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Arcadia and the Transtemporal Dance: Lewis’ Perelandra (1944)
“Before and behind all the relations of God to man, as we now learn them from Christianity, yawns the abyss of a Divine act of pure giving—the election of man, from nonentity, to be the beloved of God, and therefore (in some sense) the needed and desired of God, who but for that act needs and desires nothing, since He eternally has, and is, all goodness. And that act is for our sakes. It is good for us to know love; and best for us to know the love of the best object, God. But to know it as a love in which we were primarily the wooers and God the wooed, in which we sought and He was found, in which His conformity to our needs, not ours to His, came first, would be to know it in a form false to the very nature of things. For we are only creatures: our role must always be that of patient to agent, female to male, mirror to light, echo to voice. Our highest activity must be response, not initiative. To experience the love of God in a true, and not an illusory form, is therefore to experience it as our surrender to His demand, our conformity to His desire: to experience it in the opposite way is, as it were, a solecism against the grammar of being.”—The Problem of Pain (1940)
C. S. Lewis’ second novel in his Space Trilogy was written and published during WWII, so perhaps it is not surprising that at the center of the novel is an ideological and physical battle. Yet surrounding this battle is an extended meditation on the nature of Edenic unfallenness and on God’s divine eschatological purposes. It brings together the classical mythology of Arcadia and Venus with the biblical (and Miltonic) portrait of Eden, including Eve, the serpent, Adam, and the angels.  Lewis also seeks to answer and to transcend the philosophy of creative evolution in much the same way as he sought to answer Wells’ scientism in Out of the Silent Planet. 
Plot
Chapters 1-2: Prelude—Lewis survives a spiritual bombardment, and Ransom prepares for his journey, then returns changed.

Chapters 3-6: Experience in Arcadia—Ransom encounters the intensity of an unfallen world and learns again the nature of enjoyment as gift. He encounters the Green Lady, whom he understands as both Madonna and goddess, and learns something about an animal creation still able to love following.
Chapters 7-10: The Temptation—Weston arrives, espousing the élan vital, becomes possessed, and as the Un-man seeks to tempt the Lady to violate the prohibition of sleeping on the Fixed Land. When reasoning fails, he turns to stories and begins to slowly wear her down. 
Chapters 11-14: The Battle & the Chase—Ransom comes to understand that physically resisting the Un-man is an acceptable course of action. In the course of the physical fight, he comes to learn the lawful place of hatred; eventually the Un-man flees across the ocean with Ransom in pursuit, and Ransom kills his enemy in an underground cave.
Chapters 15-17: Journey to the Hill Of Life—The reminder of Ransom’s time on Perelandra is an ascent (literally) from the womb-like underworld to the great Hill of Life. It is a ritual journey passing from a fiery world that honors its local “gods,” to meeting the Oyarsa of Malacandra and of Perelandra, to beholding Tor the Lord and (again) Tinidril the Lady, and finally participating in the Hymn of the Great Dance.
Arcadia & Eden
I. The Garden of Hesperides 

Obviously, Venus is associated with romantic and erotic love; thus, she is a goddess of fertility connected to the flowering, growing, and longing of the natural world.  She embodies beauty, splendor, and gold. She is also associated with the Morning and Evening Star. Lewis uses these qualities to craft the environment of Perelandra, along with other maternal and feminine imagery. His portrait draws from a number of classical ideal worlds: 
1. Arcadia: The genre of pastoral fiction in which noble characters consider questions of the good life and/or romantic fulfillment. 

2. Elysium; the Elysian fields: The blessed, happy afterlife reserved for heroes and\or the virtuous; sometimes associated with the Blessed Isles.

3. Golden Age: The first period of humanity in Greek (and Roman) mythology in which life was ideal, peaceful, productive, and prosperous.

4. Isles of the Blessed: Fortunate Isles: Islands in Greek and Celtic mythology in which perfect weather and plenty are given as rewards to the truly just. 

