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C. S. Lewis and René Girard on Desire, Conversioand Myth:

The Case ofTill We Have Faces

Curtis Gruenler

[Published inChristianity and Literatures0.2 (Winter 2011): 247-26b.

Author’s Note: Earlier versions were presented at the meetingeoColloquium on
Religion and Violence in Riverside, CA, in June 2@hd at the meeting of the C. S.
Lewis and Inklings Society in Grand Rapids, MiMarch 2009. | would also like to
thank my colleagues Charles Huttar, Martin Kevankiand Peter Schakel and my

student Peter Kleczynski for their comments.

In 1961, René Girard published a landmark worktefary criticism, translated four
years later aBeceit, Desire, and the Noya&Vhich began one of the great intellectual
projects of the second half of the twentieth centartheory of culture that offers new
ways of understanding desire, myth, the histoiioglortance of the biblical revelation,
and much else. While working on this book, Giraad lexperienced a conversion to
Christianity and joined the Roman Catholic Chuiohyhich he remains a regular
participant (Girard, “Epilogue” 283-6). C. S. Lewiss perhaps the most famous
Christian intellectual in the English-speaking vdoak this time, and the careers and work
of the two men show striking parallels. Both wesarted as medievalists. Lewis too

converted to Christianity at the beginning of lea@demic career, during the work that



went into his own first, landmark bookhe Allegory of Lovél936) Like Deceit, Desire,
and the Novelit centers on literary representations of love dasire, but treats the
Middle Ages up through Spenser, stopping just sbio@ervantes, with whom Girard
begins. Of course Lewis, unlike Girard, went onvtde fiction as well. In 1956, he
publishedTill We Have Faceshis last novel and perhaps his most penetrating
exploration of themes that had occupied his caaedyoth scholar and novelist, and
which would later occupy Girard: love and desirgtimand Christianity.

Yet despite the parallels between the careersra@ksts of these two men, who
are arguably among the most important literaryasiof the twentieth century and
certainly among the most important of those whoogenly Christian, they seem an odd
combination, opposite in style and in views on safihe things that most interested
them. One is thoroughly English, the other typic&ltench (though Girard has spent his
academic career in the U.S.). Lewis wrote befoeegptioliferation of literary theory
(though with more methodological reflection thansteritics of his generation), while
Girard was a participant in bringing French thetmnAmerica (though he has also been
one of its strongest criticS)Above all, they seem to take opposite views oftmwihich
in turn lend differing shades to their views of githing else. For Lewis, many of the
greatest myths anticipate and are fulfilled by €tnity, and he commonly uses the term

to refer to a kind of story that he greatly valdiedits power to communicate truftzor

! For an overview and assessment of Lewis as enitictheorist, see Calin 85-100. Girard helped drgan
the epochal 1966 conference at Johns Hopkinsehtiflhe Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of
Man” at which Jacques Derrida turned the rising tdl structuralism into the tsunami of poststrualism
with his paper “Structure, Sign, and Play in theddurse of the Human Sciences” (included in the
proceedings published abe Structuralist Controversgd. Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato). For a
later critique of “theory,” see Girard’s “Theorydits Terrors.”

2 Though the similarity of Christianity to many mgtivas part of what turned him away from Christianit

in his youth Gurprised by Jog2-3), when he returned to it as an adult, he éxpthhimself in a letter to

his friend Arthur Greeves by saying that “the stofyChrist is simply a true myth” (977).



Girard, however, myth is a distortion, a lie thatétions precisely to conceal the all-
important truth about scapegoating violence that¢vgaled in the Bible. Lewis’s
emphasis on continuity between myth and gospekléad to a Christianity of vivid
mysteries, an even mystical sense of the worldtpateel by symbols of transcendent
divinity. Girard’s contrast between myth and gospelthe other hand, follows from
what he calls an anthropological reading of thddithat is, the gospel as the key to the
truth about humanity that has been obscured biestof gods. This truth has much to do
with Girard’s view of desire, which also would setdiffer greatly from Lewis’s.
Girard is known for his theory of mimetic desiretls driving force of human violence.
Lewis, however, is more known for a view of desioatinuous with love and capable,
like myth, of leading to the divine and being takgnwithin it.

A strict opposition between their views of deshieywever, quickly breaks down.
Girard sees a positive side of mimetic desire dsmgehumans capable of freedom, both
in a general sense and in the specifically Chnstiense of imitating Christ. Lewis, for
his part, is certainly alert to the perversionsowt and to desire’s capacity to obscure the
work of graceTill We Have Facem particular manifests a complex understanding of
both desire and myth, one that Girard’s culturabtty can clarify. For Girard, literature
at its bests theory in the sense that it offers supreme undedstg of humanity,
including the function of literature itself and eveow to read a given workLewis’s
novel belongs in that Girardian canon; it embodhegyhts that anticipate key aspects of
Girard’s thought, but uses a special sort of nesgatather than theoretical discourse, in
order to interpret itself and its representatiothef human conditiorTill We Have Faces

stages the shadowy work of myth to conceal violemmkblock self-knowledge, but also

3 See Doran xiv.



the potential of something very like it to provakaightenment and conversion. Here,
then, at a sort of mid-century hinge between thestraction of mythopoeic visions by
Lewis (and his Oxford Inklings friends such as JRRTolkien) and the subsequent
deconstruction of mythology by Girard (even as melsle was being deconstructed
around him by others), Lewis’s novel can be seeantmmpass both dark and light for a
full-orbed representation of the sacred as bothr truth.

