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Introduction
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The title chosen for the present work identifies a reality that is of fundamental importance to us and, to say the least, decisive not only for the entire production of C.S. Lewis, but also for his life. With the present work we will investigate the reality of desire by focusing our attention on the non-fiction works of our author: he was in fact not only a novelist and poet, but also a literary critic, apologist and philosopher. 

We will carry out our investigation by combining three horizons: the biographical-experiential, the philosophical and, finally, the theological. 

In all three chapters in which our work is structured, we will follow our author in the double movement of reflection that goes from man to God and from God to man. Lewis explicates this method of investigation through the concept of transposition – widely recurring in his work – with which he underlines the uniqueness and indissolubility of the bipolar approach that moves simultaneously "from below" and "from above." According to the same bipolarity, desire is configured and intertwined both as a desire for the Absolute (perspective from above) and as a desire for particular objects (perspective from below). The former is grafted onto the latter and the latter can arise because of the former. 

In the first chapter, we will show the reality of desire through a transversal treatment within which we will bring out, together with the fundamental stages of Lewis' conversion, the main themes related to it. We shall then describe the arising – early in our author's childhood – of the experience of the particular desire which Lewis calls Joy (the technical term by which Lewis defines that peculiar desire, that peculiar emotion, due to exposure to an unattainable Absolute which is made near in these particular experiences), its romantic roots (which in Lewis were manifested in exposure to literary experiences and nature), and the wanderings of desire (the false identifications of the true object of Joy with particular desires) during the period of substantial atheism, Lewis's conversion to theism during his time at college and his early years of university teaching (in the long period that goes by the name of the great philosophical war with his friend Owen Barfield), and, finally, that to Christianity thanks to the fundamental contribution of J.R.R. Tolkien's friendship.

Through the discussion of The Abolition of Man, we will show, in the second chapter, the importance, objectivity and wholeness of the cognitive and personifying value of the affective and emotional experience inherent in desire and explicitly manifested in the experience of Joy. 

In the above-mentioned work, Lewis discusses a hypothetical attempt of rationalistic re-foundation of traditional morality and of human nature itself, from which it is intended to eradicate the affective dimension as cognitively irrelevant. This attempt, when made rationally starting from the exclusion of the doctrine of the existence of objective value, will fail: the attempt to build a new, purely rational man falls under the weight of human nature and the spontaneity of this same nature (materially and biologically conceived). The attempt at total emancipation from the corporeal paradoxically leads to the regression of man to mere nature. The attempt to identify man with his uniquely spiritual part paradoxically collapses on the tragic nature of the Nietzschean way. 

Man therefore enjoys a wholeness that cannot be reduced either to the unilaterally corporeal or to the unilaterally spiritual (an operation that would paradoxically lead to the opposite reduction): the two perspectives need to be integrated in order to overcome every possible partiality in relation to which man will always find himself irreducibly further and transcendent. Man is a supernatural being, he is a person. 

In the third chapter, we will go to the origin of the claim of the wholeness of the experience of desire of the human person. The claim to this wholeness throughout human history has been taken up by Christianity. From the analysis of the concrete and experiential dynamics of desire emerges both its irreducibility to mere immanence and its impossible unilateral identification with an abstract desire for the Absolute. The field of action of desire moves, in fact, on the territory of daily experience within which man continuously experiences the disagreement (or dialectic) between the whole and the something: he always moves from the desire for a particular object; at the same time the horizon from which this desire arises and in which it manifests itself is always one of totality. This oxymoron collected and saved by the Christian claim and promise will lead to the identification of a movement that pre-Christianly was configured as a continuous as well as an unbearable tension (identified in the figure of a dance) that was horizontal (from inside himself to outside himself and vice versa) as well as vertical (from inside himself to above himself and vice versa). This dance therefore moves from the affirmation of the unlimited which is made manifest through a limited reality (the way of affirmation), to the recognition and acceptance of the limitedness of this latter reality in order to move beyond this limit (the way of negation). 

Christianity, through the promise of Christ, which consists of Christ himself, saves this movement of desire by transcending it and fixing it within itself and thus making it dramatic: this dance in the movement in-out and in-over takes on the configuration of the personal relationship. The ultimate object of desire is the relationship with God. In his finite freedom, man is called, in the movement described above, to open his own will in order to set out in the following of Christ: this following is substantiated by the very gifts that His presence bestows in the three theological virtues. Within this following, the promise of the eternal glory of the relationship with the triune God, the only guarantee of the inexhaustibility of the fulfillment of desire, begins to become manifest. 