5. The Garden of Hesperides: In Greek mythology, Hera’s garden in which her golden apples give eternal life to those who partake. To protect these, Hera places about the tree a hundred-headed dragon. In one myth, Hercules is charged with stealing the apples and either kills the dragon or tricks Atlas into helping him in the theft. Ransom’s associating the dragon and the bubble trees with Hesperides may also obliquely foreshadow his task with the Un-man.

II. The Adamic Beginnings

“He guided his globe smoothly in the heaven, riding

At one with his planetary peers around the Sun;

Courteously he saluted the hard virtue of Mars

And Venus’ liquid glory as he spun between them.

“Over Man and his mate the Hours like waters ran

Till darkness thinned in the east. The treble lark,

Carolling, awoke the common people of Paradise

To yawn and scratch, to bleat and whinny, in the dawn.

“Collected now in themselves, human and erect,

Lord and Lady walked on dabbled sward,

As if two trees should arise dreadfully gifted

With speech and motion. The Earth’s strength was in each.”—from “The Adam at Night”

“The old picture of the brutes sporting before Adam and fawning upon him may not be wholly symbolical. Even now more animals than you might expect are ready to adore man if they are given a reasonable opportunity: for man was made to be a priest and even, in one sense, the Christ of the animals—the mediator through whom they apprehend so much of the Divine splendor as their irrational natures allow.”—The Problem of Pain
In The Problem of Pain (1940), Lewis takes a position on Genesis chapters 2 and 3 that, I suspect, will make many evangelicals uncomfortable. He seeks to merge aspects of the account of Adam and Eve, their paradisal existence, and their fall into sin with standard views of human evolution. He offers it as a supposal of what might have historically happened, rather than a myth surrounding a non-historical event. In doing so, Lewis is treating the Genesis account as historical in its overall shape and intent without affirming the particulars themselves as an actual documentary account. He supposes that God perfected the human form for millennia before actually visiting the creature with consciousness. Only with the later did it become a human being. Lewis imagines this Adamic being as subject to physical death and pain but not to moral and spiritual bondage. These would be in complete control of their bodies and wills; sleep would be chosen; they would be in a constant state of praise; the animals would be playfully subject to them; and they would in no way act out of self-will. 
I do not doubt that if the Paradisal man could now appear among us, we should regard him as an utter savage, a creature to be exploited, or at best, patronized. Only one or two, and those the holiest among us, would glance a second time at the naked, shaggy-bearded, slow-spoken creature, but they, after a few minutes, would fall at his feet. (79)

Lewis thought that we could not know how many of these beings existed or exactly how they fell—it could be a literal fruit tree he supposed; however, at the center of that fall would be their attempt to become gods, to indulge in acts of self-will, false to their creaturely condition. With their fall, they become subject to biochemical desires that overpowered their wills; “these uneasy rebels became the subconscious as we now know it” (82). 
Discussion Questions
· How does Lewis draw off the classical myths of Venus, Arcadia, and Hesperides to shape his conception of Perelandra and the Green Lady?

· Does one lose (or gain) anything by adopting Lewis’ picture of Paradisal humanity?

· Is Lewis’ position on human evolution and Genesis present in his Edenic myth in Perelandra? Explain.

· If Lewis holds a position such as the one above, why does he treat Adam and Eve as figures of import in his fiction?
· How important is the relationship of the Lady to the Perelandrian animals? How would you characterize it?
· How does Lewis’ understanding of the gender of Malacandra and Perelandra shape the meaning of the novel?

· Likewise, how does his understanding of our gender in relation to God’s shape the way we understand Tor and Tinidril?

