
                                       p r a i s e  f o r  

“In 1952 Lewis disclosed that writing his magnum opus on the literature 

of the sixteenth century had been his ‘top tune’ for fifteen years and all the 

other books he wrote during that period were ‘only its little twiddly bits.’ 

It may surprise some readers to hear Lewis describe The Lion, the Witch 

and the Wardrobe, The Screwtape Letters and The Abolition of Man—to 

mention just three—as mere twiddly bits in comparison with the main 

melody of his output. But that was how he saw it. Neal and Root are to be 

commended for rehabilitating that ‘top tune’ and other similarly neglected 

works in this clear, useful, and informative survey.”

—Michael Ward, University of Oxford, co-editor of The Cambridge Companion to 
C. S. Lewis

“Neal and Root have done us a great service. At a time when we are in 

danger of being surfeited by the endless rehashing of the well-known C. S. 

Lewis, they have opened up the treasures of the less known but invaluable 

Lewis. I found this book delightful and stimulating.”

—Os Guinness, author of Carpe Diem Redeemed

“Reading The Neglected C. S. Lewis reminded me, a professor at a very 

secular Russian university, of what Lewis said about Charles Williams’ 

lecture on Milton’s Comus: ‘I have at last, if only for once, seen a university 

doing what it was founded to do: teaching wisdom.’”

—Olga B. Lukmanova, Nizhny Novgorod State Linguistics University, Russia

“I remember my surprise and delight when I discovered, as a literature 

student, that the author whose Narnia stories I had enjoyed as a child was 

also a brilliant literary critic, in fact the most lucid and helpful of all the 

scholars whose works I read at Cambridge. I am delighted, therefore, to 

see that Neal and Root are sharing so much of this treasure in this new 

volume. They are ideal guides. I heartily recommend this volume.”

—Malcolm Guite, author, poet, and Chaplain at Girton College, Cambridge
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“Neal and Root do not want C. S. Lewis’ neglected works to remain 

neglected. The reasons they spell out in this book are compelling, as 

is the authoritative guidance they provide for those works. Beyond 

Screwtape, Narnia, Mere Christianity, and the space trilogy, there 

turns out to be a vast terrain of underappreciated insight (from Lewis 

and these authors both).”

—Mark Noll, author of Turning Points: Decisive Moments in the History of Christianity

“Lewis’s most popular books are rich in wisdom and wonder, but 

many of his most important insights are buried in the pages of his 

lesser-known works. Now, at last, Mark Neal and Jerry Root have 

provided us with a map that leads us straight to the heart of these 

treasures.”

—Diana Pavlac Glyer, Professor in The Honors College at Azusa Pacific University 
and author of The Company They Keep: C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien as Writers in 
Community

“Neal and Root are reliable guides to the professional writings of C. 

S. Lewis, demonstrating how his insights on past literature help us 

navigate the turbulent waters of today’s words and rhetoric.”

—Bruce R. Johnson, General Editor, Sehnsucht: The C. S. Lewis Journal

“C. S. Lewis has two sets of readers who almost never talk to each 

other. Finally, Neal and Root have arisen to help introduce them to 

each other. It’s about time!”

—Donald T. Williams, R. A. Forrest Scholar & Professor of English, Toccoa Falls College

“Even though the subject matter may seem obscure and academic, 

I believe that you will find your horizons broadened. The best out-

come for this book will be an impetus to go back and read Lewis’s 

‘neglected’ books and the works that inspired them.”

—Art Lindsley, Vice-President of Theological Initiatives at The Institute for Faith  
Work and Economics  
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Foreword

When I was pursuing my doctorate in English at UCLA, various 

professors of mine required me to read C. S. Lewis’s The Allegory 

of Love, The Discarded Image, A Preface to Paradise Lost, and 

An Experiment in Criticism. None of these professors were 

Christians, as far as I know, and none had any interest in Lewis 

the lay theologian or Lewis the fiction writer. They simply wanted 

me to be familiar with these classic works of literary history and 

criticism.

