes is no longer 

conclusive, death becomes a bridge to states of love, happiness, and reunification. The Lewisian 

view means that death becomes more tragic than before while also becoming more potentially 

comic.  

 
569 Ibid.  
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i. After Death 

 

It is possible to get more specific with what provoked Jesus’s sorrow. Christ wept not at the 

finality of death but at the shame it imposed on Lazarus even though he knew how short-lived 

that disgrace would be, how mere moments later he would call Lazarus forth from his grave.  

The fact of his resuscitation does not erase the sadness that his ephemeral death ought to evoke.  

If the disgracefulness of death goes away the moment Lazarus is raised to life, what is the point 

of weeping over it? The answer, I suggest, is that it does not completely disappear, that the 

shame of death leaves its mark on its host. In The Problem of Pain, Lewis rejects annihilationist 

accounts of hell with the metaphor of a burnt log that becomes heat and ash.  He argues that 

being heat and ash now means having been a log because “the destruction of one thing means the 

emergence of something else” from the same thing. He writes, “If souls can be destroyed, must 

there not be a state of having been a human soul? And is not that, perhaps, the state which is 

equally well described as torment, destruction, and privation?”570 Although Lewis speaks 

primarily of hell here, the relationship between sin, death, and hell are theologically inseparable. 

For Lewis, as for Augustine, just as evil is the absence of good, death is the absence of life and 

hell is the absence of God. For Lewis, the state of now being dead means having been alive, 

which implies that the state of being resurrected means having been dead. Considering this, we 

can suggest that the sorrow of Christ was evoked not so much by the transitory disgrace that 

Lazarus underwent during his death but that the state to which He would raise him was that of 

 
570 POP, 127.  
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having been disgraced by death. The horrible shadow of that shame does not entirely disappear 

after the resuscitation of Lazarus.  

 This resonates with the fact that crucifixion left its marks on the resurrected, glorified 

body of Jesus. One would think that the transformation of a perishable body in this world to an 

imperishable body for heaven would not bear the marks of suffering from earth. However, Jesus 

demonstrates that the opposite is true. Indeed, in John 20, Jesus shows his disciples the scars in 

his hands and feet to reassure them that it really was him, that his new body is the same one that 

died on the Cross. In so doing, Christ does for his disciples what Aslan did for Lucy after his 

resurrection: assure her that he was not a ghost. The Lion, however, does so through his breath, 

warmth, and fragrance, whereas Jesus does so through the scars on his hands and feet.571  

I am not suggesting that the sense in which Christians participate in the death of Christ on 

earth will be the same sense in which they do so in heaven. Carrying one’s cross, denying 

oneself, and following Christ on earth means crucifying one’s flesh (sarx) and its sinful desires. 

One’s incorruptible body in heaven, however, will be a body (soma) without flesh (sarx), 

without a sinful nature. The condition of self-denial and self-crucifixion on earth – sinful flesh – 

does not hold in heaven. Lewis, however, leaves the possibility of self-denial and pain in the next 

world an open question. He suggests as much in The Screwtape Letters, where he says that pain 

assumes transfinite value in heaven, not that it is entirely absent, and that human beings may still 

have to encounter suffering but that they do so willingly and joyfully. Whatever this might mean, 

it is clear for Lewis that the self-crucifixion of Christians on earth is not the same as in heaven, 

not least because the object of self-denial here is not present there. Christ is not being slain in 

heaven, but he is nonetheless the Lamb who was slain. His scars, which remain visible, are 

 
571 Unlike the resurrected Jesus, however, Aslan’s body shows no continuing evidence of having been dead 

earlier in the Narniad, which I regard as a fault in Lewis’s depiction of the Lion.  
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healed; there is no ongoing suffering of Christ to participate in there. However, Christians with 

glorified bodies in heaven will be those who were crucified with Christ on earth, those whom the 

open wounds of Christ redeemed. 

It is not just that the traces of his tragic crucifixion remain on his glorified body, but that 

Jesus specifically employed his scars to reaffirm his identity to his disciples. This suggests an 

answer to the challenge: What grounds the identity of Christ through the triduum mortis? How 

could his disciples be sure that the same Jesus who was crucified on Friday is the Christ who 

rose from the grave on Sunday? A compelling answer – one that Jesus himself chose to give – is 

found in the scars of his resurrected body. Without them, without those specific traces of tragedy, 

there would be more room to doubt whether that was in fact Jesus who died and rose again.   

 That the scars remain on his glorified body means that Christ was resurrected into the 

state of having been crucified. This is true even in heaven. Lewis writes of the clause in 

Revelation 13:8 about “the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world.”572 David Mathis notes 

that  

From that first introduction as “a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain” 

(Revelation 5:6), Jesus is referred to (27 more times) as “the Lamb.” Heaven’s 

worshipers fall down before him, saying, “Worthy is the Lamb who was slain!” 

(Revelation 5:12), and the book of life is said to be “the book of life of the 

Lamb who was slain” (Revelation 13:8; also 21:27).573 

 

As Revelation demonstrates, and as Lewis well knew, even in heaven Jesus is in the state of 

having been crucified. He is identified and worshiped as such. To be clear, I am not reducing the 

existence of Christ in heaven, or, for that matter, his resurrected being on earth, to his 

excruciating suffering. I am not suggesting that the identity of Christ, especially in eternity, is 

 
572 See “The World’s Last Night,” PC, 107.  
573 Mathis, “His Scars Will Never Fade.”  
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nothing more than having been crucified. Christ exhibits much more than the negative state of 

having undergone crucifixion, but he exhibits no less than that state. Lewis’s line of reasoning 

above implies that having been dead is part of what it means for Christ to enjoy his resurrected 

life. To put Lewis’s insight analytically, having been crucified is a necessary but not sufficient 

condition for what it means for Christ to have his glorified life on earth or in heaven.  

