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Introduction: Mythopoeic Literature as an Unexpected Response to War 
 

The Great War was like no other prior war. Fighting in the trenches was horrifically gory, 

and the resulting war of attrition was ghastly in its reduction of the human soldier to a mere war 

machine numbered among millions of other expendable human military machines. This “Great 

War,” a most ironic and tragic misnomer, profoundly affected Western socio-political realities 

and cultural production for decades. The West, indeed the world, would never be the same. 

Artists, musicians, poets, essayists, novelists, and dramatists reacted in diverse and profound 

ways to the horrific realities of this war that was supposed to end all wars. The early twentieth 

century, for the West, was marked by an unflinching optimism in the progress of science, 

economics, and culture. European national and colonial pride was at a fever pitch. Notions of 

patriotism, nationalism, and military heroism were idealistic, noble, and inspiring. When war 

broke out, many believed this optimistic patriotic idealism would carry the day. As the war 

dragged on and millions lost their lives and millions of others were wounded in battle, early 

twentieth-century idealism and optimism transformed into existential crisis, horror, 

disillusionment, apathy, and, in some cases, despair.  

In the wake of wartime horror, existing cultural norms and artistic tropes no longer made 

sense. A revolution in literary production took place, giving rise to experimental fiction that 

privileged the emotional, the descriptive, the subjective, and the psychological, and realism was 

the preferred literary form. These experimental artists challenged various cultural grand 

narratives and usually privileged subjective perspectives. Such literary transformations would be 
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exasperated by the Second World War, giving rise to what eventually became known as 

postmodernism. However, amidst these anxious post-WW I literary revolutions and artistic crises 

existed a small group of intellectuals and writers who chose to respond in a radically different 

and countercultural way. These writers rejected cynical realism and relativistic subjectivism, 

embracing, instead, a visionary and even idealistic mythic perspective. Instead of dismissing 

ancient literary traditions as irrelevant and even inadequate to capturing the contemporary 

dispirit of the age, these writers purposely and intentionally invoked epic narrative, quest 

romance tales, and mythic fantasy as literary means to address the intellectual, spiritual, and 

existential concerns of postwar society. Such veterans of WW I as Lord Dunsany, J. R. R. 

Tolkien, and C. S. Lewis wrote mythopoeic fantasy literature as a means of questioning postwar 

cynicism, challenging the assumptions of materialism, and providing a corrective to the moral 

and spiritual malaise common in early twentieth-century realist literature.  

 

Disillusionment and Despair Following the Great War 

The turn of the twentieth century was marked by faith in progressive positivism, the 

notion that education, science, philanthropy, economics, imperialism, and, for many, Christian 

faith would carry Western civilization triumphantly into the future. European leaders even 

believed, initially, that war would serve this positivistic end, seeing the Great War as one that 

would finally put an end to all war. As the war slogged on, however, such enthusiastic positivism 

was considered naïve triumphalism as disillusionment, cynicism, and despair emerged as the 

lasting distinguishing feature of Western cultural expression.1 The devastation of the ironically 

named Great War was beyond catastrophic, exceeding all rational people’s imaginings of horror 

                                                        
1 Joseph Loconte, A Hobbit, a Wardrobe, and a Great War: How J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis Rediscovered 
Faith, Friendship, and Heroism in the Cataclysm of 1914-1918 (Nashville, TN: Nelson Books, 2015), 25. 
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and expectations of carnage. By the end of the war, over nine million soldiers were killed and 

some thirty-seven million more wounded. To provide some perspective, these numbers amount 

to about 6,046 men killed, and 23,627 wounded, each day of the war.2 Commentators and writers 

eventually viewed the Great War an onslaught on civilization itself. This negative perspective 

developed mainly in response to new military tactics and technologies, such as trench warfare, 

weaponized gasses, larger explosive shells, high-power machine guns, airplanes, dirigibles, and 

other new devices that allowed armed forces to deliver greater devastation from greater distances 

than ever before.3 

No wonder this war to end all wars produced a generation characterized by 

disillusionment, despondency, and even desperation. Understandably, the doctrines of Christian 

faith and national narratives of honor, glory, and heroism rang woefully empty, even moronic, to 

those who survived and who struggled to endure modern life in postwar Western culture. As 

Deborah Parsons observes, “The confident Edwardian world that had approached war in 1914 

had by now dissolved into myth, and, surveying its ruins, modern society faced a crisis of belief 

and identity.”4 Due to the radically different nature of this new war and its terrifyingly 

impressive implements of destruction, the old myths of war no longer applied—they seemed 

irrelevant, naïve, and meaningless. New cultural myths developed in response to the Great War, 

myths of horror, meaninglessness, and disillusionment that survive today, informing many 

contemporary cultural attitudes toward war between nations.5 

                                                        
2 Max Hastings, Catastrophe 1914: Europe Goes to War (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2013), 548.  
3 Andrew Maunder and Angela K. Smith, general introduction to The Short Story and the Novella. Vol. 1 of British 
Literature of World War I, eds. Andrew Maunder and Angela K. Smith (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2011), vii-viii. 
4 Debora Parsons, “Trauma and War Memory,” in The Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century English Literature, 
eds. Laura Marcus and Peter Nicholls (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 175.  
5 Maunder and Smith, general introduction, xi. 
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Within the English cultural imagination, the war represented the culmination of change 

and transformation that marked a final and violent separation with the Edwardian past. England 

and, indeed, all of Europe became obsessed with forgetting the past war while simultaneously 

remembering glorious elements of history so as to heal the cultural, personal, and spiritual 

fragmentations caused by the war. Parsons explains that the degree to which the horrors, 

destruction, disruption, and fragmentation of war shaped the Modernist literary project can be 

seen “from its compulsive re-enactments of social, physical and psychic fragmentation, to its 

gradual reconstruction of the past across the abyss of lost time, through narratives of mourning 

and remembrance.”6 During the postwar years, a vast majority of veterans and others wrote 

darkly cynical antiwar literature, filled with fear, loathing, disillusionment, apathy, and despair. 

These writers typically rejected moral absolutism as irrational, for it did not adequately explain, 

in their view, the moral atrocities of WWI. Most of these writers cynically rejected Christianity 

and it’s teaching of a wise, benevolent, and good God characterized by mercy, grace, and love. 

Such religions notions, to their minds, were utter rubbish in light of the horrors of trench warfare.  

