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The Boundaries of English Magic 

1.  Reverence for the Raven King 

At the age of fourteen he had already created the system of 
magic that we employ today. Or rather that we would employ if 
we could; most of what he knew we have forgotten. His was a 
perfect blending of fairy magic and human organization—their 
powers were wedded to his own terrifying purposefulness. There 
is no reason that we know of to explain why one stolen Christian 
child should suddenly emerge the greatest magician of any age. 
Other children, both before and since, have been held captive in 
the borderlands of Faerie, but none other ever profited from the 
experience in the way he did. By comparison with his 
achievements all our efforts seem trivial, insignificant. (642) 

 



The Boundaries of English Magic 

2.  An Ambivalent Welcome 

He took well enough to the kiss and allowed her to kiss him again. 
Then he paid her back in kind. Another soldier rose from the ground and 
opened his mouth. Out of it came a sad, wailing sort of music. The first 
soldier—the one the girl had kissed—began to coax her to dance with 
him, pushing her this way and that with his long white fingers until she 
was dancing in a fashion to suit him. 

This went on for some time until she became heated with the dance 
and paused for a moment to take off her cloak. Then her companions saw 
that drops of blood, like beads of sweat, were forming on her arms, face 
and legs, and falling on to the snow. This sight terrified them and so they 
ran away. 

The strange army never entered Allendale. It rode on in the night 
towards Carlisle. The next day the townspeople went cautiously up to the 
fields where the army had camped. There they found the girl, her body 
entirely white and drained of blood while the snow around her was 
stained bright red. (638) 
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3.  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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3.  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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4.  Arabella’s Strange Siblings 

“Where in the world have you been?” demanded Strange.  
“Walking,” she said. Her voice was just as it had always 

been. 
“Walking! Arabella, are you quite mad? In three feet of snow? 

Where?” 
“In the dark woods,” she said, “among my soft-sleeping 

brothers and sisters. Across the high moors among the sweet-
scented ghosts of my brothers and sisters long dead. Under the 
grey sky through the dreams and murmurs of my brothers and 
sisters yet to come.” 

Strange stared at her. “What?” (631) 
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5.  Art Appreciation 

On looking round the room in search of amusement her eye was 
caught by a large painting. It was a landscape comprising woods and a 
ruined castle perched on top of a cliff. The trees were dark and the ruins 
and cliff were touched with gold by the light of a setting sun; the sky by 
contrast was full of light and glowed with pearly colour. A large portion 
of the foreground was occupied by a silvery pool in which a young 
woman appeared to be drowning; a second figure bent over her—whether 
man, woman, satyr, or faun, it was impossible to determine and, though 
Arabella studied their postures carefully, she could not tell whether it was 
the intention of the second figure to save the young woman or murder 
her.  

(. . . ) 
The room seemed to be full of light, although the day was every bit 

as grey and forbidding as it had been before. “So where does all this light 
come from?” wondered Arabella. “It is almost as if it shines out of the 
paintings, but that is impossible.” The paintings were all of Venice and 
certainly the great quantities of sky and sea which they contained made 
the room seem somehow insubstantial. (334-335) 
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6.  The Grim Marriage 
 
Mr Norrell’s gaze travelled from the young lady to the great, gloomy 

painting that hung above her and he tried to recollect what he had been 
speaking of. 

“It is a marriage,” said the majestic lady. 
“I beg your pardon, madam?” said Mr Norrell. 
But the lady  only nodded in the direction of the painting and bestowed a 

stately smile upon Mr Norrell. 
 The painting which hung above the young lady shewed, like every other 

picture in the room, Venice. English cities are, for the most part, built upon 
hills; their streets rise and fall, and it occurred to Mr Norrell that Venice, being 
built upon the sea, must be the flattest, as well as the queerest, city in the 
world. It was the flatness which made the painting look so much like an 
exercise in perspective; statues, columns, domes, palaces, and cathedrals 
stretched away to where they met a vast and melancholy sky, while the sea that 
lapped at the walls of those buildings was crowded with ornately carved and 
gilded barges, and those strange black Venetian vessels that so much resemble 
the slippers of ladies in mourning. (87) 
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7.  The Magician’s Gondola 

