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Born in Ireland in 1898, C. S, Lewis was educated
at Malvern College for a year and then privately.
He gained a triple First at Oxford and was a Fellow
and Tutor at Magdalen College 1925-54. In 1954
he became Professor of Medieval and Renaissance
Literature at Cambridge. He was an outstanding
and popular lecturer and had a deep and lasting in-
fluence on his pupils.

C. S. Lewis was for many years an atheist, and -

described his conversion in Surprised by Joy: “In
the Trinity Term of 1929 I gave in, and admitted
that God was God . . . perhaps the most dejected
and reluctant convert in all England.” It was this
experience that helped him to understand not only
apathy but active unwillingness to accept religion
and, as a Christian writer, gifted with an exception-
ally brilliant and logical mind and a lucid, lively
style, he was without peet. The Problem of Pain,
The Screwtape Letters, Mere Christianity, The Four
Loves and the posthumous Le#ters to Malcolm, Chiefly
on Prayer are only a few of his best-selling works.
He also wrote books for children, and some science
fiction, besides many works of literaty criticism,
His works are known to millions of people all over
the world in translation. He died on 22nd Novembet,
1963, at his home in Oxford.
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PREFACE

THIS BOOK is written partly in answer to requests that I would
tell how I passed from Atheism to Christianity and partly to
correct one or two false notions that seem to have got about.
How far the story matters to anyone but myself depends on
the degree to which others have experienced what I call
“joy”. If it is at all common, a mote detailed treatment of
it than has (I believe) been attempted before may be of some
use. I have been emboldened to write of it because I notice
that 2 man seldom mentions what he had supposed to be his
most idiosyncratic sensations without receiving from at least
one (often more) of those present the reply, “ What! Have
you felt that too? I always thought I was the only one.”

The book aims at telling the story of my conversion and
is not a general autobiography, still less “ Confessions > like
those of St. Augustine or Rousseau. This means in practice
that it gets less like a general autobiography as it goes on.
In the earlier chapters the net has to be spread pretty wide in
otder that, when the explicitly spiritual crisis arrives, the
reader may understand what sort of person my childhood and
adolescence had made me. When the “ build-up” is complete,
I confine myself strictly to business and omit everything
(however important by ordinary biographical standards)
which seems, at that stage, irrelevant. I do not think there
is much loss; I never read an autobiography in which the
parts devoted to the earlier years wete not far the most
interesting.

The story is, 1 fear, suffocatingly subjective; the kind of

thing I have never written before and shall probably never
7
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1. THE FIRST YEARS

Happy, but for so bappy ill securea.
MILTON

I wAS BORN in the winter of 1898 at Belfast, the son of a
solicitor and of a clergyman’s daughter. My parents had only
two children, both sons, and I was the younger by about three
years. Two very different strains had gone to our making. My
father belonged to the first generation of his family that reached
professional station. His grandfather had been a Welsh farmer;
his father, a self-made man, had begun life as a workman,
emigrated to Ireland, and ended as a partner in the firm of
Macilwaine and Lewis, “ Boiler-makers, Engineers, and Iron
Ship Builders.” My mother was'a Hamilton with many genera-
tions of clergymen, lawyers, sailors, and the like behind her;
on her mother’s side, through the Warrens, the blood went
back to a Norman knight whose bones lie at Battle Abbey.
The two families from which I spring were as different in
temperament as in origin. My father’s people were true Welsh-
men, sentimental, passionate, and rhetorical, easily moved both
to anger and to tenderness; men who laughed and cried a great
deal and who had not much of the talent for happiness. The
Hamiltons were a cooler race. Their minds were critical and
ironic and they had the talent for happiness in a high degree—
went straight for it as experienced travellers go for the best seat
in a train. From my earliest years I was aware of the vivid con-
trast between my mother’s cheerful and tranquil affection and
the ups and downs of my father’s emotional life, and this bred
in me long before I was old enough to give it 2 name a certain
distrust or dislike of emotion as something uncomfortable and
embarrassing and even dangerous.