Certain myths had never ceased to fascinate ane in@wis, and he came to see
them as essential means by which truths of theaddsat surpass rational understanding
had been made persuasive to him. In his late \Egderiment in Criticisnf1961), he
defines myth according to its effects on its audeerather than its content. It is a kind of
story that becomes “a permanent object of contetioplaapart from the qualities of how
it is told in any given instance; reading it “mag $ad or joyful but it is always grave”
and “awe-inspiring” (43-4%.For him these stories seem to be mostly old, thiese of
Orpheus and Balder, but could be recent, keJekyll and Mr. Hyder Kafka’sThe
Castle In Till We Have Faced,ewis refashions one of the ancient stories thdtlbng
intrigued him, the tale of Cupid and Psyche as tattin the second-century
Metamorphoseer Golden As®f Apuleius® Among the many changes by which Lewis

makes a novel out of the ancient tale, commonkrpreted as a Platonic allegory of the

* Lewis here lists six characteristics of myth ih Bbr comments on them with respecfith We Have
Facessee Myers 183-7.

® Here is a brief summary of the story in ApuleilsWis gives a fuller summary in a long note appende
to Till We Have Faces311-13): Psyche, youngest of a king's three daughte so beautiful that Venus is
jealous of her and Cupid, sent to afflict her,dafl love with her instead. When she goes willinglype
sacrificed on a mountain, he takes her away tdacpavhere he enjoys her love but forbids her ¢olge
face. She asks that her sisters be allowed tq sisit they become jealous of the palace and coaviacto
violate the prohibition. Cupid leaves her, but tlagg eventually restored to each other after Psyche
performs, with mysterious help, four impossiblektaset by Venus



journey of the soulpsychen Greek)® a signal one is to the character of Psyche. The
innocence that in the tale seems naively trustimyrather passive becomes, in Lewis’s
richer characterization, wiser and full of the kimidsalvific desire that he found to be
central to his own response to his favorite mythdeed, the title of his autobiography,
Surprised by Joypublished the year befofiéll We Have Faceggfers to the importance
of such desire in his conversion. In the novdirst appears in Psyche’s longing for the
Grey Mountain where she will later encounter thd ¢be unnamed figure who takes the
place of Apuleius’s Cupid but here comes to sigfifyrist). In the autobiography, Lewis
recalls a longing for the mountains as one of ings faesthetic experiences” (7; he
defines what he means by Joy at 17-18, and hovedarbto associate it with myths at
72-3). A related change from Apuleius makes thegmrtion of Psyche not a plot of the
gods but a human sacrifice driven by an appar@mthosite, consuming sort of desire—
the kind that Girard associates with myth and whichtheory can help illuminate. Thus
while Psyche as well the god are in Lewis’s stogghmpoeic reflections of true divinity,
she is also the victim of the kind of violence thatGirard’s view, produces the false
gods of mythology.

An overview of Girard’s theory will help at thi®mt, though he develops from it
a much more complex analysis of culture, especibtydevelopment of Western culture,
than this brief summary will suggest. The kind aoftmbehind which Girard finds
violence is what Lewis specifies Experiment in Criticisnthat he isot talking about,
the kind of stories anthropologists collect and eajths (42; most of such stories, says
Lewis, “are to us meaningless and shocking”). Taditional, foundational myths of all

cultures, according to Girard, share featuresdbate from acts of real violence, which

® For a recent view of the tale as Platonic andioita of others, see Panayotakis, “Vision and Light



the myths in turn conceal behind the veil of whatl calls “the sacred” in a sense that
opposes it to the Christian gospdihe production of the sacred through scapegoating
violence is the second of the two core ideas oftesry of culture, and it follows from
the first: mimetic or triangular desire. Human desbeyond basic appetites for bodily
needs, is imitative. We want what we see, or imagather people wanting. Even the
way we go about satisfying basic needs, such d@dorand clothing, are imitative (as
advertisers well know). Further, the models of desires for objects tend to become
rivals for those objects, and the rivalries canopee so intense as to displace the initial
object from attention altogether. Such escalatiomfacquisitive desire to conflict is
obvious, for example, in children fighting over $ognd in love triangles, yet we have
such a strong investment in the individuality, aumiicity, and rationality of our desires
that their imitative origins remain hidd&Girard argues iDeceit, Desire, and the Novel
that the great novels of Cervantes, Stendhal, ElauBroust, and above all Dostoevsky
distinctively expose the mimetic nature of dedlineleed, they are stories of conversion
that climax in their protagonists’ discovery of tha@tative nature of their own desires—
think of Quixote recognizing and finally repudiagihis imitation of the fictional knight,
Amadis of Gaul. And Girard suggests further that¢bnversions of the protagonists
follow from conversions in the lives of the authttemselves—conversion, that is, in the

sense of recognizing the falsity of the desirey tied taken to be essential to their true

" See, among otherShe Scapegod4-44 and See Sata62-66.