In response to such secular cynicism and literatures of fragmentation, Loconte notes, 

writers of mythopoeic fantasy produced stories “imbued with the themes of guilt and grace, 

sorrow and consolation.”7 Dunsany, Tolkien, and Lewis resisted Modernist narrative 

experimentation, working intentionally against these paradigms of fragmentation and 

disillusionment, instead, creating mythopoeic literature with the goal of asserting the reality and 

promise of spiritual reunification, expressed in traditional narrative structures and heroic quest 

forms. Through such anti-Modernist literary modes (and moods), these mythopoeic writers not 

                                                        
6 Parsons, “Trauma and War Memory,” 179. 
7 Loconte, A Hobbit, a Wardrobe, and a Great War, xiv. 
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only resisted Modernism but also provided literary antidotes to Modernist dismay, philosophical 

disillusionment, and materialist skepticism. 

Curiously, these countercultural writers chose fairytales and ancient mythic conventions 

as their answer to the growing postwar angst and cynicism. Mark Atherton suggests that these 

literary choices were not necessarily unusual for the time period as we might retrospectively 

think. For example, Robert Graves is best known for helping usher in the dark cynicism of early 

modernism with his postwar poetry and autobiography Good-Bye to All That. Yet, what is often 

less known is that in 1917, just after being injured in the war, Graves published a collection of 

poems containing myth and fairy elements, titled Fairies and Fusiliers. According to Atherton, 

this collection of poems “shows clearly that the ‘fairy theme’ was alive and well in the later 

stages of the war in the writings of one of the most talented poets of that generation.”8 Though 

most postwar writers and poets would abandon such naïve Victorian sensibilities for being 

irrelevant to the modern realities of pain, suffering, and spiritual disillusionment resulting from 

the horrors of a mechanized war gone madly out of control, we should not conclude that there 

was no literary interest whatsoever in mythic fairytales after the war. Indeed, the tragedy of the 

Great War hastened the expulsion of fairy and mythic elements from contemporary literature, as 

most writers, poets, and artists turned from the nostalgia of the fairy world to the consuming 

skepticism and materialistic disillusionment of realism and self-referential, introspective fiction. 

However, as Atherton reminds us, there were some writers for whom myth, romance, and the 

fairy held deep fascination, including such writers as Edward Thomas, Ezra Pound, and T. S. 

Eliot.9  

                                                        
8 Mark Atherton, There and Back Again: J. R. R. Tolkien and the Origins of The Hobbit (New York: I. B. Tauris, 
2012), 153. 
9 Ibid., 161. 
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To this list, we can add Dunsany, Tolkien, and Lewis. Dunsany constructed a fantasy 

world rooted in pagan myth and reminiscent of medieval European culture through which he 

raised important questions about materialism and the loss of imaginative vision characteristic of 

modernist skepticism. Tolkien created an immersive secondary world into which readers could 

escape, thus demonstrating the consolatory and recuperative purposes of high fantasy. Building 

upon Tolkien’s theories of mythopoeic escape, Lewis brought Narnia magically to life in order to 

reveal the evangelium of escape.  

 

Lord Dunsany: Challenging Modernist Materialism  

Born Edward John Moreton Drax Plunkett in Regents Park, London, on July 24, 1878, 

Lord Dunsany is not exactly a household name today when it comes to fantasy literature. 

However, in the early twentieth century, Dunsany was one of the most famous and prolific of 

fantasy writers, excelling in various literary forms, including drama, short stories, and novels. 

Dunsany’s education was rather standard for someone of his aristocratic status. He was first 

educated at home by a governess, and then he went off to boarding school in Kent, where he 

developed a love for such writers as the Brothers Grimm, Hans Christian Anderson, and Edgar 

Allan Poe. Fairytale, fantasy, and Eastern mysticism became part of his aesthetic interests that 

would later inform all of his writings to varying degrees. He studied Greek and the Bible at 

Cheam School, and he would later draw from this linguistic study when formulating his prose 

style for his early fantasies, mimicking, sometimes rather awkwardly, the formal prose of the 

King James Bible. He began his university study at Eton College in 1891, where he enjoyed the 

intellectual and artistic environment, particularly when studying poetry; however, he considered 

the academic setting oppressive to his active imagination and thus was not a stellar student. His 
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father removed him from Eton College in 1894 in order to make him a soldier and officer, which 

was then considered a noble profession for an aristocrat. He was enrolled in the Royal Military 

Academy in Sandhurst, where he was a good student and eventually rose to the rank of officer.10  

Upon completing his studies in Sandhurst, he served in the English Army, first fighting in 

the Boer War which started in 1899. That same year, his father died, thus passing on the title of 

Lord Dunsany, and he became the eighteenth Baron Dunsany. Prior to WW I, he was an officer 

in the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers during the Easter Rebellion in Dublin of 1916. Fighting on the 

side of the English, he led his men into enemy territory and received a facial wound. He was 

captured but later released without further harm. Later, he also served in World War I, but his 

experience in actual warfare was limited.11 Unlike a majority of poets and writers whose 

experiences of trench warfare on the front lines greatly influenced their emotional, intellectual, 

philosophical, and religious worldviews and thus shaped their literary expressions, Dunsany’s 

experiences in military service did not alter his literary tastes nor dissuade him from creating 

mythic fantasy. According to Dunsany biographer Mark Amory, Dunsany “had no scruples about 

fighting, which he regarded as an honourable profession and, in times of crisis, a duty, and seems 

to have been a calm and efficient soldier in action.”12 Combat and battle scenes do appear in 

some of Dunsany’s fantasies, but he does not appear to moralize or comment on the personal and 

psychological complexities of war in the noble fight against expansive evil. 

Dunsany published his second novel, The King of Elfland’s Daughter in 1924, just six 

years after the Great War. This postwar period was a tumultuous and painful time of social 

                                                        
10 Darren Harris-Fain, “Edward John Moreton Drax Plunkett Dunsany,” in British Fantasy and Science-Fiction 
Writers, 1918-1960, ed. Darren Harris-Fain, vol. 2, Dictionary of Literary Biography (Detroit: Gale Group, 2002), 
http://go.galegroup.com.arktos.nyit.edu. 
11 Ibid.  
12 Mark Amory, Biography of Lord Dunsany (London: William Collins Sons, 1972), 26-27. 
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reformation and cultural restoration, as elites, writers, artists, and poets contended for the hearts 

and minds of the English people. Indeed, fairy narratives were still popular prior to and during 

the war, but the decade following the war saw a dismissal, even contempt, for fairy stories, 

fantasy, and myth. Yet, unlike the avant-garde of the early twentieth century, Dunsany never 

abandoned his love of fairy, turning to myth and fantasy as a constructive way to confront 

disillusionment and address the cynicism of postwar materialism.  

