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L e t t e r s

A  F o o t n o t e  t o  T a l e s  B e f o r e  N a r n i a

D o u g l a s  A .  A n d e r s o n

I recen tly  lea rn ed  of an  unco llec ted  C.S. L ew is letter. H a d  I k n o w n  of it w h en  I 
w as com piling  m y  an tho logy  Tales Before Narnia (2008, rev iew ed  in  Mythlore 

#107/108, Fall/W inter 2009), I w o u ld  h ave  in c lu d ed  an ad d itio n a l au th o r in  m y  
list of reco m m en d ed  re a d in g  a t th e  re a r of th e  book. W hile th e  con ten t of the 
L ew is le tte r is of m in o r significance, it is w o rth  som e atten tion .

T he le tter ap p ea rs  in  Ferguson on Shiel, an  u n p a g in a te d  m ic ro -pub lished  
d o cu m en ta ry  vo lum e ed ited  a n d  p ro d u ced  in  1998 by  John  D. Squires from  h is 
V aing lory  P ress in  K ettering , O hio. Ferguson on Shiel collects various 
d o c u m e n ts—articles an d  co rresp o n d en ce—th a t p e rta in  to  th e  w rite r M .P. Shiel 
(1865-1947) as w ritten  b y  (or to) the  A m erican  bookseller and  lib rarian , M alcolm  
M . F erguson  (b. 1919), w ho  m e t th e  e lderly  Shiel in  1944 w h en  s ta tioned  in  
E n g lan d  as an  A m erican  servicem an. F erguson , w ho  la ter p u b lish ed  a h a n d fu l of 
sh o rt sto ries in  Weird Tales in  th e  la te  1940s, w ro te  to L ew is on  2 F eb ru a ry  1953 
(the ellipses are  in  th e  original):

I w ou ld  like to  have read  a book w hich your late friend Mr. Charles 
W illiams d id  no t write, nor d id  m y late, elderly friend M.P. Shiel . . .

I w ould  like, then, to read a book w hich I w ou ld  like you  to  write.
(Like A ndrew  Lang, I've been thinking up  books w hich ought to be) . . .

The book w hich I fancy w ou ld  concern itself w ith  the discovery of 
THE BOOK OF JUDAS. M en of good w ill w ould  welcome the revelation 
of such a book's contents, after confirm ing its authenticity. M any 
C hurchm en and  the C om m unists w ou ld  see in  such a discovery an 
opportun ity  for furthering their ow n doctrines by seizing th is volum e and 
seeing to it th a t it w as d istorted  according to their ideas.

F erg u so n  concluded , "N o w  I 'v e  g iven  you  m y  idea, a n d  you  are  w elcom e to it. It 
d o e sn 't fit in  w ith  m y  o th er lite ra ry  luggage."
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L ew is 's  b rief response  is d a ted  20th F eb ru a ry  1953, an d  reads in  full: 
"W h a t a good  idea! It w o u ld  h ave  su ited  Shiel (w hose books I like) b e tte r than  
m e. L ike you, I w a n t som eone else to  w rite  it, you  see. B ut very  m a n y  thanks ."