In heaven, though, those scars are healed in the glorified body of Jesus; they are not open 

or bleeding, which suggests that tragedy does not occur in heaven. Indeed, the Book of 

Revelation insists that in heave “there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for 

the former things have passed away” (Revelation 21:4). The scars of Jesus do not participate in 

or contribute to tragedy. They mark not the presence of tragedy but traces of the tragic, 

signifying the state of having been through tragedy. The fact that Jesus bears the marks of his 

earthly suffering in his heavenly body multiplies, rather than subtracts from, his glory. He is 

celebrated eternally as the slain Lamb, by whose blood Satan was defeated (Revelation 12:11), 

and in whose blood they have been cleansed. Christ is worshiped not only because of who He is 

– God – but because of what he has done – redeemed humankind through the shedding of his 

blood; his scars testify to what He has done. Therefore, Christ is worshiped in large part because 

of his wounds, what those tragic marks mean (divine love) and make possible (redemption) – 

scars that remain visible and tangible throughout eternity. 

 

ii. The Scarless Anti-Christ  

 

In a 2019 article, Andrew Pinsent reflects on what the presence and absence of Jesus’ scars mean 

in reference to an early 16th century fresco by Luca Signorelli, located in a cathedral at Orvieto, 

Italy, which is titled “Sermon and Deeds of the Antichrist.” Pinsent writes that the fresco  
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seems to show Jesus in the centre, surrounded by a crowd and working miracles. It 

is only slowly that one realises that there is something wrong, that there are horrible 

things happening in the distance of the picture. Gradually, one also realises that the 

Christ-like figure in the foreground is not Jesus but an impostor… The clearest 

indication that this person is not Jesus is that the counterfeit Christ, or perhaps the 

Devil standing behind him, points to his heart but has no wounds.574  

 

It is not just his heart, however, that bears no wounds; it is his hands and feet as well. Two hands 

point to the imposter’s heart, the left is that of the Devil, embracing him from behind, and the 

right is his own hand. Whoever this figure is, the absence of Jesus’s signature scars indicates that 

it is an antichrist figure. The wounds of Jesus are evidence of his identity, individuating and 

distinguishing him from others. The moral Signorelli meant by this depiction is that no matter 

how similar antichrists appear to the actual Messiah, they do not love humanity sacrificially like 

Jesus does; there is no evidence of that radical divine love on their bodies.  

 Pinsent wonders, “Why does Christ even carry these wounds into the eternity of the new 

heavens and new earth?” He replies that “The patristic writings and Aquinas concur that the 

wounds are not defects in Christ’s risen body but increase the glory and comeliness of his body, 

as trophies of his power and victory over sin and death.” As was mentioned in the previous 

section, the scars on Jesus’s glorified body are ingredients in his eternal worship. These traces of 

earthly tragedy magnify the worship of God in heaven and on Earth.  

 Pinsent concludes with a practical application. He cites Lewis’s view, expressed at the 

end of The Last Battle, that this life is the precursor, “the title page,” of eternity. If Christ bears 

his wounds in heaven, Pinsent suggests that “we can therefore expect to suffer incidental damage 

in the form of wounds of one kind or another” on earth – scars that, like Christ’s, one too will 

take into eternity, “not as disfigurements but radiant with spiritual beauty.”  

 

 
574 Pinsent, “How to tell Christ from Antichrist.” 
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iii. Christological Scars Contra Resurrectionism 

 

To note the tragi-comic eschatological dynamic that Lewis gestures toward here consider the 

following.575 As we mentioned above, Lewis believed that Jesus was the only fully alive human 

being in the history of our world, that he was more sensitive to life than anyone else, that death 

wounded him more than it could ever hurt anyone else. If all that is true, and if the torture and 

death of Jesus were tragic, it follows that Jesus died the most tragic death possible. The 

humiliation and disgrace that he suffered were the most tragic ever. It was the fall not of a 

created angelic being, but that of God himself into the unnatural and pitiful disfigurement of 

death on an already disgraceful instrument of torture. This complements Balthasar’s notion that 

Christ was the heir of all tragedy, the most tragic figure in history.576 

What difference does this observation make? It means that the scars of Jesus are sui 

generis. In heaven, Christ is not just in an eternal state of having been through tragedy but of 

having been through the greatest tragedy ever. This magnifies the gravity of the tragedy Jesus 

underwent. However, this gruesome fact is a large part of the reason Christ is worshiped in 

heaven the way Revelation describes. This is a tragi-comic dynamic because traces of descent, 

shame, and death are intermixed with ascent, honor, and eternal life. The scars of Christ refract 

and magnify the joy of heaven. His ascent to and exaltation in heaven is the state of having 

descended to death.  

 One important implication of the foregoing discussion concerns resurrectionism, which, 

as we defined in Chapter One, is the view that overemphasizes the resurrection at the expense of 

the Crucifixion, in which the effects of Easter Day blot out the effects of Good Friday. Jesus as 

 
575 For Lewis as an eschatologist, see Connolly, Inklings of Heaven, 3-45.  
576 See, Balthasar, “Tragedy and Christian Faith,” Creator Spirit, 400.  
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Christus Victor, the triumphant conqueror of death, disposes of the Jesus as the Suffering 

Servant, the Man of Sorrows, or as Edward Shillito put it, the “Jesus of the Scars.”577  

We noted in Chapter One how resurrectionism can promote an attitude of entrenched 

escapism from the tragic dimension of this world. However, the previous discussion shows how 

to correct the error of resurrectionism – namely, with the Lewisian insight that Jesus is raised 

from the grave to the state of having been crucified, that this is so even in heaven. The marks of 

tragic suffering on earth, which Christ bears eternally on his glorified body, are not to be 

annihilated or forgotten but encountered and transformed into an ingredient of deeper joy and 

endless worship. If Christ wept at Lazarus having gone through the shame of death, even though 

he raised him to life, and if Christians are to follow the example of Christ, they should weep at 

Jesus having gone through the disgrace of his torture and crucifixion even though he overcomes 

it in three days. It is not just that Good Friday is the historical precondition of Easter Sunday, 

what makes that resurrection possible, but that the former becomes an inextricable part of the 

meaning of the latter. The joy of the worshippers in heaven is not just joy at Jesus’s having risen 

from death, but having risen from the worst death, a death freely chosen, and proving that he has 

risen by bearing the marks on his body.  

 

3. Charmolypic Life, Worship, and Joy 

 

 

If the wounds of Christ serve a purpose in heavenly worship, one may expect them to do so in 

earthly worship as well. Lewis affirms as much in his Reflections on the Psalms, where he 

explores the tragic ground of Christian worship and its relation to joy. 

