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Fern-seed and Elephants
that of divine Incarnation in the fullest sense, would
be appallingly arrogant, yet we — and many unbelievers
too — accept him at his own valuation when he says ‘1

am meek and lowly of heart.” Even those passages in the

New Testament which superficially, and in intention,
are most concerned with the divine, and least with the

human nature, bring us face to face with the person-

ality. T am not sure that they don’t do this more than
~ any others. “We beheld his glory, the glory as of the

only begotten of the Father, full of graciousness and
reality . . . which we have looked upon and our hands
have handled” What is gained by trying to evade or
dissipate this shattering immediacy of personal contact
by talk about ‘that significance which the early Church
found that it was impelled to attribute to the Master’?
This hits us in the face. Not what they were impelled
to do but what impelled them. I begin to fear that by
personality Dr Bultmann means what I should call
impersonality: what yow'd get in a Dictionary of
National Biography article or an obituary or a Vic-
torian Life and Letters of Yeshua Bar-Yosef in three
volumes with photographs.

That then is my first bleat. These men ask me to
believe they can read between the lines of the old
texts; the evidence is their obvious inability to read
(in any sense worth discussing) the lines themselves.
They claim to see fern-seed and can’t see an elephant
ten yards away in broad daylight.

Now for my second bleat. All theology of the
liberal type involves at some point — and often involves
throughout — the claim that the real behaviour and
purpose and teaching of Christ came very rapidly to
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be misunderstood and misrepresented by his followers,
and has been recovered or exhumed only by modern
scholars. Now long before I became interested in
theology I had met this kind of theory elsewhere. The
tradition of Jowett still dominated the study of ancient
philosophy when I was reading Greats. One was
brought up to believe that the real meaning of Plato
had been misunderstood by Aristotle and wildly
travestied by the neo-Platonists, only to be recovered
by the moderns. When recovered, it turned out (most
fortunately) that Plato had really all along been an
English Hegelian, rather like T. H. Green. I have met
it a third time in my own professional studies; every
week a clever undergraduate, every quarter a dull
American don, discovers for the first time what some
Shakespearian play really meant. But in this third
instance I am a privileged person. The revolution in
thought and sentiment which has occurred in my own
lifetime is so great that I belong, mentally, to Shake-
speare’s world far more than to that of these recent
interpreters. I see—1 feel it in my bones—1I know
beyond argument — that most of their interpretations
are merely impossible; they involve a way of locking
at things which was ot known in 1914, much less in
the Jacobean period. This daily confirms my suspicion
of the same approach to Plato or the New Testament,

The idea that any man or writer should be opaque to
- those who lived in the same culture, spoke the same
language, shared the same habitual imagery and
unconscious assumptions, and yet be transparent to
those who have none of these advantages, is in my
opinion preposterous. There is an a priori improba-
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bility in it which almost no argument and no evidence
could counterbalance,

Thirdly, I find in these theologians a constant use
of the principle that the miraculous does not occur.
Thus any statement put into our Lord’s mouth by the
old texts, which, if he had really made it, would
constitute a prediction of the future, is taken to have
been put in after the occurrence which it seemed to
predict. This is very sensible if we start by knowing
that inspired prediction can never occur. Similarly in
general, the rejection as unhistorical of all passages
which narrate miracles is sensible if we start by know-
ing that the miraculous in general never occurs. Now
I do not here want to discuss whether the miraculous
is possible. I only want to point out that this is a
purely philosophical question. Scholars, as scholars,
speak on it with no more authority than anyone else.
The canon ‘If miraculous, unhistorical’ is one they
bring to their study of the texts, not one they have
learned from it. If one is speaking of authority, the
united authority of all the Biblical critics in the world
counts here for nothing. On this they speak simply as
men; men obviously influenced by, and perhaps in-
sufficiently critical of, the spirit of the age they grew
up in.

But my fourth bleat — which is also my loudest and
longest —is still to come.

All this sort of criticism attempts to reconstruct the
genesis of the texts it studies; what vanished docu-
ments each author used, when and where he wrote,
with what purposes, under what influences — the whole
Sitz im Leben of the text. This is done with immense
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erudition and great ingenuity. And at first sight it is
very convincing. I think I should be convinced by it
myself, but that I carry about with me a charm — the
herb moly — against it. You must excuse me if I now
speak for a while of myself. The value of what I say
depends on its being first-hand evidence.

