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The Growth of English Magic 

1.  Vinculus’s Book 

“Quite. So, since you did not write this prophecy yourself, where did 
you find it?” 

For a moment Vinculus looked as if he would not answer, but then 
he said, “It is written in a book.” 

“A book? What book? My master’s library is extensive. He knows of 
no such prophecy.” 

Vinculus said nothing. 
“Is it your book?” asked Childermass. 
“It is in my keeping.” 
“And where did you get a book? Where did you steal it?” 
“I did not steal it. It is my inheritance. It is the greatest glory and the 

greatest burden that has been given to any man in this Age.” 
“If it is really valuable then you can sell it to Norrell. He has paid 

great prices for books before now.” 
“The magician of Hanover-square will never own this book. He will 

never even see it.” (234) 

 
 

 



The Growth of English Magic 

2.  Childermass’s Remarkable Cards (1 of 2) 

The fifth card was the Valet de Coupe, the Page of Cups. One naturally 
thinks of a page as being a youthful person, but the picture shewed a mature 
man with bowed head. His hair was shaggy and his beard was thick. In his left 
hand he carried a heavy cup, yet it could not be that which gave such an odd, 
strained expression to his countenance—not unless it were the heaviest cup in 
the world. No, it must be some other burden, not immediately apparent. 
Owing to the materials which Childermass had been compelled to use to 
construct his cards this picture had a most peculiar look. It had been drawn 
upon the back of a letter and the writing shewed through the paper. The man’s 
clothes were a mass of scribble and even his face and hands bore parts of 
letters.  

Vinculus laughed when he saw it as though he recognized it. He gave the 
card three taps in friendly greeting. Perhaps it was this that made Childermass 
less certain than he had been before. “You have a message to deliver to 
someone,” he said in an uncertain tone. 

Vinculus nodded. “And will the next card shew me this person?” he 
asked. 

“Yes.” 
“Ah!” exclaimed Vinculus and turned over the sixth card himself. 
 

 
 

 



The Growth of English Magic 

2.  Childermass’s Remarkable Cards (2 of 2) 

The sixth card was the Cavalier de Baton. The Knight of Wands. A man in a 
broad-brimmed hat sat upon a horse of a pale colour. The countryside through 
which he rode was indicated by a few rocks and tufts of grass at his horse’s 
hooves. His clothes were well-made and expensive-looking, but for some 
inexplicable reason he was carrying a heavy club. Even to call it a club was to 
make it sound grander than it was. It was scarcely more than a thick branch 
torn from a tree or hedge; there were still twigs and leaves protruding from it. 
(236-237) 

 
 

 



The Growth of English Magic 

3.  Wyvern of Heartbreak Farm 

The path that began opposite Blackstock’s ale-house and wound up the 
hill was fearfully overgrown. Indeed it scarcely deserved the name of “path”, 
for young saplings grew in the middle of it, which the strong wind took and 
turned into rods to lash the new manservant as he struggled past. By the time 
he had travelled half a mile he felt as if he had fought several strong men one 
after the other (and being a hot-headed sort of person who was always getting 
into quarrels in public places it was a sensation perfectly familiar to him). He 
cursed Wyvern for a negligent, idle fellow who could not even keep his hedges 
in order. It was only after an hour or so that he reached a place which might 
have been a field once, but which was now a wilderness of briars and brambles 
and he began to regret that he had not brought an axe with him. He left the 
horse tied to a tree and tried to push his way through. The thorns were large, 
sharp and plentiful; several times he found himself pinned into the briar-
bushes in so many places and in such an elaborate fashion (an arm up here, a 
leg twisted behind him) that he began to despair of ever getting out again. It 
seemed odd that any one could live behind such a high hedge of thorns, and 
he began to think that it would be no great surprize to discover that Mr 
Wyvern had been asleep for a hundred years or so. Well, I shall not mind that 
so much, he thought, so long as I am not expected to kiss him. (165) 

 
 

 



The Growth of English Magic 
4.  Jonathan Strange’s Career Ambition 

“A magician?” said Henry, quite astonished. “Why should you want to 
do that?” 

Strange paused. He did not wish to tell his real reason—which was to 
impress Arabella with his determination to do something sober and scholarly
—and so he fell back upon the only other explanation he could think of. “I met 
a man under a hedge at Monk Gretton who told me that I was a magician.” 

Mr Redmond laughed, approving the joke. “Excellent!” he said. 
“Did you, indeed?” said Mrs Redmond. 
“I do not understand,” said Henry Woodhope. 
“You do not believe me, I suppose?” said Strange to Arabella. 
“Oh, on the contrary, Mr Strange!” said Arabella with an amused smile. 

