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George MacDonald's 'The Hope of the Gospel: Religious Reflections' is a profound exploration of faith, salvation, and eternal hope through a series of religious reflections. MacDonald's poetic and allegorical style invokes a sense of wonder and mystery, drawing readers into a contemplative journey filled with spiritual insights. His work reflects the literary context of the Victorian era, showcasing a combination of moral teachings and imaginative storytelling. As a theologian and writer deeply rooted in the Christian faith, George MacDonald's personal experiences and beliefs undoubtedly influenced his writing of 'The Hope of the Gospel'. His dedication to exploring the depths of religious truths and demonstrating the transformative power of faith is evident in this collection of reflections. I recommend 'The Hope of the Gospel: Religious Reflections' to readers who are seeking a thought-provoking and spiritually enriching read. MacDonald's timeless wisdom and captivating prose will inspire a deeper appreciation for the profound mysteries of faith and the hope found in the message of the Gospel. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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George MacDonald is widely regarded as a significant figure in Victorian literature, known for his poetic works that often explore themes of spirituality, morality, and the human experience. 'The Complete Poetical Works of George MacDonald' is a comprehensive collection of his poems, showcasing his lyrical style and profound insights into life and faith. MacDonald's poetry reflects his deep Christian beliefs and his unique perspective on the world, making this collection a valuable resource for readers interested in religious poetry and Victorian literature. His use of vivid imagery and symbolic language adds depth to his verses, inviting readers to ponder the deeper meanings behind his words. Overall, this anthology provides a rich sampling of MacDonald's poetic talent and offers a glimpse into his philosophical and spiritual contemplations. Fans of Victorian poetry and Christian literature will find 'The Complete Poetical Works of George MacDonald' to be a rewarding and enlightening read. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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George MacDonald's 'Fantasy Classics: Adela Cathcart Edition – Complete Tales in One Volume' is a collection of enchanting stories that transport readers to a whimsical world filled with magic, wonder, and moral lessons. MacDonald's literary style is characterized by vivid descriptions, fantastical elements, and profound insights into the human condition, making his works a joy to read for both children and adults alike. This collection showcases MacDonald's mastery of the fantasy genre and his ability to weave thought-provoking themes into his captivating narratives. The tales in this volume are a testament to MacDonald's enduring influence on the fantasy genre and his unparalleled storytelling prowess. George MacDonald, a Scottish author and minister, was known for his pioneering contributions to the fantasy genre and his deep spiritual insights. His writings reflect his Christian faith and his belief in the power of imagination to awaken readers to greater truths. MacDonald's experiences as a theologian and a storyteller undoubtedly informed the creation of this comprehensive collection of fairy tales and fables. I highly recommend 'Fantasy Classics: Adela Cathcart Edition – Complete Tales in One Volume' to readers who appreciate timeless tales filled with wisdom, magic, and imagination. George MacDonald's stories are sure to captivate and inspire audiences of all ages, making this collection a must-read for anyone who enjoys the enchantment of fantasy literature. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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In George MacDonald's 'The Parish Trilogy: Annals of a Quiet Neighbourhood, The Seaboard Parish & The Vicar's Daughter', readers are transported into the peaceful, yet deeply complex world of the countryside parish. Written in a beautiful and lyrical style, each book delves into the moral dilemmas, societal issues, and personal relationships that shape the lives of the characters. With themes of faith, redemption, and love running throughout the trilogy, MacDonald's storytelling showcases his deep understanding of human nature and the power of community. Set in the 19th century, the books offer a captivating glimpse into a bygone era while still resonating with contemporary readers. As a pioneer of fantasy and fairy tales, MacDonald's shift to realistic fiction in 'The Parish Trilogy' demonstrates his versatility and mastery in the literary world. George MacDonald's personal experiences as a clergyman and his profound beliefs in the power of spirituality and compassion undoubtedly influenced the creation of 'The Parish Trilogy'. His insightful commentary on the role of religion in society adds depth and authenticity to the narratives, making them both compelling and thought-provoking. I highly recommend 'The Parish Trilogy' to readers who appreciate richly textured storytelling, profound themes, and timeless reflections on the human condition. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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George MacDonald's 'The Curate's Awakening, The Lady's Confession & The Baron's Apprenticeship' is a complete trilogy that explores the themes of moral awakening, personal growth, and societal norms in 19th-century England. Written with a blend of prose and poetry, MacDonald's literary style transports readers to a time where class distinctions and religious obligations shaped individuals' identities and choices. The trilogy's intricate narrative structure and rich character development provide readers with a nuanced portrayal of society's expectations and the characters' inner struggles. Through the stories of the curate, the lady, and the baron, MacDonald delves into themes of redemption, forgiveness, and the complexity of human nature. Each book in the trilogy offers a unique perspective on morality, faith, and personal transformation, making it a compelling read for fans of Victorian literature and social commentary. George MacDonald's deep religious beliefs and his commitment to social reform are evident in the trilogy, as he uses the characters' journeys to challenge conventional beliefs and inspire introspection. With its thought-provoking themes and engaging storytelling, 'The Curate's Awakening, The Lady's Confession & The Baron's Apprenticeship' is a must-read for readers interested in exploring the complexities of human nature and societal expectations. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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    Between waking and death, Lilith asks whether the soul must surrender its fierce self-will to become truly alive. George MacDonald’s novel belongs to dark fantasy, marrying metaphysical inquiry with adventure in a dreamlike landscape. First published in the late nineteenth century by a Scottish pioneer of modern fantasy, it begins in an English house whose library opens onto a realm where time, desire, and identity bend. Its atmosphere is grave and luminous rather than lurid, favoring wonder and moral unease over shocks. The book has quietly shaped the genre’s lineage, influencing writers who found in MacDonald a model of visionary storytelling.