1. Surprised by Joy: The Experience of Desire

"From the intellectual point of view my personal progress began from 'popular realism'[1] to philosophical Idealism; from Idealism to Pantheism; from Pantheism to Theism; and from Theism to Christianity. I still think that this is a truly natural road, but I now know that it is also a road very seldom trodden."[2]. 

Ten years after the publication of The Pilgrim's Regress[3], which can be defined as his "allegorical autobiography"– albeit with some reservations[4] – Clive Staples Lewis summarizes his intellectual progress and religious regress in this way[5]. 

In this first chapter, we intend to trace three fundamental themes that marked Lewis's journey from atheism to conversion. 

The development will not follow the normal biographical trend, but will be thematic and therefore transversal. 

In our opinion, in fact, it is possible to identify the path that led our author to cross the threshold of faith in the desire (experience of Longing) that he called Joy, in the Myth (Narrative), and in Philosophy (as a way).
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1.1 The early years: the piercing of Joy
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Then came the sound of a musical instrument, from behind it seemed, very sweet and very short, as if it were one plucking of a string or one note of a bell, and after it a full, clear voice – and it sounded so high and strange that he thought it was very far away, further than a star. The voice said, Come. Then [...] came to him from beyond the wood a sweetness and a pang so piercing that instantly [...] all the furniture of his mind was taken away. 

A moment later he found that he was sobbing, and the sun had gone down: and what it was that had happened to him he could not quite remember.[6]. 

Clive Staples Lewis[7] was born on November 29, 1898, in one of two houses in a semi-detached mansion (Dundela Villas) not far from the outskirts of Belfast. 

Clive Staples' parents, or Jack[8], as he decided he should be called at the age of four, married in 1894.[9]. 

Jack had an older brother, Warren, who initially did not receive him in the best of ways: "Of his arrival I remember nothing, although I have no doubt that I was introduced to him, and it was by degrees that I became conscious of him as an obvious disturber of my domestic peace."[10]. 



The two families from which he was descended diverged greatly in personality and character. 

His father Albert James came from the Lewis family, who were "pure-blooded Welshmen, sentimental and rhetorical, whose spirits were moved with extreme facility as much to anger as to tenderness of mind; men who laughed and cried considerably and who possessed no great talent for happiness."[11]. 

His mother, on the other hand, came from the Hamiltons, who were, on the contrary, "a colder race. They were endowed with critical and ironic sensibilities, and possessed in the highest degree the talent for happiness – they aimed at it exactly as an experienced traveler aims, on board a train, for the best seat."[12]. 

The contrasting difference between his mother's calmness of mind and his father's excessive emotional transport sowed and nourished – early and unconsciously – in the young Lewis a distrust of, if not an aversion to, emotions, as if they were something dangerous, as well as embarrassing and rather unpleasant[13]. 

It is important, therefore, to mention this fracture now, since the conflict between intellect and feeling, inner life and outer life [the acceptance of the fact that feeling must also be assumed in (and not assumed as) a criterion of judgment and not instead eliminated] is a very important problem that would only be healed in the years of the university. 

As we will see in the next chapter, in fact, the conflict of feeling is not looked at with suspicion, but questioned honestly and deeply, it shows itself as an index pointing to its experiential correlative; it does not judge, but limits itself to its function of de-monstration (from the Latin de-monstrare) of the evident signs of the emotional backlash that has arisen in us from something, which backlash our reason must discover to be adequate or not to the reality of reference. 





The early years of little Lewis' life differed in no small part from those of his peers. 

Jack learned with admirable rapidity not only to speak, but even to express his preferences with sure determination even before he reached two years of age[14]. This rapidity of learning certainly favored him in his relationship with his older brother, Warren, who – despite being three years older than him – soon became not only a good playmate and a brotherly friend, but even an ally ... [15]. 

At the age of seven, in 1905, "the first major change" of his life occurred[16]: they moved to a new, much larger and more spacious house on the far outskirts of Belfast [17]. 

Jack Lewis's education began at home, where it continued until he was ten years old: his mother instructed him in Latin and French, while the governess[18] taught him Greek and other subjects. 

His brother, on the other hand, was sent to the boarding school at Wynyard School in England and disappeared from Jack's life for much of the year. 