8 Love triangles are a common feature of the tranlitif courtly love treated by Lewis he Allegory of
Love.William Calin suggests that his controversial itfécation of adultery as one of the essentialtsraif
courtly love would be better replaced by a moreegaimotion of obstacle (96). This more Girardian
explanation shows Lewis’s early interest in theaiwits of desire that play out in the much different
setting ofTill We Have FacesGirard notes Denis de Rougemont’s later insigtat the importance of
obstacles for courtly (or romantic) love€dceit,165).



selfhood and being delivered through this knowleflgen possession by therDé¢ceit
290-314).

Girard’s second main idea also involves converdiothis case the cultural
conversion caused by the Judeo-Christian demytibic of mythology. The violence
Girard finds concealed behind the myths and ritoabsrchaic religion is the basic
mechanism that allows communities to maintain ondéne face of escalating mimetic
rivalry. He imagines a heuristic primordial scenevhich a tribe’s mimetic desire for the
same object leads to a conflict of all againstvaliich is resolved when all the violence is
directed, mimetically, against one victim, who adlectively murdered. The peace that
results seems like a miraculous deliverance aattributed to the victim, who is now
deified and made the protagonist of a story th&g gassed down as a myth. Sacrificial
rituals repeat the same mechanism in more condrédishion’ Myths not only conceal
the original act of violence but also perpetuateéenaolence, ritual and otherwise, by
establishing the sacredness of power and thea@uwittims. The biblical tradition, on
the other hand, tells the same stories of the peti®® of victims but from a perspective
that sees the victims as innocent and reveals @hatd (using the indispensable term
coined by Tyndale in translating Leviticus 16) sdle scapegoat mechanism. For
Girard, the God of the Bible gradually emerges ftmghind projections of human
violence. In Jesus, God becomes the supremely @mauctim of the scapegoat
mechanism in order to reveal it fully. Thus coni@nsfor a culture as a whole as well as

for individuals, involves turning from the lies wiyth to the truth of the gospel. Desire

® Other, later institutions of culture are more céempvays of restraining the contagion of mimetiside
and purging it through the designation of victit@stard’s fullest account of archaic cultureMmlence and
the Sacrednd his best account of the Judeo-Christian deficgsion is| See Satan Fall Like Lightning.



remains mimetic, but the model chosen is the loaing patient one of Christ rather than
the acquisitive and conflictual ones of mimeticais:

Lewis makedill We Have Facea conversion story by centering it not on Psyche
but on Orual, her oldest sister and the story’satar. The novel ends with Orual being
set free to imitate her sister’s devotion to thd.gorual’s conversion pivots, as Girard
implies it does with real authors of conversion@syon the writing of her story. This
act of writing begins as self-defense, provokedhégring a priest’s version of Psyche’s
story, and divides the novel into its two partsu3ipart 1, which tells most of Orual’s
life, represents it through a complex mixture ajced objectivity, growing
understanding, and continued, resentful self-demepthe much shorter part 2 tells,
with converted lucidity, of her further conversittmough the encounters and visions that
writing part 1 had opened her to. Some things, WeweOrual seems to see clearly from
the start, and these eventually guide her to furteelations.

Orual’s education, with which the book begins,l#ea her to see the actions of
those around her, in a small kingdom somewherkdrfdr hinterlands of the Eastern
Mediterranean during the Hellenistic period, in@awnot completely dominated by the
cult of the local goddess, Ungit. Orual is schootedkeptical, Stoic rationalism by a
Greek slave they call the Fox, and both of thenoberdevoted to Psyche from the
moment she arrives. When Psyche’s extraordinarytipesventually leads her to be
offered on the mountain as a sacrifice to deliherkingdom from a plague, Orual’'s
Greek objectivity together with her love for Psy@rable her to see that Psyche is an
innocent victim of the scapegoat mechanism. Of g®tinis is not spelled out in so many

words, but Orual’s narration includes sufficiemttisiof a Girardian analysis of sacrificial



ritual. Rather than seeing Psyche as the necegsdim because of her guilt (the
common people’s view) or her perfection (the kingsw), Orual, like Girard, sees the
choice of victim as essentially random. Orual feloher father, the king, in affirming
the logic that one should die for many, but theggasts that any victim will do by
offering herself as a substitute for Psych&imilarly, Orual’s narration shows the
sacrifice coming about as a result of the two comass that Girard sees commonly at
work in scapegoating: conflict arising from mimetiesire and a crisis like a plague or
famine that pushes the conflict over the brink.IBiaimine and plague are happening in
Lewis’s story, and the mimetic behavior of the cdoappears first when they imitate
each other in desiring Psyche’s supposedly he#dinch and again more obviously when
they suddenly turn and accuse her of bringing tagye. Orual hints at the mimetic
tendencies of what she calls the “mob” when, jedote she receives the news from her
nurse Batta that the crowd has turned on Psycleenates what a mimic Batta always
was (35, 37). After Psyche has been offered omibxentain, the crowd imitate each
other again in calling her the Blessed. Of coursgaldoes not join in this. Psyche
remains for her a human victim rather than somd kindeity. To Orual, what sets
Psyche apart is not being sacrificed but rather slogvresponds to it: her mysterious
desire for the god of the Mountain and her capaoityity her persecutors, to accept

being offered as a ransom, and to suffer patieRgyche’s response to her persecution