At the center is Mr. Vane, the introspective owner of an ancestral house whose library hides a passage not on any architect’s plan. There he encounters an enigmatic guide who can take the form of a raven and speaks in riddles about life, death, and the right use of the will. Through a mirror-like portal, Vane steps into an otherworld contiguous with his own, a place at once luminous and austere. As he follows the guide’s counsel and resists it by turns, the landscape responds with wonder and peril, drawing him into a quest that is more pilgrimage than plot.

Vane narrates his journey in the first person, and MacDonald’s prose moves with the measured cadence of a Victorian sermon refracted through a dream. The style is lucid yet symbol-laden, preferring suggestive images and quiet repetitions to expository explanations. Dialogues unfold like parables, with questions multiplying into further questions, while the scenery shifts by an inward logic that makes psychological states visible. The tone is grave, tender, and occasionally fiery, but never sensational. Readers can expect an experience closer to a night-long vigil than a chase: slow, attentive, immersive, and suffused with an uncanny radiance that rewards thoughtful patience.

Central to the book is the contest between self-assertion and surrender, and the discovery that freedom may require the relinquishing of mastery. Life and death are not simple opposites here; they interpenetrate, raising ethical questions about rest, awakening, and what it means to be made whole. The narrative probes desire’s double edge—its generative power and its capacity to isolate—alongside responsibility to neighbors, strangers, and the voiceless. Time itself feels moral, its loops and delays mirroring the work of conscience. Without prescribing doctrine, the story insists that choices have metaphysical weight, and that compassion can reorder even the starkest terrains.

MacDonald frames these concerns in a mythic architecture that blends biblical resonance with folklore, letting names and figures carry echoes without binding them to a single source. The titular Lilith is less a citation than an archetype through whom questions of power, beauty, and refusal are dramatized. Landscapes reflect inner dispositions: gardens thrive or wither according to the heart, and thresholds—mirrors, doors, crossroads—mark stages of consent. The guide figure embodies severe kindness, instructing by misdirection as much as by counsel. Rather than a riddle to be solved, the book is a symbolic pilgrimage that gradually reshapes perception, asking readers to inhabit meaning from within.