I thought how much they resembled the black-painted, black-
curtained conjuring boxes of my childhood—the sort of boxes into which 
quack-sorcerers would put country people’s handkerchiefs and coins and 
lockets. Sometimes these articles could never be got back—for which the 
sorcerer was always very sorry—”but fairy-spirits, Sir, is very giddy, 
wexatious creatures.” And all the nursemaids and kitchenmaids I ever 
knew when I was a child, always had an aunt, who knew a woman, 
whose first cousin’s boy had been put into just such a box, and had never 
been seen again. Standing on the quayside at Mestre I had a horrible 
notion that when the Greysteels got to Venice they would open up the 
gondola that should have conveyed me there and find nothing inside. 
This idea took hold of me so strongly that for some minutes I forgot to 
think of any thing else and there were actual tears standing in my eyes—
which I think may serve to shew how nervous I have become. (732-733) 
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8.  The Respectibility of Magicians 

“But your companion saw the fairy. Why?” 
“Oh, I know why. There was something very particular about him which 

enabled him to see fairies.” 
“Well, can you not use that somehow?” 
Strange considered this. “I do not see how. It is a mere chance like one 

man having blue eyes and another brown.” He was silent a moment, musing. 
“But then again, perhaps not. Perhaps you are right. It is not such a very 
outlandish notion when you come to consider it. Think of the Aureates! Some of 
them were the fairies’ near-neighbours in wildness and madness! Think of 
Ralph Stokesey and his fairy-servant, Col Tom Blue! When Stokesey was a 
young man there was scarcely any thing to chuse between them. Perhaps I am 
too tame, too domestic a magician. But how does one work up a little madness? I 
meet with mad people every day in the street, but I never thought before to 
wonder how they got mad. Perhaps I should go wandering on lonely moors 
and barren shores. That is always a popular place for lunatics—in novels and 
plays at any rate. Perhaps wild England will make me mad.” 

Strange got up and went to the drawing-room window, as if he expected 
to be able to survey wild England from there—although all it shewed was the 
very ordinary sight of Soho-square in a thick and mizzling rain. “I think you 
may have hit upon something, Pole.” (707) 
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9.  Boundaries 

It so happened that there was some white cloth lying bundled up on 
top of the table. It was a nightshirt which Arabella had sewn in the early 
years of their marriage. Without realizing what it was, Strange reached 
out for it. He had almost grasped it, when Stephen Black stept out of the 
shadows and handed him a rag. Stephen accompanied the action with 
that faint half-bow that is second nature to a well-trained servant. Strange 
took the rag and mopped up the blood (somewhat ineffectually), but of 
Stephen’s presence in the room he appeared to know nothing at all. 
Stephen picked up the nightshirt, shook out the creases, carefully folded it 
up and placed it neatly on a stool in the corner. 

Strange threw himself back into his chair, caught the damaged part 
of his arm upon the edge of the table, swore again and covered his face 
with his hands.  

“What in the world is he trying to do?” asked Stephen Black in a 
hushed tone. (742-743) 
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10.  Mixed Success 
 

“Oh, he is attempting to summon me!” declared the gentleman with the 
thistle-down hair. “He wishes to ask me all sorts of questions about magic! But 
there is no need to whisper, my dear Stephen. He can neither see nor hear you. 
They are so ridiculous, these English magicians! They do everything in such a 
roundabout way. I tell you, Stephen, watching this fellow try to do magic is 
like watching a man sit down to eat his dinner with his coat on backwards, a 
blindfold round his eyes and a bucket over his head! When did you ever see me 
perform such nonsensical tricks? Draw forth my own blood or scribble words 
on paper? Whenever I wish to do something, I merely speak to the air—or to 
the stones—or to the sunlight—or the sea—or to whatever it is and politely 
request them to help me. And then, since my alliances with these powerful 
spirits were set in place thousands of years ago, they are only too glad to do 
whatever I ask.” 

“I see,” said Stephen. “But, though the magician is ignorant, he has still 
succeeded. After all, you are here, sir, are you not?” 