T he on ly  sign ifican t con ten t of L ew is 's  le tte r is th e  p a ren the tica l 
m en tio n  of h is  lik ing  Shiel's books, a  fact w h ich  I believe is reco rd ed  n o w h ere  
else. Shiel w as a  prolific  w rite r o f n ove ls  an d  stories, so from  th is genera l 
s ta tem en t it w o u ld  be p u re  specu la tion  to  su g g est an y  p a rticu la r w orks b y  Shiel 
th a t L ew is m ig h t h ave  read . H ow ever, a fter L ew is 's  d ea th  in  1963, th e  W roxton  
C ollege L ib rary  in  O xfordsh ire  acqu ired  a sign ifican t po rtio n  of h is  persona l 
lib ra ry  (the m ajo rity  of these  books are  n o w  h e ld  in  th e  W ade C en ter a t W heaton  
C ollege in  W heaton , Illinois), a n d  from  th e  listing  "C.S. Lew is: A  L iv ing  L ib rary" 
m a d e  b y  M arg are t A nne R ogers in  1969, w e k n o w  th a t Lew is o w n ed  a t th e  tim e 
of h is  d ea th  tw o  ed itions of Shiel's m o s t fam ous novel, The Purple Cloud (1901), 
one d a ted  1946, th e  o th er 1963. T he ed ition  from  1946 is likely  an  A m erican  one, 
p u b lish ed  by  T he W orld  P u b lish in g  C o m p an y  of C leveland; it m a y  possib ly  have  
o rig inally  b een  o w n ed  b y  Joy D av idm an , th e  A m erican  w o m an  w h o m  he 
m a rrie d  in  1956 a n d  w h o  p red eceased  h im  in  1960, for som e of th e  books fo u n d  
in  h is  lib ra ry  after h is d ea th  are k n o w n  to h av e  been  hers . T he 1963 ed ition  w as 
a p p a ren tly  th a t from  th e  n in e  vo lum e series o f "R are W orks of Im ag ina tive  
F iction" p u b lish ed  b y  V ictor G ollancz in  1963-64. The Purple Cloud w as th e  first in  
th e  series, w h ich  also re p r in te d  tw o  o th er Shiel titles, no. 6 The Lord o f the Sea 
(o rig inally  p u b lish ed  in  1901) a n d  no. 8 The Isle o f Lies (o rig inally  1909). Still, 
u n less  the  1946 ed ition  of The Purple Cloud w as L ew is's, w e canno t single o u t 
w h ich  Shiel books L ew is m ig h t h ave  re a d  before  w ritin g  h is  le tte r to  M alco lm  M. 
F erguson  in  1953.

T he en try  I w o u ld  a d d  to  th e  reco m m en d ed  re a d in g  a t th e  rea r o f Tales 
Before Narnia follow s:

Shiel, M[atthew]. P[hipps]. (1865-1947)

British w riter, born  in  the West Indies. In a single letter, Lewis m entioned 
tha t he liked Shiel's books, bu t gave no specific titles. From a listing of 
books from  his library m ade after his death, w e know  Lewis ow ned tw o 
editions (1946 and  1963) of The Purple Cloud (1901), a scientific rom ance of 
a post-apocalyptic w orld. It is probably Shiel's m ost lasting work. His 
other w ritings include a collection of lyrical and  luxurious short stories 
Shapes in the Fire (1896), and  the stories of the decadent arm chair detective, 
Prince Zaleski (1895).
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T h e  O r i g i n s  o f  D w a r v e s

P i e r r e  H .  B e r u b e

In  Mythlore # 1 0 9 /1 1 0 , H e l io s  d e  R o s a r io  M a r t in e z  w r i te s :  " i t  is  p r o b a b le  t h a t  th e  

 p a r t i c u l a r  i d e a  o f  s m a l ln e s s  a s  a  f e a tu r e  o f  f a i r ie s  w a s  c o n n e c te d  to  th e  

c o n f la t io n  o f  e lv e s  a n d  d w a r f s ."

I t  m a y  w e l l  b e  t r u e  t h a t  e lv e s / f a i r i e s  a c q u i r e d  th e i r  s m a l l  s iz e  b y  b e in g  

a s s o c ia te d  w i t h  d w a r f s ,  b u t  t h a t  m e r e ly  p u s h e s  t h e  q u e s t io n  b a c k  o n e  s ta g e . 

W h e r e  d i d  d w a r f s  g e t  t h e i r  d im in u t iv e  s iz e ?

I t 's  n o  g o o d  s a y in g  t h a t  o c c a s io n a l  d w a r f s  o c c u r  in  a ll  h u m a n  

p o p u l a t i o n s  (o n e  f o r  e v e r y  f i f ty  t h o u s a n d  o r  so ) . T h e  f a c t  t h a t  r e a l  d w a r f s  e x is t,  o r  

e v e n  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  p e r c e iv e d  a s  u n c a n n y ,  d o e s  n o t  m a k e  t h e m  th e  p r o t o ty p e s  fo r  

a  m y th o lo g ic a l  r a c e .  R e a l  d w a r f s  o c c u r  r a r e l y  a n d  a t  r a n d o m ,  a n d  th e y  d o  n o t  

f o r m  c o m m u n i t i e s .  B e s id e s ,  d w a r f i s m  is  o n ly  o n e  o f  t h e  m a n y  d i s f ig u r e m e n t s  

t h a t  f le s h  is  h e i r  to . W h e r e  a r e  t h e  m y th o lo g ic a l  r a c e s  o f  a lb in o s ,  o r  s t u t te r e r s ,  o r  

tw in s ,  o r  l e f t - h a n d e d  p e o p le ,  o r  i d io t  s a v a n ts ?

