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The Return of English Magic 

1.  The Gentleman’s Curse 
 
“I tell you, Louisa,” said Dr Greysteel, “I would not exchange 

with him now upon any consideration. Everyone fled at his 
approach. From Mestre to Strà he could not have seen another 
living creature—nothing but silent streets and abandoned fields. 
Henceforth the world is an empty place to him.” 

A few moments before, Aunt Greysteel had been thinking of 
Strange with no very tender feelings, but the picture that her 
brother conjured up was so shocking that tears started into her 
eyes. “And where is he now?” she asked in a softened tone. (878) 
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2.  The Strangeness of Strange 

“I have been your enemy!” he burst out. “I destroyed your book—all 
except my own copy! I have slandered your name and plotted against 
you! Lascelles and Drawlight have told everyone that you murdered your 
wife! I have let them believe it!” 

“Yes,” said Strange. 
“But these are terrible crimes! Why are you not angry?” 
Strange seemed to concede that this was a reasonable question. He 

thought for a moment. “I suppose it is because I have been many things 
since last we met. I have been trees and rivers and hills and stones. I have 
spoken to stars and earth and wind. One cannot be the conduit through 
which all English magic flows and still be oneself. I would have been 
angry, you say?” 

Mr Norrell nodded. 
Strange smiled his old, ironic smile. “Then be comforted! I dare say I 

shall be so again. In time.” (954) 
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3.  The English Magician 

“You see?” said Norrell, grimly. “The spell will not allow us 
to move too far from one another. It has gripped me too. I dare 
say there was some regrettable impreciseness in the fairy’s magic. 
He has been careless. I dare say he named you as the English 
magician—or some such vague term. Consequently, his spell—
meant only for you—now entraps any English magician who 
stumbles into it!” (964) 
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4.  An Identity Crisis 

Nor did he divulge to either of them something he had discovered 
which worried him a great deal. Ever since he and Strange had parted he 
had been in the habit of summoning up visions to try and discover what 
Strange was doing. But he had never succeeded. One night, about four 
weeks ago, he had not been able to sleep. He had got up and performed 
the magic. The vision had not been very distinct, but he had seen a 
magician in the darkness, doing magic. He had congratulated himself on 
penetrating Strange’s counterspells at last; until it occurred to him that he 
was looking at a vision of himself in his own library. He had tried again. 
He had varied the spells. He named Strange in different ways. It did not 
matter. He was forced to conclude that English magic could no longer tell 
the difference between himself and Strange. (917) 
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5.  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) 

 

 
 

 



The Return of English Magic 
6.  The Return of English Magic 

Through the carriage glass he saw great numbers of large black birds—
whether ravens or crows he did not know, and in his magician’s heart he was 
sure that they meant something. Against the pale winter sky they wheeled and 
turned, and spread their wings like black hands; and as they did so each one 
became a living embodiment of the Raven-in-Flight: John Uskglass’s banner. 
Mr Norrell asked Lascelles if he thought the birds were more numerous than 
usual, but Lascelles said he did not know. After the birds the next thing to 
haunt Mr Norrell’s imagination were the wide, cold puddles that were thickly 
strewn across every field. As the carriage passed along the road each puddle 
became a silver mirror for the blank, winter sky. To a magician there is very 
little difference between a mirror and a door. England seemed to be wearing 
thin before his eyes. He felt as if he might pass through any one of those 
mirror-doors and find himself in one of the other worlds which once bordered 
upon England. Worse still, he was beginning to think that other people might 
do it. The Sussex landscape began to look uncomfortably like the England 
described in the old ballad: 

 This land is all too shallow 
 It is painted on the sky 
 And trembles like the wind-shook rain 
 When the Raven King passes by 

For the first time in his life Mr Norrell began to feel that perhaps there 
was too much magic in England. (886) 
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7.  The Chaos of Ravens 

In a dazed whisper, Norrell said, “I believe we may assume that we 
have his attention.” 

“I believe you are right, sir. Do you know what happened?” 
Still in a whisper Norrell said, “The books all turned into ravens. I 

had my eye upon Hugh Pontifex’s The Fountain of the Heart and I saw it 
change. He used it often, you know—that chaos of black birds. I have 
been reading about it since I was a boy. That I should live to see it, Mr 
Strange! That I should live to see it! It has a name in the Sidhe language, 
the language of his childhood, but the name is lost.” He suddenly seized 
Strange’s hand. “Are the books safe?”(961) 
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8.  Uskglass’s Spell 

“I have never heard of him,” said Childermass. 
Vinculus looked at him with amusement. “Of course not. You have 

lived your life in the Mayfair magician’s pocket. You only know what he 
knows.” 

“So?” said Childermass, stung. “That is not so very trifling, is it? 
Norrell is a clever man—and Strange another. They have their faults, as 
other men do, but their achievements are still remarkable. Make no 
mistake; I am John Uskglass’s man. Or would be, if he were here. But you 
must admit that the restoration of English magic is their work, not his.” 

“Their work!” scoffed Vinculus. “Theirs? Do you still not 
understand? They are the spell John Uskglass is doing. That is all they 
have ever been. And he is doing it now!” (975) 
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9.  Mr. Norrell’s Destiny 

“It is more than a little odd,” continued Mr Norrell in a tone of 
wonder. “We have done everything we set out to do, but how we did it, I 
do not pretend to understand. I can only suppose that John Uskglass saw 
what was amiss and stretched out his hand to put it right! Unfortunately, 
his obligingness did not extend to freeing us from the Darkness. That 
remains.” 