All Christians know something the Jews did not know about what it “cost to redeem 

their souls”. Our life as Christians begins by being baptised into a death; our most 

joyous festivals begin with, and centre upon, the broken body and the shed blood. 

 
577 See Shillito, Jesus of the Scars, 11.  
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There is thus a tragic depth in our worship which Judaism lacked. Our joy has to be 

the sort of joy which can coexist with that.578 

 

Lewis comments on three concepts here: Christian life, worship, and joy – all of which he says 

ought to resonate with the tragic. The Christian life, which begins on the other side of baptism, is 

a state of having entered death. This reflects the post-resurrection life of Christ on earth and in 

heaven, which even as glorified, remains that of having been crucified. Life as a Christian, which 

is modeled on Christ himself, is likewise more but by no means less than having been crucified 

with Christ. This is so on earth but also in heaven.  

 Lewis also notes that the happiest Christian festivals and feasts have a sorrowful 

undertone: the tortured body and shed blood of Jesus. It is not that these events merely begin 

with a tragic moment and forget the tragedy as they proceed with and to merriment. On the 

contrary, Lewis describes the bruises, scars, and blood of Jesus as both the beginning and core of 

such happy events.  In other words, the levity in these Christian feasts and festivals have a tragic 

center of gravity. This recalls the following lines from a poet Lewis greatly admired, Percy 

Bysshe Shelley:  

We look before and after 

And pine for what is not: 

Our sincerest laughter 

With some pain is fraught;  

Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest thought.579  

 

This is from a poem titled The Lark – an image Lewis made much of in his own poetic 

writings.580 It applies to his view about events of Christian merriment. The genuine laughter that 

resounds in such festivals is laced with the pain of Christ. The happiest hymns tell of the saddest 

 
578 ROP, 337.  
579 Shelley, Selected Poems, 46.  
580 See CP,151; 184-186; 188; 194; 363. Lewis had a great admiration for Shelley’s poetry, especially 

earlier in his life. 
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thing: the Crucifixion. The sweetest and brightest praises concern the bitterest and darkest 

sufferings of Christ. Hence the “tragic depth” that Lewis writes about is unique to Christian 

worship. This is true on earth as much as in heaven. As we saw above, Jesus is worshipped as the 

slain Lamb; it is the scars on his glorified body that invite eternal worship and exaltation. In this 

sense, worship on earth prefigures the worship in heaven, perhaps even participates in it as an 

expression of the mystical Body, the Church Militant echoing the praises of the Church 

Triumphant.  

More than that, Lewis holds that joy has tragic depth as well. He suggests that a 

distinctively Christian approach to joy must view it as congruous with grief. Said otherwise, a 

view that always and simply opposes and separates joy and sorrow is not a properly Christian 

view. Here Lewis speaks of both the ordinary use of the term and his technical sense of Joy as 

Sehnsucht – a German word for absolute desire or “life-longing.” Lewis describes the experience 

as “an unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable than any other satisfaction.”581 Joy makes 

wanting and having as well as happiness and sadness qualitatively identical. Since it denotes an 

experience of sorrowful joy and joyful sorrow, Sehnsucht is charmolypic in the strongest sense.  

 In both its technical and ordinary senses, Lewis argues that joy cannot be construed as 

necessarily antithetical to grief and loss from a Christian perspective. He affirms that the most 

joyous of Christian festivals, by which he means the liturgical festivals of Easter-tide (and by 

extension the celebrations of the Eucharist on every Lord’s Day), begin with and center upon the 

suffering of Jesus, even if they do not end there, and that that suffering makes a deeper kind of 

 
581 SBJ, 17. For an analysis of Sehnsucht in Lewis, see McGrath, The Intellectual Life of C.S. Lewis, 105-

128; Goetz, C.S. Lewis, 78-83; Downing, The Most Reluctant Convert, 28-31. 
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joy possible; the comic spirit therein co-exists with a tragic fact. Christian joy, again, is 

charmolypic.  

i. Glorious Scars  

 

 

After his return to Christian faith, Lewis became a regular attender of services in Holy Trinity 

Headington Quarry and in the chapels of Magdalen College, Oxford, and Magdalene College, 

Cambridge. It is highly probable that, on at least some occasions, he would have sung the great 

Advent hymn by Charles Wesley, entitled “Lo, He comes with clouds descending,” which 

contains the following stanza: 

 These dear tokens of his passion 

 Still his dazzling body bears, 

 Cause of endless exultation 

 To his ransomed worshippers: 

 With what rapture, with what rapture, with what rapture,  

 Gaze we on those glorious scars!  

 

This is a doxological expression of the theological insights contained in the preceding discussion. 

The wounds on the glorified, “dazzling body” of Christ in heaven are manifestations of his 

redemptive suffering on earth. Those “tokens of his passion” are traces of his excruciating and 

tragic death, but they are also the cause of eternal worship and rapture among those whom Christ 

has redeemed. The stanza ends with the charmolypic expression “glorious scars,” which blends 

tragic woundedness with comic exaltation. That this hymn was included in the liturgical life of 

his church means that, in some sense, Lewis practiced the charmolypic insights he commended.  

4. “Love is Tears”  

We now come to the culminating point of my whole argument. Lewis poetically synthesizes 

most of the themes discussed in this chapter in an undated poem titled “Love’s As Warm As 

Tears.” Welsh composer Paul Mealor was specially commissioned to set this poem as the 
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Anthem for the 2013 commemoration of C.S. Lewis at Poet’s Corner in Westminster Abbey. The 

poem captivated Mealor “for its beautiful, warm expression of Christian life and love.” He 

deliberately introduced a wrong note in a chord “to suggest something fierce and 

uncontrollable.”582 This reconciliation of dissonance and harmony is a musical expression of the 

tragi-comic quality of the poem, which reflects the charmolypic quality of Lewis’s theological 

vision. The poem reads as follows.  

Love’s as warm as tears,  

 Love is tears: 

Pressure within the brain, 

Tension at the throat, 

Deluge, weeks of rain, 

Haystacks afloat, 

Featureless seas between 

Hedges, where once was green. 

 

Love’s as fierce as fire,  

 Love is fire: 

All sorts-infernal heat 

Clinkered with greed and pride, 

Lyric desire, sharp-sweet, 

Laughing, even when denied, 

And that empyreal flame 

Whence all loves came. 