T h e  b e s t  a n s w e r  to  t h e  q u e s t io n ,  " W h y  w e r e  t h e  m in e r s  a n d  

m e t a l l u r g i s t s  o f  m y th o l o g y  e n v i s io n e d  b y  th e  a n c ie n t s  a s  d w a r f i s h  in  s iz e ? "  is , I 

s u s p e c t ,  " B e c a u s e  t h e  r e a l  m in e r s  o f  p r e h i s to r y  w e r e  s t u n t e d . "  C o lo n ie s  o f  m in e r s  

h a v e  e x is te d  t h r o u g h o u t  E u r o p e a n  p r e h is to r y .  M in in g ,  e v e n  p r e h i s to r i c  m in in g ,  

is  a  s p e c ia l i z e d  a n d  c a p i ta l - in te n s iv e  c ra f t .  M in e r s  q u ic k ly  d e v e lo p  th e i r  o w n  la w  

a n d  th e i r  o w n  te c h n ic a l  j a r g o n ,  u n in te l l i g ib le  to  o u t s id e r s .  T h e y  j e a lo u s ly  g u a r d  

t h e i r  t r a d e  s e c re ts .  T h e y  h a n d  d o w n  th e i r  a r t  to  th e i r  c h i ld r e n  b u t  d o  n o t  t e a c h  i t  

to  s t r a n g e r s .  T h e y  s t ic k  t o g e th e r  a n d  e v o lv e  t h e i r  o w n  c u s to m s  a n d  s u p e r s t i t io n s .

I n  m i n i n g  a s  in  c h im n e y - s w e e p in g ,  l i t t le n e s s  is  a n  a d v a n ta g e .  B e fo re  

e x p lo s iv e s ,  t h e  c o s t  o f  a  t u n n e l  w a s  r o u g h l y  p r o p o r t io n a t e  to  i ts  c ro s s - s e c t io n a l  

a r e a .  T h a t  m e a n s  t h e  s q u a r e  o f  t h e  u s e r 's  h e ig h t .  A  t u n n e l  to  a c c o m m o d a te  a  s ix -  

f o o te r  is  m o r e  t h a n  tw ic e  a s  e x p e n s iv e  a s  o n e  to  s e r v e  a  f o u r - fo o te r .

A  c o lo n y  o f  m in e r s ,  o n c e  f o r m e d ,  w i l l  p e r p e t u a t e  i ts e l f  e v e r y  g e n e r a t i o n  

u n t i l  t h e  o r e  r u n s  o u t .  T a ll  c h i ld r e n  w i l l  b e  e n c o u r a g e d  to  m ig r a t e  e l s e w h e r e  to  

f i n d  w o r k  s u i t a b le  fo r  th e m .  S h o r t  c h i ld r e n  w i l l  g o  to  w o r k  in  t h e  m in e  a n d  

p e r p e t u a t e  t h e i r  k in d .  I n  a  f e w  g e n e r a t io n s  t h e  m i n e r s  w i l l  b e  m a r k e d l y  s h o r t e r  

t h a n  th e  s u r r o u n d i n g  a g r ic u l tu r a l i s t s .

W e  A m e r ic a n s  h a v e  a d d e d  s e v e ra l  in c h e s  to  o u r  h e ig h t  in  o n ly  a  c o u p le  

o f  c e n tu r ie s .  T h e  s a m e  fo r c e s  w o r k i n g  in  r e v e r s e  w o u l d  p r o d u c e  th e  o p p o s i t e  

e f fe c t  o n  th e  m in e r s .

