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The Digestion of English Magic 

1.  The King’s Book (1 of 2) 

“Do you believe that this was the King’s Book?” Lascelles asked 
Childermass. 

Childermass shrugged. “Findhelm certainly believed it. In Richmond I 
discovered two old people who had been servants in Findhelm’s home in their 
youth. They said that the King’s book was the pride of his existence. He was 
Guardian of The Book first, and all else—husband, parent, farmer—second.” 
Childermass paused. “The greatest glory and the greatest burden given to any 
man in this Age,” he mused. “Findhelm seems to have been a theoretical 
magician himself in a small way. He bought books about magic and paid a 
magician in Northallerton to teach him. But one thing struck me as very 
curious—both these old servants insisted that Findhelm never read the King’s 
book and had only the vaguest notion of what it contained.” 

“Ah!” exclaimed Mr Norrell, softly. 
Lascelles and Childermass looked at him.  
“So he could not read it,” said Mr Norrell. “Well, that is very . . . “ He fell 

silent, and began to chew on his fingernails. 
(. . . ) 
The quarrel was becoming heated when they were both suddenly 

silenced by Mr Norrell saying slowly and thoughtfully, “When the Raven 
King first came into England, he could not read and write. Few people could in  
 

 



The Digestion of English Magic 

1.  The King’s Book (2 of 2) 

those days—even kings. And the Raven King had been brought up in a fairy 
house where there was no writing. He had never even seen writing before. His 
new human servants shewed it to him and explained its purpose. But he was a 
young man then, a very young man, perhaps no more than fourteen or fifteen 
years of age. He had already conquered kingdoms in two different worlds and 
he had all the magic a magician could desire. He was full of arrogance and 
pride. He had no wish to read other men’s thoughts. What were other men’s 
thoughts compared to his own? So he refused to learn to read and write Latin
—which was what his servants wanted—and instead he invented a writing of 
his own to preserve his thoughts for later times. Presumably this writing 
mirrored the workings of his own mind more closely than Latin could have 
done. That was at the very beginning. But the longer he remained in England, 
the more he changed, becoming less silent, less solitary—less like a fairy and 
more like a man. Eventually he consented to learn to read and write as other 
men did. But he did not forget his own writing—the King’s Letters, as it is 
called—and he taught it to certain favoured magicians so that they might 
understand his magic more perfectly. Martin Pale mentions the King’s Letters 
and so does Belasis, but neither of them had ever seen so much as a single 
penstroke of it. If a piece of it has survived and in the King’s own hand, then 
certainly . . . “ Mr Norrell fell silent again. (397-399) 
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2.  Vinculus’s Inheritance 

“Robert Findhelm was quite sure that the book was destroyed—that 
is plain. Nan told me Clegg had been hanged for stealing a book, but the 
charge Robert Findhelm brought against him was not theft. The charge 
Findhelm brought against him was book-murder. Clegg was the last man 
in England to be hanged for book-murder.” 

“So why does Vinculus claim to have this book if his father ate it?” 
said Lascelles in a wondering tone. “The thing is not possible.” 

“Somehow Robert Findhelm’s inheritance has passed to Vinculus, 
but how it happened I do not pretend to understand,” said Childermass. 

“What of the man in Derbyshire?” asked Mr Norrell, suddenly. “You 
said that Findhelm was sending the book to a man in Derbyshire.” 

Childermass sighed. “I passed through Derbyshire on my way back 
to London. I went to the village of Bretton. Three houses and an inn high 
on a bleak hill. Whoever the man was that Clegg was sent to seek out, he 
is long dead. I could discover nothing there.” (401) 
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3.  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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4.  The Miser in a Corner 

It had never occurred to him before that Strange would need 
books in Portugal. The idea of forty precious volumes being taken 
into a country in a state of war where they might get burnt, blown 
up, drowned or dusty was almost too horrible to contemplate. Mr 
Norrell did not know a great deal about war, but he suspected 
that soldiers are not generally your great respecters of books. 
They might put their dirty fingers on them. They might tear 
them! They might—horror of horrors!—read them and try the 
spells! Could soldiers read? Mr Norrell did not know. But with 
the fate of the entire Continent at stake and Lord Liverpool in the 
room, he realized how very difficult it would be—impossible in 
fact—to refuse to lend them. (365) 
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5.  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 pages of 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) 
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6.  The Unromantic Lord Wellington 
 
Lord Wellington gave Strange a sharp look. “What I chiefly need is men. 