The move to the new house was greatly important in Lewis's life and consequently to his education, so much so that he literally regarded it as "a major character"[19] within his personal history. 

Here, in fact, there were mainly two[20] "strong winds of change"[21] that "began to blow"[22] on Lewis's life. 

First, his encounter with literature, certainly fostered by the fact that his parents were "bookish or intellectual people"[23]:

"There were books in the study, books in the living room, books in the cloakroom, books piled in double rows in the large bookcase on the landing, books in the bedroom, stacks of books up to my shoulder high in the cistern attic, all kinds of books on which my parents' interest had rested, books that were readable and unreadable, books that were suitable for children and books that were decidedly not. Nothing was forbidden me."[24]. 

On the endless rainy days he had almost unlimited possibilities: exploring the long, silent corridors, landings and attics of his huge new house; playing; drawing; making up stories; reading books:

"I would take from the shelves volume after volume. I was always certain of discovering a new book in exactly the same way that a man walking through a meadow is certain of finding a new blade of grass."[25]. 

It was mainly fantastic literature, to which he was introduced by his governess[26], that nourished young Lewis's imagination with tales of leprechauns, of the gods and lands of Irish mythology, of talking animals ... 

Secondly, the landscapes. 

"The endless summer sunsets behind the blue peaks"[27] of the Antrim Mountains that could be glimpsed in the distance from the front door and "the low profile of the [unreachable] Castelreagh Hills" that taught him unfulfilled desire, Sehnsucht."[28]. 

"It was the atmosphere of a scene that interested me, and in savoring that atmosphere, my skin and nose were as busy as my eyes."[29]. 

Three episodes having in common a single experience that branded Lewis in the depths of his soul and until the end of his days are inserted into these precise coordinates. 

These are three episodes in which Lewis surprised himself by being exposed to a beauty that was not aesthetically formal, but deeply and paradoxically[30] romantic. 

One day, as he approached a flowering currant bush, the memory arose in him of a day when in the old house his brother showed him his newly made toy garden. It consisted of a cookie box covered with moss and adorned with flowers and twigs. He was so impressed at the time that he later said, "It was the first beautiful thing I had ever seen. The toy garden did what the real garden could not do. It allowed me to discover nature [...] as something fresh, dewy, young, vital."[31]. 

This recollection settled deeply in his memory, and on the day it resurfaced the description closest to expressing the feeling that assailed him was "the enormous bliss of Milton's Eden"[32]: a feeling of deep astonishment and longing. 

"But longing for what? Certainly not for a cookie box full of moss, nor [...] for my past"[33], although it was a nostalgic memory. 

Even before we could grasp the meaning or substance of that state, "desire itself had dissolved, the glimmer vanished, the world had again returned to its usual order, troubled only by desire for the desire that had just vanished."[34]. 

The second experience came from reading Squirrel Nutkin by Beatrix Potter, which provoked similar feelings of deep astonishment experienced with "the same sense of immeasurable importance.[35]. 

But it was the third glimmer that was most important in Lewis's intellectual, spiritual, and even professional life. 

One day, while lazily flipping through the pages of a book of Longfellow's poems, 

"[...] like a voice coming from distant regions [...] ... 

'I heard a voice crying, 

Balder the beautiful

Is dead, is dead ... '"[36]. 

He knew absolutely nothing about Balder, nor about Norse mythology, but suddenly and immediately, feeling a deep emotion, he felt as if he was projected into another world. 

"I longed with almost painful intensity for something that can never be described (I only know that it was icy, spacious, severe, tenuous, and remote), and finally, as in other cases, I found myself in the same instant already far from that longing and yearning to get back to it."[37]. 

Lewis found himself exposed to something mysterious (and at the time still completely unknown), indescribable, at once desirable and paradoxically painful. 

Our author describes these episodes as glimpses[38], glimmers. 

Glimmers, for "all had lasted no more than a moment"[39], of Joy[40], because "nothing had ever seemed so extraordinary"[41], as coming from "another dimension."[42]. 
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1.1.1 "Romantic" Experiential Manifestation of Joy
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Before dealing specifically with the subject of this paragraph, we believe it is necessary to make two preliminary observations. 

First of all, it must be remembered that the description of the experience of Joy that we will offer coincides with the understanding that Lewis gained especially in the years following his conversion. 