Outside of academia, though, the situation seems to be reversed. 

Readers who can quote word for word from Mere Christianity or 

Perelandra have often never read Lewis’s work as a professional 

literary historian; they may not even recognize the titles listed 

above. Mark Neal and Dr. Jerry Root have done students of Lewis 

a great service in the pages that follow, tracing the signature ideas 

in Lewis’s works of literary criticism and showing their relevance 

to Lewis’s more familiar books. Their thorough research and lucid 

prose will be welcome to readers who would like to understand 

Lewis more fully, but who feel daunted by books of such evident 

scholarly erudition.

Lewis was a man of many parts: a medieval and Renaissance 

historian who wrote humorous light verse; an influential critic 

who wrote letters to children; a compelling Christian apologist 

who wrote science fiction and fantasy. Yet one always senses in 

Lewis’s books “the one in the many.” His unique sensibility, his 

characteristic habits of thought and mind, developed early in 

life and remained remarkably consistent. So there is an intriguing 

interconnectedness in all his books, including his scholarship. As his 

lifelong friend Owen Barfield once observed, reading anything by 

Lewis reminds you of everything else he wrote.
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viii  •  The Neglected C. S. Lewis

Lewis’s mind was capacious, but it was not compartmentalized. 

When he produced literary scholarship, he did not cease to be a 

Christian. When he wrote science fiction or fantasy, he did not cease to 

be a medievalist. So reading any book by Lewis illuminates his other 

books. When you read The Discarded Image on the ancients’ view of 

the heavens, you understand better why Ransom has such unpleasant 

sensations when first descending toward Malacandra in Out of the 

Silent Planet. And when you come across Lewis’s discussion in OHEL 

of a minor sixteenth-century poet who described the hellish River Styx 

as a “puddle glum,” you can’t help but chuckle at the name when you 

meet the famous Marshwiggle in The Silver Chair. 

Lewis’s literary criticism illuminates a great deal more than literature. 

In guiding readers through so many great books, Lewis ranges into 

cultural history, philosophy, theology, linguistics, and even sociology 

and psychology. He uses Mr. Badger in The Wind in the Willows to 

explain English social history, and he refers to the historical Puritans 

to illustrate what is wrong with so much contemporary criticism: 

“The Puritan conscience works on without the Puritan theology—like 

millstones grinding nothing; like digestive juices working on an empty 

stomach and producing ulcers.”

Lewis simply could not produce dull writing, even in his most 

scholarly tomes. His perceptivity, wit, and memorable turns of phrase 

appear as much in his academic writing as in his most popular works. 

This is not to say, of course, that Lewis’s professional works are just 

as accessible to lay readers as his more widely read books. Readers do 

indeed owe a debt of gratitude to Mark Neal and Dr. Jerry Root for 

elucidating these classic works by Lewis and for inviting readers not 

to neglect these books any longer.

—Dr. David C. Downing 

Co-Director, Marion E. Wade Center 

Wheaton, Illinois
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Introduction 

Why Neglected?

Calling C. S. Lewis  
a neglected author would 

appear to be a contradiction, 
given the popularity of his works and their 

high level of awareness among Christians 

and non-Christians alike. One could argue 

that he is, in fact, more popular now than 

he was during his lifetime. His mainstream 

theological and apologetic works continue 

to be in high demand and The Chronicles 

of Narnia have joined the canon of 

classic children’s literature, not to 

mention the feature films of recent  

years that have made these works 

and Lewis a household name. There 

are more scholars writing about 

Lewis, more societies and groups 

springing up around Lewis’s ideas, 

and more books being published 

about him and his work, than ever 

before. So how do we justify this 

seemingly incongruous designation 

of “neglected”?
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2  •  The Neglected C. S. Lewis

Within Lewis’s corpus of published work are fifteen books of 

literary criticism (depending on how you count them) that most 

people don’t know about or haven’t read. Even people who claim 

to know Lewis well are often not acquainted with them. This book 

examines eight of Lewis’s works of literary criticism. They deal with 

authors and literary periods that most people don’t read anymore, 

and they are drawn primarily from Lewis’s works in literary 

criticism, the area of his focused academic and professional work. 