What forearms me against all these reconstructions
is the fact that I have seen it all from the other end
of the stick. I have watched reviewers reconstructing
the genesis of my own books in just this way.

Until you come to be reviewed yourself you would
never believe how little of an ordinary review is taken
up by criticism in the strict sense: by evaluation,
praise, or censure, of the book actually written. Most
of it is taken up with imaginary histories of the
process by which you wrote it. The very terms which
the reviewers use in praising or dispraising often imply
such a history. They praise a passage as ‘spontaneous’
and censure another as ‘laboured’; that is, they think
they know that you wrote the one currente calamo and
the other invita Minerva.

What the value of such reconstructions is I learned
very early in my career. I had published a book of

ssays; and 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, was on William Morris.”
And in almost the first review I was told that this
was obviously the only one in the book in which I had
felt no interest. Now don’t mistake. The critic was, 1

7 “William Morris’ first appeared in Rehabilitations (1939) and
is reprinted in Lewis’s Selected Literary Essays, ed, Walter
Hooper (1969).
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now believe, quite right in thinking it the worst essay
in the book; at least everyone agreed with him. Where
he was totally wrong was in his imaginary history of
the causes which produced its dullness.

Well, this made me prick up my ears. Since then
I have watched with some care similar imaginary
histories both of my own books and of books by
friends whose real history I knew. Reviewers, both
friendly and hostile, will dash you off such histories
with great confidence; will tell you what public events
had directed the author’s mind to this or that, what
other authors had influenced him, what his overall
intention was, what sort of audience he principally
addressed, why — and when — he did everything.

Now I must first record my impression; then,
distinct from it, what I can say with certainty. My
impression is that in the whole of my experience not
one of these guesses has on any one point been right;
that the method shows a record of one hundred per
cent failure. You would expect that by mere chance
they would hit as often as they miss. But it is my
impression that they do no such thing. I can’t
remember a single hit. But as I have not kept a careful
record my mere impression may be mistaken. What 1
think T can say with certainty is that they are usually
wrong.

And yet they would often sound — if you didn’t know
the truth — extremely convincing. Many reviewers said
that the Ring in Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings was
suggested by the atom bomb. What could be more
plausible? Here is a book published when everyone
was preoccupied by that sinister invention; here in the
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centre of the book is a weapon which it seems madness
to throw away yet fatal to use. Yet in fact, the
chronology of the book’s composition makes the theory
impossible. Only the other week a reviewer said that
a fairy-tale by my friend Roger Lancelyn Green was
influenced by fairy-tales of mine. Nothing could be
more probable. I have an imaginary country with a
beneficent lion in it: Green, one with a beneficent
tiger. Green and I can be proved to read one another’s
works; to be indeed in various ways closely associated.
The case for an affiliation is far stronger than many
which we accept as conclusive when dead authors are
concerned. But it’s all untrue nevertheless. I know the
genesis of that Tiger and that Lion and they are quite
independent.®

Now this surely ought to give us pause. The re-
construction of the history of a text, when the text is
ancient, sounds very convincing. But one is after all
sailing by dead reckoning; the results cannot be
checked by fact. In order to decide how reliable the
method is, what more could you ask for than to be °

8 Lewis corrected this error in the following letter, ‘Books for
Children’, in The Times Literary Supplement (28 November:
1958), p. 689: ‘Sir,—A review of Mr R. L. Green’s Land of
the Lord High Tiger in your issue of 21 November spoke of
myself (in passing) with so much kindness that I am reluctant
to cavil at anything it contained: but in justice to Mr Green
I must. The critic suggested that Mr Green's Tiger owed some-
thing to my fairy-tales. In reality this is not so and is chrono-
logically impossible. The Tiger was an old inhabitant, and his
land a familiar haunt, of Mr Green’s imagination long before
1 began writing. There is a moral here for all of us as critics. ‘
1 wonder how much Quellenforschung in our studies of older -
literature seems solid only because those who knew the facts are
dead and can’t contradict it?’
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