Secondly, and in this connection, it is well to recall how Lewis tried to speak of Joy for in a 1924 poem published for The Beacon magazine[43], without being able to give a clear view of it. 

In the afterword to the third edition of The Pilgrim's Regress: An Allegorical Apology for Christianity, Reason and Romanticism Lewis clarifies what he meant by Romanticism at the time of writing the novel. 

His very specific meaning of romanticism has not to do in substance with the marvelous, with emphatic sentimentality, with the macabre, with selfish subjectivism, with revolution against the primitive or sensitivity in the face of nature, all these aspects which he links in various ways to Romanticism and which make it such a polyvalent term as to risk making it fall into insignificance[44]. 

Characterizing his understanding at the time of the term Romanticism was the particular recurring experience of longing that dominated his entire childhood and adolescence and which he defined as Romantic because in common with Romanticism was feeling, inanimate nature, and wonderful literature[45]. 

"Joy"[46], or "Goia"[47] in Italian, is the "technical term"[48] that Lewis attributes to this singular experience of desire. 

It manifests itself first of all as a perception similar to a "piercing"[49] (literally piercing, stabbing, "the stab of Joy"), a perception of profound disquiet that simultaneously extends to the level of sensibility, caused by something indescribable, something that is not possible to describe[50]), a perception of profound disquiet that extends simultaneously to the level of sensitivity, caused by something indescribable, mysterious, not immediately identifiable. 

Lewis describes this Joy as the "idea of Autumn"[51] and as "enormous bliss"[52], simultaneously emphasizing the negative pole of absence of the desired and the positive pole of presence of desire. 

With this term, he intends to distinguish Joy from happiness and pleasure. 

Joy shares with happiness and pleasure a single characteristic: the desire to experience it again by those who have experienced it even once[53]. 

Beyond this single aspect, Joy differs from any other experience of pleasure in the fact that it presents itself as a state of tension and suspension that is painful, but at the same time paradoxically felt as if it were a joy. 

Desires that are normally felt as pleasures are such because one confidently expects their fulfillment in the near future; otherwise they would be disregarded, disappointed, and abandoned because of their unattainability[54]. 

The painful tension of desire is paradoxically felt as if it were a joy even in the case where its satisfaction is not considered possible and yet this desire continues to be preferred to any other satisfaction[55]. 

This particular, paradoxical, and mysterious experience of painful, unhappy, but actually desirable desire[56] is a hunger better than any satiety and a poverty better than any wealth[57]. 

Another fundamental characteristic that differentiates pleasure from Joy is that, while the former is often procurable and reproducible, Joy is not manipulable, reproducible, subjugable. 

Joy is and remains an untamable experience. 

Unlike other normal experiences of pleasure (fulfillment, satisfaction), Joy is not reproducible, not manipulable and not graspable: it is a thirst impossible to be satisfied by the person who experiences it. 

––––––––
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1.1.2 Joy as an aesthetic-romantic experience: "inconsolable longing" and "Sehnsucht"
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Lewis, referring to a term widely used in Romanticism, describes the exposure to Joy as Sehnsucht and at the same time as "inconsolable longing"[58]; this experience is manifested by feeling an "unfulfilled desire [...] more desirable than any fulfillment"[59], an "inconsolable longing[60]. 

Sehnsucht is the German term that could be translated by the English longing and rendered in Italian in the broader sense of "strong feeling of longing for an absent person." 

Actually, Sehnsucht is almost impossible to translate properly, as it is not possible to find any satisfactory equivalent in other languages. 

It is not to be confused with the Italian nostalgia (in German, that would be Heimweh and in English nostalgia) because, while nostalgia is the desire to regain possession of a morphologically identifiable past or present, with precise traits (nostalgia of home, of the native land, of the beloved, of the family) and therefore objectifiable, Sehnsucht indicates instead the yearning towards something indefinite, remote. 

The German Sehnsucht represents a close relationship (encapsulated in a single term) between the verb sehnen, to ardently desire, and Sucht (derived from the verb suchen, to be seeking), a bond of dependence that lies behind all pining. 

Sehnsucht thus indicates a state of torment over the absence of "something" that has never been drawn upon until now and is unattainable here and now. "It is a longing for something that has never actually appeared in our experience."[61]. 

Sehnsucht could therefore be attempted to be translated as "yearning for desire", "longing for desire", "disease of desire." 

The piercing of desire is so deep and intense that the one who is invested in it can hardly grasp with awareness the emotion that pierces him. 

