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The Madness of English Magic 

1.  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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2.  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) 
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3.  The Mad Wisdom of the Aureates 

“I never heard of a single instance of an Aureate magician 
curing madness. Their attitude towards madness seems to have 
been quite different from ours. They regarded madmen as seers 
and prophets and listened to their ramblings with the closest 
attention.” 

“How strange! Why?” 
“Mr Norrell believed it was something to do with the 

sympathy which fairies feel for madmen—that and the fact that 
madmen can perceive fairy-spirits when no one else can.” Strange 
paused. “You say this old woman is very mad?” he said. 

“Oh, yes! I believe so.” (757) 
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4.  Lord Byron Diagnoses the Case 

“Nonsense!” declared Byron. “The causes of his madness are purely 
metaphysical. They lie in the vast chasm between that which one is, and that 
which one desires to become, between the soul and the flesh. Forgive me, Dr 
Greysteel, but this is a matter of which I have experience. Of this I can speak 
with authority.” 

“But . . .” Dr Greysteel frowned and paused to collect his thoughts. “But 
the period of intense frustration appeared to be over. His work was going 
well.” 

“All I can tell you is this. Before this peculiar obsession with his dead 
wife, he was full of quite another matter: John Uskglass. You must have 
observed that? Now I know very little of English magicians. They have always 
seemed to me a parcel of dull, dusty old men—except for John Uskglass. He is 
quite another matter! The magician who tamed the Otherlanders! The only 
magician to defeat Death! The magician whom Lucifer himself was forced to 
treat as an equal! Now, whenever Strange compares himself to this sublime 
being—as he must from time to time—he sees himself for what he truly is: a 
plodding, earth-bound mediocrity! All his achievements—so praised up in the 
desolate little isle—crumble to dust before him! That will bring on as fine a 
bout of despair as you could wish to see. This is to be mortal, And seek the things 
beyond mortality.” Lord Byron paused for a moment, as if committing the last 
remark to memory in case he should want to put it in a poem. (823) 
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5.  A Sober Appreciation of Madness 

“Now at times I become a little wild. I shake and laugh and 
weep for a time—I cannot say what time; perhaps an hour, 
perhaps a day. But enough of that. Madness is the key. I believe I 
am the first English magician to understand that. Norrell was 
right—he said we do not need fairies to help us. He said that 
madmen and fairies have much in common, but I did not 
understand the implications then, and neither did he. Henry, you 
cannot conceive of how desperately I need you here. Why do you 
not come? Are you ill? I have received no replies to my letters, but 
this may mean that you are already on the road to Venice and this 
letter may perhaps never reach you.” (828) 
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6.  A New Realization 
 
“I have been somewhat troubled in my conscience since I wrote to 

you last. You know that I have never lied to you, but I confess that I have 
not told you enough for you to form an accurate opinion of how matters 
stand with Arabella at present. She is not dead but . . . [12 lines crossed 
out and indecipherable] . . . under the earth, within the hill which they 
call the brugh. Alive, yet not alive—not dead either—enchanted. It has been 
their habit since time immemorial to steal away Christian men and 
women and make servants of them, or force them—as in this case—to 
take part in their dreary pastimes: their dances, their feasts, their long, 
empty celebrations of dust and nothingness. Among all the reproaches 
which I heap on my own head the bitterest by far is that I have betrayed 
her—she whom my first duty was to protect.” (826-827) 
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7.  A Byronic Conversation 

Suddenly Strange raised his head and cried out, “I know you 
are there! You can hide from me if you wish, but it is too late! I 
know you are there!” 

“Who are you talking to?” Byron asked him. 
Strange frowned. “I am being watched. Spied upon!” 
“Are you indeed? And do you know by whom?” 
“By a fairy and a butler!” 
“ A butler, eh?” said his lordship, laughing. “Well, one may 

say what one likes about imps and goblins, but butlers are the 
worst of them!” 

“What?” said Strange. (829) 
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8.  The Plain Truth 

There was a silence. Drawlight wondered how much Strange 
had understood. Then Strange said, “Emma Wintertowne is not 
mad. She appears mad. But that is Norrell’s fault. He summoned 
a fairy to raise her from the dead and in exchange he gave the 
fairy all sorts of rights over her. This same fairy threatened the 
liberty of the King of England and has enchanted at least two 
more of His Majesty’s subjects, one of them my wife!” He paused. 
“Your first task, Leucrocuta, is to tell John Childermass what I 
have just told you and to deliver this to him.” (857) 
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9.  English Magicians 