Through the somewhat conventional epic fantasy narrative of The King of Elfland’s 

Daughter, Dunsany engages the postwar struggle between rationalism and imagination, reason 

and faith, realism and fantasy. Dunsany wrote fantasy stories, novels, and plays at a time when 

the literary elites were extoling the philosophical and cultural virtues of realism, with its fetish 

for naturalism and materialism. S. T. Joshi notes that Dunsany’s philosophical worldview mixes 

the deification of nature as an aesthetic act with an awareness of how naturalistic science reduces 

the world and all of observable reality to a godless universe that is transient and without purpose 

or significance.13 Throughout the novel, Dunsany juxtaposes these competing philosophical 

perspectives in an attempt to level a critique against the dogmatic and at times blind faith in 

naturalism and philosophical materialism characteristic of postwar modernist literature.  

An excellent example of the tension between reason and imagination comes early in the 

novel after the mysterious witch creates the hero Alveric’s magical sword:  

Nobody can tell you about that sword all that there is to be told of it; for 

those that know of those paths of Space on which its metals once floated, till 

Earth caught them one by one as she sailed past on her orbit, have little time to 

waste on such things as magic, and so cannot tell you how the sword was made, 

                                                        
13 S. T. Joshi, Lord Dunsany: Master of the Anglo-Irish Imagination (Westport: Greenwood, 1995), 20. 
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and those who know whence poetry is, and the need that man has for song, or 

know any one of the fifty branches of magic, have little time to waste on such 

things as science, and so cannot tell you whence its ingredients came. Enough that 

it was once beyond our Earth and was now here amongst our mundane stones; 

that it was once but as those stones, and now had something in it such as soft 

music has; let those that can define it.14 

Dunsany presents a split between exclusionary perspectives: science and art, physics and 

metaphysics. Individually, these epistemologies have their presuppositions and their own 

prejudices. They focus on certain things, and exclude others, and as such, they have in 

themselves an incomplete view and understanding of the universe. Ultimately, this fantasy 

narrative reveals the limits of the two separate realms—the physical, naturalistic land of Erl and 

the metaphysical, supernaturalistic realm of Elfland. Resolution of conflict and greater 

understanding of reality result by joining these two worlds into a singularity, much like the heart 

and mind united in a single, perfect sphere of perception and understanding. 

Dunsany further explores this tension between the physical and the metaphysical or 

reason and imagination by contrasting science with poetry. After Lirazel, the King of Elfland’s 

daughter, flees back to Elfland and Alveric is desperately trying once again to locate Elfland to 

retrieve her, the narrator speculates about the phenomenon of people in Erl sometimes hearing 

the majestic horns of Elfland: 

And how the horns of Elfland blew over the barrier of twilight, to be heard 

by any ear in the fields we know, I cannot understand; yet Tennyson speaks of 

them as heard “faintly blowing” even in these fields of ours, and I believe that by 

                                                        
14 Lord Dunsany, The King of Elfland’s Daughter, 1924 (New York: Ballantine, 1999), 7. 
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accepting all that the poets say while duly inspired our errors will be fewest. So, 

though Science may deny or confirm it, Tennyson’s line shall guide me here.15 

Dunsany purposefully invokes the English cultural authority of Tennyson to bolster his own 

privileging of fantasy and extoling the merits and blessings of the imagination. Although he does 

not discredit science as such, characterizing it as an epistemology that can deny or confirm 

certain claims from an empirical basis, he recognizes that methodological naturalism is not the 

only, nor the ultimate, epistemology by which we can know and understand reality as we 

experience it. That is, he flatly rejects the early twentieth-century’s growing advocacy of 

scientism, the view that only science can lead us to truth and accurate perceptions of reality. 

Here, he allows the wisdom of poetry, of the imagination, of fancy and faith to guide him 

through these questions of the relationship between Erl and Elfland, or between the physical and 

the metaphysical. 

For Dunsany, postwar materialism leads to an imaginative and spiritual blindness. The 

witch who makes Alveric’s magical sword by fusing the material with the immaterial knows well 

the necessity of combining these two epistemologies in order to grasp more fully the 

complexities of reality, and she issues a warning to the people of Erl about the blindness of 

materialistic rationalism. The people had sought a magical lord to rule over them, and once 

magic from Elfland floods into their reality with the coming of the unicorn, they suddenly fear 

and loathe it and want the witch to protect them from this magic. The witch rebukes them: 

And you that sought for magic in your youth but desire it not in your age, 

know that there is a blindness of spirit which comes from age, more black than the 

blindness of eye, making a darkness about you across which nothing may be seen, 

                                                        
15 Ibid., 93. 
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or felt, or known, or in any way apprehended. And no voice out of that darkness 

shall conjure me to grant a spell against magic. Hence!16 

Through the witch, Dunsany warns against spiritual blindness that comes from allowing oneself 

to progress into pure rationalism. Strict materialism uses the reason, often to the exclusion of 

imagination and spiritual contemplation, and this epistemological myopia results in a blindness 

to imaginative realms and spiritual realities, narrowing our vision and restricting our broader 

understanding of the world in all of its physical and metaphysical complexities. 

The most striking indictment against the destructive power of materialism comes from 

the King of Elfland. When he reasons with Lirazel that he should reserve the last powerful rune 

to protect Elfland, he explains: 

“Beyond our border,” he said, “material things stand fierce and strong and 

many, and have the power to darken and to increase, for they have wonders too. 

And when this last potency be used and gone there remains in all our realm no 

rune that they dread; and material things will multiply and put the powers in 

bondage, and we without any rune of which they go in awe shall become no more 

than a fable. We must yet store this rune.”17 

As powerful as the magic of Elfland is, the King wisely acknowledges that there are wonders and 

powers within rationalistic materialism than can threaten if not destroy Elfland. This magical 

realm is predicated upon the necessity to believe in order to see, the exact reversal of the 

empiricist mantra that seeing is believing. Materialism seeks to discredit faith in the unseen 

world, and thus without a priori faith, Elfland eventually fades away into mere myth. Therefore, 

the King weaves a mighty spell to withdraw Elfland from Erl as a way to protect it from the 

                                                        
16 Ibid., 212-12. 
17 Ibid., 222. 
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destructive forces of materialism, rationalism, and unbelief that characterize Erl, which is a threat 

to the sanctity, beauty, and spiritual dimensions of Elfland.  

As the novel progresses, these worlds become even more separated, more diametrically 

opposed, and a key question emerges: how, if ever, can these realms be reconciled or brought 

back into a cohesive whole? Is the heart and mind to be forever torn asunder, or can they be 

rejoined for a complete experience of reality? Alveric tries to join the two worlds through 

marriage, but the motivations were questionable—the people of Erl want a magical lord for 

historical notoriety. The union of Alveric and Lirazel does not last, the communion of hearts and 

lives falls apart due to their lack of true love, and the worlds are separated once again. Alveric 

embarks on a second quest to reconcile the lost communion, but that fails due to his inability to 

express true sacrificial love. What will it take to bring restoration? It will take the sacrificial love 

of the King of Elfland.  