“It is all of a piece with your usual way of doing things. It is quite as strong a 
foundation for a career as I should expect from you.” 

Henry said, “But if you are going to take up a profession—and I cannot 
see why you should want one at all, now that you have come into your 
property—surely you can chuse something better than magic! It has no 
practical application.” 

“Oh, but I think you are wrong!” said Mr Redmond. “There is that 
gentleman in London who confounds the French by sending them illusions! I 
forget his name. What is it that he calls his theory? Modern magic?” 

“But how is that different from the old-fashioned sort?” wondered Mrs 
Redmond. “And which will you do, Mr Strange?” (257) 
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5.  The Shadow House 

One of his boldest achievements was to persuade the King of Denmark to 
pay a great handful of diamonds for a spell which, Absalom claimed, would 
turn the flesh of the King of Sweden into water. Naturally the spell did nothing 
of the sort, but with the money he got for half these jewels Absalom built the 
Shadow House. He furnished it with Turkey carpets and Venetian mirrors and 
glass and a hundred other beautiful things; and, when the house was 
completed, a curious thing happened—or may have happened—or did not 
happen at all. Some scholars believe—and others do not—that the magic 
Absalom had pretended to do for his clients began to appear of its own accord 
in the house. 

On a moonlit night in 1610 two maids looked out of a window on an 
upper floor and saw twenty or thirty beautiful ladies and handsome gentlemen 
dancing in a circle on the lawn. In February 1666 Valentine Greatrakes, an 
Irishman, held a conversation in Hebrew with the prophets Moses and Aaron 
in a little passageway near the great linen press. In 1667 Mrs Penelope 
Chelmorton, a visitor to the house, looked in a mirror and saw a little girl of 
three or four years old looking out. As she watched, she saw the child grow up  
and grow older and she recognized herself. Mrs Chelmorton’s reflection 
continued to age until there was nought but a dead, dry corpse in the mirror. 
The reputation of the Shadow House is based upon these and a hundred other 
such tales. (267) 
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6.  Ruins and the Raven King 
 
Some scholars (Jonathan Strange among them) have argued that Maria 

Absalom knew exactly what she was about when she permitted her house to 
go to rack and ruin. It is their contention that Miss Absalom did what she did 
in accordance with the commonly-held belief that all ruined buildings belong 
to the Raven King. This presumably would account for the fact that the magic 
at the Shadow House appeared to grow stronger after the house fell into ruin. 

“All of Man’s works, all his cities, all his empires, all his monuments will 
one day crumble to dust. Even the houses of my own dear readers must—
though it be for just one day, one hour—be ruined and become houses where 
the stones are mortared with moonlight, windowed with starlight and 
furnished with the dusty wind. It is said that in that day, in that hour, our 
houses become the possessions of the Raven King. Though we bewail the end 
of English magic and say it is long gone from us and inquire of each other how 
it was possible that we came to lose something so precious, let us not forget 
that it also waits for us at England’s end and one day we will no more be able 
to escape the Raven King than, in this present Age, we can bring him back.” 
The History and Practice of English Magic by Jonathan Strange, pub. John Murray, 
London, 1816. (268n.1) 

 
 

 



The Growth of English Magic 

7.  Starting Off on the Wrong Foot 

“As to what I shall write,” continued Strange, “I do not quite know 
yet, but it will most likely be a refutation of Portishead’s article in The 
Modern Magician. Did you see it, sir? It put me in a rage for a week. He 
sought to prove that modern magicians have no business dealing with 
fairies. It is one thing to admit that we have lost the power to raise such 
spirits—it is quite another to renounce all intention of ever employing 
them! I have no patience with any such squeamishness. But what is most 
extraordinary is that I have yet to see any criticism of Portishead’s article 
anywhere. Now that we have something approaching a magical 
community I think we would be very wrong to let such thick-headed 
nonsense pass unreproved.” 

Strange, apparently thinking that he had talked enough, waited for 
one of the other gentlemen to reply. 

After a moment or two of silence Mr Lascelles remarked that Lord 
Portishead had written the article at Mr Norrell’s express wish and with 
Mr Norrell’s aid and approval. (286-287) 
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8.  Respect and the Raven King 

Mr Norrell nodded. “It is one my ambitions to make that man as 
completely forgotten as he deserves,” he said.  

“But surely, sir, without the Raven King there would be no magic 
and no magicians?” 