Mr Norrell paused. This then was his destiny!—a destiny full of fear, 
horror and desolation! He sat patiently for a few moments in expectation 
of falling prey to some or all of these terrible emotions, but was forced to 
conclude that he felt none of them. Indeed, what seemed remarkable to 
him now were the long years he had spent in London, away from his 
library, at the beck and call of the Ministers and the Admirals. He 
wondered how he had borne it. (991) 
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10.  The Nameless Slave Becomes King 

In the distance he could hear someone calling, “Stephen! Stephen!” 
He thought it was Lady Pole. 

“I cast off the name of my captivity,” he said. “It is gone.” He picked 
up the crown, the sceptre and orb, and began to walk. 

He had no notion of where he was going. He had killed the 
gentleman and he had allowed the gentleman to kill Vinculus. He could 
never go home—if home it had been in the first place. What would an 
English judge and jury say to a black man who was a murderer twice 
over? Stephen had done with England and England had done with him. 
He walked on.  

After a while it seemed to him that the landscape was no longer as 
English as it had been. The trees that now surrounded him were immense, 
ancient things, their boughs twice the thickness of a man’s body and 
curved into strange, fantastical shapes. Though it was winter and the 
briars were bare, a few roses still bloomed here, blood-red and snow-
white. 

England lay behind him. He did not regret it. He did not look back. 
He walked on. (987) 
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11.  The King’s Sequel 

The man bent closer to Vinculus’s corpse. He plucked 
something out of his own mouth—a tiny pearl of light faintly 
tinged with rose and silver. He placed it in Vinculus’s mouth. The 
corpse shivered. It was not like the shudder of a sick man, nor yet 
like the shiver of a healthy one; it was like the shiver of a bare 
birch wood as spring breathes upon it. 

“Move away from the body, sir!” cried Childermass. “I will 
not ask you again!” 

The man did not even trouble to look up. He passed the tip 
of his finger over the body as if he were writing upon it. (971-972) 
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12.  The Raven King’s Prophecy 
 

“Two magicians shall appear in England . . . “ 
(. . . ) 
“The first shall fear me; the second shall long to behold me;  
The first shall be governed by thieves and murderers; the second shall             
  conspire at his own destruction;  
The first shall bury his heart in a dark wood beneath the snow, yet still  
  feel its ache;  
The second shall see his dearest possession in his enemy’s hand . . .” 
(. . .) 
“The first shall pass his life alone; he shall be his own gaoler; 
The second shall tread lonely roads, the storm above his head, seeking 
  dark tower upon a high hillside . . .” (154-155)  
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13.  Enlightenment v Romanticism 

We’ve been talking about “respectable magic” versus “black magic” 
and science versus intuition. I think it would be interesting to talk some 
more about the tension between the principles of the Age of 
Enlightenment and the ideals of Romanticism as seen in the literature of 
the time. 

For example, I’ve been re-reading Mary Shelley’s “Frankenstein” in 
anticipation of our library hosting the National Library of Medicine’s 
traveling exhibit on the science of Frankenstein. I was thinking of 
Norrell’s bringing Lady Pole back to life via the Gentleman as being 
similar to Dr. Frankenstein’s endeavor. As was Strange’s re-animation of 
the Neapolitan zombies and his attempt to resurrect his wife. Norrell, 
Strange, and Dr. Frankenstein are guided by (and subsequently undone 
by) their own hubris as much as their quest for knowledge. (Donna Smith) 
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14.  Fairy Morality (1 of 2) 

I’ve been very interested in your thoughts on judging the Gentleman’s 
morality. The idea that we humans, as objectively lesser beings (since we are 
manifestly less long-lived and less magical than fairies) cannot fairly judge his 
morality from his actions against us—as we would not suffer our morality to 
be judged by the ants that we tread on—is intriguing. But I see two serious 
problems with it. 

First, we have no evidence, and some counter-evidence, that the 
Gentleman treats his fellow fairies any better than he does humans. We don’t 
see much of his interactions with his peers, but in Chapter 16 he tells Stephen: 

“ . . . they are all my vassals and subjects. There is not one of them who 
would dare to criticize me or any one I chose to call my friend. And if they did, 
why! we could always kill them!” 

This doesn’t seem much different than his frequent casual discussions of 
killing humans. Also, although it’s not certain that the child-killing incident the 
Gentleman describes in Chapter 26 involved fairy victims, it seems more likely 
than not. And, now that we’ve finished the book, we have the evaluation from 
the fairy who meets Stephen at Lost-hope after the Gentleman’s death in 
Chapter 68, who refers to the “sins of the old King”. This, and the positive 
changes to the appearance of the brugh and its residents, suggest that Fairie 
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14.  Fairy Morality (2 of 2) 
 

and its people didn’t have a high opinion of the Gentleman’s character either. 
They also suggest that we shouldn’t necessarily take the Gentleman as being 
representative of his race. 

But second and more importantly, it’s not as if the Gentleman’s 
motivations are alien to us. We all love to be surrounded by beautiful people 
and things, to be flattered, to achieve victory over our enemies, and so on. The 
issue is the limits we place on ourselves in the pursuit of these things. The 
Gentleman has none, and it seems to me that it’s in this quality that his 
wickedness is to be found. (John Kingdon) 
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15.  What is English? 

While reading the book you have repeatedly asked, “What is 
English Magic?” I suggest that it is only part of a larger question, 
of the meaning of the adjective “English” as it is understood in 
the book. See for example Steven Black and the Lord Wellington 
(who is very English despite being Irish). (Noam Weiss) 
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16.  John Doe 

I was curious what everyone thought about Strange, 
Segundus, Childermass, and The Raven King/Uskglass all 
sharing the same first name: Jonathan/John. Is there some sort of 
symbolic connection or meaning? (Donna Smith) 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 