He doesn't know the source yet. 

Sometimes it may seem to be a persistent desire directed at the lack of someone or some particular thing, even in the inability to clearly state who or what that might be. 

Moreover, in case we manage to fix our attention on the emotion, we would forget that this desire is referred to an object placed beyond the somatic perception of the same. The perception of desire is simply the effect of something desired and not the desire itself. 

At other times, it is felt as a yearning for a distant country, but not for any particular place we can identify or recognize in this world. 

Moreover, there is something within man's experience that suggests that this "distant country" is at the same time paradoxically "very familiar" and indicates that to which we might analogically ascribe the name "home." The term Heimweh, which means "sorrow for being away from home", returns here. Although there is no identity relationship between Sehnsucht and Heimweh – as we have already mentioned – it is possible to trace this as a common metaphorical nuance. 

Shortly before his conversion, as Lewis noted in his autobiography, he had hoped that "the heart of reality would be such that it could be symbolized as a place"[62]. 

In The Pilgrim's Regress, Lewis provides a place, an unknown island, as a symbol of the protagonist's desire. 

In these two senses just listed, then, it is possible to also speak of Joy as a type of nostalgia, but of a very particular type. 

Lewis, in his description of Joy, complementing the German Sehnsucht, also makes use of "inconsolable longing", also indicating the inconsolable longing present in the human heart towards "something we do not know.[63]. 

Longing, in continuity with Sehnsucht, emphasizes in a more decisive way the aspect of the desire for persistent waiting, and yes, received, but even more sought after. 

Sehnsucht is an extremely intense desire, the weight of which oppresses to such an extent that it is unbearable because of its unattainability: it becomes an addiction, a disease. 

Longing is a Middle English term that arose from the Old English langung, which indicates an oppressed, overburdened desire, a grieving caused by an uncontrollable desire. 

Longing indicates a strong, intense, painful (because of long, distance) and persisting (meaning received from the suffix -ing) desire or longing, particularly towards something unattainable or distant. 

Longing does not simply indicate the state of feeling, the condition of lack, but even more a constant, persistent waiting, an active search. 
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1.1.3 Difference between Lewis's "Joy" and the nostalgic Wordsworthian "spots of time"
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At the beginning of his Surprised by Joy, Lewis inserts a quote from a Wordsworth poem from which he draws the title for his work. 

Surprised by Joy – Impatient as the Wind is the title of the poem from which Lewis draws the title of his autobiographical work, a poem about memory and the intense longing for a love now lost, for it is dead and buried[64]. 

The Prelude is the posthumous title of Wordsworth's long poem of spiritual and artistic development, a work completed in 1805 and published in 1850, in which the poet describes the life-giving virtue of the beneficial flow of the joyous "points of time"[65] that have studded his life retraced by his memory[66]. 

Wordsworth is often cited in Lewis's writings as the example of someone who lost Joy by neglecting to adequately investigate its source[67]. 

We have seen with Lewis how Joy is not an experience of fulfillment or fullness, but a fleeting and sensual experience of desire for an unattainable "object." 

Each of the Wordsworthian "spaces of time"[68] is instead a burning, unsatisfied longing felt for something that has been taken away and which the poet reconnects to his past: a past glory[69]. These clear and sensual experiences, moments of a temporality precisely located in time, epiphanies of memorable and unforgettable events, are for Wordsworth always and in every case anchored to the past and aimed at knowledge and enrichment of the soul, at the growth of the poet's mind[70], the growth of the poet's mind[71] in a movement defined by John Keats as "egoistic sublime"[72]. 

In fact, in 1805, at only thirty-five years old, he found himself, at the conclusion of the poem, prematurely emptied. He had investigated "himself" to such an extent that he found himself completely empty. 

Lewis's "glimmers of Joy" could certainly be juxtaposed with Wordsworthian spots of time. 

What we would get, however, would be the observation of a difference each time greater than the similarity. 

The only element of commonality could be found in the manifestation of the emotion and the resulting desire. 

Instead, the substance of the emotion and the direction of the desire would be unequivocally divergent. 

Indeed, Wordsworth's "moments of time"[73] point backward, point with poignant nostalgia to a definite point in the past, to something lost in it. 

The "glimmers of Joy" instead introduce Lewis – albeit for a very brief time – into a totally other region, where past, present, and future serve only as a site of visitation by something wonderful[74]. 