“Yes, I dare say,” said the gentleman in an irritated tone. “But that does 
not detract from the fact that the magic that brought me here is clumsy and 
inelegant! Besides what does it profit him? Nothing! I do not chuse to shew 
myself to him and he knows no magic to counteract that. Stephen! Quick! Turn 
the pages of that book! There is no breeze in the room and it will perplex him 
beyond any thing. Ha! See how he stares! He half-suspects that we are here, 
but he cannot see us. Ha, ha! How angry he is becoming! Give his neck a sharp 
pinch! He will think it is a mosquito!” (743-744) 
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11.  Mr. Norrell’s Closed-mindedness  

“And what of your fairy-servants, sir?” said Mr Lascelles. “Are they 
visible only to yourself? Or may other people perceive them?” 

Mr Norrell sniffed and said he had none. 
“What none?” exclaimed a lady in a carnation-pink gown, much 

surprized.  
“You are wise, Mr Norrell,” said Mr Lascelles. “Tubbs versus 

Starhouse must stand as a warning to all magicians.” 
“Mr Tubbs was no magician,” said Mr Norrell. “Nor did I ever hear 

that he claimed to be one. But had he been the greatest magician in 
Christendom, he would still have been wrong to wish for the company of 
fairies. A more poisonous race or one more inimical to England has never 
existed. There have been far too many magicians too idle or ignorant to 
pursue a proper course of study, who instead bent all their energies upon 
acquiring a fairy-servant—and when they had got such a servant they 
depended upon him to complete all their business for them. English 
history is full of such men and some, I am glad to say, were punished for 
it as they deserved.” (71-73) 
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12.  The Land Speaks to Childermass 
 
The birds were like black letters against the grey of the sky. He thought 

that in a moment he would understand what the writing meant. The stones in 
the ancient road were symbols foretelling the traveller’s journey.  

(. . .) 
The brown fields were partly flooded; they were strung with chains of 

chill, grey pools. The pattern of the pools had meaning. The pools had been 
written on to the fields by the rain. The pools were a magic worked by the rain, 
just as the tumbling of the black birds against the grey was a spell that the sky 
was working and the motion of grey-brown grasses was a spell that the wind 
made. Everything had meaning. (645-646) 

(. . .) 
The sky spoke to him again. This time he thought it was a question. Great 

consequences hung upon his answer. If he could just understand what was 
being asked and find the correct words in which to frame his reply, then 
something would be revealed—something that would change English magic 
for ever, something that Strange and Norrell had not even guessed at yet. 

For a long moment he struggled to understand. The language or spell 
seemed tantalizingly familiar now. In a moment, he thought, he would grasp it. 
After all, the world had been speaking these words to him every day of his life
—it was just that he had not noticed it before . . . (651) 
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13.  Vinculus’s Third Prophecy 

“That is not what my skin means,” said Vinculus. 
“Means?” said Stephen. “That is an odd word to use. Yet it is true—

skin can mean a great deal. Mine means that any man may strike me in a 
public place and never fear the consequences. It means that my friends do 
not always like to be seen with me in the street. It means that no matter 
how many books I read, or languages I master, I will never be any thing 
but a curiosity—like a talking pig or a mathematical horse.” 

Vinculus grinned. “And mine means the opposite of yours. It means 
you will be raised up on high, Nameless King. It means your kingdom is 
waiting for you and your enemy shall be destroyed. It means the hour is 
almost come. The nameless slave shall wear a silver crown; the nameless slave 
shall be a king in a strange country . . . “(677) 
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14.  Interpreting the Prophecy 

“The nameless slave! Well, that is me, sir, is it not? And this prophecy 
seems to tell how I will be a king!” 

“Well, of course you are going to be a king! I have said so, and I am 
never wrong in these matters. But dearly as I love you, Stephen, this 
prophecy does not refer to you at all. Most of it is about the restoration of 
English magic, and the part you have just recited is not really a prophecy 
at all. The King is remembering how he came into his three kingdoms, one 
in England, one in Faerie, one in Hell. By the nameless slave he means 
himself. He was the nameless slave in Faerie, the little Christian child 
hidden in the brugh, brought there by a very wicked fairy who had stolen 
him away out of England.” 

Stephen felt oddly disappointed, though he did not know why he 
should be. After all he did not wish to be king of anywhere. He was not 
English; he was not African. He did not belong anywhere. Vinculus’s 
words had briefly given him the sense of belonging to something, of being 
part of a pattern and of having a purpose. But it had all been illusory. 
(680) 

 

 
 

 