Can you make more?” 
“Men? Well, that depends on what your lordship means. It is an 

interesting question . . .” To Strange’s great discomfort, he found he sounded 
exactly like Mr Norrell. 

“Can you make more?” interrupted his lordship. 
“No.” 
“Can you make the bullets fly any quicker to strike the French? They fly 

very quickly as it is. Can you perhaps upturn the earth and move the stones to 
build my Redoubts, Lunettes and Other Defensive Works?” 

“No, my lord. But, my lord . . . “ 
“The name of the chaplain to the Headquarters is Mr Briscall. The name 

of the chief medical officer is Dr McGrigor. Should you decide to stay in 
Portugal then I suggest you make yourself known to these gentlemen. Perhaps 
you may be of some use to them. You are none to me.” Lord Wellington turned 
away and immediately shouted for someone named Thornton to get dinner 
ready. In this way Strange was given to understand that the interview was at 
an end. (375-376) 
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7.  Fantasizing About Magic 

There was a little pause and then another gentleman in a cavalry uniform 
said, “We have been talking—arguing rather—about magic and how it is done. 
Strathclyde says that you and the other magician have given every word in the 
Bible a number, and you look for the words to make up the spell and then you 
add the numbers together and then you do something else and then . . . “ 

“That was not what I said!” complained another person, presumably 
Strathclyde. “You have not understood at all!” 

“I am afraid I have never done any thing remotely resembling what you 
describe,” said Strange. “It seems rather complicated and I do not think it 
would work. As to how I do magic, there are many, many procedures. As 
many, I dare say, as for making war.” 

“I should like to do magic,” said the fox-haired, fox-faced gentleman at 
the other end of the table. “I should have a ball every night with fairy music 
and fairy fireworks and I would summon all the most beautiful women out of 
history to attend. Helen of Troy, Cleopatra, Lucrezia Borgia, Maid Marian and 
Madame Pompadour. I should bring them all here to dance with you fellows. 
And when the French appeared on the horizon, I would just,” he waved his 
arm vaguely, “do something, you know, and they would all fall down dead.” 

“Can a magician kill a man by magic?” Lord Wellington asked Strange. 
Strange frowned. He seemed to dislike the question. “I suppose a 

magician might,” he admitted, “but a gentleman never could.” (388-389) 
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8.  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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9.  Black Magic? 

Strange told a man to fetch a sharp knife and a clean bandage. When the 
knife was brought he took off his coat and rolled up the sleeve of his shirt. 
Then he began muttering to himself in Latin. He next made a long, deep cut in 
his arm, and when he had got a good strong spurt of blood, he let it splash 
over the heads of the corpses, taking care to anoint the eyes, tongue and 
nostrils of each. After a moment the first corpse roused itself. There was a 
horrible rasping sound as its dried-out lungs filled with air and its limbs shook 
in a way that was very dreadful to behold. Then one by one the corpses 
revived and began to speak in a guttural language which contained a much 
higher proportion of screams than any language known to the onlookers. 

Even Wellington looked a little pale. Only Strange continued apparently 
without emotion. 

“Dear God!” cried Fitzroy Somerset, “What language is that?” 
“I believe it is one of the dialects of Hell,” said Strange. 
“Is it indeed?” said Somerset. “Well, that is remarkable.” 
“They have learnt it very quickly,” said Lord Wellington, “They have only 

been dead three days.” He approved of people doing things promptly and in a 
businesslike fashion. (422-424) 
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10.  The Madness Cure 

In the past few days he had searched Norrell’s books for something 
pertinent to the King’s condition. There were remarkably few spells for curing 
madness. Indeed he had found only one, and even then he was not sure that 
was what it was meant for. It was a prescription in Ormskirk’s Revelations of 
Thirty-Six Other Worlds. Ormskirk said that it would dispel illusions and 
correct wrong ideas. Strange took out the book and read through the spell 
again. It was a peculiarly obscure piece of magic, consisting only of the 
following words: 

 
Place the moon at his eyes and her whiteness shall devour the false sights the deceiver 
has placed there. 
Place a swarm of bees at his ears. Bees love truth and will destroy the deceiver’s lies. 
Place salt in his mouth lest the deceiver attempt to delight him with the taste of honey 
or disgust him with the taste of ashes. 
Nail his hand with an iron nail so that he shall not raise it to do the deceiver’s bidding. 
Place his heart in a secret place so that all his desires shall be his own and the deceiver 
shall find no hold there. 