I m a g in e  a  p r e h i s to r i c  f a r m e r  o r  h e r d s m a n  w h o  g e ts  to  h e a r  a b o u t  a  

c o lo n y  o f  m in e r s  l iv in g  n o t  in  h i s  d i s t r i c t  b u t  in  t h e  n e x t  d i s t r i c t  o v e r .  T h e y  s p e a k  

a  b a r e ly  in te l l ig ib le  l a n g u a g e ,  th e y  a r e  s e c re t iv e  a n d  c la n n is h ,  t h e y  h a v e  th e i r  

o w n  c u s to m s  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  y o u r s .  T h e y  s p e n d  m o s t  o f  t h e i r  t im e  inside 
m o u n ta i n s .  T h e y  h a v e  th e  a r t  o f  m a k i n g  b e a u t i f u l  a n d  u s e f u l  a n d  e x p e n s iv e

Mythlore 29:1/2, Fall/Winter 2010   163



Letters

t h in g s  b y  m y s t e r i o u s  a n d  p r o b a b ly  m a g ic a l  m e th o d s .  O h ,  a n d  th e y  a r e  n o t ic e a b ly  

s h o r t e r  t h a n  y o u  a re .

W o u l d n 't  t h e s e  p e o p le  b e  p r i m e  c a n d id a t e s  fo r  m y th o lo g iz a t io n ?  T h e y  

w o u l d  a l r e a d y  b e  h a l f  m y th o lo g iz e d  b y  th e  t im e  y o u  g o t  to  h e a r  a b o u t  th e m !

I  w i s h  s o m e  c o m p e te n t  s c h o la r  w o u l d  p u r s u e  t h i s  i d e a  f u r th e r .  I  s e e  f o u r  

p o s s ib le  l in e s  o f  in v e s t ig a t io n .

1. H is to r ic a l .  D id  a n y  G r e e k  o r  R o m a n  g iv e  u s  a  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  a n c ie n t  

m in e r s ?  P l in y  o r  H e r o d o t u s ,  s a y ?  D id  th e y  h a p p e n  to  m e n t i o n  t h a t  th e  

m in e r s  w e r e  u n u s u a l ly  s h o r t?

2. P h i lo lo g ic a l .  D o e s  t h e  p r o to - I n d o - E u r o p e a n  w o r d  *dvaugr r e a l ly  m e a n  

dwarf o r  c o u ld  i t  o r ig in a l ly  h a v e  m e a n t  miner? A r e  t h e r e  a n y  w o r d s  

r e la t i n g  to  m in i n g  c o g n a te  to  *dvaugr, o r  d o  a n y  d e s c e n d e n t  w o r d s  

r e ta in  a  m in i n g  a s s o c ia t io n ?  A r e  t h e r e  a n y  l a n g u a g e s  w i t h  th e  

p r o v e r b i a l  e x p r e s s io n  short as a miner j u s t  a s  w e  s a y  hungry as a hunter o r  

mad as a hatter?
3. G e n e t ic .  E x a m in e  th e  r u r a l  p o p u l a t i o n s  s t i l l  l iv in g  in  t h e  im m e d ia t e  

v i c in i ty  o f  p r e h i s to r i c  m in e  w o r k in g s .  A r e  t h e y  th e  s a m e  s iz e  a s  t h e i r  

n e ig h b o r s ,  o r  s h o r te r ?

4. A rc h a e o lo g ic a l .  T h e r e  m u s t  b e  s o m e  a n c ie n t  m in e  w o r k s  s u r v iv in g .  

W h a t  a r e  t h e  d im e n s io n s ?  A  d r i f t  to o  s m a l l  to  a c c o m m o d a te  a  n o r m a l  

s i z e d  m a n  w o u l d  b e  d e c is iv e  p r o o f ,  a s  w o u l d  t h e  s k e le to n  o f  a  d w a r f  

f o u n d  in s id e  a n  a n c ie n t  c a v e - in .  W h a t  a b o u t  to o ls ,  c lo th in g ,  f o o tg e a r ,  

f o u n d  in situ ? A r e  t h e y  n o r m a l  s iz e  o r  d w a r f  s iz e ?  H a n d p r i n t s  o r  

f o o tp r in t s ?  W h a t  a b o u t  t h e  c e m e te r ie s  a d jo in in g  th e  a n c i e n t  m in e s ;  h o w  

ta l l  a r e  t h e  o c c u p a n ts ?
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