°As Charles Huttar points out in a forthcoming aeti©rual’s insight echoes the words of Caiaphas in
John 18:14. Girard finds in this verse an acknogdgdent of gospel truth from the mouth of one of its
enemies. For Girard, the choice of victim is egaéiptrandom in the sense that it is determinediby
mimetic contagion that can fix on a member of theug set apart by the slightest difference. Orual
mentions earlier that her Greek tutor, the Fox, taadht her to see the priest of Ungit as a schelouethe
priest’s own air of assurance persuades her oteerwihe scene is a good illustration of Girardiagple
that the single-victim mechanism can tolerate nabd@about its righteousness and inevitability ikito
work.
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reinforces Orual’s conviction of Psyche’s innoceand her persecutors’ guilt, an effect
much like Girard sees Christ’'s Passion having srdigciples.

Whereas Orual’s certainty that Psyche is innoa#otvs her to see through the
cult of Ungit, her insistence on her own innoceblteds her to her own involvement in
mimetic rivalry. At the end of part one, after Ortells of her two journeys to see Psyche
on the mountain and her subsequent career as qgleenpncludes with the event that
has provoked her to write her story: coming aceosbkrine dedicated to Psyche as a new
goddess. The temple priest, unaware of the regt atad who Orual is, explains how this
new goddess has become the focus of an annualalydtaal. When the priest begins to
describe the ritual, Orual interrupts him after weerd “offer” (246), and as Peter Schakel
points out, the next word would no doubt be “saeg” (Reason and ImaginatidsB).
Lewis’s novel thus imagines how ancient myth atwatidevelop from, and rewrite, real
acts of sacred violence, just as Girard suggesis priest’s rendition of Psyche’s story
resembles that of Apuleius, Lewis’s source, inalgdiome details that especially
provoke Orual to tell her own, corrective versiBather than attributing the sacrifice of
Psyche to human violence, the priest blames it ogitt$ envy of her beauty, just like
Apuleius blames Venus’s envy. Orual revealinglygesl such envy to be childish, but
what she most objects to is that the older sistersaid by the priest (as by Apuleius) to
have seen the palace that Psyche shared with thergthe mountain until, out of
jealousy, they convinced her to violate his praioini against looking at him. Lewis’s
careful handling of the question of whether theapalis real, or rather in what sense it is
real, and whether Orual sees it, is part of whdteadahe story mythopoeic in a positive

sense, and an issue to which we will return. ThaDglnal's narration includes a brief
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vision of it, it is not visible to her normal sessand in the story she decides she did not
see it, it cannot be real, and she must save Pdymmedelusion by bringing her a lantern
to expose whatever it is that comes to her by niten Orual hears the priest’s story,
she rejects the idea that she is jealous of Psyietienaintains that she is an innocent
victim of invisible gods. She tells the priestthink the Sister—or the Sisters—might
have more to say for themselves than you know,”rasdeply points to what Orual is as
yet unable to see about herself: “You may be swaethey would have plenty to say for
themselves.... The jealous always have” (246-7). Brpaeoccupation with the conflict
between the religion of Ungit and Greek skepticiamyell as with her own struggles,
have kept her from recognizing her own envy. Fro@irardian perspective, Orual
typifies how we all conceal our own mimetic rivaligd consequent envy from
ourselves, even as we can recognize it in otHers.

Orual begins to see herself more clearly in pahr@ugh two encounters with
people who had been involved in situations of tyidar desire with her. The first is
Tarin, formerly one of her middle sister Redivdésers but now a eunuch employed by
a distant emperor and thus able to see the past dnspassionately. He points out to her
how lonely and pitiable Redival had been after Reyarrived. Psyche herself had been
able to see this, but Orual could not because @hehsrself as the pitiable one. Now
Orual begins to realize that she was unable toRégival because she was jealous of her

blond curls, that is, of the attention Redival fyom suitors like Tarin, that Orual herself

L ewis’s earliest attempts at rewriting the stoefdse his conversion to Christianity started witiaoging
the story from Apuleius so that the older sisterqidt see the palace (Hoo[@46), and might have
produced something like part 1 of the book, in whrual is still justifying herself. They would théave
been the kind of self-justification that Girard sée failed novels (“Epilogue” 284), whereas thashed
novel, in showing the influence of Lewis’s conversias he had recently retold itSurprised by Jay
perhaps suggests also the effect that writing leetad versions of Psyche’s story had had on hicadies
earlier.
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wanted, and that Redival was her rival and obstacldt is perhaps worth noting how
close the name Redival is to the word rival, ardead Orual’s recollections in part 1 had
begun with their rivalry when the two sisters hla€lit hair cut and Orual noticed how the
slaves admired Redival’s hair but not her own (5).