Strange seemed to consider this for a moment. “My pupils,” he said. 
“My pupils are magicians. All the men and women who ever wanted to 
be Norrell’s pupils are magicians. Childermass is another. Segundus 
another. Honeyfoot. The subscribers to the magical journals. The members 
of the old societies. England is full of magicians. Hundreds! Thousands 
perhaps! Norrell refused them. Norrell denied them. Norrell silenced 
them. But they are magicians nonetheless. Tell them this.” He passed his 
hand across his forehead and breathed hard for a moment. “Tree speaks to 
stone; stone speaks to water. It is not so hard as we have supposed. Tell 
them to read what is written in the sky. Tell them to ask the rain! All of 
John Uskglass’s old alliances are still in place. I am sending messengers to 
remind the stones and the sky and the rain of their ancient promises. Tell 
them . . . “ But again Strange could not find the words he wanted. He 
drew something in the air with a gesture. “I cannot explain it,” he said. 
“Leucrocuta, do you understand?” (858) 
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10.  Wellington’s Faith 
 

The Duke was not impressed. “None of this proves any thing. I 
assure you, he did much more eccentric things in the Peninsula. But if he 
is indeed mad, then he has some reason for being so. If you will take my 
advice, gentlemen, you will not worry about it.” 

There was a short silence while the Ministers puzzled this out. 
“You mean to say he might have become mad deliberately?” said one 

in an incredulous tone. 
“Nothing is more likely,” said the Duke. 
“But why?” asked another. 
“I have not the least idea. In the Peninsula we learnt not to question 

him. Sooner or later it would become clear that all his incomprehensible 
and startling actions were part of his magic. Keep him to his task, but 
shew no surprize at any thing he does. That, my lords, is the way to 
manage a magician.” (838-839) 
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11.  Degrees of Understanding  

From this rather incomplete explanation Stephen deduced that the 
magician must have succeeded in summoning and speaking to the 
gentleman with the thistle-down hair. “But surely, sir,” he said, “there was 
a time when you wished to aid the magicians and do magic with them 
and gain their gratitude. That is how you came to rescue Lady Pole, is it 
not? Perhaps you will find you like it better than you think.” 

“Oh, perhaps! But I really do not think so. I tell you, Stephen, apart 
from the inconvenience of having him summon me whenever he chuses, 
it was the dreariest half hour I have spent in many a long age. I have 
never heard any one talk so much! He is quite the most conceited person I 
have ever met. People like that who must be continually talking 
themselves and have no time to listen to any one else are quite disgusting 
to me.” 

“Oh, indeed, sir! It is most vexatious. And I dare say that, since you 
will be busy with the magician, we will have to put off making me King of 
England?” (777-778) 
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12.  Stephen Speaks Up for Humanity 
 
“There are people in this world,” he began, “whose lives are nothing 

but a burden to them. A black veil stands between them and the world. 
They are utterly alone. They are like shadows in the night, shut off from 
joy and love and all gentle human emotions, unable even to give comfort 
to each other. Their days are full of nothing but darkness, misery and 
solitude. You know whom I mean, sir. I . . . I do not speak of blame . . . “ 
The gentleman was gazing at him with fierce intensity. “But I am sure we 
can turn the magician’s wrath away from you, if you will only release . . .” 

“Ah!” exclaimed the gentleman and his eyes widened with 
understanding. He held up his hand as a sign for Stephen to be silent.  

Stephen was certain that he had gone too far. “Forgive me,” he 
whispered. 

“Forgive?” said the gentleman in a tone of surprize. “Why, there is 
nothing to forgive! It is long centuries since any one spoke to me with 
such forthrightness and I honour you for it! Darkness, yes! Darkness, 
misery and solitude!” He turned upon his heel and walked away into the 
crowd. (798) 
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13.  Through the Looking-Glass 

It was like plunging beneath a waterfall or having two thousand 
trumpets sound in one’s ear. Everything he thought before, everything he 
knew, everything he had been was swept away in a great flood of 
confused emotion and sensation. The world was made again in flame-like 
colours that were impossible to bear. It was shot through with new fears, 
new desires, new hatreds. He was surrounded by great presences. Some 
had wicked mouths full of teeth and huge, burning eyes. There was a 
thing like a horribly crippled spider that reared up beside him. It was full 
of malice. He had something in his mouth and the taste of it was 
unspeakable. Unable to think, unable to know, he found from God-
knows-where the presence of mind to spit it out. Someone screamed . . . 
(764) 
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14.  Drawlight’s Vision (1 of 2) 

He thought he stood upon an English hillside. Rain was falling; it twisted 
in the air like grey ghosts. Rain fell upon him and he grew thin as rain. Rain 
washed away thought, washed away memory, all the good and the bad. He no 
longer knew his name. Everything was washed away like mud from a stone. 
Rain filled him up with thoughts and memories of its own. Silver lines of water 
covered the hillside, like intricate lace, like the veins of an arm. Forgetting that 
he was, or ever had been, a man, he became the lines of water. He fell into the 
earth with the rain. 

 
He thought he lay beneath the earth, beneath England. Long ages passed; 

cold and rain seeped through him; stones shifted within him. In the Silence 
and the Dark he grew vast. He became the earth; he became England. A star 
looked down on him and spoke to him. A stone asked him a question and he 
answered it in its own language. A river curled at his side; hills budded 
beneath his fingers. He opened his mouth and breathed out spring . . .  