 

Love’s as fresh as spring,  

 Love is spring: 

Bird-song hung in the air, 

Cool smells in a wood, 

Whispering ‘Dare! Dare!’ 

To sap, to blood, 

Telling ‘Ease, safety, rest, 

Are good; not best.’ 

 

Love’s as hard as nails,  

 Love is nails: 

Blunt, thick, hammered through 

The medial nerves of One 

Who, having made us, knew 

The thing He had done, 

 
582 Mealor, “Reflections on Composing,” 85-6.  



302 
 

Seeing (with all that is) 

Our cross, and His.583 

 

Here Lewis uses four images – tears, fire, spring, and nails – and corresponding qualities – 

warmth, fierceness, freshness, and hardness – to describe love, which approach the interplay 

between human and divine love through the four elements: water, fire, air, and earth.   

The first stanza begins with the physiological effect of human love on the brain and 

throat, which reminds one of Lewis’s description of joy and sorrow as a “flutter in the 

diaphragm.”584 This not only foregrounds the physical manifestation of love but also recalls the 

Lewisian distinction between looking at and looking along phenomena.585 If one looks at the 

phenomena of human love, one sees its effects on the brain and throat, but if one looks along the 

same moment, a much different experience awaits. It is this second approach toward love that the 

rest of the poem adopts. Having grounded the physicality of love, Lewis then suggests that the 

tears shed from love can be world-shattering, and for that same reason, perhaps also world-

remaking. Like the Noahic flood narrative in Genesis 6, the once vibrant world is lost below 

“featureless seas.” The theological suggestion is that God did not so much drown the earth out of 

wrath but out of sadness for the evil his beloved creatures had done. When the floodgates of 

heavens open it is as if God began weeping over the earth, all out of love for his creation. The 

same metaphor applies at the human level. One can love someone such that their death would 

cause us, as it were, to drown our world in tears. Lewis employs a similar image when stating 

that the loss of his mother meant that his happiness and security sunk like the continent of 

Atlantis, leaving him with nothing but “sea and islands now.”586  

 
583 “Love’s as Warm as Tears,” CP, 421.  
584 “Transposition,” WOG, 97. See also, SBJ, 219; “The Language of Religion,” TSE, 185.  
585 See, “Meditation in a Toolshed,” GITD, 230-34.  
586 SBJ, 21.  
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The second stanza evokes three senses in which love is like fire, each of which 

correspond to a level of ancient cosmology: hell, earth, and heaven. The first concerns infernal 

fire, which Lewis describes as nailed through with greed and pride. The inhabitants of hell in The 

Great Divorce exemplify just such arrogance and avarice. But how can hell be an expression of 

love? Lewis suggests that infernal fire is the fierce side of God’s love. In The Pilgrim’s Regress, 

hell, referred to there as “the black hole,” is described as God’s “last service to those who will let 

him do nothing better for them”587 – that is, the final act of God’s love to those who rejected it 

altogether. As George MacDonald tells the narrator of The Great Divorce, “‘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.”588 God loves human beings 

too much to coerce the free will He has given them into choosing Himself (heaven) over 

themselves (hell). That is the sense in which the fire of hell, which Lewis takes to be symbolic of 

something worse than physical heat, is an outworking of divine love.  

The second sense in which love is like fire concerns the gravis ardor between human 

lovers. We noted above how this burning weight was an effect of the laughter-loving goddess 

Aphrodite, the desire of which has inspired lyrical treatment by countless poets. To suggest that 

she laughs “even when denied” is to say that, unlike modern thinkers, who have removed the 

Homeric laughter from her face, she takes herself lightly, as Lewis argues we should. The sharp 

sweetness of this love is charmolypic in that it can lead to bliss or heartbreak. Like a fire, 

romantic passion can evoke warmth between lovers or burn them altogether, depending on how 

it is approached. This resonates with the tragi-comic nature of human romantic love. Lewis 

affirmed above that tragic and comic interactions between men and women were made possible 

 
587 PR, 203.  
588 GD, 75.  
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and encouraged by their division into sexes, which led him to deduce that “humanity is tragi-

comic.”  

Having associated love and fire through hell and earth, Lewis then does the same with 

heaven, describing the origin of all loves in the “empyreal flame.” Empyros in ancient Greek 

literally means “in-fire.” As noted above, in ancient cosmologies, earthly fire strove upward 

because its origin was in the Empyrean, the highest heaven. There is something of the Paradiso 

here. In Canto 33, the Beatific Vision ends with Dante’s desire being ignited “by the Love that 

moves the sun and the stars.”589 Dante uses imagery of light and fire to describe the love that 

occurs within the Trinity, the outpouring of which is so desirable that it animates and motivates 

the whole universe. Similarly, Lewis suggests that there is nothing, no realm of the universe, that 

is not touched by the love of God, which is why the stanza proceeds from hell to earth to heaven 

– all loves come from their celestial origin.  

The third stanza depicts the qualitative freshness of love with imagery of spring. A 

symbol of new beginnings, spring marks the transition from winter to summer. The birdsong is 

an image Lewis used in The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe with reference to the 

resurrection of Aslan and the end of the Witch’s evil winter. It is a sound of joy, hope, and 

longing. Then a charmolypic moment occurs in the stanza. Whispers from a cool wood dare sap 

and dare blood to participate in the risks of love.590 One must not value easiness, rest, and safety 

as the best things in life, as Lewis himself did before his conversion. Like Aslan, God is good but 

not safe; He is the reality with which no treaty can be made.591 

 
589 Dante, Divine Comedy, 499. 
590 Like the pattern of repetition he observed in the Psalms, Lewis says the same thing twice here. An early 

17th century sense of the English transitive verb “to blood” means to make sap flow from a tree. 
591 See, LWW, 80; SBJ, 228. 
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The combining of tree imagery and blood imagery in the third stanza leads naturally to 

the final stanza about the Cross, in which the metaphorical blood of a tree becomes the literal 

blood of Christ crucified on a tree. This stanza shows why one must be open to distress and risk 

– because love is as hard as nails. In The Problem of Pain, Lewis rejects the reduction of love to 

mere kindness, which requires indifference about the beloved’s goodness. He writes, “Love, in 

its own nature, demands the perfecting of the beloved; that the mere ‘kindness’ which tolerates 

anything except suffering in its object is, in that respect, at the opposite pole from Love.”592 

Later in Mere Christianity, Lewis argues that the Moral Law is “as hard as nails. It tells you to 

do the straight thing and it does not seem to care how painful, or dangerous, or difficult it is to 

do. If God is like the Moral Law, then He is not soft.”593 Genuine love, for Lewis, can be tough 

and exacting for the beloved. Since God is love, one can expect Him to be as hard as nails.  