Lewis was a fellow at Oxford University and later the Professor 

of Medieval and Renaissance English Literature at Cambridge 

University, and many of his literary loves and preoccupations are 

detailed in the pages of these books. So it is to these works that we 

apply the appellation of “neglected.” 

One reason for their neglect, then, is that readers of Lewis 

simply don’t know they exist. Most mainstream attention focuses 

on the highly recognizable Lewis works such as his fiction and 

apologetics. While some of these more obscure works continue to 

be printed and available, others have slipped out of print and are 

only obtainable in rare editions or on superannuated library shelves 

where they sit and gather dust. They have suffered from a lack of 

promotion; that is, they have not been placed prominently before 

the reader of Lewis. Online searches of popular Lewis topics don’t 

often yield mentions of these works, and scholars, writers, and 

lecturers often don’t refer to them. 

Another reason for this neglect is the difficulty of these works for 

mainstream audiences who don’t possess the specialized knowledge 

that Lewis presupposes in his writing. Many of these books began 

as lectures to students or groups who already understood the 

context of the literature. This made such lectures intelligible. It 

was entirely feasible for Lewis to assume that his auditors had read 

the works and authors on which he was discoursing or at least 

had a familiarity with them or the literary periods to which they 

belonged. For most of us now, this familiarity is entirely lacking, 
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  •  3

and this makes the reading of these books arduous and confusing. 

But if we are willing to learn and read slowly and do some research 

along the way, they will open their secrets to us.

Fascinatingly, Lewis himself wrote about neglected authors and 

literary periods. He engaged in what he termed rehabilitation, 

defending and/or reconceptualizing a period, genre, or author for 

which appreciation or critical understanding had been lacking. 

Thus, it is our goal to do for Lewis what he did for many authors 

and genres: dusting off his neglected books to bring them back into 

the arena of attention they deserve.

A lack of interest in the content of these works might be another 

reason why they are neglected. Because they primarily describe 

specific literary historical periods and their associated works of 

literature, it’s less an issue of them not being comprehensible 

as it is of them not being valued as worthy of study. In an age 

where the liberal arts are dwindling across college campuses in 

favor of more technical majors that presuppose to equip people 

better for the modern workplace, the kind of historical study Lewis 

advocates is not as appreciated as it once was. Our culture esteems 

actionable information over the kind of knowledge to be gained 

from reading the literature of another age. It’s a challenge, in an 

age where everything changes constantly and the pace of life seems 

ever-increasing, to think that old works of literature can matter in 

any substantial way. We tend to overvalue whatever is new and 

conflate this with progress. These are more difficult obstacles to 

overcome for the would-be reader of Lewis’s neglected works. 

Benefits of Reading the Neglected Works
There are a number of benefits to the reader for undergoing 

the rigor these works demand. First of all, you’ll gain a greater 

understanding of C. S. Lewis as a person. We believe that you can’t 

claim to know him if you don’t know these neglected works. Part 

Why Neglected ?    •  3
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4  •  The Neglected C. S. Lewis

of understanding any author is to understand his body of work, 

his preoccupations, the books he read, and so forth. Many of the 

works Lewis writes about were vitally important not only to his 

profession, but to his spiritual growth. Reading literature was a 

way of life.

A second benefit is that these books will lead you to other 

authors of which you were perhaps unaware. Lewis opens doors 

for us and bids us enter. If we let them, these works and the books 

and authors to which they lead will constitute an education in itself. 