Dunsany’s answer to this dilemma of a divided Erl and Elfland, his resolution to the 

problem of broken community, his solution to the catastrophe of heart and mind divided is faith 

in an ancient ethos that was considered outmoded, naïve, and irrelevant in the cynical minds of 

postwar modernists: self-sacrificial love. Not only does Dunsany disturb literary decorum by 

writing high fantasy during the early stages of modernist realism, but he develops a beautiful 

narrative culminating in a celebration of the ethos of love, during a time when most writers 

dismissed love as a nostalgic and naïve fantasy. Maybe history would have turned out a little 

differently if more early twentieth-century people had contemplated the central importance of 

sacrificial love presented in Dunsany’s novel.  
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J. R. R. Tolkien: Escape vs. Escapism 

J. R. R. Tolkien, the hobbit of Oxford, was born in Bloemfontein, South Africa on 

January 3, 1892, just as England was transitioning from the late Victorian era into what would be 

called the Edwardian period. He was named John Ronald Reuel, and at the age of three, 

Tolkien’s mother took him and his brother Hilary back to England. His father remained in South 

Africa, as he could not yet leave his position at the bank. Sadly, his father took ill, and his 

mother made plans to return the family to South Africa to care for their father; however, his 

condition worsened and he died before they could return.18 

The young Tolkien had a cheerful yet challenging early life. His mother moved the 

family to the outskirts of Birmingham, and even though they lived near this industrial city, their 

small village was rather rustic, fueling Tolkien’s love of nature and the simple beauties of the 

English countryside. His mother home schooled her children, teaching them Latin, French, and 

German as well as painting, drawing, and piano. Early on, Tolkien demonstrated a keen gift for 

languages, excelling especially in Latin, a gift that would flower into the foundation of his later 

scholarly and literary careers. His early education also involved many books of fairytales, 

adventure stories, and fantasy, and while he was not much interested in such books as Treasure 

Island and The Pied Piper, he particularly enjoyed Alice in Wonderland and George 

MacDonald’s The Princess and Curdie. Such books ignited his imagination, filling his heart and 

soul with wonder and reinforcing the literary foundation for his later development as a storyteller 

and writer of arguably the greatest books of fantasy literature.19  

                                                        
18 Joseph Pearce, Tolkien: Man and Myth (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998), 12-13; Humphrey Carpenter, J. R. 
R. Tolkien: A Biography (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1987), 17-24. 
19 Pearce, Tolkien, 14-15; Carpenter, J. R. R. Tolkien, 25-31. 
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Like Dunsany, Tolkien served in the Great War; however, he commanded men on the 

front lines in France and thus experienced war in ways Dunsany never knew. Tolkien’s painful 

experiences during the Great War tested his spiritual sensibilities and posed a daunting challenge 

to his literary imagination. Indeed, he remained a devout Catholic through the war and 

throughout the rest of his academic career and life, but in some ways, the heartache of war never 

fully left him. The loss of so many of his friends and colleagues weighed heavily upon his soul, 

producing what his children called a lifelong sadness.20 Through all the painful experiences and 

horrific exposure to grotesque violence and human carnage, not only did Tolkien hold on to his 

Catholic faith, but he also maintained and even nurtured his love of myth and fairy stories. 

Before going to war, Tolkien was already drawn to ancient cultures and their attending languages 

and myths. During the war, he began writing fragments of new myths and legends that would 

form the foundation for his later epics of Middle-Earth.21  

In fact, both his faith and love of myth sustained him through the war, provided much 

needed consolation, and reinforced his devotion to imaginative literature as an artistic means 

toward personal healing, cultural restoration, and social consolation. The Great War was a time 

of social and political upheaval, marked by a variety of revolutionary endeavors in which desires 

for a new and better world manifest in a variety of forms, including abandoning religious 

orthodoxy, rebelling against cultural traditions, and fighting against the landed gentry in the 

name of social progressivism and communism. But for Tolkien, being revolutionary meant 

appealing to the old. He saw fairy and myth as ways to restore universal beauty and eternal truth, 

                                                        
20 Loconte, A Hobbit, a Wardrobe, and a Great War, 109.  
21 Ibid., 60. 



Hogsette  15 

to bring a revolution of imagination through escape (not mere escapism) instead of a capitulation 

to despair by wallowing in stark realism.22   

Even though Tolkien published The Lord of the Rings over the course of a year between 

1954 and 1955, three and a half decades after the Great War, this fantasy text was influenced by 

Tolkien’s experiences of war, it represents Tolkien’s rebellion against modernist cynicism, and it 

is an example of his notion of revolution in literary production by appealing to mythopoeic 

fantasy. Tolkien was well aware of how most scholars and critics responded to his work, and he 

simply chose to disregard their opinions, stating, “Some who have read the book, or at any rate 

have reviewed it, have found it boring, absurd, or contemptible; and I have no cause to complain, 

since I have similar opinions of their works, or the kinds of writing that they evidently prefer.”23 

Most critics of his day preferred realism, and they disdained the mythic and the fantastic, 

dismissing such literature as childish, unrealistic, and escapist in the sense that it took the reader 

outside the realm of possibility and thus, the critics feared, would cause readers to ignore serious 

issues of the day. Tolkien did not care one wit what these critics thought, for as he said, he didn’t 

like the literature they wrote and read. Thus, with his Inkling friends such as C. S. Lewis and 

Charles Williams, Tolkien wrote the kind of literature they liked, the kind of books they believed 

were missing from contemporary fiction. His stated goal was to write tales that delighted, 

amused, excited, and at times, deeply moved his readers.24 He achieved this artistic goal by 

developing a keen understanding of literary escape which is vastly different than escapism. 

                                                        
22 John Garth, Tolkien and the Great War: The Threshold of Middle-Earth (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2003), 
106. 
23 J. R. R. Tolkien, The Fellowship of the Ring: Being the First Part of The Lord of the Rings, 1954 (New York: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1994), xiv. 
24 Ibid. 
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What the critics of his day actually despised was literary escapism, not literature of 

escape, but they could not (or would not) make this fine yet important distinction. This fear and 

loathing of escapist literature was a carryover from the utilitarian worldview of the Victorian 

period. Indeed, not everyone in the late nineteenth century subscribed to hard-nosed 

utilitarianism, but many intellectuals and critics did hold a utilitarian suspicion of all things 

imaginative. Thus, fantastic narratives were often discredited as a waste of time, as fiction that 

unduly stimulated the imagination, leading to unrealistic expectations, the threat of frustration 

from unfulfilled wish fantasies, and the dangers of wasteful daydreaming. Due to disillusionment 

and cynicism following the Great War, most early twentieth-century critics and reviewers found 

fantasy childish and unsophisticated, and they considered it a trivial art form—if they even 

admitted it was art—that encouraged unproductive and unhealthy escapism.  