Next, in part 2, Orual comes to understand theetiowivalry involved in her
unrequited love for the captain of her guard, Bardifter Bardia’s death, when she goes
to see his widow Ansit, Orual realizes that, in ¢cbenpetition for his love they had each
imagined, each had thought the other was winninigatter the relative nature and
extent of each woman'’s relationship with Bardi&, tivalry between them, though they
barely knew each other, had made them such mubstddes as to prevent either one
from fully enjoying what she had. Orual had evensidered in part 1 the possibility that
Ansit might be jealous of her, but had been unabkcknowledge her own jealousy, so
that the thought only further inflamed her desoeHim, her sense of herself as victim,
and her compensatory styling of herself as mar8@)?* The mimetic nature of Orual’s
desire is further implied by the fact that aftee shscovers her jealousy, her craving for
Bardia ends. The desire that could persist in bseace of its object cannot endure the
end of the rivalry. Moreover, she writes, “...whee traving went, nearly all that |

called myself went with it. It was as if my wholeu had been one tooth and now that

12 Much earlier (146), there is a hint that Oruakiglry with Ansit is caught mimetically from the Ko
who refers disparagingly to the hold Bardia’'s wifes over him and compares him to Alcibiades, the
famous case of failed ascent to higher forms of lisem Plato’sSymposiumEven earlier, the narrative
also hints that the Fox is the model for Psychadsettranscendent longing for the Mountain, first
mentioned in connection with his taking her to acel from which to view it (23). The Fox is typicdlone
whose commitment to enlightenment leaves him ughténed about his own mimetic desire, though the
episode about Alcibiades in part 3 of Bymposiunmight be read as Plato’s attempt to confront the
persistently imitative nature of eros. This is gi@shaps the place to mention that Lewis, on &t leae
occasion, questioned whether the particular kinkbioging he called Joy is really so distinct frother
kinds of desire or rather “part of the Old Man andst be crucified before the end’He Problem of Pain
137; discussed by Farrer, 40).



13

tooth was withdrawn. | was a gap” (267). The ingégelctooth, we might say, was the
mimetic rivalry that, while it was unrecognizedgdhiaecome the center of Orual's sense
of herself as queen with Bardia as her captainglmanfor him, kept alive in a sort of
friendship twisted by unacknowledged envy of theitablove denied her, had kept her
from facing her own emptine$$With the void in her being exposed, Orual can rezei
anew, in the book’s final visions, what has realen the center of her identity, her
relationship with Psyche and, through her, withdgbd.

Orual’s relationship with Psyche involves a maoenplex rivalry, and her
conversion happens not so much through understgotkarly the mimetic dynamics she
has been blind to as it does through seeing argping a new kind of relationship. Yet
there is, in Orual’s insight, during the secondhaf four visions that conclude the book,
that she herself is Ungit, “gorged with men’s stdiees,” a certain recognition that her
love for others, perhaps including Psyche, wasmmaicent (276} Orual’s relationship
with Psyche is a triangular one that also incluategs third member the god who has in
truth rescued Psyche. For Orual, each of the gtRssgche and the god, are both object
of desire and rival. Desire for the love of Psyplés Orual in rivalry with the god who
has chosen Psyche as his bride, while less corsdgi@uual also imitates Psyche’s desire
for the god and thus enters into rivalry with Heéecause Psyche is closer to Orual in
status and the god is on another level of beingelver, the frustrations of mimetic

desire develop quite differently in each case, iyah her relationships to Psyche and to

13 See GirardA Theater of Envy4 (emphasis original): “Like mimetic desire, ersgbordinates a desired
somethingo thesomeonavho enjoys a privileged relationship with it. Ensgvets the superidreingthat
neither the someone nor the something alone, lkutdhjunction of the two, seems to possess. Envy
involuntarily testifies to a lack dfeingthat puts the envious to shame.... That is why éatlye hardest
sin to acknowledge.”

14 ewis describes Orual in a letter as “an instaacease’, of human affection in its natural corumfit
true, tender, suffering, but in the long run, tyrizally possessive and ready to turn to hatred when
beloved ceases to be its possession” (“To ClydbyKil831).
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the god as model/obstacfeOrual cannot successfully compete with the godPfyche,
so her desire is simply thwarted and can then bwnticized as pure and ennobling—
just as the fictional Amadis of Gaul cannot bea rival for Quixote, who can then
idealize imitating him. Thus Orual, whether or sbe believes in Psyche’s god, can
retain a view of herself as the one who truly amtbcently loves Psyche. In rivalry with
Psyche for the favor of the god, on the other h@rdal is an equal and thus compelled
to continue competing. When Psyche appears peamafustrong, blessed by her
devotion to the god, Orual is jealous. Then shédngit as the goddess to whose envy the
sacrifice of Psyche is attributed both by the prigdthe new goddess and by Apuleius.
When Psyche is vulnerable, on the other hand, Ganghsizes about having in herself a
fullness of being that enables her to offer comfort