The second, more literal sense in which love is hard concerns the blunt and thick nails 

that impaled Jesus to the Cross, causing his glorious scars. This macabre event is presented as 

inseparable from the moment of creation. As Lewis affirmed above, God foresaw his own 

Crucifixion as He spoke the universe into existence. It was the creation of free human beings in 

particular, with the potential to reject the love of God, resulting in sin and subsequent need for 

redemption, that ties the crucifixion to the doctrine of creation. Love is as hard as the nails that 

fixed Jesus to the Cross.  

A charmolypic thread holds this poem, as well as this entire dissertation, together. As we 

saw above, tears can express joy and sorrow. Thus, to say that “love is tears” is to associate love 

with both. Furthermore, Lewis affirms in these four stanzas that love is warm and fresh but also 

fierce and hard. Collectively, these qualities present a charmolypic image of love. As such, this 

 
592 POP, 38.  
593 MC, 30.  
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poem brings together the themes discussed in the preceding chapters, which is why I have 

included it in the title of this dissertation.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT:  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

To conclude this dissertation, I will summarize my overall argument and delineate some of its 

implications for theology in general and scholarship on C.S. Lewis in particular.  

 

1. Summary of Argument  

 

 

The main argument of this dissertation can be organized in two claims. The first is that there is a 

charmolypic theology in the writings of C.S. Lewis that can be understood, in his own terms, as 

tragi-comic. The second is that Lewis’s charmolypic/tragi-comic theological vision can serve as 

a rationally and imaginatively compelling response to the objection that Christianity fails 

properly to affirm both the joyful (comic) dimension of human life and its sorrowful (tragic) side 

as well.  

 Chapter One introduced this dilemma. What I called the “insufficiently tragic” horn of 

the dilemma was articulated with reference to the Freudian-Marxian suspicion that Christianity, 

with its emphasis on the otherworldly, habitually distracts human beings from the tragic 

conditions of human suffering and oppression on earth. We surveyed three theological trends that 

make Christian discourse more susceptible to this objection: Theodicism, Over-realized 

eschatology, and Resurrectionism. Chapter Two surveyed the insufficiently comic horn of the 

dilemma, which was attributed primarily, though not exclusively, to Nietzsche. It objects that 

Christianity tends to repress joy and negate laughter. Select but important sources of theological 

discourse, from Plato and Jesus to some Church Fathers and subsequent interpreters, were shown 

to (over)emphasize seriousness above expressions of levity. We surveyed how Lewis responds to 

key points of both objections from an argumentative and propositional approach. 
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  In Chapter Three, I defined the main interpretative and analytic categories of this 

dissertation: the charmolypic and the tragi-comic. The former term, drawn from John Climacus, 

which means “joy-grief,” refers to the coinherence of joyful sorrow with sorrowful joy. This 

term was shown to overlap with Lewis’s use of tragi-comedy, which stands for the various ways 

in which the synthesis of tragic and comic elements can produce a distinct, third entity or quality 

altogether. This chapter contained a brief analysis of an unpublished play Lewis wrote in 1942, 

which contributes to the overall significance of the dissertation.  

 Chapters Four through Seven surveyed Lewis’s charmolypic approach to several 

theological loci: conversion, the spiritual life, creation, the fall, humanity, divine and human 

love, marriage, and worship. I analyzed how Lewis synthesizes tragic and comic elements within 

these various theological categories, arguing that his writings contain a theological vision in 

which joy and sorrow are intermixed. 

 

2. Implications for Theology 

 

 

There are at least four positive implications for contemporary Christian theology that this 

dissertation can make.  

 

i. Beyond Tragic and Comic Theologies 

 

 

Since at least the Second World War, there has been a groundswell of interest among Christian 

theologians to engage literary tragedies as sources for theological method and discourse. This 

“turn” to tragedy was motivated by a desire to do theology in light of the unprecedented carnage 

and destruction of the past century. Donald MacKinnon, for instance, thought it was morally 

urgent to read the gospels as tragedies and thereby recover and reaffirm the irreducibly tragic 
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quality of Christianity. He writes, “The events of the present century and in particular what 

happened in Germany between 1933 and 1945 rob any serious theologian of the remotest excuse 

for ignoring the tragic element in Christianity.”594 To ignore the tragic dimension of the Christian 

narrative is not just inaccurate but also outright dangerous, for MacKinnon. He suggests that it 

was this gradual and sustained neglect that prepared the ground for the Shoah. Similarly, Jurgen 

Moltmann observed, “Shattered and broken, the survivors of my generation were then returning 

from camps and hospitals to the lecture room. A theology which did not speak of God in the 

sight of the one who was abandoned and crucified would have had nothing to say to us then.”595 

To meet the moral demand and spiritual need of the post-World-War-Two world, MacKinnon 

and Moltmann claimed that Christian theology must retrieve a predominantly tragic view of the 

Gospel, of the “Crucified God” and his relation to human life. Hans Urs Von Balthasar 

concurred and interpreted Jesus as the “heir of all tragedy,” the tragic hero par excellence. More 

recently, theologians and scholars like Rowan Williams, Kevin Taylor, David Ford, Graham 

Ward, and Terry Eagleton have reaffirmed the tragic in Christian theology, which includes 

reworking triumphalist soteriology and eschatological hope to affirm this world and embrace its 

multiform sorrows.596  

Parallel to this endeavor is one in which scholars of religion and theologians have sought 

to redeem the comic elements of Christianity and redress its perceived imbalance of gravity over 

levity. Reinhold Niebuhr, Karl-Josef Kuschel, Peter Berger, James Martin, Peter Leithart, Terry 

Lindvall, and Marcus Pound are some that have contributed to this theological “turn toward 

 
594 MacKinnon, The Problem of Metaphysics, 130.  
595 Moltmann, The Crucified God, xx.  
596 See Balthasar, “Tragedy and Christian Faith,” Creator Spirit, 391-412; Williams, The Tragic 