Tolkien flatly rejected these critics’ opinions. Moreover, he found them shortsighted, 

narrow minded, and altogether mistaken in their understanding of escape:   

I have claimed that Escape is one of the main functions of fairy-stories, 

and since I do not disapprove of them, it is plain that I do not accept the tone of 

scorn or pity with which “Escape” is now so often used: a tone for which the uses 

of the word outside literary criticism gave no warrant at all. … Evidently we are 

faced by a misuse of words, and also by a confusion of thought. Why should a 

man be scorned if, finding himself in prison, he tries to get out and go home? Or 

if, when he cannot do so, he thinks and talks about other topics than jailers and 

prison-walls? The world outside has not become less real because the prisoner 

cannot see it. In using escape in this way the critics have chosen the wrong word, 
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and what is more, they are confusing, not always by sincere error, the Escape of 

the Prisoner with the Flight of the Deserter.25 

Escape into fantasy is not necessarily the ignoble act of a deserter cowardly fleeing from the 

challenges of reality. Rather, it is the heroic imaginative endeavor of the innocent who has found 

himself victim to a failed reality, unjustly punished by a broken world he did not choose and one 

which he did not necessarily break. 

Moreover, the escape of fantasy is not a reactionary dismissal of the real, nor is it a 

misguided or even luddite rejection of modern progress, as some critics charged. According to 

Tolkien, reading fantasy is a transformative imaginative act whereby truths are discovered and 

true vision restored, such that the broken real world can be transformed, improved, and reshaped 

according to eternal principles of Truth (re)discovered in the luminary Secondary World of 

fantasy.26 Instead of trying to reject or dismiss the real through escapism, good fantasy, 

according to Tolkien, seeks to restore and to renew through a spiritual process of recovery: 

“Recovery (which includes return and renewal of health) is a re-gaining—regaining of a clear 

view. … We need, in any case, to clean our windows; so that the things seen clearly may be 

freed from the drab blur of triteness or familiarity—from possessiveness.”27 Fantasy, then, is not 

mere escapism but a type of recovery or renewal or revisioning transition from a view of reality 

that has been corrupted by secular humanism and limited by scientific materialism toward a 

restored and proper vision of the real. As Thomas W. Smith notes, “Tolkien insists that his 

stories are primarily about recovery. Or, they are about an escape from a false view of human life 

and the world, to a more real view of human life and the world, which can be achieved by 

                                                        
25 J. R. R. Tolkien, The Tolkien Reader (New York: Ballantine Books, 1966), 79. 
26 Ibid., 80-81. 
27 Ibid. 77. 
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creating alternative realities in which traditions and virtues can be rediscovered because they are 

being portrayed in a fresh light.”28 According to Pearce, escape for Tolkien is not a leaving home 

to find new things and to leave the old behind; rather, it is a returning home or a going into 

ourselves to (re)discover the truth of reality that we have ignored or overlooked.29 In other 

words, fantasy is a recovery of true vision. 

Finally, Tolkien extolled the value of fantasy in the face of modernist critics and skeptical 

readers by highlighting the comfort and consolation it brings to willing and even unsuspecting 

readers. Tolkien firmly believed that fantasy provides an imaginative consolation, helping us 

satisfy deep-seated disappointments and long-awaited desires not possible in our limited lives. 

The escapism of fantasy offers readers consolation, comfort, and community rarely found nor 

allowed in the real world.30 Yet, beyond provisions of comfort, community, and satisfied desires, 

fantasy’s greatest gift of consolation comes in what he termed eucatastrophe—the good ending, 

the sudden turn from horror, failure, defeat, and destruction toward joy, fulfillment, success, and 

freedom. The tale will take its characters through very challenging adventures, deep loss, heavy 

grief, and sometimes unimaginable suffering—true catastrophe—but at some moment in the 

narrative, there is the unexpected turning point, a show of unforeseen grace that fills the heart 

with joy and wonder and that offers true consolation and hope. As such, these fantastical myths, 

legends, and fairy tales—true fantasy—offer a glimpse of the Gospel in which there is hope of 

overcoming the greatest catastrophe of all, death itself: “It does not deny the existence of 

dyscatastrophe, of sorrow and failure: the possibility of these is necessary to the joy of 

deliverance; it denies (in the face of much evidence if you will) universal final defeat [eternal 

                                                        
28 Thomas W. Smith, “Tolkien’s Catholic Imagination: Mediation and Tradition,” Religion and Literature 38, no. 2 
(2006): 82. 
29 Pearce, Tolkien, 145-47. 
30 Tolkien, The Tolkien Reader, 83. 
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death or hell] and in so far is evangelium, giving a fleeting glimpse of Joy, Joy beyond the walls 

of the world, poignant as grief.”31  

Why does The Lord of the Rings continue to be widely read and favored among readers 

even into the twenty-first century, much to the consternation and utter disbelief of so many 

critics and literary scholars? Because the epic fantasy brought to life by the magical pen of 

Tolkien accomplishes all that Tolkien designed in his subcreation: when readers escape into 

Middle-earth, they are not merely engaging an escapist wish fulfillment; rather, they are 

imaginatively transcending the real, experiencing soul-changing eucatastrophe, discovering lost 

and forgotten truths, recovering lost vision, and enjoying the blessings of consolation so that 

when they return home they are transformed in heart, mind, and soul and may, if they so wish, 

engage in transforming their own reality from the a renewed perspective of a radically restored 

vision and altered worldview. Instead of succumbing to disillusionment and cynicism like so 

many other poets and writers did following the Great War, Tolkien held tightly to his Catholic 

faith and his love of mythic fantasy. This faith and love fueled his vision for literary revolution, 

and though he may not have ebbed the tide of modernism, he did write the literature he loved the 

most, introducing countless readers to the imaginative thrill and the spiritual consolation of 

mythopoeic fantasy.  

 

C. S. Lewis: Narnia and the Evangelium of Escape 

C. S. Lewis was born in Belfast, Ireland, in 1898, just as Great Britain was beginning its 

gradual and, in many ways, painful transition from the Victorian era into the Edwardian period. 

In 1905, the family moved into their new home, called Little Lea, just on the edge of suburbia. 

                                                        
31 Ibid., 85-86. 
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This country setting inspired the play and imaginings of little Lewis and his older brother 

Warren, who together would ride their bicycles into the country and soak in the beauty of nature. 