Appearing in the late Victorian era, the novel reflects a culture negotiating science, industry, empire, and lingering religious certainties. MacDonald was already known for visionary fiction, and this work presses further into metaphysical territory while refusing the cynicism that would soon dominate much twentieth-century literature. Its influence extends well beyond its initial audience: later fantasy writers, notably C. S. Lewis, acknowledged MacDonald’s example in marrying wonder to moral seriousness. Lilith stands as a classic of dark fantasy not for its shocks, but for its grave beauty and for the way it enlarges the genre’s range to include spiritual consequence.

For contemporary readers, Lilith offers a rare fusion of imagination and ethical gravity at a moment when speed and distraction often thin our inner lives. Its meditation on the uses of power, the necessity of relinquishment, and the dignity of every creature remains bracing amid today’s crises of meaning and belonging. The book invites a receptive, contemplative pace: to let symbols ripen, to tolerate ambiguity, and to measure progress by deepened attention rather than by plot milestones. Approached this way, MacDonald’s dark fantasy becomes a restorative art, awakening courage, tenderness, and the hope that transformation is possible.
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    George MacDonald’s Lilith (1895) opens in an ancestral house whose library seems bound to another order of being. Mr. Vane, the solitary heir, notices elusive movements in a mirror and meets the resident librarian-sexton, Mr. Raven, an enigmatic guide who sometimes appears as a bird. Drawn by curiosity more than faith, Vane follows hints and riddles toward a passage beyond his study. The narrative moves from rational cataloging to dreamlike trespass, setting an austere, metaphysical mood. MacDonald establishes a tension between learned knowledge and lived truth, preparing a journey that will contest Vane’s self-reliance and his assumptions about life, death, and waking.

Following Mr. Raven through the mirror, Vane enters a country where topography shifts with moral choice and daylight seems thinner than shadow. The guide speaks of a House of the Dead, a place of profound rest that is not annihilation, and counsels Vane to relinquish self-will before he can truly see. Vane balks at such trust, determined to act and to test boundaries. His excursions reveal wildernesses strewn with relics of vanished lives and whispers of a queen whose dominion breeds fear. The world’s laws—hospitality, humility, and patience—carry palpable consequence, yet Vane’s pride keeps him suspended between insight and impulse.

In a sheltered valley, Vane discovers the Little Ones, a people with childlike stature and candor who live by play, work, and mutual care. Their innocence attracts him, and he assumes a guardian’s role, hoping to help them mature without losing their joy. Stories drift to the valley about a distant city whose gates bar outsiders and whose sovereign inspires both adoration and dread. Vane imagines reconciling these sundered worlds. His desire to protect the Little Ones and to correct perceived injustices pushes him toward decisions that mix compassion with presumption, foreshadowing conflicts between well-meant rescue and the costlier work of wisdom.

Approaching the city of Bulika, Vane confronts a community shaped by scarcity, suspicion, and the unblinking gaze of its queen, Lilith. Water and light feel rationed; gates open only to advantage; dreams seem regulated. Vane’s attempts to mediate, to unbar what is closed, or to bring refreshment into desolate places trigger turmoil he cannot control. The queen’s beauty carries a chill that suggests a will set against surrender. In the city’s resistance and the countryside’s yearning, the novel crystallizes its governing conflict: the collision between self-assertion and the healing that only relinquishment can invite, a struggle refracted through symbols rather than proclamations.

Vane encounters Mara, a veiled figure sometimes called the Lady of Sorrow, whose ministry is neither argument nor force but the awakening of remorse through compassionate pain. Under her guidance he also finds a remote house of rest, kept by an ancient couple who tend sleepers awaiting a better dawn. Their counsel emphasizes patience and the paradox that true progress may require yielding rather than striving. Yet Vane’s anxious love for the Little Ones and his distrust of inaction complicate obedience. As threats mount, he moves between desert, forest, and city, learning that the battle lines run through hearts more than borders.