Imagination; Taylor, Christ The Tragedy Of God; Ford, “Conclusion: Tragedy, Theology, and the Discernment of 

Cries,” 233-240; Ward, “Philosophy as Tragedy Or What Words Won’t Give,” Modern Theology, 478-496; 

Eagleton, Radical Sacrifice, 1-29. See also, Simon, Pity and Terror, 136-145. 
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comedy.” M.A. Screech and Conrad Hyers do so by interpreting the Gospels as comedies, while 

others like Thomas C. Oden, Ralph C. Wood, and Bernard Ramm have sought to highlight the 

positive view and use of humor in theological thinkers like Søren Kierkegaard and Karl Barth.597 

This is a concerted effort to overturn the “anti-gelastic tendencies” embedded in some Christian 

sources that were surveyed in Chapter Two, make space for levity, and affirm joy and 

playfulness in human life. Theologies that do so refute the Nietzschean suspicion that 

Christianity is a joyless science.  

In seeking to respond to each critique, tension has been created between these two 

theological projects, which tend in opposite directions. The former project often isolates 

suffering from joy and reads the gospels through a lens of tragedy, whereas the latter abstracts 

the comic from the tragic and interprets the central events of Christian faith through a lens of 

comedy. In so doing, the former approach tends to uphold the Crucifixion above the resurrection, 

whereas the latter approach often exalts the resurrection above the Crucifixion. In one, sadness 

overshadows laughter, and in the other joy cancels sorrow.  

Since, as this dissertation argued, human life is tragi-comic, both joyful and sorrowful, it 

follows that these approaches are bound to remain one-sided and limited. Seldom are both 

brought together to foreground the tragic and comic dimensions of the Christian worldview, a 

vision of reality that can balance sorrow and joy with success.598 This dissertation has argued that 

Lewis does just that, that his charmolypic theological vision can release Christian thinking from 

the critical double-bind without reproducing further tension. It comports well with the insights of 

 
597 See, Niebuhr, Beyond Tragedy, 153-169; Berger, Redeeming Laughter, 187-215; Martin, Between 

Heaven and Mirth; Leithart, Deep Comedy; Lindvall, God Mocks; Screech, Laughter at the Foot of the Cross; 

Hyers, The Comic Vision and the Christian Faith, 142-49; Pound, Theology, Comedy, Politics, 67-158.  
598 Buechner’s 1994 Telling the Truth is a gesture in the right direction but remains little more than 

fragmented albeit provocative reflections on the theme.        
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both respective turns in theological discourse, toward tragedy and comedy, while going beyond 

their limitations. 

In a 1952 article, Lewis wrote that “Luther surely spoke very good sense when he 

compared humanity to a drunkard who, after falling off his horse on the right, falls off it next 

time on the left.” Lewis employs this Lutheran image to describe the ways in which intellectual 

movements in general and theological developments in particular tend to overreact to each other. 

However, Lewis notes that an overreaction does not invalidate itself. “But a thing does not 

vanish - it is not even discredited - because someone has spoken of it with exaggeration. It 

remains exactly where it was. The only difference is that if it has recently been exaggerated, we 

must now take special care not to overlook it; for that is the side on which the drunk man is now 

most likely to fall off.”599 The same applies to the dilemma that this dissertation addresses. While 

some theologians have exaggerated now the tragic elements of Christianity and now its comic 

elements, falling off first one side and then the other side of Luther’s proverbial horse, Lewis 

manages to stay in the saddle, and reconcile the joyful and sorrowful features of the Christian 

faith. Without isolating either the tragic or the comic, the way Lewis imagines Christianity 

affirms this world with all its sufferings and all its joys; he balances the Cross and the 

resurrection.  

 

ii. Theological Vocabulary  

 

 

As long as there is a need for theological views that both recognize the gravity of suffering and 

affirm the importance of happiness and laughter simultaneously, a word that synthesizes sorrow 

and joy will be desirable. That word, as this dissertation has shown, is charmolypi. Although it is 

 
599 “World’s Last Night,” WLN, 101.  
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a neologism in English, its origin in John Climacus’ influential Ladder of Divine Ascent gives it 

a theological pedigree that the word tragi-comic does not have. In recovering this concept of joy-

grief – of joyful sorrow and sorrowful joy, – this dissertation offers charmolypi as a useful term 

for future use in theological discourse.  

 In addition to serving as a desideratum of theological accounts, the charmolypic can also 

help us reread authors in the Christian tradition. It offers a fresh way of bringing into focus how 

theological writers and thinkers succeed (or fail) to reconcile joy and sorrow.  

 

iii. Biblical Theology 

 

As an interpretive lens, charmolypi can also help biblical theology engage with its primary 

material in a new way. Consider, for instance, the following passages across the Old and New 

Testaments.  

 “[There is] a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to 

dance.”600  

 

“Even in laughter the heart may sorrow, and the end of mirth may be grief.”601  

“They that sow in tears shall reap in joy.”602  

“Weeping may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning.” 603 

“No one could distinguish the sound of the shouts of joy from the sound of 

weeping.”604  

 

“I form light and create darkness, I make weal and create woe; I the LORD do all 

these things.”605  

 
600 Ecclesiastics 3:4 (KJV) 
601 Proverbs 14:13 (NKJV) 
602 Psalm 126:5 (KJV) 
603 Psalm 30:5 (KJV)  
604 Ezra 3:13 (NIV)  
605 Isaiah 45:7  
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“Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted.”606 

“Blessed are ye that weep now: for ye shall laugh… Woe unto you that laugh 

now! for ye shall mourn and weep.”607  

 

“Verily, verily, I say unto you, That ye shall weep and lament, but the world shall 

rejoice: and ye shall be sorrowful, but your sorrow shall be turned into joy.”608  

 

“Rejoice with them that do rejoice, and weep with them that weep.”609 

“Be afflicted, and mourn, and weep: let your laughter be turned to mourning, 

and your joy to heaviness.”610  

 

“And I went unto the angel, and said unto him, Give me the little book. And he 

said unto me, Take it, and eat it up; and it shall make thy belly bitter, but it shall 

be in thy mouth sweet as honey. And I took the little book out of the angel’s hand, 

and ate it up; and it was in my mouth sweet as honey: and as soon as I had eaten 

it, my belly was bitter.”611 

 