In her career as queen, Orual pursues and eeddgree achieves her own sort
of divinity by making herself impervious to harmdsan object of awe to her subjetis.
On the surface of her narration in part 1 is a resionalist attempt at self-mastery,
which cannot acknowledge the mimetic influencetbees. But underneath, her
unrecognized rivalries with both Psyche and thema#te her at once doubt the existence
of the true god and aspire to be a sort of godmpeetition with others for the lives of
her subjects, particularly those closest to heh siscBardia. By veiling herself, removing
herself from her people, Orual summons their micng¢isire through what Girard sees as

a deviation of the true asceticism of a mystic segksod Deceit155-6). Orual’s general

131t might help to think of an isosceles trianglewé short base and two long sides, Orual and Rsgth
the lower corners joined by the short side, andytie at the top vertex that joins the long sidestl@ two
kinds of frustration that mimetic rivalry leads t&e Girard’s “Conversion in Literature and Chaistiy,”
264. InDeceit, Desire, and the Novel, 9, Girard calls these external mediation (Oruglalry with the
god) and internal mediation (her rivalry with Psgh

16 Chad Schrock explores the complexities of Orualimetic rivalry with the gods, though without
reference to Girard’s theory, in “A Myth of Hubfis.
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asceticism as queen, pursuing neither sexual pleasua woman nor the pleasures of
men that her role as sexless queen opens to tea, tiypical reaction Girard finds in
those caught in mimetic desire. Because a disdldgsire only inflames rivalry,
apparent indifference becomes a further strategyimfing the object. Further along the
same road is masochism, the result of despair,hwkiat work when Orual is willing to
drive a dagger into her own arm in order to forsgdhe to violate the god’s prohibition.
Both aspects of the triangle collapse on Orudhiatgoint: she remains in rivalry with
Psyche for the love of the god that she has mombntanvinced herself does not exist,
yet her conscious desire has come to focus entrelysyche, rivalry for whom pits her
against this god. She becomes the one who, initigrtk sacrifice herself, in fact
sacrifices Psyche by causing her to lose the go#@sence.

Whereas most novels keep mimetic rivalry on tlellef human models and
obstacles, Lewis’s novel, with its active divinitg,this respect more closely parallels the
Bible itself. Perhaps the most important instamcelich Girard has addressed the divine
as potential rival is the case of Jesus rebukingrPealling him Satan and a scandal,
which he sees as Christ’s refusal to take Petarrasdel of desire and enter into rivalry
with him (I See Sata®3). Orual, in tempting Psyche to disobey the godndalizes her
by insisting that she imitate Orual’s own desir@jah is essentially a narcissistic self-
love (though warped by rivalry into what looks méke self-hatred). That the
temptation succeeds might be seen as indicatinghe®/weakness, but her choice is in
the end a generous, sacrificial one that will evalty turn rivalry with Orual into a better
sort of imitation. For Girard, Jesus himself isyoaeVer a model of good, non-possessive

and non-rivalrous, sacrificial desire. Likewiseg Bhristian God as an object of love is
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not subject to scarcity and thus to rivalfyThe idea of God (misunderstood) as a rival is,
however, central to Lewis’s novel and makes it wgrdul extension of the mimetic
theory. He wrote to a friend, “As you see, thoidmt start from that, it is the story of
every nice, affectionate agnostic whose dearessoddenly ‘gets religion,” or even
every luke warm Christian whose dearest gets a fimtd\ever, | think, treated
sympathetically by a Christian writer before” (“Katharine Farrer’ 590). Even more
pointedly, he wrote to another friend: “The maierttes are 1. Natural affection, if left to
mere nature, easily becomes a special kind of thaZreGod is, to our natural affections,
the ultimate object of jealousy” (“To Father Patitward SJ” 1090):® What Lewis
means by natural affections may not be exhaustediimetic desire, but the narrative
itself suggests a strong applicability of Girartlisory. Mimetic rivalry makes Orual
unable to see the beauty of the god, or able ta £edy as terrifying, while it keeps her
from seeing that Psyche could love Orual all theemmw that she loves the god first, or
that the god could love them both. Like Peter aadl Por like the older brother in the
parable of the Prodigal Son, Orual misunderstandsalfavor as exclusive, and like the
two saints she receives visions that enable herarsion toward a truly divine model of
desire®®

The visions that complete Orual’s conversion réuthe impossible tasks in
Apuleius by which, with supernatural aid, Psychasaback the love of Cupid. The last

and longest vision begins with Orual seeing hei@ethe one assigned to fill a bowl with

" Dante expresses this wellrRargatorio 15.49-78.

18n his later essayhe Four Love$1960), Lewis develops, in the various kinds ofdpthe contrast
between their merely natural state and their elendty a higher, divine love; ofill We Have Faceas an
embodiment of this thinking, see Peter Schakelaptdr in the forthcominGambridge Companion to C.
S. Lewis.