The tale grows increasingly interior as visions expose the motives beneath Vane’s generosity and the allure of mastery masquerading as duty. He is shown images of decay and renewal, hears of a sleep that is not oblivion, and wrestles with the idea that surrender is the gateway to truer action. Companions suffer from choices made too soon or too late, and the landscape answers their moral weather. MacDonald’s symbolism compresses doctrine into image: mirrors, shut hands, and dry wells suggest the captivity of self-will. Vane’s fits of resolve and relapse map a pilgrimage where rescue and repentance prove inseparable.

As tensions converge, an encounter tests the queen’s iron resolve and the measure of Vane’s obedience to what he has learned. The sequence carries the force of judgment and mercy held in brittle balance, yet the narrative preserves a hushed reserve around final outcomes, pointing beyond the page to an awakening it refuses to describe. As a late work of dark fantasy by a major Victorian thinker, Lilith unites vision and parable to probe the stakes of freedom, suffering, and hope. Its stark beauty and searching questions continue to resonate, inviting readers to consider how dying to self might become true life.
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    George MacDonald’s Lilith appeared in 1895, late in Queen Victoria’s reign, when Britain’s literary and religious institutions were in vigorous debate. MacDonald, born in 1824 at Huntly, Aberdeenshire, studied at the University of Aberdeen and was ordained a Congregational minister in 1850 before turning primarily to writing. He moved between Scotland and England, publishing fiction, poetry, and sermons for a broad middle-class readership fostered by circulating libraries and expanding print markets. Lilith situates its opening in a quiet British domestic setting—specifically a country-house library—before entering visionary territory, linking the novel to the educated, book-centered milieu that shaped Victorian reading and moral imagination.

Victorian religion formed the crucible of MacDonald’s art. Nonconformist chapels, Anglican Broad Church currents, and Scottish debates over doctrine intersected with German biblical criticism and Romantic philosophy. MacDonald’s sermons, collected in Unspoken Sermons (1867–1889), advanced a hopeful, restorative theology of divine love often described as Christian universalism, which strained relations with some congregations but found devoted readers. His essay The Fantastic Imagination (1893) articulated a defense of myth and symbol as vehicles of truth beyond discursive theology. Lilith inherits that program: it uses dreamlike action and archetype to confront sin, mortality, and freedom while refusing dogmatic simplification characteristic of sectarian controversy.

By the 1890s, fantasy and romance had secured a place in British letters alongside realism. MacDonald had long pioneered literary fantasy in Phantastes (1858) and children’s works such as The Princess and the Goblin (1872). He wrote amid the popularity of Lewis Carroll’s Alice books, William Morris’s medievalist romances, and H. Rider Haggard’s exotic adventures. In 1894 the circulating-library system abandoned the costly three-decker format, hastening single-volume publication; Lilith followed in 1895, appealing to readers seeking immersive, symbolic narratives. Its blend of Gothic atmosphere, moral pilgrimage, and visionary topography reflects a marketplace tolerant of hybrid forms that addressed spiritual questions through imaginative fiction.

Scientific and occult preoccupations of the fin de siècle shaped the intellectual horizon. After Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871), Victorians argued over naturalism, providence, and human destiny. Simultaneously, organized investigations of the paranormal—such as the Society for Psychical Research (founded 1882)—and esoteric societies like the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (1888) cultivated interest in visions, dreams, and altered states. Theosophy (1875) and comparative-religion studies broadened the era’s metaphysical vocabulary. Lilith engages this climate by treating visionary experience seriously as a mode of inquiry, yet grounds its answers in a distinctly Christian ethic of self-giving love.

The novel’s title invokes Lilith, a figure with roots in Isaiah 34:14 and later Jewish traditions, notably the medieval Alphabet of Ben Sira, where she appears as Adam’s rebellious first wife. Victorian artists and writers—among them Dante Gabriel Rossetti in Lady Lilith and related poems—used the motif to explore beauty, temptation, and autonomy. In the 1890s, debates about the “New Woman” and anxieties about decadence (sharpened by Max Nordau’s Degeneration, 1892) gave female power a charged cultural meaning. MacDonald draws on the Lilith legend to consider freedom, desire, and repentance without sensationalism, mediating between mythic potency and ethical transformation.

