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The Discovery of English Magic 

1.  The Vernacular 

“I know it is very shoking that I should write to you upon no 
acquaintance whatsoever & no doubt you say to yourself who is 
this impertinent creachure? I did not now there was such a person 
in existence! and consider me shokingly bold etc. etc. but 
Drawlight is a dear freind of mine and assures me that you are 
the sweetest-natured creachure in the world and will not mind it. 
I am most impatient for the pleasure of your acquaintance and 
would consider it the greatest honour in the world if you would 
consent to give us the pleasure of your company at an evening-
party on Thursday se’night. Do not let the apprehension of 
meeting with a croud prevent you from coming—I detest a croud 
of all things and only my most intimate freinds will be invited to 
meet you.“ (53-54) 
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2.  The Setting 

And how to describe a London party? Candles in lustres of cut-glass are 
placed everywhere about the house in dazzling profusion; elegant mirrors 
triple and quadruple the light until night outshines day; many-coloured hot-
house fruits are piled up in stately pyramids upon white-clothed tables; divine 
creatures, resplendent with jewels, go about the room in pairs, arm in arm, 
admired by all who see them. Yet the heat is over-powering, the pressure and 
noise almost as bad; there is nowhere to sit and scarce anywhere to stand. You 
may see your dearest friend in another part of the room; you may have a world 
of things to tell him—but how in the world will you ever reach him? If you are 
fortunate then perhaps you will discover him later in the crush and shake his 
hand as you are both hurried past each other. Surrounded by cross, hot 
strangers, your chance of rational conversation is equal to what it would be in 
an African desert. Your only wish is to preserve your favourite gown from the 
worst ravages of the crowd. Every body complains of the heat and the 
suffocation. Every body declares it to be entirely insufferable. But if it is all 
misery for the guests, then what of the wretchedness of those who have not 
been invited? Our sufferings are nothing to theirs! And we may tell each other 
tomorrow that it was a delightful party. (54-55) 
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3.  The State of English Magic 

Some years ago there was in the city of York a society of 
magicians. They met upon the third Wednesday of every month 
and read each other long, dull papers upon the history of English 
magic. 

They were gentleman-magicians, which is to say they had 
never harmed any one by magic—nor ever done any one the 
slightest good. In fact, to own the truth, not one of these 
magicians had ever cast the smallest spell, nor by magic caused 
one leaf to tremble upon a tree, made one mote of dust to alter its 
course or changed a single hair upon any one’s head. But, with 
this one minor reservation, they enjoyed a reputation as some of 
the wisest and most magical gentlemen in Yorkshire. (3) 
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4.  Books and Magic 

The first thing a student of magic learns is that there are books about 
magic and books of magic. And the second thing he learns is that a 
perfectly respectable example of the former may be had for two or three 
guineas at a good bookseller, and that the value of the latter is above 
rubies. The collection of the York society was reckoned very fine—almost 
remarkable; among its many volumes were five works written between 
1550 and 1700 and which might reasonably be claimed as books of magic 
(though one was no more than a couple of ragged pages). Books of magic 
are rare and neither Mr Segundus nor Mr Honeyfoot had ever seen more 
than two or three in a private library. At Hurtfew all the walls were lined 
with bookshelves and all the shelves were filled with books. And the 
books were all, or almost all, old books; books of magic. (13-14) 
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5.  Belasis on Pale on Fairies 

The second extract concerned one of England’s greatest magicians, 
Martin Pale. In Gregory Absalom’s The Tree of Learning there is a famous 
passage which relates how, while journeying through Faerie, the last of 
the great Aureate magicians, Martin Pale, paid a visit to a fairy-prince. 
Like most of his race the fairy had a great multitude of names, honorifics, 
titles and pseudonyms; but usually he was known as Cold Henry. Cold 
Henry made a long and deferential speech to his guest. The speech was 
full of metaphors and obscure allusions, but what Cold Henry seemed to 
be saying was that fairies were naturally wicked creatures who did not 
always know when they were going wrong. To this Martin Pale briefly 
and somewhat enigmatically replied that not all Englishmen have the 
same size feet. (17 n6)     
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6.  To Other Lands 
 