19 Girard discusses the conversions of Peter andiRaSlee Satali190-1), and | would draw attention
also to Peter’s vision in Acts 10.
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water from the river of death that runs in the ntedaf impassible mountains guarded by
serpents. As she gives up in despair, she disctivatrshe bowl is instead a scroll
containing her complaint against the gods, andssteken to the underworld to read it
before a gathering of the dead. In making her camplshe finally recognizes the
jealousy that has been at the center of her owh Rather than analyzing the mimetic
origins of her rivalrous and consuming love, howesgge is able to see her view of the
gods and her love for Psyche as perverse by comtragat she has glimpsed in two
previous visions. In the first vision too she hadrs herself as the one tasked, this time to
sort a huge pile of different kinds of seeds. Shaupernaturally helped by ants and feels
an unusual calm and hope that she associates sytth®. In the third vision, her task is
to gather golden wool from magical but fierce rast® is crushed when they stampede
toward her, but then sees another woman gather thabivas left snagged on thorns.
This, of course, is Psyche, as Orual discovers windmer final vision, she is shown the
previous visions again from a third-person perspeds paintings on the walls of a
temple. The first and third visions had given heoaportunity to experience an attitude
of receiving supernatural goodness as a gift, rattem an object of acquisitive, rivalrous
desire. The final vision makes this theme of gittre more explicit when Orual comes to
see that, in the first part of it, Psyche had bealking with her, and when she was taken
under the mountain to speak her complaint, Psydi@\d had been filled by a divine
eagle. The water of death that fills it could p@dhae taken as the conversion, in the
sense of dying to herself, that plays out once Qpasses underground.

The interchanging roles of Orual and Psyche isghasions reveals, beneath

Orual’s envious rivalry with Psyche for divine faya deeper reality of mutual burden-
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bearing in which Orual “bore nearly all the angtiginile Psyche achieved the tasks
(300). Earlier, between the second and third visievhen Orual had contemplated
throwing herself in the river, she had heard, wo&e that is ambiguously her own,
Psyche’s, and the god’s, “Die before you die. Themo chance after” (279). Girard,
following the epigraph t@ he Brothers Karamazdwom the Gospel of John, finds this to
be the conclusion of the great novels as w2dlgeit311-12). As the Fox says when he
appears in the final vision, Virgil-like, to guidgrual to the Beatrician Psyche, “The
Priest knew at least that there must be sacrifi285). Dying to oneself and sacrificing
oneself for another, however, are not like theiBaerof a scapegoat. As others have
noted, Lewis seems to envision here what Charlélsawis called the way of exchange,
and | would suggest that this too could be analyzedimetic terms?° The burden that
one is unable to bear because of being possessadimstic rivalry, another who is not
so possessed can bear more easily while giving ®ac&del of non-rivalrous, generous
desire. Psyche had been a model of such desiaéoatj** And when Orual finally sees
herself in the pool not as Ungit but as a secoyglits it signifies Orual’s inclusion in
the love and beauty she had, out of rivalry, beltekerself excluded from. Girard points
out the common pattern of doubles that results whienetic rivals become each others’

models and their acquisitive desire swallows amgtlalse that would distinguish them

2 see Williams, “The Way of Exchange,” as well as dwxplorations of the related ideas of substitusind
co-inherence. Charles Huttar explores the relevahtgese ideas in a forthcoming articleGh We Have
Faces

2L Even before she is taken to the mountain, Psyahéroagine past the projection of human violende on
the gods (71). Love of the god increases Psycbheisfor others (115, 158-9) and she wants Orusé®
the gods too (111). In her parting words to Orudha end of her first visit, “All will be well” (28), the
allusion to theSshowingof Julian of Norwich strengthens their assertiba God beyond scarcity. There
are hints ifSurprised by Joyhat Lewis recognized positive models of desirgisnown life, beginning

with his older brother in the episode that he fdecad his first experience of joy (7).
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(Deceit101-4). Yet the call to imitate Christ surely als@mgests a positive sort of
doubling, becoming like Christ in desire, thatigufed in Orual’s conversion.

These visions use the literary means of fantagyttoulate what might be called a
countermyth to the mythology of divine envy and @avng love apparent in the culture
that sacrifices Psyche and hidden but equally pvigr the more enlightened, pre-
conversion mind of Orual. Rather than another miytlwever, | would call this a fairy
tale. Theologian John Milbank proposes a basiindisbn between fairy tales, which he
identifies as stories focused on surprising gédts] myths, in which things are
“configured as rupture, sacrifice, violence, anedi contract” (“Fictioning Things” 23).
Similarly, Tolkien, in his classic essay “On FaByeries,” distinguishes between what he
sees as the corrupt uses of fantasy for delusidlmmination and its true potential for
recovering the givenness of things from posseses&This potential finds distinctive
expression in what he calls (adding to the defirdlggnent of tragedy a Greek prefix for
“good”) eucatastrophgthe fairy-tale ending that comes as “a suddennainaiculous
grace” (153)Till We Have Facescludes, within the frame of a realistic novedti
myth and fairy tale. On one hand, it shows theaisayth to justify sacrificial violence
and to nurture lifelong resentment. On the othedh# escapes from both of these by
means of fairy tale. Indeed, within the story, éseape comes not so much by critical
exposure of myth as by the provision of a fairg @lternative. Psyche’s tasks give

Apuleius’s story much of its fairy-tale quality,chhewis re-imagines them as Orual’s
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visions in order to make them serve the grown-uny fale, as it were, of her
conversiorf?