At the height of Britain’s global power, popular fiction often mapped moral questions onto distant geographies. Imperial romances and “lost world” tales circulated images of antiquity and the “exotic” to probe authority and origins. While Lilith does not participate in colonial adventure, it borrows from a shared late-Victorian repertoire of scriptural, medieval, and Near Eastern allusion. The period’s comparative mythology—encouraged by works like James Frazer’s The Golden Bough (first edition 1890)—framed myth as a cross-cultural key to belief and ritual. MacDonald instead adapts myth chiefly to Christian soteriology, filtering broad anthropological curiosity through a personal, pastoral concern for redemption.

Material culture of reading shapes the book’s framing. The Public Libraries Acts (from 1850) spread municipal libraries; meanwhile, private libraries and antiquarian collecting signaled status and intellectual seriousness. Institutions like the British Museum Reading Room (opened 1857) embodied faith in scholarship and cataloged knowledge. MacDonald leverages that world: a quiet domestic library becomes the threshold to metaphysical discovery, suggesting that books and learning both invite and limit insight. The juxtaposition reflects Victorian confidence in education while acknowledging its insufficiency without spiritual awakening, a tension familiar to a society that prized self-improvement yet wrestled with the boundaries of empirical understanding.

Composed amid fin-de-siècle unease, Lilith critiques reductive materialism and narrow doctrinalism by staging conversion as imaginative, ethical growth rather than mere assent. Its severe beauty, penitential emphasis, and insistence on ultimate meaning answer late-Victorian fears of nihilism and decline with hope tempered by moral demand. The work’s influence proved durable: C. S. Lewis openly credited MacDonald with shaping his imagination, and G. K. Chesterton praised his fairy tales. As a result, Lilith stands as both artifact and argument—an emblem of Victorian spiritual experimentation that channels the era’s learning, art, and debate into a vision of restorative, otherworldly grace.
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  I took a walk on Spaulding's Farm the other afternoon. I saw the setting sun lighting up the opposite side of a stately pine wood. Its golden rays straggled into the aisles of the wood as into some noble hall. I was impressed as if some ancient and altogether admirable and shining family had settled there in that part of the land called Concord, unknown to me,—to whom the sun was servant,—who had not gone into society in the village,—who had not been called on. I saw their park, their pleasure-ground, beyond through the wood, in Spaulding's cranberry-meadow. The pines furnished them with gables as they grew. Their house was not obvious to vision; their trees grew through it. I do not know whether I heard the sounds of a suppressed hilarity or not. They seemed to recline on the sunbeams. They have sons and daughters. They are quite well. The farmer's cart-path, which leads directly through their hall, does not in the least put them out,—as the muddy bottom of a pool is sometimes seen through the reflected skies. They never heard of Spaulding, and do not know that he is their neighbor,—notwithstanding I heard him whistle as he drove his team through the house. Nothing can equal the serenity of their lives. Their coat of arms is simply a lichen. I saw it painted on the pines and oaks. Their attics were in the tops of the trees. They are of no politics. There was no noise of labor. I did not perceive that they were weaving or spinning. Yet I did detect, when the wind lulled and hearing was done away, the finest imaginable sweet musical hum,—as of a distant hive in May, which perchance was the sound of their thinking. They had no idle thoughts, and no one without could see their work, for their industry was not as in knots and excrescences embayed.


  But I find it difficult to remember them. They fade irrevocably out of my mind even now while I speak and endeavor to recall them, and recollect myself. It is only after a long and serious effort to recollect my best thoughts that I become again aware of their cohabitancy. If it were not for such families as this, I think I should move out of Concord.