“That is the common opinion, certainly. But even if it were true—
which I am very far from allowing—he has long since forfeited any 
entitlement to our esteem. For what were his first actions upon coming 
into England? To make war upon England’s lawful King and rob him of 
half his kingdom! And shall you and I, Mr Strange, let it be known that 
we have chosen such a man as our model? That we account him the first 
among us? Will that make our profession respected? Will that persuade 
the King’s ministers to put their trust in us? I do not think so! No, Mr 
Strange, if we cannot make his name forgotten, then it is our duty—yours 
and mine—to broadcast our hatred of him! To let it be known everywhere 
our great abhorrence of his corrupt nature and evil deeds!” (288)  
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9.  Mr. Norrell’s Fortune (1 of 2) 

“I do not seem to have copied this card very well. I never noticed before. 
The inking is badly done. The lines are thick and smudged so that the 
Emperor’s hair and robe appear almost black. And someone has left a dirty 
thumbprint over the eagle. The Emperor should be an older man than this. I 
have drawn a young man. Are you going to hazard an interpretation?” 

“No,” said Vinculus and indicated by a contemptuous thrust of his chin 
that Childermass should turn the next card. 

IIII. L’Emperevr. 
There was a short silence. 
“That is not possible,” said Childermass. “There are not two Emperors in 

this pack. I know there are not.” 
If anything the king was younger and fiercer than before. His hair and 

robes were black and the crown upon his head had become a thin band of pale 
metal. There was no trace of the thumbprint upon the card, but the great bird 
in the corner was  now decidedly black and it had cast off its eagle-like aspects 
and settled itself into a shape altogether more English: it had become a raven. 

Childermass turned over the third card. IIII. L’Emperevr. And the fourth. 
IIII. L’Emperevr. By the fifth the number and name of the card had disappeared, 
but the picture remained the same: a young, dark-haired king at whose feet 
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9.  Mr. Norrell’s Fortune (2 of 2) 

strutted a great, black bird. Childermass turned over each and every card. He 
even examined the remainder of the pack, but in his anxiety to see he fumbled 
and the cards somehow fell everywhere. Black Kings crowded about 
Childermass, spinning in the cold, grey air. Upon each card was the same 
figure with the same pale, unforgiving gaze. 

“There!” said Vinculus softly. “That is what you may tell the magician of 
Hanover-square! That is his past and his present and his future!” (239) 
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10.  The Politics of Fairy Magic 

“I agree that the Raven King has every thing to do with it,” said Mr 
Norrell, “but not, I think, in the way you suppose. Consider, if you will, Mr 
Strange, that all the time the Raven King ruled Northern England, he also 
ruled a fairy kingdom. Consider, if you will, that no king has ever had two 
such diverse races under his sway. Consider, if you will, that he was as great a 
king as he was a magician—a fact which almost all historians are prone to 
overlook. I think there can be little doubt that he was as much preoccupied 
with the task of binding his two peoples together—a task which he 
accomplished, Mr Strange, by deliberately exaggerating the role of fairies in magic. 
In this way he increased his human subjects’ esteem for fairies, he provided his 
fairy subjects with useful occupation, and made both peoples desire each 
other’s company.” 

“Yes,” said Strange, thoughtfully, “I see that.” 
“It seems to me,” continued Mr Norrell, “that even the greatest of Aureate 

magicians miscalculated the extent to which fairies are necessary to human 
magic. Look at Pale! He considered his fairy-servants so essential to the pursuit 
of his art that he wrote that his greatest treasures were the three or four fairy-
spirits living in his house! Yet my own example makes it plain that almost all 
respectable sorts of magic are perfectly achievable without assistance from any 
one! What have I ever done that has needed the help of a fairy?” (299-300) 
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11.  Being the Recipient of Fairy Magic 

None of these miracles did any thing to raise poor Stephen’s 
spirits. They only served to emphasize the eerie character of his 
present life. He knew that the overseer, dog and the mayor and 
the aldermen were all acting against their natures: overseers 
loved money—they did not give it away for no good reason; dogs 
did not patiently pursue strange quests for weeks on end; and 
mayors and aldermen did not suddenly develop a lively interest 
in negro servants they had never seen. Yet none of his friends 
seemed to think there was any thing remarkable about the course 
his life was taking. He was sick of the sight of gold and silver, and 
his little room at the top of the house in Harley-street was full of 
treasures he did not want. (315-316) 
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12.  Fairy Rituals 

When they reached the house in Harley-street the gentleman took a 
most affectionate farewell of Stephen, urging him not to feel sad at this 
parting and reminding him that they would meet again that very night at 
Lost-hope, “ . . . when a most charming ceremony will be held in the 
belfry of the Easternmost Tower. It commemorates an occasion which 
happened—oh! five hundred years ago or so—when I cleverly contrived 
to capture the little children of my enemy and we pushed them out of the 
belfry to their deaths. Tonight we will re-enact this great triumph! We will 
dress straw dolls in the children’s blood-stained clothes and fling them 
down on to the paving stones and then we will sing and dance and rejoice 
over their destruction!”  