For example, when one first picks up A Preface to Paradise Lost, 

one realizes that the book won’t make sense unless Milton’s poem 

is read in conjunction with it. Lewis opens this door for readers to 

become acquainted with Milton and one of the greatest epic poems 

in the English language. Similarly, his essays on Sir Walter Scott or 

Jane Austen can help illuminate something of Scott’s or Austen’s 

preoccupations and inform the reading of those authors’ novels. 

A third benefit is that these neglected works contain the 

development of many of Lewis’s most important ideas. These ideas 

can frequently be found in his mainstream books, including his 

fiction. But they were often first formulated in his literary criticism. 

For example, we believe that you can’t really know The Chronicles 

of Narnia or the Ransom trilogy if you haven’t read The Discarded 

Image, Lewis’s opus on the medieval cosmology and worldview. 

Doing so will enrich and deepen your understanding of those 

books. Similarly, reading Studies in Words prepares you for better 

understanding portions of That Hideous Strength. And Lewis is 

good at this. He creates imaginative maps of the past that enable 

us to imaginatively inhabit other times. He calls this inhabiting 

the historical imagination. He writes that we must become, for 

example, an eighteenth-century Londoner while reading Samuel 

Johnson, or an Achaean chief while reading Homer.1 Only then 

will we be able to judge historical works as they were written. This 

   1 Lewis, A Preface to Paradise Lost (New York: Oxford University Press, 1954), 63.
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  •  5

keeps us from misreading, from projecting our own worldview 

onto a work, and not reading it the way the author intended. 

Thus, another reason we should not neglect these works is that 

they help us avoid what Lewis termed “chronological snobbery” 

or the valuing of one age over another. Each age tends to devalue 

previous ages as shortsighted, or perhaps, as backward. But valuing 

all ages enables us to see our own age more clearly and to better 

interpret it. No conception of the future will be feasible without 

an understanding of the past, and a proper use of the historical 

imagination allows just that.

It strikes us that our current age views itself in many ways as the 

apotheosis of the historical continuum. The past is devalued as a 

means to informing the future. But it was Isaac Newton who said, 

“If I have seen further it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.” 

Lewis writes to encourage this same sort of respect for, and accurate 

judgment of, the past. He writes that these things keep the palliative 

“clean sea breeze of the centuries” blowing through our minds 

against the characteristic blindness of the twenty-first century.2 

Yet another benefit of reading Lewis’s neglected works is that 

they widen our vision. Lewis writes that we read old literature 

because it can “re-admit us to bygone modes of thought and 

enable us to imagine what they felt like, to see the world through 

our ancestors’ eyes.”3 Why is this important? Lewis writes in An 

Experiment in Criticism that we live in a narrow prison of self. 

We need others’ eyes in order to apprehend reality and expand 

our understanding—this means not only the voices of the present, 

but those of the past as well. In opening doors to other historical 

times and works, Lewis is giving us these eyes. This kind of vision 

allows us to engage our current cultural situations more effectively 

and enriches our own understanding and perception of the world.

   2 Lewis, Introduction to St. Athanasius on the Incarnation (London: A. R. Mowbray 
& Co., 1963), 5.

   3 Lewis, Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Literature, “Edmund Spenser” (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 138.

  •  5Why Neglected ?  
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6  •  The Neglected C. S. Lewis

We need to be awake to our current situation so we can best be 

prepared as Christians to confront culture ethically rather than retreat 

from it, and so we don’t get lulled back to sleep by the siren song of 

culture. In speaking of our ability to be perceptive, Lewis notes, 

[Y]ou and I have need of the strongest spell that can be found 

to wake us from the evil enchantment of worldliness which 

has been laid upon us for nearly a hundred years. Almost 

our whole education has been directed to silencing this shy, 

persistent, inner voice; almost all our modern philosophies 

have been devised to convince us that the good of man is to 

be found on this earth.4

Waking up is crucial to our spiritual and moral education. The 

study of the literature of the past keeps us sharp, develops virtue, 

and keeps our faith from suffering from the same soporific, lulling 

effect. The open doors Lewis invites us to go through can help keep 

us sharp and awake and imaginatively engaged.