A charmolypic hermeneutic can help foreground the bittersweet comingling of sorrow and joy 

that occurs throughout the scriptures in passages like these, resisting the notion, surveyed above, 

that the biblical material supports either a mostly tragic theology or a mostly comic theology but 

not both. Lewis was of the view that “it is better to hold two inconsistent views than to ignore 

one side of the evidence.”612 Although he was speaking of prayer and how the gospels seem to 

support two incompatible patterns of it, the same principle applies here as well. A charmolypic 

approach can show that tragic theologies constructed from Scripture ignore the joy-affirming 

vein of biblical material just as the comic theologies constructed from the same neglect scriptural 

affirmation of sorrow and lamentation. In exposing the one-sidedness of these approaches, a 

 
606 Matthew 5:4 (KJV)  
607 Luke 6:21, 25 (KJV)  
608 John 16:20 (KJV)  
609 Romans 12:15 (KJV)  
610 James 4:9 (KJV)  
611 Revelation 10:9-10 (KJV) 
612 CLIII, 355.  
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charmolypic interpretive lens can show that Scripture presents a richer vision of humanity and its 

relationship to God, one in which happiness and sadness are synthesized in complex ways.  

 

3. Implications for Scholarship on Lewis  

 

In addition to the constructive implications on theology in general surveyed above, this 

dissertation also sheds light on Lewis scholarship in particular.  

 

i. Scholarly Significance 

 

 

As the literature review contained in the opening chapter of this dissertation showed, there is a 

notable gap in scholarship on Lewis concerning the charmolypic role of tragi-comedy in his 

writings. When scholars address Lewis’s views of tragedy and comedy, if they do so at all, they 

tend to limit the application of these genres to his literary criticism alone, ignoring the fact that 

these terms generally and their mutual inherence specifically could inform his theological 

imagination and writing. Colin Manlove, Peter Schakel, Joe Christopher, and Marsha Daigle-

Williamson were some of the names mentioned in this regard.  

 To be clear, I have not suggested that the concept of tragi-comedy is the one and only 

correct interpretation of Lewis’s writings, nor that the concept of charmolpyi is the key to 

understanding the fullest expression of Lewis’s theological vision. This dissertation does not 

claim that kind of normative force. The spirit with which I have argued for my thesis is the same 

with which Lewis advised the following in his “The Grand Miracle” essay: 

put this new piece of the manuscript in that central position, and then see how it 

reacted on the whole of the rest of the work. If it constantly brought out new 

meanings for the whole of the rest of the work, if it made you notice things in the 

rest of the work which you had not noticed before, then I think you would decide 

that it was authentic.613  

 

 
613 “The Grand Miracle,” GITD, 77-78. 
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The method Lewis would apply, and recommended others to apply, concerning the place of 

potentially new manuscripts in already known works is the same approach I have adopted toward 

Lewis. This dissertation has placed the related concepts of tragi-comedy and charmolypi at the 

center of Lewis’s writings and observed how the whole has reacted to them. We surveyed the 

new meanings this has allowed to emerge and noticed new qualities and implications of Lewis’s 

writings that have been, as it were, hiding in plain sight. Therefore, we can conclude that the 

charmolypic and the tragi-comic are authentically Lewisian qualities.   

 Moreover, in his essay on William Morris, Lewis notes the following.  

Morris has ‘faced the facts’. This is the paradox of him. He seems to retire far from 

the real world and to build a world out of his wishes; but when he has finished the 

result stands out as a picture of experience ineluctably true. No full-grown mind 

wants optimism or pessimism - philosophies of the nursery where they are not 

philosophies of the clinic; but to have presented in one vision the ravishing 

sweetness and the heart-breaking melancholy of our experience, to have shown how 

the one continually passes over into the other, and to have combined all this with a 

stirring practical creed, this is to have presented the datum which all our adventures, 

worldly and otherworldly alike, must take into account.614 

Later reflecting on the volume, Rehabilitations, in which this essay is found, Lewis states that the 

piece on Morris was the one “into which I had put most of my heart, the one I really cared about 

and in which I discharged a keen enthusiasm.”615 Arguably, the reason why this piece on Morris 

captivated Lewis’s heart the most is that it reflected the approach he adopted. Through his 

theological fiction, Lewis appears to escape from the world of facts into regions of fantasy but 

returns with a view of human experience that many readers have found irresistibly and 

unavoidably true. Even through his theological non-fiction in general, as Austin Farrer noted 

above of The Problem of Pain in particular, Lewis employs argumentation to convey a vision of 

reality that transcends the one-sidedness of callow optimism and cynical pessimism. Both genres 

 
614 “William Morris,” SLE, 231.  
615 “Modern Theology and Biblical Criticism,” TSE, 213.  
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converge on a worldview that affirms the imagination and longings of a wide-eyed child and the 

clear-sighted realism of a hospitalized adult. The raw data of human experience is not simple 

happiness or simple sadness but something in which both are commingled in complex ways. 

Like Morris, Lewis’s charmolypic vision shows how joy and sorrow flow into and out of each 

other in the tragi-comedy of human life. If it is not the key to fully understanding Lewis, then, 

tragi-comedy and charmolypi certainly add a missing link to appreciating what he accomplishes 

in his writings. 

This dissertation, therefore, can fill two gaps in scholarship on Lewis. The first gap is the 

lack of analysis on what Lewis thought about tragedy, comedy, and tragi-comedy as genres. 

Chapter Three of this dissertation systematically examined these categories and delineated their 

scope in his writings in terms of literature, human experience, and theology. The second gap 

concerns the relationship between these genres and Lewis’s own primarily theological writings. 

Chapters Four through Seven above showed how the tragi-comedy and charmolypi, defined in 

Chapter Three, influence and manifest themselves in his theological fiction and non-fiction. The 

argument here was that Lewis’s theological vision was charmolpyic in the sense that it shows 

how sorrow and joy, tragic and comic qualities, come together in various theological loci. Filling 

both gaps in literature on Lewis can promote new appreciation and reengagement with his 

writings.  