  Thoreau: "WALKING."
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I had just finished my studies at Oxford, and was taking a brief holiday from work before assuming definitely the management of the estate. My father died when I was yet a child; my mother followed him within a year; and I was nearly as much alone in the world as a man might find himself.

I had made little acquaintance with the history of my ancestors. Almost the only thing I knew concerning them was, that a notable number of them had been given to study. I had myself so far inherited the tendency as to devote a good deal of my time, though, I confess, after a somewhat desultory fashion, to the physical sciences. It was chiefly the wonder they woke that drew me. I was constantly seeing, and on the outlook to see, strange analogies, not only between the facts of different sciences of the same order, or between physical and metaphysical facts, but between physical hypotheses and suggestions glimmering out of the metaphysical dreams into which I was in the habit of falling. I was at the same time much given to a premature indulgence of the impulse to turn hypothesis into theory. Of my mental peculiarities there is no occasion to say more.

The house as well as the family was of some antiquity, but no description of it is necessary to the understanding of my narrative. It contained a fine library, whose growth began before the invention of printing, and had continued to my own time, greatly influenced, of course, by changes of taste and pursuit. Nothing surely can more impress upon a man the transitory nature of possession than his succeeding to an ancient property! Like a moving panorama mine has passed from before many eyes, and is now slowly flitting from before my own.

The library, although duly considered in many alterations of the house and additions to it, had nevertheless, like an encroaching state, absorbed one room after another until it occupied the greater part of the ground floor. Its chief room was large, and the walls of it were covered with books almost to the ceiling; the rooms into which it overflowed were of various sizes and shapes, and communicated in modes as various—by doors, by open arches, by short passages, by steps up and steps down.

In the great room I mainly spent my time, reading books of science, old as well as new; for the history of the human mind in relation to supposed knowledge was what most of all interested me. Ptolemy, Dante, the two Bacons[1], and Boyle were even more to me than Darwin or Maxwell, as so much nearer the vanished van breaking into the dark of ignorance.

In the evening of a gloomy day of August I was sitting in my usual place, my back to one of the windows, reading. It had rained the greater part of the morning and afternoon, but just as the sun was setting, the clouds parted in front of him, and he shone into the room. I rose and looked out of the window. In the centre of the great lawn the feathering top of the fountain column was filled with his red glory. I turned to resume my seat, when my eye was caught by the same glory on the one picture in the room—a portrait, in a sort of niche or little shrine sunk for it in the expanse of book-filled shelves. I knew it as the likeness of one of my ancestors, but had never even wondered why it hung there alone, and not in the gallery, or one of the great rooms, among the other family portraits. The direct sunlight brought out the painting wonderfully; for the first time I seemed to see it, and for the first time it seemed to respond to my look. With my eyes full of the light reflected from it, something, I cannot tell what, made me turn and cast a glance to the farther end of the room, when I saw, or seemed to see, a tall figure reaching up a hand to a bookshelf. The next instant, my vision apparently rectified by the comparative dusk, I saw no one, and concluded that my optic nerves had been momentarily affected from within.

I resumed my reading, and would doubtless have forgotten the vague, evanescent impression, had it not been that, having occasion a moment after to consult a certain volume, I found but a gap in the row where it ought to have stood, and the same instant remembered that just there I had seen, or fancied I saw, the old man in search of a book. I looked all about the spot but in vain. The next morning, however, there it was, just where I had thought to find it! I knew of no one in the house likely to be interested in such a book.

Three days after, another and yet odder thing took place.

In one of the walls was the low, narrow door of a closet, containing some of the oldest and rarest of the books. It was a very thick door, with a projecting frame, and it had been the fancy of some ancestor to cross it with shallow shelves, filled with book-backs only. The harmless trick may be excused by the fact that the titles on the sham backs were either humorously original, or those of books lost beyond hope of recovery. I had a great liking for the masked door.

To complete the illusion of it, some inventive workman apparently had shoved in, on the top of one of the rows, a part of a volume thin enough to lie between it and the bottom of the next shelf: he had cut away diagonally a considerable portion, and fixed the remnant with one of its open corners projecting beyond the book-backs. The binding of the mutilated volume was limp vellum, and one could open the corner far enough to see that it was manuscript upon parchment.