In this charming, almost idyllic setting, Lewis developed a love for fairytales, especially those of 

Beatrix Potter, W. B. Yeats, and James Stevens, and those his nursemaid Lizzie Endicott told 

him. So enthralled was Lewis by the fairy worlds of story and the natural beauty of his 

surroundings, that by the age of six he was writing his own stories and creating his own fantasy 

realms with his brother Warren.32 

This world of fairy wonder and idyllic charm was soon darkened by the realities of 

sickness, pain, suffering, and death, worldly elements that would haunt and revisit Lewis 

throughout his life, challenging him to grapple intellectually and spiritually with the deeper 

questions these hardships raise in all who encounter them. Lewis’s mother, Flora, became 

increasingly ill, and at times the house was bustling with doctors and nurses. They soon realized 

that she was suffering from cancer, and they operated there in the home, which was common at 

that time. She recovered for a while following the surgery, but then the cancer returned, as did 

the pain and suffering. She eventually died in August of 1908.33 Witnessing the sickness and 

death of his mother weighed heavily upon the mind and soul of little Lewis, especially given the 

family’s Anglican Christian faith which taught the sovereignty of a loving and benevolent God. 

Lewis prayed earnestly for God to save his mother, but it was not to be. The logical question that 

began percolating in his mind was, simply, why? Why would a good, loving, and all-powerful 

God allow his mother to suffer a painful illness and then die, abandoning him to this dark and 

                                                        
32 Roger Lancelyn Green and Walter Hooper, C. S. Lewis: A Biography (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1974), 20-22. 
33 Ibid., 24-25.  
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painful world?34 These were serious questions that cried out for answers, but he would not find 

sufficient, faith-sustaining answers for another few decades.  

As Lewis was studying with William T. Kirkpatrick in preparation to go to Oxford, 

World War I had begun, and by 1916, the Allies were not doing very well against the German 

forces. As an Irishman, Lewis could have claimed exemption from conscription, but he believed 

it was his duty to serve, but as much as possible, he would do so on his own terms. By enlisting 

voluntarily, he could go to Oxford, join the Officers’ Training Corps, and then gain a 

commission as an officer. He took the scholarship examination and passed, becoming a Scholar 

of University; however, he was not yet officially a member of Oxford. For that, he needed to 

pass the Responsions entrance examination. He returned to Kirkpatrick in 1917 to study 

mathematics, especially algebra, so as to pass the entrance examination. He failed the exam, but 

he was allowed to stay on at Oxford as part of the Officer’s Training Corps. Shortly thereafter, 

Lewis was sent to the front lines in France, but soon he took sick and spent a few weeks 

recovering in hospital. He eventually returned to battle on the front and was injured in April of 

1918 by “friendly fire”—an English shell went off target and exploded near the Allied forces. 

Lewis was sent back to London, England, and was out of the war, recovering from his injuries.35 

Lewis remained an atheist throughout the war, and after experiencing the horrors of 

trench warfare, Lewis found it impossible to reconcile the Christian notion of a loving, 

benevolent, omnipotent God with the suffering, pain, destruction, and horror of war.36 In the face 

of such pain and suffering, Lewis reasoned, God was either powerless to stop it, and thus not 

omnipotent, or he simply did not care to stop it, in which case he cannot be merciful, loving, or 

                                                        
34 Alan Jacobs, The Narnian: The Life and Imagination of C. S. Lewis (New York: HarperCollins, 2005), 4-5. 
35 Green and Hooper, C. S. Lewis, 46-66; Jacobs, Narnian, 92-93. 
36 Loconte, A Hobbit, a Wardrobe, and a Great War, 89.  
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benevolent. For Lewis, such a deity would not be worthy of praise or contemplation, if he existed 

at all. Through the war, Lewis remained the atheist in the proverbial foxhole or, in his case, in 

the trenches, and following the war, Lewis seemed to adopt the disillusionment common to most 

soldiers returning from war.  

In a letter written in August 1918 to his friend Arthur Greeves, Lewis confesses, “Oh 

don’t you sometimes feel that everything is dead? I feel, and apparently you feel, a sort of 

impossibility in getting on solidly with any serious book in the way we used to do.”37 Just before 

the war, Lewis found consolation and tranquility in reading and discussing the Romantics and 

other literature with Greeves; yet in this postwar letter, Lewis expresses an exasperated 

disillusionment, as if the horrors of war have crushed that imaginative realm and intellectual 

sphere. Then, in 1919, just a few months after returning from the war, Lewis published his first 

collection of poetry titled Spirits in Bondage, which seems to express this very same sense of 

disillusionment and frustration, in addition to exploring the burden and failure of religious belief. 

It would seem that Lewis was marching down that well-trodden postwar literary path to 

twentieth-century disillusionment, irony, and cynicism.  

On the one hand, Lewis’s collection of poems could be read in the context of the new 

dispirit of the age in which most poets and writers who survived the Great War discussed and 

examined their disillusionment at the irrelevance of traditional religious faith. A benevolent, 

omnipotent God seemed inconsistent with the experiences of horror and evil in war. Yet, as 

Jacobs notes, these poems are not so much the expression of a true atheist, which Lewis claimed 

to be at this time, but, rather, an angry rebellion against the very deity he claimed did not exist. 

As with the loss of his mother to cancer during his childhood, Lewis did not so much become a 

                                                        
37 Walter Hooper, ed., The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, vol. 1, Family Letters 1905-1931 (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2004), p. 395. 
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true atheist but, rather, became deeply angry that God would allow such evil to exist. Jacobs 

explains:  

Reading Spirits in Bondage, one can see not only that the two halves are separate, 

but also, and more disturbingly, that the imaginative half is dying, unable to resist 

the combined forces of philosophical pessimism and the horrors of the Great War. 

The poems’ laments for the gods and faeries who fade are also laments for that 

part of Jack that loved them. The anger that suffuses the poems is anger not only 

at losing the gods but also at losing the love of them—losing Joy itself.38  

It would be about a decade later before Lewis would find true tranquility in both history and 

myth made real—Christianity. 

Though Lewis held fast to atheism through the war and for several years afterward, his 

imagination had been baptized by reading George MacDonald’s fantasy novel Phantastes. His 

mind became awakened to a sacramental vision through which he realized pure materialism and 

the abuse of science (scientism) dehumanized individuals and destroyed nature, the one realm 

that revitalizes the human being physically and spiritually. According to Loconte, the experience 

of nature “quickened his belief in a spiritual, otherworldly source of natural beauty.”39 In a 1918 

letter to Greeves, Lewis wrote, “You see the conviction is gaining ground on me that after all 

Spirit does exist; and that we come in contact with the spiritual element by means of these 

‘thrills’ [experiences of wonderment in nature]. I fancy that there is Something right outside time 

& place, which did not create matter, as the Christians say, but is matter’s great enemy: and that 

Beauty is the call of the spirit in that something to the spirit in us. You see how frankly I admit 

                                                        
38 Jacobs, The Narnian, 80.  
39 Loconte, A Hobbit, a Wardrobe, and a Great War, 101.  
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that my views have changed: I hope I don’t bore you.”40 While so many other postwar poets, 

writers, artists, and thinkers succumbed to atheistic cynical disillusionment, Lewis transitioned, 

ever so gradually, from atheism, to agnosticism, to a belief in a vague spiritual metaphysics, and, 

eventually to theism and then Christianity. 