 

ii. Biographical Significance  

 

 

This dissertation can shed new light not only on Lewis’s writings and the theological vision 

contained therein but also on his life and journey to faith.   
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Consider, first, how he describes Mark in this portion of That Hideous Strength: “From 

now onwards till the moment of final decision should meet him, the different men in him 

appeared with startling rapidity and each seemed very complete while it lasted. Thus, skidding 

violently from one side to the other, his youth approached the moment at which he would begin 

to be a person.”616 Now consider how Lewis describes himself in Surprised by Joy, where he 

states that the reappearance of Joy in his early adolescence divided his life. “The two lives do not 

seem to influence each other at all,” writes Lewis, “Where there are hungry wastes, starving for 

Joy, in the one, the other may be full of cheerful bustle and success; or again, where the outer life 

is miserable, the other may be brimming over with ecstasy.” He reminds his readers several 

chapters later, “I am telling a story of two lives. They had nothing to do with each other: oil and 

vinegar, a river running beside a canal, Jekyll and Hyde. Fix your eye on either and it claims to 

be the sole truth.”617  

Lewis describes Mark in similar terms to how he would later relate his own atheism and 

Christian conversion. Before “the moment of final decision” confronted him – that is, the 

moment of recognizing that Jesus Christ was the Son of God, – he says that he lived in a “whirl 

of contradictions.” His experience of and longing for Joy contradicted his sad atheistic 

worldview. During his two decades as an unbeliever, we can also discern a cheerful Lewis and a 

predominantly melancholic Lewis. Both versions of Lewis appear “with startling rapidity,” 

cheering others up one moment and decrying the sad nature of reality the next moment. Rather 

than being one integrated person with a stable temperament, he seems to have been internally 

 
616 THS, 522. 
617 SBJ, 78; 118-119. 
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divided. David Downing duly notes that “Lewis presents his life as a series of antitheses that 

forced him to develop a strategy for some higher synthesis.”618  

One could argue that the charmolypic nature of Christianity is part of what reconciled the 

divisions Lewis felt he lived through as an atheist, almost as if the opposition between his 

melancholic and cheerful tendencies became unified by a tragi-comic vision of the world. 

Further research may reveal that Christianity enabled Lewis to “begin to be a person” because it 

resolved the inner tension between sorrow and joy that had stopped him from acquiring 

psychological, spiritual, and theological integration during his non-Christian period. 

 

4. Lines of Future Research  

 

In addition to the integrating role that a tragi-comic theological worldview played in Lewis’s 

conversion, there are at least three other questions and lines of research that this dissertation 

opens up.  

i. Reason and Romanticism  

If Christianity was, as the subtitle to The Pilgrim’s Regress suggests, the point at which reason 

and romanticism converged for Lewis, and if he had a tragi-comic view of that point 

(Christianity), as this dissertation contends, is there a sense in which reason and romanticism can 

be understood along tragic and comic lines? By “romanticism,” of course, Lewis meant the 

experience of Joy as Sehnsucht. It may be argued that, prior to his adult conversion, Lewis’s 

reason promoted a bleak and sorrowful view of the world, while his romanticism evoked a joyful 

view of the same. We can see this conflict expressed poetically in Lewis’s first publication, 

Spirits in Bondage, the poems of which Don King divides into sanguine and morose 

 
618 Downing, Planets in Peril, 13. 
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categories.619 Are these conflicting attitudes and pictures of reality reconciled in Lewis’s 

Christianity? Is this unifying function part of what attracted Lewis to Christianity? Does the 

charmolypic nature of Christian faith shed further light on how and why Lewis believed that 

Christianity reconciled reason and romanticism? Further research may establish an answer and 

shed further light on Lewis’s conversion.  

ii. Trench Humor  

 

How, if at all, did Lewis’s military service in the Great War influence his pre-Christian view of 

the tragic and comic dimensions of human life? Right before he was admitted to the fourth 

Officer Cadet Battalion at Keble College, Oxford, Lewis mentioned in a letter to Arthur Greeves 

that the Anglo-Saxon race possesses an “invincible flippancy.” He would later tell his father that 

the “levity of English people is incorrigible – and encouraging.”620 Did Lewis witness or 

encounter this English levity on the Western Front? Speaking of “trench humor” displayed in 

comic journals like The Wipers Times, Robert L. Nelson notes that “The hallmark of British… 

trench journals is the incredible, seemingly never-ending display of wit. British authors and their 

soldier audience coped with ever-present death and the absurdity of war through humour.”621 Did 

Lewis employ a similar approach during his atheism phase? Did he use satiric wit to cope with 

the tragic absurdity not just of the war but of human existence as well? Analyzing his early 

diaries and letters, as well as Spirits in Bondage and Dymer, may reveal how the relationship 

between the tragic and the comic developed and changed for Lewis before and after his 

conversion.  

 
619 King, C.S. Lewis: Poet, xii. Cf. King, “Lost but Found,” 187.  
620 CLI, 541.  
621 Nelson, “Soldier Newspapers,” 169.  
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iii. Theo-Drama  

 

Since Balthasar in the late twentieth century, theo-drama has gained some traction among 

contemporary theologians. It is an approach to theology that employs categories from drama as 

interpretive lenses, specifically for biblical theology. It uses drama as the primary metaphor for 

theological discourse, emphasizing the performative and participatory nature of Christian 

doctrine. One more recent advocate of this approach is Kevin J. Vanhoozer, who posits theatre as 

the handmaid of theology. Rather than being one metaphor in theology among others, he 

develops theatre into a comprehensive model of theological understanding. He writes, “It is 

precisely this invitation to orient oneself in the world as an actor in the divine drama of 

redemption that makes theatrical theology superior to narrative theology. Disciples are not mere 

storytellers but story-dwellers.”622  

 How does Lewis’s theological vision, as surveyed in this dissertation, complement the 

insights of theo-drama? Can it help specify the kind of stories Christians tell and, more 

importantly, dwell in? One function of genre is to generate proper expectations and 

interpretations. For instance, once we know that the script an actor is reciting falls under tragedy, 

we are better positioned to anticipate and understand his actions. The same applies in theo-

drama. What expectations of human speech and action does a specifically tragi-comic genre of 

theo-drama generate? If the stories Christians tell and dwell in are charmolypic, what new light 

can Lewis shed on theatrical approaches to theology? Perhaps an entire theo-dramatic theology 

may be systematically developed through a tragi-comic paradigm and charmolypic hermeneutic.  

 

 

 
622 Vanhoozer, Faith Speaking Understanding, 29.  
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