 
Memorandum. The colour red may be found beneficial. (447-448) 
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11.  On the Assertion of the Will 

“But in the end,” added Dr John, “it is by the imposition of 
his will upon his patient that the doctor effects his cure. It is the 
forcefulness of the doctor’s own character which determines his 
success or failure. It was observed by many people that our father 
could subdue lunatics merely by fixing them with his eye.” 

“Really?” said Strange, becoming interested in spite of 
himself. “I had never thought of it before, but something of the 
sort is certainly true of magic. There are all sorts of occasions 
when the success of a piece of magic depends upon the 
forcefulness of the magician’s character.” (455) 
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12.  The Life of Jonathan Strange 

“Ah! Listen! Oh, listen!” cried the King, spinning round. “He is playing 
for you now! That harsh melody is for your wicked tutor who will not teach 
you what you have every right to learn. Those discordant notes describe your 
anger at being prevented from making new discoveries. That slow, sad march 
is for the great library he is too selfish to shew you.” 

“How in the world . . . “ began Strange and then stopped. He heard it too
—the music that described his whole life. He realized for the first time how full 
of sadness his existence was. He was surrounded by mean-spirited men and 
women who hated him and were secretly jealous of his talent. He knew now 
that every angry thought he had ever had was justified and that every 
generous thought was misplaced. His enemies were despicable and his friends 
were treacherous. Norrell (naturally) was worst of all, but even Arabella was 
weak and unworthy of his love. 

“Ah!” sighed His Majesty, “So you have been betrayed too.” 
“Yes,” said Strange sadly.  
They were facing the wood again. The lights among the trees—tiny as 

they were—conveyed to Strange a strong idea of the house and its comforts. 
He could almost see the soft candlelight falling upon the comfortable chairs, 
the ancient hearths where cheerful fires blazed, the glasses of hot spiced wine 
which would be provided to warm them after their walk through the dark 
wood. The lights suggested other ideas too. “I think there is a library,” he said. 
(461) 
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13.  Seeing By Moonlight  
 

Place the moon at my eyes (he thought) and her whiteness shall devour the false 
sights the deceiver has placed there. 

The moon’s scarred white disc appeared suddenly—not in the sky, but 
somewhere else. If he had been obliged to say exactly where, he would have 
said that it was inside his own head. The sensation was not a pleasant one. All 
he could think of, all he could see was the moon’s face, like a sliver of ancient 
bone. He forgot about the King. He forgot he was a magician. He forgot Mr 
Norrell. He forgot his own name. 

He forgot everything except the moon . . .  
The moon vanished. Strange looked up and found himself in a snowy 

place a little distance from a dark wood. Between him and the wood stood the 
blind King in his dressing-gown. The King must have walked on when he 
stopped. But without his guide to lean on, the King felt lost and afraid. He was 
crying out, “Magician! Magician! Where are you?” 

The wood no longer struck Strange as a welcoming place. It appeared to 
him now as it had at first—sinister, unknowable, unEnglish. As for the lights, he 
could barely see them; they were the merest pricks of white in the darkness 
and suggested nothing except that the inhabitants of the house could not 
afford many candles. (463) 
 
 

 



The Digestion of English Magic 

14.  The First Shall Bury His Heart in a Dark Wood Beneath the 
Snow . . .  

Place my heart is a secret place so that all my desires shall be my 
own and the deceiver shall find no hold there. 