Lewis published The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe in 1950, and it is not directly 

related to the Great War as are Dunsany’s and Tolkien’s mythopoeic creations. However, Narnia 

is an imaginative production resulting from Lewis’s own escape from atheistic disillusionment 

that was deepened by his experiences of war. He very well could have followed the literary path 

of other postwar modernists, for he took early steps in that direction with Spirits in Bondage. But 

he did not, due to his postwar conversion to theism in 1929 and then to Christianity in 1931, 

coming just over a decade after the Great War. Just as he found ultimate truth and meaning in 

Christian theism, he sought to provide glimpses of that meaning and truth to readers in his 

mythopoeic fantasy set in Narnia. 

One of the most charming aspects of Lewis’s masterpiece collection of fantasy stories is, 

of course, the land of Narnia itself. As with all good mythopoeic fantasy, there must be an 

engaging realm of imaginative, fantastical escape. However, the point of the escape is not mere 

escapism or escape for the purpose of banal, pointless entertainment. Rather, the imaginative 

journey into other realms of creation must serve a larger cognitive, emotional, moral, and 

spiritual purpose. And for Lewis, as with his peers and forefathers in the craft, his fantasy realms 

and creations served this larger mythopoeic purpose. As Colin Duriez rightly points out, Lewis 

drew heavily from the mythopoeic theories of the sacred or redemptive imagination of the 

Romantic poets, as did his literary mentor George MacDonald and his dear friend and fantasy 
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subcreator Tolkien. Like these and other high fantasy writers of mythopoeic literature, Lewis 

believed that to escape into another world is to search for a deep and abiding joy that surpasses 

our earthly understanding. Lewis acknowledged a deep longing in the human heart that he called 

Sehnsucht, which points to an otherworldly joy. It is this longing for joy or a deep sense of 

homelessness in this world that compels the writer to write fantasy and that invites the reader to 

enter into the fantasy realms the writer creates, in search of the Master's Home, the very 

Kingdom of God wherein there is a mansion prepared for those who seek him.41  

Yet, despite Lewis’s own idealism regarding the spiritual function of proper fantasy 

escape, there were cynical, disillusioned critics who feared the detrimental effects of an 

overindulgence in fantasy reading, namely that readers, especially children, will become so 

enamored with the other worldly that they will become useless in their daily lives. Lewis, of 

course, would have none of that, saying pointedly that fantasy does not distract us from life but, 

rather, adds value to it: “But at its best it can do more; it can give us experiences we have never 

had and thus instead of ‘commenting on life,’ can add to it.”42 Lewis addresses those critics who 

feared that fantasy and mythopoeic stories were harmful in that it set up unreasonable 

expectations and returned readers to the real world “unsettled and discontented.”43 Lewis argues 

the exact opposite, claiming that the fairy story or the fantasy tale “paradoxically enough, 

strengthens our relish for real life. This excursion into the preposterous sends us back with 

renewed pleasure to the actual.”44  

                                                        
41 Collin Duriez, “The Romantic Writer: Lewis’s Theology of Fantasy,” in The Pilgrim’s Guide: C. S. Lewis and the 
Art of Witness, ed. David Mills (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 104-05. 
42 C. S. Lewis, Of Other Worlds: Essays and Stories, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 
1966), 38. 
43 Ibid., 14. 
44 Ibid., 15. 
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Lewis argues clearly that escapist literature does not prejudice the mind and imagination 

against the real, and it does not result in depression because of unrealistic expectations 

established by the fantastic that are left unfulfilled in the real world. Rather, Lewis believes that 

fantasy enlivens the imagination and re-educates the sensibilities such that the real world is better 

understood, seen in a new light, and given new meaning and significance. The real is reimagined 

and remystified, such that we can see true magic within the created world that skeptical 

naturalism and dull realism reduce to mere physicality. Ironically, and importantly, Lewis 

suggests that the dangers of mere escapism actually come from realistic tales, not fantasy. The 

realistic tales in which children read about “themselves” or about other children having similar 

experiences as themselves are the ones that do the most damage to children because they merely 

feed their ego and offer up unrealistic expectations that ultimately disappoint.45 

If, in fact, the function of escapism in fantasy is to encourage readers to re-experience the 

real in newly enlightened spiritual ways and to understand deeper truths in the real that are 

revealed in the fantastic, then what, exactly, is this truth that Lewis wishes to illuminate? By 

following the children into Narnia and back again, readers discover the very same things the 

fictional children do, that God is a God of love who created us in love and who saves us through 

love by sacrificing himself to pay for the penalties of our sin so that, by faith, we might enjoy 

community with him for an eternity. In short, Lewis attempts to use fantasy escape to prepare 

readers’ hearts and minds to consider and even accept as true the very Gospel of Jesus Christ.  

How does Lewis accomplish this lofty literary goal? First, he deals on the level of 

fantastic myth and urges readers to consider how in Christ myth became historically real. Lewis 

considered myth and fantasy to be creative ways in which the author as subcreator sparks the 

                                                        
45 Ibid., 29-30. 
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imaginations of readers and goads them into perceiving eternal truths. This is the mythopoeic 

nature of high fantasy, according to Lewis and Tolkien’s theory of mythic, fantastical literary 

creation. Pearce explains Lewis’s view of the spiritually instructive function of myth: “Since we 

are made in the image of God and since we know that God is the Creator, it follows that our 

creativity is the expression of the imageness of God in us. As such, all myths, as the product of 

human creativity, contain splintered fragments of the one true light that comes from God. Far 

from being lies, they are a means of gaining an inkling of the deep truths of metaphysical 

reality.”46 Thus by telling and retelling myth, fantasy writers can open hearts and minds up to 

bits of truth, and by retelling the One True Myth, the Gospel of Christ, through mythopoeic 

fantasy, Lewis believed that he could help prepare unbelieving hearts and minds to consider the 

truth claims of Christ.  