Both my parents, by the standards of that time and place,
were bookish or “ clever ” people. My mother had been a pro-
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10 SURPRISED BY JOY

mising mathematician in her youth and a B.A. of Queen’s
College, Belfast, and before her death was able to start me both
in French and Latin. She was a voracious reader of good novels,
and I think the Merediths and Tolstoys which I have inherited
were bought for her. My father’s tastes were quite different.
He was fond of oratory and had himself spoken on political
platforms in England as a young man; if he had had indepen-
dent means he would certainly have aimed at a political
career. In this, unless his sense of honour, which was fine to the
point of being Quixotic, had made him unmanageable, he
might well have succeeded, for he had many of the gifts once
needed by a Parliamentarian—a fine presence, a resonant voice,
great quickness of mind, eloquence, and memory. Trollope’s
political novels were very dear to him; in following the career
of Phineas Finn he was, as I now suppose, vicariously gratifying
his own desires. He was fond of poetry provided it had ele-
ments of rhetoric or pathos, or both; I think Othello was his
favourite Shakespearian play. He greatly enjoyed nearly all
humorous authors, from Dickens to W. W. Jacobs, and was
himself, almost without rival, the best racontexr 1 have ever
heard; the best, that is, of his own type, the type that acts all
the characters in turn with a free use of grimace, gesture, and
pantomime. He was never happier than when closeted for an
hour or so with one or two of my uncles exchanging * wheezes ”
(as anecdotes were oddly called in our family). What neither
he nor my mother had the least taste for was that kind of litera-
ture to which my allegiance was given the moment I could
choose books for myself. Neither had ever listened for the horns
of elfland. There was no copy either of Keats or Shelley in the
house, and the copy of Coleridge was never (to my knowledge)
opened. If I am a romantic my parents bear no responsibility
for it. Tennyson, indeed, my father liked, but it was the Tenny-
son of In Memoriam and Locksley Hall. 1 never heard from
him of the Lozus Eaters or the Morte d’Arthur. My mother, I
have been told, cared for no poetry at all.

In addition to good parents, good food, and a garden (which
then seemed large) to play in, I began life with two other bless-
ings. One was our nurse, Lizzie Endicott, in whom even the
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exacting memory of childhood can discover no flaw—nothing
but kindness, gaiety, and good sense. There was no nonsense
about “lady nurses ” in those days. Through Lizzie we struck
our roots into the peasantry of County Down. We were thus
free of two very different social worlds. To this I owe my
lifelong immunity from the false identification which some
people make of refinement with virtue. From before I can
remember I had understood that certain jokes could be shared
with Lizzie which were impossible in the drawing-room; and
also that Lizzie was, as nearly as a human can be, simply good.

The other blessing was my brother. Though three years my
senior, he never seemed to be an elder brother; we were allies,
not to say confederates, from the first. Yet we were very differ-
ent. Our earliest pictures (and I can remember no time when
we were not incessantly drawing) reveal it. His were of ships
and trains and battles; mine, when not imitated from his, were
of what we both called “dressed animals"—the anthropo-
morphised beasts of nursery literature. His earliest story—as
my elder he preceded me in the transition from drawing to
writing—was called T'he Young Rajah. He had already made
India “ his country ”; Animal-Land was mine. I do not think
any of the surviving drawings date from the first six years of
my life which I am now describing, but I have plenty of them
that cannot be much later. From them it appears to me that I
had the better talent. From a very early age I could draw move-
ment—figures that looked as if they were really running or
fighting—and the perspective is good. But nowhere, either in
my brother’s work or my own, is there a single line drawn in
obedience to an idea, however crude, of beauty. There is action,
comedy, invention; but there is not even the germ of a feeling
for design, and there is a shocking ignorance of natural form.
Trees appear as balls of cotton wool stuck on posts, and there
is nothing to show that either of us knew the shape of any leaf
in the garden where we played almost daily. This absence of
beauty, now that I come to think of it, is characteristic of our
childhood. No picture on the walls of my father’s house ever
attracted—and indeed none deserved—our attention. We
never saw a beautiful building nor imagined that a building
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could be beautiful. My earliest aesthetic experiences, if indeed
they were aesthetic, were not of that kind; they were already
incurably romantic, not formal. Once in those very early days
my brother brought into the nursery the lid of a biscuit tin
which he had covered with moss and garnished with twigs and
flowers so as to make it a toy garden or a toy forest. That was
the first beauty I ever knew. What the real garden had failed
to do, the toy garden did. It made me aware of nature—not,
indeed, as a storehouse of forms and colours but as something
cool, dewy, fresh, exuberant. I do not think the impression
was very important at the moment, but it soon became im-
portant in memory. As long as I live my imagination of Para-
dise will retain something of my brother’s toy garden. And
every day there were what we called “ the Green Hills ”; that
is, the low line of the Castlereagh Hills which we saw from the
nursery windows. They were not very far off but they were, to
children, quite unattainable. They taught me longing—
Selnsucht; made me for good or ill, and before I was six years
old, a votary of the Blue Flower.