Henri Bergson and Creative Evolution

The French philosopher Henri Bergson (1859-1941) wrote a number of important books, including Time and Free Will (1988), Matter and Memory (1896), and Creative Evolution (1907). His ideas reached the height of their popularity in the first and second decade of the twentieth century, and by the 1930s had begun to fade in influence, though they continue today to have a following. They, at one time, formed a kind of bridge between naturalism and spiritualism for many people, and Bergson was influential in France, Italy, England, and the United States, and he had followers among Protestant and Catholic Christians, as well as numerous spiritualists, theists, and those without a particular religious commitment, who nonetheless, felt the universe may have some kind of higher meaning than the naturalism of altruistic evolutionary thought. Bergson was particularly important to French Catholic intellectuals, such as Jacques Maritain, Paul Claudel, and Francois Mauriac. He was also influential on Lewis in the decade leading up to his reentry into the Anglican Church. Bergson’s chief ideas included the following:
· Real Duration: Our experience of reality is that of multiple qualities that are constantly changing and developing—these are often at odds with one another, yet they also interpenetrate one another. No one static symbol can adequately represent this flow of multiple and mobile consciousness. It cannot be quantitatively described.
· Élan vital: The vital force of evolution that is neither mechanistic nor precisely teleological, yet that brings forth continuously novel forms along the lines of differentiated existence. It is creative in its constant diversification of life and does possess certain directional tendencies.
· Memory and Free Will: The force of time makes freedom possible. Memory is the point of perceptional contact between matter and consciousness, for mental images cannot be reduced to neuro-chemical changes; they are simply felt immediate experiences which are never repeatable. Memory is formed of these images that we perceive and try to reduce to representations. 
· Complexification and Nothingness: The evolutionary vital force continues to make life more complex, obeying a principle of diversification and novelty that we cannot finally grasp, being a part of its movement. Yet there are tendencies to which we can give notice.
· Intuition and Spirit: Nonetheless, a residue of intuition remains that senses the spirit within nature’s evolving forms. Life is driven along by impetuses of love and creativity. 
Discussion Questions
1. How does Weston give voice to a particular insidious version of these ideas? Why does Ransom find them so horrid?

2.  How does Perelandra embody a version of creative evolution, albeit one subject to C.S. Lewis’ Christian theism?
3. Are there any significant parallels between Ransom’s understanding of pleasure and Bergson’s views?
The Incarnation and Sacramental Battle
“Suppose your eyes were opened and you cd. see the Gestapo man visible fiend-ridden—a twisted and stunted human form, covered with blood and filth, with a sort of cross between a mandrill and a giant centipede fastened unto it? Surely you, and the human remains, become almost allies against the horror which is tormenting you both, him directly and you through him? “—Letter to W. H. Lewis, 4 May 1940
In chapter 11, Ransom comes to realize that “this can’t go on” may be a divine message, and that he is to be a kind of ransom for Perelandra and that this feat requires a physical battle. As a Christian, he comes to believe that his actions are an extension of the divine ransom of Christ, and that because of the Incarnation and the sacraments (i.e. baptism, communion), one cannot try and bifurcate the physical and spiritual. Ransom also puts this matter over against the war taking place on Earth, as well as reflecting on the (non-)distinction between human freedom and divine predestination. 
Discussion Questions
· Is Perelandra a war novel? Why and/or why not?

· Given that Lewis’ argument here is fictional and part of a supposal, is it a convincing one?

· Are Ransom’s actions chivalric?

· Should Ransom look at his actions as part of the divine plan?

· Some critics have found this portion of the novel weak for ethical, theological, or aesthetic reasons. What do you think? Would the novel be the same without Ransom’s call to kill the Un-Man? What could Lewis have put in its place, if anything?

· Does Weston’s identity survive his possession?
“The Weight of Glory” (8 June 1941)

Originally addressed to a capacity audience St, Mary the Virgin’s, Oxford, Lewis’ sermon was later published in both journal and pamphlet form. It is often considered his finest statement of his argument from desire and one of his most important essays.  Lewis urges his audience to consider the proper ends or goals we find in love and victory, as well as that of delight in poetry. He musters an example from English schoolboy education in the classics to suggest that our own schooling in the faith is similar; we must endure a certain education in order to have the capacity to truly enjoy for what we are created. The teachers of creative evolution do understand that there is something greater at work in the course of the universe, yet they are mistaken in its identity and final telos. Lewis cites five aspects of the biblical picture of heaven, only to center on the first and third of these:
1. “That we shall be with Christ”

2. “That we shall be like Him”

3. “That we shall have glory”

4. “That we shall be feasted or entertained”

5. “That we shall have some position in the universe”

For Lewis the traditional biblical symbols are a challenge, and therefore a stimulus, to his imagination. What he wishes to reject about them in turn teaches him important lessons in God’s purposes for us his creatures. He argues that to be “with Christ” is about more than spatial proximity, and in turn, to receive glory from Christ is both the reward of having pleased him and the beauty of being transformed into a creature of godlike holiness. This glory, he insisted, will be bodily, though in a body we can only obliquely attempt to imagine.
Discussion Questions
· How effective do you find Lewis’ example of the schoolboy?
· Why do certain biblical symbols challenge Lewis? Have you had a similar experience?