The glimmers of past Joy are indeed certainly subject to being remembered, but the experience of Joy remains unattainable, something that cannot be evoked. 

The occurrence of Joy is certainly a tangible, palpable event, but it cannot be held on to, it cannot be enclosed, because it always exceeds and indicates something remote, whether it be past or future or in the depths of the present. 

In the second place, then, the present, the past and the future are not to be understood as simple spatiotemporal coordinates to which one can go back with memory – although it remains true that there would be no desire without memory[75] – but are to be understood even more dramatically in the sense of remote, immemorial and therefore immemorial, a desire for Origin that is manifested in a present. 
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1.1.4 Joy within-beyond longing and Sehnsucht
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It should be noted that both longing and Sehnsucht indicate only part of what Joy actually states (albeit by implication). 

Longing and Sehnsucht are just the two shades of a single pole in the tension of the experience of Joy. They indicate the painful lack, the absence of the unknown Desired One and the spasmodic search, the longing, the yearning for this unknown One. Sehnsucht emphasizes the passive nuance of yearning and longing emphasizes the active nuance of waiting. 

Joy implicitly indicates the other pole of the tension, the pole that at the same time allows and is the very reason for the polar tension (desire / Desire): plane divinum quiddam praefulgens in anima. 

The joy of Joy is such in desire, not because of the painful absence and remoteness of the Desired One. 

It is not pain, craving, hunger in themselves that make desire something to rejoice in, but that particular kind of pain, that particular kind of craving, that particular kind of hunger. 

The quality of Joy, the commotion of Joy present in desire, is brought about by the fleeting, elusive, untamable proximity of the Desired One[76]. 

The proximity, the physicality, the tangibility, the nevertheless mysterious consistency of the Desired presents itself in its very efficacy: in the astonishment of joy and the consequent desire. As a result of these, the person who has experienced them experiences something in relation to which "nothing [...] had ever seemed so extraordinary", as coming from "another world"[77] as coming from "another dimension"[78]. 

It is a joy whose object we do not yet know, whose desire we do not yet know, but whose Desire is not foreign precisely because it is desired. 

We can therefore say that the experience of Joy presents itself to Lewis as the unforgettable presence of an absentee that accompanies his every sudden and momentary proximity (glimmer), brief and pungent permanence of unbearable beauty. 

"All the things that have ever deeply possessed your soul have been only hints of it, tantalizing glimmers, promises that were never fully realized, echoes that immediately faded away as soon as they reached your ears. 

But if this thing were to truly manifest itself, if ever an echo were to be heard that did not immediately fade away but expanded into the sound itself, you would know; beyond any possibility of doubt you would say: here is that thing for which I was created. 

[...] It is the secret signature of every soul, the incommunicable and implacable need, the thing we longed for before we met our wives, our friends, or before we chose our work, and will still long for on our deathbed, when the mind will no longer recognize either wives or friend or work. 

While we exist, this thing exists. If we lose it, we lose everything."[79]. 
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1.2 Wynyard School
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Upon his mother's death in 1908, Jack joined his older brother in the boarding school at Wynyard School, Watford, Hertfordshire, England. 

The school had enjoyed a good reputation for a while, but when Jack arrived it was in such a state of decay that it was soon to close (within two years) due to the increasingly evident madness of its headmaster, Reverend Robert Capron. 

The school was on the brink: the teaching staff was grossly incompetent, composed almost entirely of family members of the headmaster (sons and daughters). There was no school library, the food was poor and the sanitary facilities were horrifying. 

All Lewis learned was grammar and mathematics[80] – the only subject the headmaster really loved was geometry – for "otherwise, all that surfaced from the sea of arithmetic was a jungle of dates, battles, exports, imports, etc., immediately forgotten and perfectly useless even if it were not so"[81] and all the other "arts and sciences thus ended up resembling islands (mostly rocky and treacherous) that resembled various and rich gems lying on the unadorned bottom of the abyss."[82]. 

From the intellectual as well as the imaginative point of view, it was almost entirely wasted time[83]: "for many years joy (as I have defined it) was not only absent, but forgotten."[84]. 

The worst aspect of this school – which prompted Lewis to beg his father to take him and his brother out of there[85] – was the constant, unjustified and arbitrary corporal punishment. 

