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Perspectives on English Magic 

1.  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) 

 
 

 



Perspectives on English Magic 

2.  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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3.  Brave English Magic 

Captain Harcourt-Bruce was not only dashing, handsome and brave, he 
was also rather romantic. The reappearance of magic in England thrilled him 
immensely. He was a great reader of the more exciting sort of history—and his 
head was full of ancient battles in which the English were outnumbered by the 
French and doomed to die, when all at once would be heard the sound of 
strange, unearthly music, and upon a hilltop would appear the Raven King in 
his tall, black helmet with its mantling of raven-feathers streaming in the wind; 
and he would gallop down the hillside on his tall, black horse with a hundred 
human knights and a hundred fairy knights at his back, and he would defeat 
the French by magic. 

That was Captain Harcourt-Bruce’s idea of a magician. That was the sort 
of thing which he now expected to see reproduced on every battlefield on the 
Continent. So when he saw Mr Norrell in his drawing-room in Hanover-
square, and after he had sat and watched Mr Norrell peevishly complain to his 
footman, first that the cream in his tea was too creamy, and next that it was too 
watery—well, I shall not surprize you when I say he was somewhat 
disappointed. In fact he was so downcast by the whole undertaking that 
Admiral Paycocke, a bluff old gentleman, felt rather sorry for him and only 
had the heart to laugh at him and tease him very moderately about it. (125-126) 
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4.  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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5.  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) 
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6.  “Friends” of English Magic 
 
There is not much to interest the serious student of magic in 

the early issues and the only entertainment to be got from them is 
contained in several articles in which Portishead attacks on Mr 
Norrell’s behalf: gentleman-magicians; lady-magicians; street-
magicians; vagabond-magicians; child-prodigy-magicians; the 
Learned Society of York Magicians; the Learned Society of 
Manchester Magicians; learned societies of magicians in general; 
any other magicians whatsoever. (147) 
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7.  The Unthinkable 

But Mr Norrell did not appear to hear the comfort his friend was so 
kind as to give him and when at last he spoke his words seemed chiefly 
addressed to himself, for he sighed deeply and murmured, “I never 
thought to find magic so little regarded here.” He paused and then said in 
a quick, low voice, “It is a very dangerous thing to bring someone back 
from the dead. It has not been done in three hundred years. I could not 
attempt it!” 

This was rather extraordinary and Mr Drawlight and Mr Lascelles 
looked round at their friend in some surprize. 

“Indeed, sir,” said Mr Drawlight, “and no one proposes that you 
should.” 

“Of course I know the form of it,” continued Mr Norrell as if 
Drawlight had not spoken, “but it is precisely the sort of magic that I have 
set my face against! – It relies so much upon . . . It relies so much . . . That 
is to say the outcome must be entirely unpredictable. – Quite out of the 
magician’s power to determine. No! I shall not attempt it. I shall not even 
think of it.” (97) 
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8.  Knowing the Risks 

“There is scarcely any form of magic more dangerous!” said 
Mr Norrell in a sort of horrified whisper. “It is dangerous to the 
magician and dangerous to the subject.” 

“Well, sir,” said Drawlight reasonably, “I suppose you are the 
best judge of the danger as it applies to yourself, but the subject, 
as you term her, is dead. What worse can befall her?” 

Drawlight waited for a moment for a reply to this interesting 
question, but Mr Norrell made none. (99)  
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9.  Mr. Norrell’s CV 

“I . . . I am the man who is destined to restore magic to England!” 
stammered Mr Norrell, grabbing back his wig and replacing it, slightly 
askew, upon his head. 

“Well, obviously you are that!” said the gentleman. “Or I should not 
be here! You do not imagine that I would waste my time upon a three-
penny hedge-sorcerer, do you? But who are you? That is what I wish to 
know. What magic have you done? Who was your master? What magical 
lands have you visited? What enemies have you defeated? Who are your 
allies?” 

Mr Norrell was extremely surprized to be asked so many questions 
and he was not at all prepared to answer them. He wavered and hesitated 
before finally fixing upon the only one to which he had a sensible answer. 
“I had no master. I taught myself.” 

“How?” 
“From books.” 
“Books!” (This in a tone of the utmost contempt.) (108-109) 
 

 

 

 
 

 



Perspectives on English Magic 

10.  Vinculus’s First Shot Strikes Home 

“Oh, yes!” continued this person, glaring furiously at Mr Norrell. 
“You think yourself a very fine fellow! Well, know this, Magician! Your 
coming was foretold long ago. I have been expecting you these past 
twenty years! Where have you been hiding yourself?” 

Mr Norrell sat in amazed silence, staring at his accuser with open 
mouth. It was as if this man had reached into his breast, plucked out his 
secret thought and held it up to the light. Ever since his arrival in the 
capital Mr Norrell had realized that he had indeed been ready long ago; 
he could have been doing magic for England’s benefit years before; the 
French might have been defeated and English magic raised to that lofty 
position in the Nation’s regard which Mr Norrell believed it ought to 
occupy. He was tormented with the idea that he had betrayed English 
magic by his dilatoriness. Now it was as if his own conscience had taken 
concrete form and started to reproach him. (150) 
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11.  A Message from the Raven King? (Part 1)  

I reached out my hand, England’s rivers turned and flowed the other  
   way. 
I reached out my hand, my enemies’ blood stopt in their veins. 
I reached out my hand; thought and memory flew out of my enemies’   
   heads like a flock of starlings; 
My enemies crumpled like empty sacks. 
I came to them out of mists and rain; 
I came to them in dreams at midnight; 
I came to them in a flock of ravens that filled a northern sky at dawn; 
When they thought themselves safe I came to them in a cry that  
   broke the silence of a winter wood. . . (151) 
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12.  A Message from the Raven King? (Part 2)  
 
The rain made a door for me and I went through it; 
The stones made a throne for me and I sat upon it; 
Three kingdoms were given to me to be mine forever; 
England was given to me to be mine forever. 
The nameless slave wore a silver crown; 
The nameless slave was a king in a strange country. . . (153) 
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13.  A Message from the Raven King? (Part 3) 

The weapons that my enemies raised against me are venerated in Hell as 
   holy relics; 
Plans that my enemies made against me are preserved as holy texts; 
Blood that I shed upon ancient battlefields is scraped from the stained 
   earth by Hell’s sacristans and placed in a vessel of silver and ivory. 
I gave magic to England, a valuable inheritance 
But Englishmen have despised my gift 
Magic shall be written upon the sky by the rain but they shall not be able  
   to read it; 
Magic shall be written on the faces of the stony hills but their minds shall 
   not be able to contain it; 
In winter the barren trees shall be a black writing but they shall not 
   understand it . . . (153-154) 
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14.  The Raven King’s Final Words? (Part 4) 

I sit upon a black throne in the shadows but they shall not see me. 
The rain shall make a door for me and I shall pass through it; 
The stones shall make a throne for me and I shall sit upon it . . . (155) 

 
 

 