Upon the instant bells began to toll. Now these were nothing more than 

the bells of St Michael-le-Belfrey telling the half hour, but inside the Cathedral 
they had an odd, far-away sound like the bells of another country. It was not at 
all a cheerful sound. The gentlemen of the York society knew very well how 
bells often went with magic and in particular with the magic of those unearthly 
beings, fairies; they knew how, in the old days, silvery bells would often sound 
just as some Englishman or Englishwoman of particular virtue or beauty was 
about to be stolen away by fairies to live in strange, ghostly lands for ever. 
Even the Raven King—who was not a fairy, but an Englishman—had a 
somewhat regrettable habit of of abducting men and women and taking them 
to live with him in his castle in the Other Lands. Now, had you and I the power 
to seize by magic any human being that took our fancy and the power to keep 
that person by our side through all eternity, and had we all the world to chuse 
from, then I dare say our choice might fall on someone a little more captivating 
than a member of the Learned Society of York Magicians, but this comforting 
thought did not occur to the gentlemen inside York Cathedral and several of 
them began to wonder how angry Dr Foxcastle’s letter had made Mr Norrell 
and they began to be seriously frightened. (35-36) 
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7.  The Simple Question 

Mr Segundus wished to know, he said, why modern 
magicians were unable to work the magic they wrote about. In 
short, he wished to know why there was no more magic done in 
England. 

It was the most commonplace question in the world. It was 
the question which, sooner or later, every child in the kingdom 
asks his governess or his schoolmaster or his parent. Yet the 
learned members of the York society did not at all like hearing it 
asked and the reason was this: they were no more able to answer 
it than any one else. (4) 
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8.  Seeking English Magic (1 of 2) 

Mr Norrell led the other two gentlemen along a passage—a very ordinary 
passage, thought Mr Segundus, panelled and floored with well-polished oak, 
and smelling of beeswax; then there was a staircase, or perhaps only three or 
four steps; and then another passage where the air was somewhat colder and 
the floor was good York stone: all entirely unremarkable. (Unless the second 
passage had come before the staircase or steps? Or had there in truth been a 
staircase at all?) Mr Segundus was one of those happy gentlemen who can 
always say whether they face north or south, east or west. It was not a talent he 
took any particular pride in—it was as natural to him as knowing that his head 
still stood upon his shoulders—but in Mr Norrell’s house his gift deserted him. 
He could never afterwards picture the sequence of passageways and rooms 
through which they had passed, nor quite decide how long they had taken to 
reach the library. And he could not tell the direction; it seemed to him as if Mr 
Norrell had discovered some fifth point of the compass—not east, nor south, 
nor west, nor north, but somewhere quite different and this was the direction 
in which he led them. Mr Honeyfoot, on the other hand, did not appear to 
notice any thing odd. 

The library was perhaps a little smaller than the drawing-rom they had 
just quitted. There was a noble fire in the hearth and all was comfort and quiet.  
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8.  Seeking English Magic (2 of 2) 

Yet once again the light within the room did not seem to accord with the three 
tall twelve-paned windows, so that once again Mr Segundus was made 
uncomfortable by a persistent feeling that there ought to have been other 
candles in the room, other windows or another fire to account for the light. 
What windows there were looked out upon a wide expanse of dusky English 
rain so that Mr Segundus could not make out the view nor guess where in the 
house they stood. (12-13) 
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9.  The Magician’s Portrait (1 of 2) 