Happening, as I sat reading, to raise my eyes from the page, my glance fell upon this door, and at once I saw that the book described, if book it may be called, was gone. Angrier than any worth I knew in it justified, I rang the bell, and the butler appeared. When I asked him if he knew what had befallen it, he turned pale, and assured me he did not. I could less easily doubt his word than my own eyes, for he had been all his life in the family, and a more faithful servant never lived. He left on me the impression, nevertheless, that he could have said something more.

In the afternoon I was again reading in the library, and coming to a point which demanded reflection, I lowered the book and let my eyes go wandering. The same moment I saw the back of a slender old man, in a long, dark coat, shiny as from much wear, in the act of disappearing through the masked door into the closet beyond. I darted across the room, found the door shut, pulled it open, looked into the closet, which had no other issue, and, seeing nobody, concluded, not without uneasiness, that I had had a recurrence of my former illusion, and sat down again to my reading.

Naturally, however, I could not help feeling a little nervous, and presently glancing up to assure myself that I was indeed alone, started again to my feet, and ran to the masked door—for there was the mutilated volume in its place! I laid hold of it and pulled: it was firmly fixed as usual!

I was now utterly bewildered. I rang the bell; the butler came; I told him all I had seen, and he told me all he knew.

He had hoped, he said, that the old gentleman was going to be forgotten; it was well no one but myself had seen him. He had heard a good deal about him when first he served in the house, but by degrees he had ceased to be mentioned, and he had been very careful not to allude to him.

"The place was haunted by an old gentleman, was it?" I said.

He answered that at one time everybody believed it, but the fact that I had never heard of it seemed to imply that the thing had come to an end and was forgotten.

I questioned him as to what he had seen of the old gentleman.

He had never seen him, he said, although he had been in the house from the day my father was eight years old. My grandfather would never hear a word on the matter, declaring that whoever alluded to it should be dismissed without a moment's warning: it was nothing but a pretext of the maids, he said, for running into the arms of the men! but old Sir Ralph believed in nothing he could not see or lay hold of. Not one of the maids ever said she had seen the apparition, but a footman had left the place because of it.

An ancient woman in the village had told him a legend concerning a Mr. Raven, long time librarian to "that Sir Upward whose portrait hangs there among the books." Sir Upward was a great reader, she said—not of such books only as were wholesome for men to read, but of strange, forbidden, and evil books; and in so doing, Mr. Raven, who was probably the devil himself, encouraged him. Suddenly they both disappeared, and Sir Upward was never after seen or heard of, but Mr. Raven continued to show himself at uncertain intervals in the library. There were some who believed he was not dead; but both he and the old woman held it easier to believe that a dead man might revisit the world he had left, than that one who went on living for hundreds of years should be a man at all.

He had never heard that Mr. Raven meddled with anything in the house, but he might perhaps consider himself privileged in regard to the books. How the old woman had learned so much about him he could not tell; but the description she gave of him corresponded exactly with the figure I had just seen.

"I hope it was but a friendly call on the part of the old gentleman!" he concluded, with a troubled smile.

I told him I had no objection to any number of visits from Mr. Raven, but it would be well he should keep to his resolution of saying nothing about him to the servants. Then I asked him if he had ever seen the mutilated volume out of its place; he answered that he never had, and had always thought it a fixture. With that he went to it, and gave it a pull: it seemed immovable.


CHAPTER II.
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Nothing more happened for some days. I think it was about a week after, when what I have now to tell took place.

I had often thought of the manuscript fragment, and repeatedly tried to discover some way of releasing it, but in vain: I could not find out what held it fast.