In spite of all this, the most important thing that happened to him there was that he actually became a believer: "the vehicle was the church to which we were driven twice every Sunday"[86], one of the last bastions of Anglo-Catholicism. In spite of his Ulster Anglican prejudices, he was greatly impressed by hearing Christian principles professed by men who actually and naturally believed in them.[87]. 

He began reading the Bible and saying prayers, and religion was an oft-discussed topic but "in a wholly wholesome way"[88]. 
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1.3 Cherbourg Preparatory School and Malvern College


[image: image]




In January 1911, after a stay of only one semester at Campbell College in Ulster, he landed at Cherbourg Preparatory School, within the Malvern College facility, in Malvern, Worcestershire, England. 

Unlike Wynyard, where he learned next to nothing, Lewis recalls how instead "there my education really began"[89], taking his first steps in Latin and English under the guidance of excellent teachers. 

At the same time, if he had begun to take his first steps as a believer at Wynyard, at Cherbourg he completely ceased to be a Christian[90]. 

The reasons that led Lewis to abandon Christianity were threefold and interrelated. 

First of all, in studying the classics, "one was confronted with a mass of religious ideas"[91] which teachers and editors who – even if technically very well prepared – took for granted to be a simple "jumble of nonsense", nothing more than mere illusion, and in the face of which "no one ever tried to find a solution to the problem"[92] and "no one ever attempted to explain in what sense Christianity completed paganism, or paganism prefigured Christianity."[93]. 

The Christian religion thus emptied of its historical significance, its meaning of Promise, Good News, and New Covenant – like all other religions and myths –, appeared in the eyes of the young Lewis as a meaningless cult perpetrated throughout the course of human history[94]. 

Secondly, because of the headmistress, Miss G.E. Cowie, who, despite being the most beloved person by everyone in the school and one of the most selfless and unselfish people Lewis had ever known[95], was still floundering in the waters of spiritual immaturity, "struggling in the labyrinths of theosophy, Rosicrucianism, and spiritualism"[96], instilling in him a spiritual yearning for all that was spiritually and intellectually fascinating[97]. His weak faith, which had in the meantime turned into intellectualism, crumbled[98]. This led the boy to be openly an atheist and happily a pagan. 

The first two causes are to be regarded as unconscious, for in reality it is the third that had long ago kept Lewis bound to the road to apostasy: the excessive preoccupation with prayers which he obliged himself to utter – as a task and as an iron rule – with emotional and imaginative participation; they were his "realizations"[99]. 

It so happened that he abandoned his faith, "not with a feeling of loss, but with the greatest relief"[100]. 

Meanwhile, during his stay at Wynyard and Campbell, the authentic Joy "had vanished [...] so completely as to leave neither memories nor desires"[101]. 

It reappeared at the beginning of his attendance at Cherbourg, ending in an instant that he describes as "a long winter"[102]. 

If, in fact, Miss G.E. Cowie did, on the one hand contribute significantly to making Lewis an atheist, she did, on the other hand, awaken his previously slumbering and inhibited capacity for affection[103]. 

Through a literary magazine, he made his acquaintance with Siegfried and Götterdämmerung. 

Borrowing Dante's image from the XXXIIIth Canto of Paradise and stretching it to its fullest extent – in glorious hyperbole – Lewis goes on to recount that:

"It was as if the Arctic itself, with all its layers of millennial ice, changed, not in a week or an hour, but instantly, into an expanse of meadows and primroses and blossoming orchards, deafened by birdsong and moved by the waters of the thaw."[104]. 

"The Twilight of the Gods and my past Joy, both remote and unattainable, flowed into a single, intolerable sensation of longing and loss, which was suddenly one with the dissolution of the same emotion: as I now looked around the dusty classroom like a man slowly regaining his senses, it had already vanished, had escaped me at the same moment that I said Here it is. And I knew at once (with a sense of fatality) that 'having it back' was my supreme and most important object of desire."[105]. 

Thus was born his exaggerated enthusiasm for all things Nordic, which, together with the rediscovery of Joy, became the most important thing for Lewis in the next two or three years. Along with his rediscovered love of Nordic literature, he made the discovery of Richard Wagner's music by investing his savings – in addition to a large number of books – in the purchase of the saga Der Ring des Nibelungen. 

Wagner's music for him, a profound connoisseur and lover of Nordic literature as he was, was "like a bolt from the blue"[106] and listening to it caused not pleasure, but "disturbance, ecstasy, astonishment, 'a conflict of sensations without name'."[107]. 
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