 
He thought he was pressed into a thicket in a dark wood in winter. The 

trees went on for ever, dark pillars separated by thin, white slices of winter 
light. He looked down. Young saplings pierced him through and through; they  
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14.  Drawlight’s Vision (2 of 2) 

grew up through his body, through his feet and hands. His eye-lids would no 
longer close because twigs had grown up through them. Insects scuttled in and 
out of his ears; spiders built nests and webs in his mouth. He realized he had 
been entwined in the wood for years and years. He knew the wood and the 
wood knew him. There was no saying any longer what was wood and what 
was man. 

All was silent. Snow fell. He screamed . . . (860-861) 
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15.  The Drowning of Venice 

It was as if that fate which had always seemed to threaten the city of 
Venice had overtaken her in an instant; but instead of being drowned in water, 
she was drowned in trees. Dark, ghostly trees crowded the alleys and squares, 
and filled the canals. Walls were no obstacle to them. Their branches pierced 
stone and glass. Their roots plunged deep beneath paving stones. Statues and 
pillars were sheathed in ivy. It was suddenly—to Strange’s senses at any rate—
a great deal quieter and darker. Trailing beards of mistletoe hid lamps and 
candles and the dense canopy of branches blocked out the moon. 

Yet none of Venice’s inhabitants appeared to notice the least change. 
Strange had often read how men and women could be cheerfully oblivious to 
magic going on around them, but never before had he seen an example of it. A 
baker’s apprentice was carrying a tray of bread on his head. As Strange 
watched, the man neatly circumvented all the trees he did not know were 
there, ducking this way and that to avoid branches which would have poked 
his eye out. A man and a woman dressed for the ballroom or the Ridotto, with 
cloaks and masks, came down the Salizzada San Moisè together, arm in arm, 
heads together, whispering. A great tree stood in their way. They parted quite 
naturally, passed one on each side of the tree and joined arms again on the 
other side. 

Strange followed the line of glittering light down an alley to the quayside. 
The trees went on where the city stopped, and the line of light led through the 
trees. (792-793) 
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16.  Concerning Immortality 

He passed through it and found himself in a wide grey 
courtyard. It was full of bones that glimmered whitely in the 
starlight. Some skeletons were clad in rusting armour; the 
weapons that had destroyed them were still tangled with their 
ribs or poking out of an eye-socket. 

Strange had seen the battlefields of Badajoz and Waterloo; he 
was scarcely perturbed by a few ancient skeletons. Still it was 
interesting. He felt as if he really were in Faerie now. (794-795) 
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17.  Invoking the Old Alliances 

The gentleman with the thistle-down hair raised his hands. The great hall 
was filled with a flock of birds. In the blink of an eye they were there; in the blink of an 
eye they were gone.  

The birds had struck Stephen with their wings. They had knocked the 
breath out of him. When he recovered enough to lift his head, he saw that the 
gentleman with the thistle-down hair had raised his hands a second time. 

The great hall was full of spinning leaves. Winter-dry and brown they were, 
turning in a wind that had come out of nowhere. In the blink of an eye they were there; 
in the blink of an eye they were gone.  

The magician was staring wildly. He did not seem to know what to do in 
the face of such overwhelming magic. “He is lost,” thought Stephen. 

The gentleman with the thistle-down hair raised his hands a third time. 
The great hall was full of rain—not a rain of water, a rain of blood. In the blink of eye it 
was there; in the blink of an eye it was gone.  

The magic ended. In that instant the magician disappeared and the 
gentleman with the thistle-down hair dropped to the floor, like a man in a 
swoon. (806) 
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18.  The Doors are Shaken 

“Oh! Did you feel that?” 
“Feel what, sir?” asked Stephen. 
“All the doors shook!” 
Stephen glanced at the stable doors. 
“No, not those doors!” said the gentleman. “I mean the doors 

between England and everywhere else! Someone is trying to open 
them. Someone spoke to the Sky and it was not me! Someone is 
giving instructions to the Stones and Rivers and it is not me! Who 
is doing that? Who is it? Come!” (864-865) 
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19.  The King’s Messengers 

When they were gone, he asked in amazement, “What are they, sir?” 
“Creatures the magician has made,” said the gentleman. “He is 

sending them back to England with instructions for the Sky and the Earth 
and the Rivers and the Hills. He is calling up all the King’s old allies. Soon 
they will attend to English magicians, rather than to me!” He gave a great 
howl of mingled anger and despair. “I have punished him in ways that I 
never punished my enemies before! Yet still he works against me! Why 
does he not resign himself to his fate? Why does he not despair?” 

“I never heard that he lacked courage, sir,” said Stephen. “By all 
accounts he did many brave things in the Peninsula.” 

“Courage? What are you talking about? This is not courage! This is 
malice, pure and simple! We have been negligent, Stephen. We have let 
the English magicians get the advantage of us. We must find a way to 
defeat them! We must redouble our efforts to make you King!” (866) 

 

 
 

 