If aesthetic experiences were rare, religious experiences did
not occur at all. Some people have got the impression from my
books that I was brought up in strict and vivid Puritanism, but
this is quite untrue. I was taught the usual things and made to
say my prayers and in due time taken to church. I naturally
accepted what I was told but I cannot remember feeling much
interest in it. My father, far from being specially Puritanical,
was, by nineteenth-century and Church of Ireland standards,
rather “ high,” and his approach to religion, as to literature, was
at the opposite pole from what later became my own.
The charm of tradition and the verbal beauty of Bible and
Prayer Book (all of them for me late and acquired tastes) were
his natural delight, and it would have been hard to find an
equally intelligent man who cared so little for metaphysics.
Of my mother’s religion I can say almost nothing from my
own memory. My childhood, at all events, was not in the
least other-worldly. Except for the toy garden and the Green
Hills it was not even imaginative; it lives in my memory mainly
as a period of humdrum, prosaic happiness and awakes none of
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the poignant nostalgia with which I look back on my much less
happy boyhood. It is not settled happiness but momentary joy
that glorifies the past.

To this general happiness there was one exception. I remem-
ber nothing earlier than the terror of certain dreams. It is a vety
common trouble at that age, yet it still seems to me odd that
petted and guarded childhood should so often have in it a
window opening on what is hardly 1 . My bad
dreams were of two kinds, those about s se about
insects. The second were, beyond comparison, the worse; to
this day I would rather meet a ghost than a tarantula. And to
this day I could almost find it in my heart to rationalise and
justify my phobia. As Owen Barfield once said to me, “ The
trouble about insects is that they are like French locomotives—
they have all the works on the outside.” The works—that is the
trouble. Their angular limbs, their jerky movements, their dry,
metallic noises, all suggest either machines that have come to
life or life degenerating into mechanism. You may add that in
the hive and the ant-hill we see fully realised the two things
that some of us most dread for our own species—the dqmin-
ance of the female and the dominance of the collective./One
fact about the history of this phobia is perhaps worth recording.
Much later, in my teens, from reading Lubbock’s Anzs, Bees and
Wasps, 1 developed for a short time 2 genuinely scientific inte-
est in insects. Other studies soon crowded it out; but while
my entomological period lasted my fear almost vanished, and
I am inclined to think a real objective curiosity will usually have
this cleansing effect.

I am afraid the psychologists will not be content to explain
my insect fears by what a simpler generation would diagnose
25 their cause—a certain detestable picture in one of my nursery
books. In it a midget child, a sort of Tom Thumb, stood on a
roadstool and was threatened from below by a stag-beetle very
much larger than himself. This was bad enough; but there is
worse to come. The horns of the beetle were strips of card-
board separate from the plate and working on a pivot. By
moving a devilish contraption on the verso you could make
them open and shut like pincers: snip-snap—snip-snap—I can
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see it while I write. How a woman ordinarily so wise as my

mother could have allowed this abomination into the nursery is”
difficult to understand. Unless, indeed (for now a doubt assails

me), unless that picture itself is a product of nightmare. But I

think not.

In 1905, my seventh year, the first great change in my life
took place. We moved house. My father, growing, I suppose, in
prosperity, decided to leave the semi-detached villa in which I
had been born and build himself a much larger house, further
out into what was then the country. The “ New House 7, as
we continued for years to call it, was a large one even by my
present standards; to a child it seemed less like a house than a
city. My father, who had more capacity for being cheated than
any man I have ever known, was badly cheated by his builders:
the drains were wrong, the chimneys were wrong, and there was
a draught in every room. None of this, however, mattered to a
child. To me, the important thing about the move was that
the background of my life became larger. The New House is
almost a major character in my story. I am a product of long
corridors, empty sunlit rooms, upstair indoor silences, attics
explored in solitude, distant noises of gurgling cisterns and
pipes, and the noise of wind under the tiles. Also, of endless
books. My father bought all the books he read and never got
rid of any of them. There were books in the study, books in the
drawing-room, books in the cloakroom, books (two deep) in
the great bookcase on the landing, books in a bedroom, books
piled as high as my shoulder in the cistern attic, books of all
kinds reflecting every transient stage of my parents’ interests,
books readable and unreadable, books suitable for a child and
books most emphatically not. Nothing was forbidden me. In
the seemingly endless rainy afternoons I took volume after
volume from the shelves. I had always the same certainty of

- finding a book that was new to me as a man who walks into a

field has of finding a new blade of grass. Where all these books
had been before we came to the New House is a problem that
never occurred to me until I began writing this paragraph. I
have no idea of the answer.