These neglected works open onto new vistas, new modes of 

thought and understanding that enable us to see the world, as poet 

Gerard Manley Hopkins writes, that is “charged with the grandeur 

of God.” Lewis writes that “We may ignore, but we can nowhere 

evade, the presence of God. The world is crowded with Him. He 

walks everywhere incognito.”5 Lewis sensed this richness and this 

deep delight in God’s revelation of beauty in every sphere of life. 

For him, this delight was most often found in literature. Thus, as 

he throws wide the doors of his own pleasure in words, language, 

and the imaginative creation of past centuries, we can better see 

the world that is crowded with God. As Eric Liddell of the popular 

film Chariots of Fire said, “God made me fast. And when I run, I 

   4 Lewis, The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
1996), 29.

   5 Lewis, Letters to Malcolm: Chiefly on Prayer (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 
1964), 75.
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feel his pleasure.” We might similarly say of Lewis that God made 

him an astute critic of literature, and in that exercise he reveled in 

God’s pleasure. It is clear from many of Lewis’s writings that he 

keenly felt this unique pleasure given to him by great literature. 

These works are a passing on of that pleasure that we might 

likewise partake in it.

Finally, Lewis writes that most of his books are evangelistic: 

“What we want is not more little books about Christianity,” he 

writes, “but more little books by Christians on other subjects—

with their Christianity latent.”6 Similarly, G. K. Chesterton wrote 

that he didn’t become a Christian because one or two things proved 

it to be true; he became a Christian because everything seemed to 

point to its truth. Lewis is often quoted along these lines when he 

wrote, “I believe in Christianity as I believe that the Sun has risen, 

not only because I see it, but because by it I see everything else.”7 

He saw, and the readers of this book should see, that faith can be 

strengthened by a widening of the Christian worldview.

Thus, Lewis provides a model of faith integration. In a secular 

age we tend to compartmentalize our lives, including our faith. 

We don’t understand how to integrate faith with the rest of what 

we do. Lewis serves as a model of how to integrate faith into all 

facets of life. He also challenges secularists to attempt a similar 

integration by means of whatever worldview they happen to be 

endorsing at any given time. In books like The Discarded Image 

he shows that ideologies and worldviews come and go, but the 

Christian worldview has withstood 2,000 years of distractions and 

opponents and continues to flourish. It was Lewis’s contention that 

throughout the ages, the truth of Christianity was able to make 

sense of the greatest amount of material. 

   6 Lewis, God in the Dock, “Christian Apologetics” (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1970), 93.   

   7 Lewis, The Weight of Glory, “Is Theology Poetry?” 106.

  •  7Why Neglected ?  
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Overview of the Neglected Works
This book examines eight works by Lewis that we have termed 

“neglected.” Each chapter focuses on one work, and the book is 

organized chronologically according to their original publication 

dates. For the student of Lewis who would like to take these studies 

even further, in an appendix we have also included additional 

works that we were not able to include here. 

The Allegory of Love traces the development of the medieval 

love allegory as Lewis follows it through the seminal works of an 

age. He follows the code of chivalry with its emphasis on courage, 

humility, the religion of love, and adultery. This was the book that 

established Lewis’s academic reputation. 

The Personal Heresy is a debate between Lewis and Elizabethan 

literary scholar E. M. W. Tillyard over whether or not the 

personality of the author needs to be known in order to interpret 

his or her work. 

Arthurian Torso examines a cycle of poems telling the story of 

Camelot from the perspective of the Court Poet, Taliessin, written 

by Lewis’s friend and fellow Inkling, Charles Williams. The poems 

are not easily accessible, but the theology and literary point of view 

is scintillating. As Dante needed a Virgil to guide him through the 

inferno, so the average reader needs a guide through the thought 

of Charles Williams. 