“And do you perform this ceremony every year, sir? I feel sure I 
would have remembered it if I had seen it before. It is so very . . . 
striking.”  

“I am glad you think so. I perform it whenever I think of it. Of course 
it was a great deal more striking when we used real children.” (326-327) 
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13.  Strange Magic  
 

Strange glanced two or three times around the room in search of some 
magic to do. His glance fell upon a mirror that hung in the depths of a corner 
of the room where the light never penetrated. He placed English Magic by 
Jeremy Tott upon the library-table so that its reflection was clearly visible in the 
mirror. For some moments he stared at it and nothing happened. And then he 
made a curious gesture; he ran both hands through his hair, clasped the back of 
his neck and stretched his shoulders, as a man will do who eases himself of the 
cramps. Then he smiled and altogether looked exceedingly pleased with 
himself. 

Which was odd because the book looked exactly as it had done before. 
Lascelles and Drawlight, who were both accustomed to seeing—or 

hearing about—Mr Norrell’s wonderful magic, were scarcely impressed by 
this; indeed it was a great deal less than a common conjuror might manage at a 
fairground. Lascelles opened his mouth—doubtless to say some scathing thing
—but was forestalled by Mr Norrell suddenly crying out in a tone of wonder, 
“But that is remarkable! That is truly . . . My dear Mr Strange! I never even 
heard of such magic before! It is not listed in Sutton-Grove. I assure you, my 
dear sir, it is not in Sutton-Grove!” (294-295) 
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14.  English Magic and the War 

“Have you considered, sir,” said Strange, “the great respect that it will 
win for English magic?” 

“Oh, I dare say it might,” said Mr Norrell peevishly, “but nothing is so 
likely to evoke the Raven King and all that wild, mischievous sort of magic as 
the sight of an English magician upon a battlefield! People will begin to think 
that we raise fairy-spirits and consult with owls and bears. Whereas it is my 
hope for English magic that it should be regarded as a quiet, respectable sort of 
profession—the sort of profession in fact . . . “ 

“But, sir,” said Strange, hastily interrupting a speech he had heard a 
hundred times before, “I shall have no company of fairy knights at my back. 
And there are other considerations which we would do very wrong to ignore. 
You and I have often lamented that we are continually asked to do the same 
sorts of magic over and over again. I dare say the exigencies of the war will 
require me to do magic that I have not done before—and, as we have often 
observed to each other, sir, the practice of magic makes the theory so much 
easier to understand.” 

But the two magicians were too different in temperament ever to come to 
an agreement upon such a point. Strange spoke of braving the danger in order 
to win glory for English magic. His language and metaphors were all drawn 
from games of chance and from war and were scarcely likely to find favour 
with Mr Norrell. Mr Norrell assured Mr Strange that he would find war very 
disagreeable. “One is often wet and cold upon a battlefield. You will like it a 
great deal less than you suppose.” (356-357) 
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15.  The Tide Turns 

But it was not only Mr Norrell’s treatment of Mrs Strange that drew 
unfavourable comment. In the weeks that followed the auction scholars 
and historians waited to hear what new knowledge was to be found in the 
seven wonderful books. In particular they were in high hopes that The 
Mirrour of the Lyf of Ralph Stokesey would provide answers to some of the 
most puzzling mysteries in English magic. It was commonly supposed 
that Mr Norrell would reveal his new discoveries in The Friends of English 
Magic or that he would cause copies of the books to be printed. He did 
neither of these things. One or two people wrote him letters asking him 
specific questions. He did not reply. When letters appeared in the 
newspapers complaining of this behaviour he was most indignant. After 
all he was simply acting as he had always done—acquiring valuable 
books and then hiding them away where no man else could see them. The 
difference was that in the days when he was an unknown gentleman no 
one had thought any thing of it, but now the eyes of the world were upon 
him. His silence was wondered at and people began to remember other 
occasions when Mr Norrell had acted in a rude or arrogant manner. (363n.
5) 

 
 

 