· Are you comfortable with his picture of us as becoming either divine gods and goddesses or creatures of diabolical horror?

· How are these notions present in Perelandra?

· How important are the free choices of the characters in Perelandra?
“Blessed Be He!” The Hymn of the Great Dance (Chapter 17)
“What can be more a man's own than this new name which even in eternity remains a secret between God and him? And what shall we take this secrecy to mean? Surely, that each of the redeemed shall forever know and praise some one aspect of the divine beauty better than any other creature can. Why else were individuals created, but that God, loving all infinitely, should love each differently? And this difference, so far from impairing, floods with meaning the love of all blessed creatures for one another, the communion of the saints. If all experienced God in the same way and returned Him an identical worship, the song of the church triumphant would have no symphony, it would be like an orchestra in which all the instruments played the same note.”—The Problem of Pain
Lewis’ great hymn of the cosmic dance parallels his point in The Discarded Image that the thought of the Christians mystics is alongside the Great Model. Their mystical experience is not concerned with the cosmological picture, for it transcends it. It also provides an answer to Bergson’s philosophy of creative evolution. The hymn acknowledges the divine hand at every level of the universe, yet Lewis as a Christian also draws on the Trinity and insists on the ultimate transcendence of God over his creation. The prose hymn roughly divides into three parts:
1. Stanzas 1-6 prepare us with what the dance is not and, therefore, in its mystery what it is in its interpenetrating movements.

2. Stanzas 7-13 circle and re-circle through the truth that all is at the center, for God is at the center and everywhere.

3. Stanzas 14-20 expands upon the gift-love nature of all the movements of the dance, including the infinite transcending love of the Father.
Stanza 1: no beginning; the eternity and ever-present nature of the dance.
Stanza 2: no two species the same; each transcends the former.
Stanza 3: no equality, but the justice of all in reciprocity.
Stanza 4: no aggregation; He fills all with no distention to Himself. 
Stanza 5: no shadow or similitude; all interpenetrates as does the Triune perichoresis.
Stanza 6: Infinite circles within circles within spheres!
Stanza 7: The ancient worlds are at the center.
Stanza 8: The fallen world where He became incarnate is at the center.
Stanza 9: The morning star world is at the center.
Stanza 10: The other worlds of Jupiter (Glund), Saturn (Lurga), and Uranus (Neruval) have purpose (i.e. are at the center).
Stanza 11: The very stellar material by which Maledil made all is at the center, too.
Stanza 12: All is at the center.
Stanza 13: All is in the center for the center is in Him and he is wholly everywhere. Only in diabolical Nothing is there no center.
Stanza 14: All that is in His city is the telos of creation and is life for all the rest.
Stanza 15: All movements interlock and kneel in union with and to one another.
Stanza 16: Like an overflowing river and its watercourse, each is infinitely necessary and of delight to the others.
Stanza 17: And just as God has no need of us so he can love us as pure gift, so we are superfluous to each and a gift to one another.
Stanza 18: The Triune life is a community of love—eternal utterance, begottenness, and procession.
Stanza 19: Any part leads outward to all parts; there seems no plan since all is plan; no center, for all is center.
Stanza 20: Yet the apparent lack of center is so that we may know the infinite aseity of the Father. Thrice-blessed is He!
Discussion Questions
· Are there sections of Lewis’s hymn that you find more attractive? Explain.

· How does Lewis seek to ground the Great Dance in the life of the Trinity?

· Why is the symbol of the center and its transversion so essential to Lewis’ thought here?

· How does the hymn parallel or illustrate Lewis’ beliefs on love and glory?
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