English Literature in the Sixteenth Century excluding Drama 

was Lewis’s magnum opus. It is the ripe fruit of an eighteen-year 

project that occupied much of his mind and thought. To produce 

this book, Lewis read every book written in English in the sixteenth 

century, as well as every book translated into English at that time. 

It not only reveals the depth of Lewis’s thought, and his brilliant 

and winsome literary style, but the breadth of his grasp and 

understanding. Furthermore, this book reveals the background of 

the full and fertile mind that Lewis brought to all of his other 

8 •  The Neglected C. S. Lewis
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work. It is an important book in the Lewis corpus and one that 

serious Lewis readers ought to know about.

Studies in Words examines word histories and how their 

meanings develop over time. Understanding their development is 

a source of rich treasure. The finding of treasure often requires a 

map, so Lewis provides that map for all who want to understand 

the literature beyond their own age. This guidebook helps us better 

understand old books through knowing the original meanings of 

words as well as the elements that contribute to change in meaning 

in language. It also details Lewis’s approach to responsibility with 

regard to language.

Written toward the end of Lewis’s life, An Experiment in 

Criticism represents his mature literary critical thought. He analyzes 

a book based on how it is read rather than simply judging it to 

be good or bad. He divides readers into two categories: receivers 

and users. The work examines the difference between books that 

produce receivers whose lives are enriched forever because of their 

encounter with these texts and those who remain merely users of 

literature and miss out on its riches. This book shows how literary 

experience can widen our views and enrich our understanding of 

the world.

The Discarded Image is the final edition of a series of lectures 

Lewis gave at Oxford University titled The Prolegomena to Medieval 

and Renaissance Literature. One of the last things he wrote before 

he died, it was published in the year following his death. This work 

is indispensable to knowing the background of medieval literature 

and to understanding Lewis’s fascination with that period. Lewis 

shows that the medieval worldview could not be a last word about 

reality, and we see in this book a warning that the worldview of any 

age must equally give way to the demands of new discoveries. All 

ages will produce what will necessarily become discarded images, 

interesting in their own right, but insufficient to describe the full 

complexity of the world in which we find ourselves. This work 

  •  9Why Neglected ?  
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also provides an essential key to understanding and appreciating 

Lewis’s fiction.

This brings us to Selected Literary Essays. Throughout the 

essays in this book that is little read today, we see how, for Lewis, 

questions lead to answers which lead to discoveries. This promotes 

awe and wonder and sometimes, in Lewis’s case, worship. The 

book shows the width of his tastes, and anybody who wants to 

break out of narrow self-referential approaches to life would 

benefit from these essays.

It is our hope that The Neglected C. S. Lewis will serve as a 

starting point to whet the interest of those who love C. S. Lewis 

but are not familiar with these works. Our goal is to give you 

some of the tools for thinking about his diverse writings in new 

ways. We hope that it will begin to fill the vacancy that a lack of 

promotion and awareness has created and will revitalize interest in 

the ideas contained within the books. We urge you to be open to 

the difficulty of the content, to be patient with the slow process of 

reading, re-reading, making notes, and doing additional research. 

We can attest that these works are worth it not only because of the 

value in better understanding Lewis, but to open up new worlds 

and ideas to be explored that can deepen our faith and give us, as 

Lewis writes, the ability to see with others’ eyes so that our own 

worlds may be widened.

10 •  The Neglected C. S. Lewis
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Lewis’s renown was a consequence of his capacity to sequester himself 
in focused study and academic work.

Used by permission of the Marion E. Wade Center, 
Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL.

The Neglected C S Lewis_FORMAT.indd   11The Neglected C S Lewis_FORMAT.indd   11 3/19/20   10:51 AM3/19/20   10:51 AM



Magdalen College, Oxford, from Addison’s Walk, where Lewis was a 
Fellow and Tutor in English Literature from 1925 to 1954. 

Photo courtesy of Mark Neal.
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