Out of doors was “ the view ” for which, no doubt, the site
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had principally been chosen. From our front door we looked
‘down over wide fields to Belfast Lough and across it to the long
_mountain line of the Antrim shore—Divss, Colin, Cave Hill.
This was in the far-off days when Britain was the world’s
carrier and the Lough was full of shipping; a delight to both us
boys, but most to my brother. The sound of a steamer’s horn at
night still conjures up my whole boyhood. Behind the house,
greener, lower, and nearer than the Antrim mountains, were
the Holywood Hills, but it was not till much later that they
won my attention. The north-western prospect was what
mattered at first; the interminable summer sunsets behind the
blue ridges, and the rooks flying home. In these surroundings
the blows of change began to fall.

First of all, my brother was packed off to an English board-
ing-school and thus removed from my life for the greater part
of every year. I remember well the rapture of his homecomings
for the holidays but have no recollection of any corresponding
anguish at his departures. His new life made no difference to
the relations between us. I, meanwhile, was going on with my
education at home: French and Latin from my mother and
everything else from an excellent governess, Annie Harper. I
made rather a bugbear of this mild and modest little lady at the
time, but all that I can remember assures me that I was unjust.
She was a Presbyterian; and a longish lecture which she once
interpolated between sums and copies is the first thing I can
remember that brought the other world to my mind with any
sense of reality. But there were many things that I thought
about more. My real life—or what memory reports as my real
life—was increasingly one of solitude. I had indeed plenty of
people to talk to: my parents, my grandfather Lewis, prema-
turely old and deaf, who lived with us; the maids; and a some-
what bibulous old gardener. I was, I believe, an intolerable
chatterbox. But solitude was nearly always at my command,
somewhere in the garden or somewhere in the house. I had
now learned both to read and write; I had a dozen things to
do.

What drove me to write was the extreme manual clumsiness
from which I have always suffered. I attribute it to a physical
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defect which my brother and I both inherit from our father;

we have only one joint in the thumb. The upper joint (thag
farthest from the nail) is visible, but it is a mere sham; we cag-.
“not beftd it Bt Whatever tlﬁ'maﬁ%aid on me Ifrom

1 er incapacity to make anything. With pencil and

pen I was handy enough, and I can still tie as good a bow as
ever lay on a man’s collar, but with a tool or a bat or a gun, a

 sleeve-link or a corkscrew, I have always been unteachable. It

was this that forced me to write. Ilonged to make things, ships,
houses, engines. Many sheets of cardboard and pairs of scissors
I spoiled, only to turn from my hopeless failures in tears. As

- a last resource, as a pis aller, I was driven to write stories in-

stead; little dreaming to what a world of happiness I was being
admitted. You can do more with a castle in a story than with
the best cardboard castle that ever stood on a nursery table.

I soon staked out a claim to one of the attics and made it * my
study.” Pictures, of my own making or cut from brightly
coloured Christmas numbers of magazines, were nailed on the
walls. There I kept my pen and inkpot and writing books and
paint-box; and there

What more felicity can fall to creature
Than to enjoy delight with liberty?

Here my first stories were written, and illustrated, with enor-
mous satisfaction. They were an attempt to combine my two
chief literary pleasures—" dressed animals” and * knights-in-

~armour.” As a result, I wrote about chivalrous mice and rabbits

who rode out in complete mail to kill not giants but cats. But
already the mood of the systematiser was strong in me; the
mood which led Trollope so endlessly to elaborate his Barset-
shire. The Animal-Land which came into action in the holidays
when my brother was at home was a modern Animal-Land; it
had to have trains and steamships if it was to be a country
shared with him. It followed, of course, that the medieval
Animal-Land about which I wrote my stories must be the same
country at an earlier period; and of course the two periods must
be properly connected. This led me from romancing to historio-