Consider, if you will, a man who sits in his library day after day; a small 
man of no particular personal attractions. His book is on the table before him. 
A fresh supply of pens, a knife to cut new nibs, ink, paper, notebooks—all is 
conveniently to hand. There is always a fire in the room—he cannot do without 
a fire, he feels the cold. The room changes with the season: he does not. Three 
tall windows open on a view of English countryside which is tranquil in 
spring, cheerful in summer, melancholy in autumn and gloomy in winter—just 
as English landscape should be. But the changing seasons excite no interest in 
him—he scarcely raises his eyes from the pages of his book. He takes his 
exercise as all gentlemen do; in dry weather his long walk crosses the park and 
skirts a little wood; in wet weather there is his short walk in the shrubbery. But 
he knows very little of shrubbery or park or wood. There is a book waiting for 
him upon the library table; his eyes fancy they still follow its lines of type, his 
head still runs upon its argument, his fingers itch to take it up again. He meets 
his neighbours twice or thrice a quarter—for this is England where a man’s 
neighbours will never suffer him to live entirely bereft of society, let him be as 
dry and sour-faced as he may. They pay him visits, leave their cards with his 
servants, invite him to dine or to dance at assembly-balls. Their intentions are 
largely charitable—they have a notion that it is bad for a man to be always 
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9.  The Magician’s Portrait (2 of 2) 

alone—but they also have some curiosity to discover whether he had changed 
at all since they last saw him. He has not. He has nothing to say to them and is 
considered the dullest man in Yorkshire.  

Yet within Mr Norrell’s dry little heart there was as lively an ambition to 
bring magic back to England as would have satisfied even Mr Honeyfoot, and 
it was with the intention of bringing that ambition to a long-postponed 
fulfillment that Mr Norrell now proposed to go to London. (48-49) 
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10.  Sitting in Judgment 

“You expect a great deal of Belasis,” remarked Norrell, “and once 
upon a time I was entirely of your mind. I remember that for many 
months I devoted eight hours out of every twenty-four to studying his 
work; a compliment, I may say, that I have never paid any other author. 
But ultimately he is disappointing. He is mystical where he ought to be 
intelligible—and intelligible where he ought to be obscure. There are some 
things which have no business being put into books for all the world to 
read. For myself I no longer have any very great opinion of Belasis.” 

“Here is a book I have never even heard of, sir,” said Mr Segundus, 
“The Excellences of Christo-Judaic Magick. What can you tell me of this?” 

“Ha!” cried Mr Norrell. “It dates from the seventeenth century, but I 
have no great opinion of it. Its author was a liar, a drunkard, an adulterer 
and a rogue. I am glad he has been so completely forgot.” 

It seemed that it was not only live magicians which Mr Norrell 
despised. He had taken the measure of all the dead ones too and found 
them wanting. (15) 
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11.  Mr. Norrell’s Intentions  

“And to what fortunate circumstance, sir,” asked Mr 
Drawlight, “do we owe the happiness of your society? What 
brings you to London?” 

“I have come to London in order to further the cause of 
modern magic. I intend, sir, to bring back magic to Britain,” 
answered Mr Norrell gravely. “I have a great deal to 
communicate to the Great Men of our Age. There are many ways 
in which I may be of service to them.” 

Mr Drawlight murmured politely that he was sure of it. 
(65-66) 
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12.  The Perspicacious Mrs. Pleasance 

Mr Segundus had not told Mrs Pleasance that Mr Norrell was old and yet 
she fancied that he must be. From what Mr Segundus had told her she thought 
of him as a sort of miser who hoarded magic instead of gold, and as our 
narrative progresses, I will allow the reader to judge the justice of this portrait 
of Mr Norrell’s character. Like Mrs Pleasance I always fancy that misers are 
old. I cannot tell why this should be since I am sure that there are as many 
young misers as old. As to whether or not Mr Norrell was in fact old, he was 
the sort of man who had been old at seventeen. 