But I had for some time intended a thorough overhauling of the books in the closet, its atmosphere causing me uneasiness as to their condition. One day the intention suddenly became a resolve, and I was in the act of rising from my chair to make a beginning, when I saw the old librarian moving from the door of the closet toward the farther end of the room. I ought rather to say only that I caught sight of something shadowy from which I received the impression of a slight, stooping man, in a shabby dress-coat reaching almost to his heels, the tails of which, disparting a little as he walked, revealed thin legs in black stockings, and large feet in wide, slipper-like shoes.

At once I followed him: I might be following a shadow, but I never doubted I was following something. He went out of the library into the hall, and across to the foot of the great staircase, then up the stairs to the first floor, where lay the chief rooms. Past these rooms, I following close, he continued his way, through a wide corridor, to the foot of a narrower stair leading to the second floor. Up that he went also, and when I reached the top, strange as it may seem, I found myself in a region almost unknown to me. I never had brother or sister to incite to such romps as make children familiar with nook and cranny; I was a mere child when my guardian took me away; and I had never seen the house again until, about a month before, I returned to take possession.

Through passage after passage we came to a door at the bottom of a winding wooden stair, which we ascended. Every step creaked under my foot, but I heard no sound from that of my guide. Somewhere in the middle of the stair I lost sight of him, and from the top of it the shadowy shape was nowhere visible. I could not even imagine I saw him. The place was full of shadows, but he was not one of them.

I was in the main garret, with huge beams and rafters over my head, great spaces around me, a door here and there in sight, and long vistas whose gloom was thinned by a few lurking cobwebbed windows and small dusky skylights. I gazed with a strange mingling of awe and pleasure: the wide expanse of garret was my own, and unexplored!

In the middle of it stood an unpainted inclosure of rough planks, the door of which was ajar. Thinking Mr. Raven might be there, I pushed the door, and entered.

The small chamber was full of light, but such as dwells in places deserted: it had a dull, disconsolate look, as if it found itself of no use, and regretted having come. A few rather dim sunrays, marking their track through the cloud of motes that had just been stirred up, fell upon a tall mirror with a dusty face, old-fashioned and rather narrow—in appearance an ordinary glass. It had an ebony frame, on the top of which stood a black eagle, with outstretched wings, in his beak a golden chain, from whose end hung a black ball.

I had been looking at rather than into the mirror, when suddenly I became aware that it reflected neither the chamber nor my own person. I have an impression of having seen the wall melt away, but what followed is enough to account for any uncertainty:—could I have mistaken for a mirror the glass that protected a wonderful picture?

I saw before me a wild country, broken and heathy. Desolate hills of no great height, but somehow of strange appearance, occupied the middle distance; along the horizon stretched the tops of a far-off mountain range; nearest me lay a tract of moorland, flat and melancholy.

Being short-sighted, I stepped closer to examine the texture of a stone in the immediate foreground, and in the act espied, hopping toward me with solemnity, a large and ancient raven, whose purply black was here and there softened with gray. He seemed looking for worms as he came. Nowise astonished at the appearance of a live creature in a picture, I took another step forward to see him better, stumbled over something—doubtless the frame of the mirror—and stood nose to beak with the bird: I was in the open air, on a houseless heath!


CHAPTER III.

  THE RAVEN
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I turned and looked behind me: all was vague and uncertain, as when one cannot distinguish between fog and field, between cloud and mountain-side. One fact only was plain—that I saw nothing I knew. Imagining myself involved in a visual illusion, and that touch would correct sight, I stretched my arms and felt about me, walking in this direction and that, if haply, where I could see nothing, I might yet come in contact with something; but my search was vain. Instinctively then, as to the only living thing near me, I turned to the raven, which stood a little way off, regarding me with an expression at once respectful and quizzical. Then the absurdity of seeking counsel from such a one struck me, and I turned again, overwhelmed with bewilderment, not unmingled with fear. Had I wandered into a region where both the material and psychical relations of our world had ceased to hold? Might a man at any moment step beyond the realm of order, and become the sport of the lawless? Yet I saw the raven, felt the ground under my feet, and heard a sound as of wind in the lowly plants around me!
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