In one sense, this distinction of myth and faatg ttakes them to be opposites.
Myth lies in order to conceal the truth of humail.€vairy tale reveals the truth of a good
that precedes and outlives human evil. Neverthetees common use of the fantastic
points to deeper similarities as well. The fantastione means by which both myth and
fairy tale challenge and solicit interpretatiorpcetics of what has been called since the
ancient Greeks the enigmatitin Till We Have Faceshe first and most challenging
element of the fantastic is Psyche’s mysteriousue$rom death on the mountain to live
in a real but, to normal eyes, invisible palacea. Goual this becomes what she calls her
riddle: whether the palace is real, and by extensibether its god is real. When she has
a brief glimpse of a palace in the mist, she dbserit as “labyrinthine,” a figure
traditionally associated with riddles (132; see K&81-6). That the valley Orual sees the
rest of the time is a place of great natural beauggests that valley and palace might not
be completely distinct realities but rather the salmng seen through different eyes. This
hint receives confirmation in Orual’s final visiomwhich seems to take place in the
palace, now visible to her, but a palace thatirsejd seamlessly to a natural paradise.

Until her final vision, the fact that the gods aken riddles is part of Orual’'s
complaint. No doubt myth can use the enigmatic ystify, manipulate, and conceal

violence. Early in the novel, the old priest of ltragserts, against the Greek demand to

2 Mara E. Donaldson’s illuminating studyiply Places Are Dark Placesakes a similar approach by
applying Paul Ricoeur’s theory of metaphor in ortdeinterprefTill We Have Faceas what she calls a
narrative of transformation.

%3 Cook survey the main terms and images for theneaiiig from the Greeks to the twentieth century in
Enigmas and Riddles in Literatyré-63, and Struck shows “enigma” to be an origaral chief Greek
term for poetry seen to conceal mysterieBiith of the Symbol.
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see holy things clearly, that the gods “dazzleaya@s and flow in and out of one another
like eddies on a river, and nothing that is sa&ghdly can be said truly about them” (50).
In so far as mystery marks objects of desire asheitd and thus all the more desirable, it
becomes a means of mimetic contagion. In part hewever, Orual recalls this priest’s
words and transfers them from the context of scagtgg ritual to her visions, which
begin to give, not just manipulative dazzle, buhealiscernable shape to the idea of
gods that “flow in and out of us as they flow irdayut of each other” (281). Mimetic
theory helps resolve this shape further, but Osuakions hint at the necessarily
mysterious truth of desire’s converted form. Faaig points to what our mimetic
tendencies makes it most difficult to see, the@jifove that exceeds our rivalrous
desires. Perhaps it can only break through ininddiorm, but perhaps this form is also
part of how conversion begins. Part of the riddlgg, of the sweet desire for distant,
imagined beauty that loses its savor as soonigpdassessed, is the human reality that
mimetic desire grows through models that are alstazles. Is Lewis’s joy, in Girardian
terms, a mimetic desire enhanced by the remotehasblocks it, thus poised on the
knife edge between falling into possessive rivébrywhat is inferior but more accessible
or learning to imitate the Giver of this beadfy? so, then the enigmatic, the mystery
that brings the transcendent near while maintaiiggganscendent distance, is among
the most providential of obstacles.

Orual comes to acknowledge that the reason the dod't speak clearly has to
do with the veil that has covered her own face ff@rself and prevented her from
seeing. Indeed, as she puts it in the line fronthvkine book’s title comes, her deficiency

is a more fundamental matter of not being fullyried as a person: “How can [the gods]

% See Lewis’s discussion of psychological vs. spalidesire irSurprised by Jay35-6.
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meet us face to face till we have faces?” (294)s Tihe alludes, of course, to 1
Corinthians 13:12, “We see now through a mirroamenigma, then face to face,” and
no doubt Lewis had in mind the first part of theseeas welf> The enigmas of fairy tale
are one way that the truth of a goodness beyondimma, of a God beyond violence,
breaks in. But at the same time, the deepest anl@$taruths about human evil are seen
in the mirror of myth once what Girard likes toldake enigma of myth has been resolved
in the light of the Gospéf In both myth and fairy tale, enigmas summon iretipe
attention and gather communities of interpretatidre similarities between myth and
fairy tale, shared also with more complex formg te&act these stories and invent new
fantasies, challenge discernment. Part of Lewistsewement irTill We Have Faces

to narrate the effects of both myth and fairy takewell as the awakening that is part of
the conversion from one to the other, in the psiadiocally rich form of a novel. Its
enigmatic ending points to something Girard seedisagctive about the Gospel
narrative: “A Christian conversion is not circul@rmever returns to its point of origin. It
is open-ended; it is moving toward a totally unpectable future” (“Conversion in
Literature and Christianity” 266).

Hope College
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