Some readers are confused by Lewis’s characterization of the Gospel as the One True 

Myth. Lewis adopted this idea from Tolkien who explained the Gospel to Lewis as myth made 

real. In a letter to Greeves, Lewis explains: 

Now the story of Christ is simply a true myth: a myth working on us in the same 

way as the others, but with this important difference that it really happened: and 

one must be content to accept it in the same way, remembering that it is God’s 

myth where the others are men’s myths: i.e., the Pagan stories are God expressing 

Himself through the minds of poets, using such images as He found there, while 

Christianity is God expressing Himself through what we call “real things.”47 

                                                        
46 Joseph Pearce, “Narnia and Middle-earth: When Two Worlds Collude,” in Revisiting Narnia: Fantasy, Myth and 
Religion in C. S. Lewis’ Chronicles, ed. Shanna Caughey (Dallas: Benbella Books, 2005), 120-21. 
47 Walter Hooper, ed., They Stand Together: The Letters of C. S. Lewis to Arthur Greeves (1914-1963) (New York: 
Macmillan, 1979), 427-28. 
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Thus, by recasting the Gospel, the “true myth,” within the context of his mythopoeic fantasy tale, 

Lewis attempts to open up the hearts and minds of readers to the possibility that the history of 

Christ is God’s story, His-story, history—that it actually happened in the real world as Aslan’s 

tale happens in Narnia.  

In this way escape into fantasy in general, and into Narnia specifically, functions as a 

kind of literary evangelium. Steven Smith argues that in the Narnia tales, Lewis engages in pre-

apologetics, preparing the hearts and minds of his readers to consider the claims of Christ more 

seriously through imaginative tales that make the supernatural at least plausible if not wholly 

possible:  

As we speak of creating a disposition to hear the gospel as “pre-evangelism,” we 

can speak of creating a predisposition to believe the truth of the Christian vision 

and to doubt the alternatives as “pre-apologetics.” Because it attempts to change 

the readers’ vision or imagination, to give them new assumptions about what is, 

or can be, true, pre-apologetics is done primarily through story, through stories 

that undermine the secular story and make believable the Christian story.48  

John Bowen reinforces this view that Lewis uses fantasy evangelistically by explaining that 

Lewis understood his mythopoeic fantasy stories as a kind of apologetic and evangelium that 

encourage readers to know Christ in their real world:  

In some ways, Lucy and Edmund at this point stand for all of us, so that Aslan’s 

words to them are Lewis’ words to us: that Aslan is trying to communicate with 

us, to draw us to believe in him and pursue him to his land. Our job is to listen to 

                                                        
48 Stephen M. Smith, “Awakening from the Enchantment of Worldliness: The Chronicles of Narnia as Pre-
Apologetics,” in The Pilgrim’s Guide: C. S. Lewis and the Art of Witness, ed. David Mills (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1998), 169. 
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the flashes of joy, and to follow. And hopefully our experience of Narnia will 

enable us to recognize where those flashes come from, and move towards their 

Source. . . . Lewis’ intention is clear: that our knowledge of Aslan in Narnia 

should enrich our knowledge of Jesus in this world. …Lewis’ concern is rather 

that our experience of Aslan in Narnia should give us a fresh understanding for 

who Jesus really was and is.49 

In other words, Lewis uses literary production and imaginative escape evangelistically. Although 

Lewis clearly seeks to provide literary pleasure and imaginative delight through his charming 

Narnia stories, the ultimate purpose of his mythopoeic escape is clearly evangelium—he seeks to 

prepare the hearts and minds of readers to realize the limitations of a purely materialistic 

conception of reality and to consider the possibility that just as Aslan redeemed Narnia, so too 

has Christ redeemed the real.  

Whatever readers eventually think of Lewis’s fantasy tales, and whatever critics come to 

say about the larger thematic purposes of these enchanting and enduring stories, one thing is for 

certain: they cannot be dismissed as mere escapist fantasy that wastes the time and energies of 

readers. First and foremost, Lewis aimed to delight his readers with fascinating stories and 

engaging fantasy realms. Yet, he also sought to edify them intellectually and spiritually, fully 

believing that reason and spirituality are not mutually exclusive. Drawing from his Inkling 

colleagues and the mythopoeic writers before him, namely George MacDonald whose 

Phantastes baptized Lewis’s young imagination, Lewis uses fantasy escape as a literary 

mechanism by which readers, willingly or not, are encouraged to see the numinous within the 

material realities of daily life.  

                                                        
49 John Bowen, The Spirituality of Narnia: The Deeper Magic of C. S. Lewis (Vancouver: Regent College 
Publishing, 2009), 38-39. 
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Conclusion: Postwar Function of Mythopoeic Literature 

Truly, there was nothing great about the Great War, other than the extent of its 

devastation. Not only were millions of brave, scared, and, later, apathetic souls lost, but millions 

of others lived on to refashion a decimated Europe. But in whose image would this brave new 

world be created? How would Western civilization rise from the ashes of shelling and soar above 

the mists of poison gas? For a vast majority of writers, artists, and other cultural creators, the 

tropes of the past, the nostalgic narratives of yesteryear, the stable moral structures of Judeo-

Christian theism, and the escapism of medieval romance and fairy myth represented hollow 

shadows of meaninglessness. This new generation of disillusioned writers would seek solace in 

literary experimentation, subjective narrative points of view, and psychological stream-of-

consciousness narrative structures, only to find more disillusionment and to perpetuate individual 

and cultural fragmentation. For many, there simply was no solace to be found in literature, for 

the Great War had made solace an empty promise. Postwar literature, at best, could represent 

cynicism, disillusionment, and irony. 

However, not everyone shared this dark vision. Even before the war, there were some 

writers and thinkers, like Tolkien and his band of brothers in the Tea Club, Bavarian Society, 

who foresaw cultural change on the horizon and looked to myth, the fairy, and the medieval as 

restorative cultural mechanisms for preserving that which is good, true, and beautiful. Though 

Tolkien would be one of the few of this group to survive, and though the horrors and personal 

loss of war would cause a life-long sadness, he held to this mythopoeic vision. He laid the 

foundation for his Middle-earth myth by writing fantastical tales while serving in the trenches, 

using fairy narratives to cope with the stresses of war. Instead of succumbing to disillusionment, 
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Tolkien would go on to write The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, demonstrating that through 

fantasy, readers can escape the personal trap of disillusionment, recover lost truths, and 

experience the consolation of eucatastrophe—the joy of unexpected grace.  

Lord Dunsany wrote fantasy immediately following the war, using mythopoeic literature 

to challenge the presuppositions of materialism and naturalism. Dunsany revealed the myopia of 

the modernist perspective, illustrating the necessity of reason and imagination, science and faith, 

materialism and metaphysics to have a more comprehensive epistemology for apprehending this 

complex, mysterious, and beautiful world.  

C. S. Lewis narrowly escaped falling into the cynical trap of postwar faithlessness, 

largely due to his love of Romanticism. He exercised his Romantic imagination and developed a 

sacramental vision through which he could recognize the eternal behind the material. Following 

his journey from atheism, to theism, and eventually to Christianity, Lewis wrote extraordinary 

mythopoeic tales in which escape functions as spiritual awakening and Christian evangelium. 

Lewis’s experiences of war should have finally secured his atheism. Thankfully, for him and for 

many who read his works, Aslan had other plans.  
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