He pictured Arabella, as he had seen her a thousand times, 
prettily dressed and seated in a drawing-room among a crowd of 
people who were all laughing and talking. He gave her his heart. 
She took it and placed it quietly in the pocket of her gown. No 
one observed what she did. (464) 
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15.  Madmen and Fairies 

“I am not at all surprized that you could not help His Majesty,” said 
Mr Norrell. “I do not believe that even the Aureate magicians could cure 
madness. In fact I am not sure that they tried. They seem to have 
considered madness in quite a different light. They held madmen in a sort 
of reverence and thought they knew things sane men did not—things 
which might be useful to a magician. There are stories of both Ralph 
Stokesey and Catherine of Winchester consulting with madmen.” 

“But it was not only magicians, surely?” said Strange. “Fairies too 
had a strong interest in madmen. I am sure I remember reading that 
somewhere.” 

“Yes, indeed! Some of our most important writers have remarked 
upon the strong resemblance between madmen and fairies. Both are well 
known for talking without sense or connexion—I dare say you noticed 
something of the sort with the King. But there are other similarities.” (466) 
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16.  Arabella’s New Friend (1 of 2) 

“Well, I hope you will not find it dull in London. The gentleman with the 
thistle-down hair said that once you had tasted war, you were sure to be bored 
at home.” 

“Ha! No, indeed! What, with everything clean, and just so? And all one’s 
books and possessions so close to hand and one’s wife just before one 
whenever one looks up? What does . . . ? Who did you say it was? The 
gentleman with what sort of hair?” 

“Thistle-down. I am sure you must know the person I mean. He lives 
with Sir Walter and Lady Pole. At least, I am not sure he lives there, but I see 
him whenever I go to the house.” 

Strange frowned. “I do not know him. What is his name?” 
But Arabella did not know. “I have always supposed him to be a relation 

of Sir Walter or Lady Pole. How queer it is that I never thought to ask him his 
name. I have had, oh! hours of conversation with him!” 

“Have you indeed? I am not sure that I approve of that. Is he handsome?” 
“Oh, yes! Very! How odd that I do not know his name! He is very 

entertaining. Quite unlike most people one meets.” 
“And what do you talk of?” 
“Oh, everything! But it always ends in him wishing to give me presents. 
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16.  Arabella’s New Friend (2 of 2) 

On Monday last he wanted to fetch me a tiger from Bengal. On Wednesday he 
wished to bring me the Queen of Naples—because, he said, she and I are so 
much alike that we were sure to be the best of friends and on Friday he wished 
to send a servant to bring me a music-tree. . .” 

“A music-tree?” 
Arabella laughed. “A music-tree! He says that somewhere on a mountain 

with a storybook name there grows a tree which bears sheet music instead of 
fruit and the music is far superior to any other. I can never quite tell whether 
he believes his own tales or not. Indeed, there have been occasions when I have 
wondered if he is mad. I always make some excuse or other for not accepting 
his presents.” 

“I am glad. I should not at all have cared to come home and find the 
house full of tigers and queens and music-trees. Have you heard from Mr 
Norrell recently?” (432-433) 
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17.  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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18.  Stephen Black’s Noble Future 

“Know then,” said the gentleman, putting on grave and important looks 
quite unlike his usual expression, “that we fairy-spirits know something of the 
future. Often Fate chuses us as her vessels for prophecy. In the past we have 
lent our aid to Christians to allow them to achieve great and noble destinies—
Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great, Charlemagne, William Shakespeare, John 
Wesley and so forth. But often our knowledge of things to come is misty 
and . . .” The gentleman gestured furiously as if he were brushing away thick 
cobwebs from in front of his face. “ . . . imperfect. Out of my dear love for you, 
Stephen, I have traced the smoke of burning cities and battlefields and prised 
dripping, bloody guts out of dying men to discover your future. You are 
indeed destined to be a king! I must say that I am not in the least surprized! I 
felt strongly from the first that you should be a king and it was most unlikely 
that I should be wrong. But more than this, I believe I know which kingdom is 
to be yours. The smoke and guts and all the other signs state quite clearly that 
it is to be a kingdom where you have already been! A kingdom with which you 
are already closely connected.” 

Stephen waited. 
“But do you not see?” cried the gentleman, impatiently. “It must be 

England! I cannot tell you how delighted I was when I learnt this important 
news!” (402-403) 

 
 

 


