Till We Have Faces

Chapters 1-6

Throughout the study

Keep a page of notes as you progress through the book on the following:
A.  Describe each of the main characters, noting both physical attributes and personality.  You may also want to sketch a family tree to the see the relationships between some of the characters.

B.  Many themes from Lewis’s earlier works reappear in TWHF.  Track them as you progress through the novel.  Here are some to get you started:

· Distorted love

· Self-knowledge and identity

· Reason v. imagination

· Sacrifice

· Beauty and ugliness

· Thick and clear religions

C.  Note the occurrence of “face/faceless/bareface” and “veil” in the book.  How is Lewis using this motif?  A curious note:  The word translated in our Old Testament as “presence” is the Hebrew word paniyum which is literally “the face.”  

See e.g. Psalm 139:7; Exodus 33:14-15

D.  If you read a passage in TWHF that reminds you of another C.S. Lewis book or essay, make a note of it.

Chapters 1 & 2

1.  What do we learn about Orual in this chapter?  In the first paragraph?  What is her purpose in writing?  How is Orual an unreliable narrator?  What is your initial impression of her?

2.  What does Lewis achieve by setting the story in a far off time and place?  

3.  What is the Fox like?  Who in C.S. Lewis’s life does he remind you of?  List the times the Fox refers to nature or natural causes.

Chapters 3 & 4

4.  Orual lays the blame on Redival for ending the good time.  Is this an accurate assessment of the facts?  Look at the bad things that happened.  How many did Redival cause?

5.  Orual states that “the gods are jealous.”  The Fox thinks otherwise.  Contrast their view of the gods.  Who is more correct?  Is our Christian God jealous?  See Exodus 20:5; 34:14; Deuteronomy 4:24.

6.  How might Psyche be considered a symbol for Christ?  Yet in the Kilby letter (see attached) Lewis says Psyche represents what each believer can be.  Do you agree?

Chapters 5 & 6

7. “Holy places are dark places.”  Have you experienced this in your life?

8.  Contrast the Fox and the priest.  Consider the following excerpt from “Christian Apologetics” in God in the Dock, p.102-03:

We may salva reverential [without outraging reverence] divide religions, as we do soups, into ‘thick’ and ‘clear’.  By Thick I mean those which have orgies and ecstasies and mysteries and local attachments: Africa is full of Thick religions.  By Clear I mean those which are philosophical, ethical and universalizing: Stoicism, Buddhism, and the Ethical Church are Clear religions.  Now if there is a true religion it must be both Thick and Clear: for the true God must have made both the child and the man, both the savage and the citizen, both the head and the belly…. But Christianity really breaks down the middle wall of the partition.  It takes a convert from central Africa and tells him to obey an enlightened universalist ethic: it takes a twentieth-century academic prig like me and tells me to go fasting to a Mystery, to drink the blood of the Lord.  The savage convert has to be Clear: I have to be Thick.  That is how one knows one has come to the real religion.

From The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, Vol. III: Narnia, Cambridge, and Joy 1950-1963. Edited by Walter Hooper. Harper San Francisco, 2007

[Letter of February 2, 1957 to Clyde S. Kilby -- in response to his letter to Lewis regarding Till We Have Faces and asking for comment.]

Dear Professor Kilby –


An author doesn’t necessarily understand the meaning of his own story better than anyone else, so I give you my account of the TWHF simply for what it’s worth. The ‘levels’ I am conscious of are these.

1. A work of (supposed) historical imagination. A guess at what it might have been like in a little barbarous state on the borders of the Hellenistic world with Greek culture just beginning to affect it. Hence the change from the old priest (of a very normal fertility mother-goddess) to Arnom: Stoic allegorisations of the myths standing to the original cult rather as Modernism to Christianity (but this is a parallel, not an allegory). Much that you take as allegory was intended solely as realistic detail. The Wagon men are Nomads from the steppes. The children made mud pies not for symbolic purposes but because children do. The Pillar Room is simply a room. The Fox is such an educated Greek slave as you might find at a barbarous court – and so on. 

2. Psyche is an instance of the anima naturaliter Christiana making the best of the Pagan religion she is brought up in and thus being guided (but always ‘under the cloud’, always in terms of her own imagination or that of her people) towards the true God. She is in some ways like Christ not because she is a symbol of Him but because every good man or woman is like Christ. What else could they be like? But of course my interest is primarily in Orual.

3. Orual is (not a symbol but) an instance, a ‘case’, of human affection in its natural condition: true, tender, suffering, but in the long run, tyrannically possessive and ready to turn to hatred when the beloved ceases to be its possession. What such love particularly cannot stand is to see the beloved passing into a sphere where it cannot follow. All this, I hoped, would stand as a mere story in its own right. But –

4. Of course I had always in mind its close parallel to what is probably at this moment going on in at least 5 families in your own town. Someone becomes a Christian, or, in a family nominally Christian already, does something like becoming a missionary or entering a religious order. The others suffer a sense of outrage. What they love is being taken from them! The boy must be mad! And the conceit of him! Or is there something in it after all? Let’s hope it is only a phase! If only he’d listen to his natural advisers! Oh come back, come back, be sensible, be the dear son we used to know.

Now I, as a Christian, have a good deal of sympathy with these jealous, puzzled, suffering people (for they do suffer and out of their suffering much of the bitterness against religion arises). I believe the thing is common. There is very nearly a touch of it in Luke 2:48, ‘Son, why hast thou so dealt with us?’ And is the reply easy for a loving heart to bear?

Yours sincerely

C. S. Lewis