Mrs Pleasance continued, “When Mr Pleasance was alive, he used to say 
that no one in York, man or woman, could bake a loaf to rival mine, and other 
people as well have been kind enough to say that they never in their lives 
tasted bread so good. But I have always kept a good table for love of doing a 
thing well and if one of those queer spirits from the Arabian fables came out of 
this very teapot now and gave me three wishes I hope I would not be so ill-
natured as to to try to stop other folk from baking bread—and should their 
bread be as good as mine then I do not see that it hurts me, but rather is so 
much the better for them.” (31) 
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13.  Mr. Norrell Mistakes His Audience 

AN APPEAL TO THE FRIENDS OF ENGLISH MAGIC had a most 
sensational effect, particularly in London. The readers of The Times were 
quite thunderstruck by Mr Norrell’s achievements. There was a general 
desire to see Mr Norrell; young ladies pitied the poor old gentlemen of 
York who had been so frightened by him, and wished very much to be as 
terrified themselves. Clearly such an opportunity as this was scarcely 
likely to come again; Mr Norrell determined to establish himself in 
London with all possible haste. “You must get me a house, Childermass,” 
he said. “Get me a house that says to those that visit it that magic is a 
respectable profession—no less than Law and a great deal more so than 
Medicine.” (51) 
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14.  The Magic They Expect 

“Oh, madam!” cried Drawlight. “What can he not do? Why! It was 
only a winter or so ago that in York—which as you may know, madam, is 
Mr Norrell’s native city—a great storm came out of the north and blew 
everybody’s washing into the mud and the snow—and so the aldermen, 
thinking to spare the ladies of the town the labour of washing everything 
again, applied to Mr Norrell—and he sent a troop of fairies to wash it all 
anew—and all the holes in people’s shirts and nightcaps and petticoats 
were mended and all the frayed edges were made whole and good again 
and everybody said that they had never seen such a dazzling whiteness in 
all their days!” 

This particular story became very popular and raised Mr Norrell in 
everyone’s estimation for several weeks that summer, and consequently 
when Mr Norrell spoke, as he sometimes did, of modern magic, most of 
his audience supposed that this was the sort of thing he must mean. (76) 
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15.  Gentlemen and Magic 

“You are not at all what I expected, Mr Norrell,” remarked Sir Walter. 
“I had been told you were a practical magician—I hope you are not 
offended, sir—it is merely what I was told, and I must say that it is a relief 
to me to see that you are nothing of the sort. London is plagued with a 
great number of mock-sorcerers who trick the people out of their money 
by promising them all sorts of unlikely things. I wonder, have you seen 
Vinculus, who has a little booth outside St Christopher Le Stocks? He is 
the worst of them. You are a theoretical magician, I imagine?” Sir Walter 
smiled encouragingly. “But they tell me that you have something to ask 
me, sir.” 

Mr Norrell begged Sir Walter’s pardon but said that he was indeed a 
practical magician; Sir Walter looked surprized. Mr Norrell hoped very 
earnestly that he would not by this admission lose Sir Walter’s good 
opinion. 

“No, no. By no means,” murmured Sir Walter politely. (85) 
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16.  Mr. Norrell’s Rejection 

“Mr Norrell,” said Sir Walter, “I cannot claim to understand what this 
help is that you offer us . . . “ 

“Oh! As to particulars,” Mr Norrell said, “I know as little of warfare as 
the generals and the admirals do of magic, and yet . . .” 

“ . . . but whatever it is,” continued Sir Walter,  “I am sorry to say that it 
will not do. Magic is not respectable, sir. It is not,” Sir Walter searched for a 
word, “serious. The Government cannot meddle with such things. Even this 
innocent little chat that you and I have had today, is likely to cause us a little 
embarrassment when people get to hear of it. Frankly, Mr Norrell, had I 
understood better what you were intending to propose today, I would not have 
agreed to meet you.” 

Sir Walter’s manner as he said all this was far from unkind, but, oh, poor 
Mr Norrell! To be told that magic was not serious was a very heavy blow. To 
find himself classed with the Dreamditches and the Vinculuses of this world 
was a crushing one. In vain he protested that he had thought long and hard 
about how to make magic respected once more; in vain he offered to shew Sir 
Walter a long list of recommendations concerning the regulation of magic in 
England. Sir Walter did not wish to see them. He shook his head and smiled, 
but all he said was: “I am afraid, Mr Norrell, that I can do nothing for 
you.” (92) 

 
 

 


