
 

When Seeing is More Than Seeing: 

George MacDonald and the Regenerated Imagination 
 
 

The imagination…can present us with new thought-forms – new, that is, as revelations of 

thought. It has created none of the material that goes to make these forms. Nor does it work 

upon raw material. But it takes forms already existing, and gathers them about a thought so 

much higher than they, that it can group and subordinate and harmonize them into a whole 

which shall represent, unveil that thought. 

(George MacDonald, “The Imagination: Its Function and Its Culture”, in A Dish of 

Orts)1 

 

We can descend with the mind into the heart most easily through the imagination…[T]he 

imagination, like all our faculties, has participated in the Fall. But just as we can believe that 

God can take our reason (fallen as it is) and sanctify it and use it for good purposes, so we 

believe he can sanctify the imagination and use it for his good purposes. 

(Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline)2 

 

I. 

Most have heard the story: of Jack Lewis, a young student at Oxford and an avowed 

atheist, who opened a copy of MacDonald’s Phantastes and found himself transfixed by 

what he read, later commenting that the book served to “convert, even…baptise” his 

“imagination”.3 

 

Certainly, it would not be for some time after this event that Lewis would be fully 

converted, and most know that that other famous fantasy writer, J.R.R. Tolkien, would 

play an instrumental part in the final conversion process. Lewis’ words here about 

MacDonald, however, deserve some attention, even if they are quoted more often than 
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3 C.S. Lewis, “Preface”, in George MacDonald: An Anthology, London: HarperOne, 2001, 
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MacDonald himself and have caused many MacDonald critics to want to distance his 

work from Lewis’ appraisal of it.4 For, despite these issues, they express something of 

deep significance about how MacDonald – that writer both so clearly a man of his age 

yet so deeply and subtly resistant to its spirit – engaged with the scientific rationalism 

of the nineteenth century. He did not take to the Socratic Club with apologetic papers 

the way that Lewis would; nor did he cut through the illogic and bias of its assumptions 

like G.K. Chesterton would. No, his weapon to defeat rationalism was an utterly 

different one altogether. George MacDonald fought with his imagination. 

 

II. 

The Age of Rationalism is probably best typified in the magnificent opening to Charles 

Dickens’ Hard Times, with its famous soliloquy of Mr Thomas Gradgrind: 

 

“Now, what I want is, Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts 

alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything else. You can 

only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts: nothing else will ever be of 

any service to them. This is the principle on which I bring up my own children, 

and this is the principle on which I bring up these children. Stick to Facts, sir!”5 

 

In an age where facts were given greatest primacy, and where subjective human 

experience was seen as being of lesser value to that which could be empirically proven, 

it is easy enough to see why some of its greatest writers should have rebelled. After all, 

writers trade in imagination, and there is little doubt that, for Dickens at least, a world 

which only values facts and ridicules emotion, imagination or aesthetics is no fun at all 

– certainly not for a writer, but, as Hard Times demonstrates powerful, not even for its 

everyday residents. The central drama, after all, of the novel is one of a man being 

forced to reckon with his own failures, in spite of all his factual knowledge: failure as a 

father, as an educator, and as a man. 

 

                                                
4 One highly comprehensive critique of this over-alignment of MacDonald with Lewis is found in 
John Pennington’s “‘Wolff’ in Sheep’s Clothing”, in Roderick McGillis (ed.), George 
MacDonald: Literary Heritage and Heirs, Wayne, Pa.: Zossima Press, 2008, pp. 239-255. 
5 Charles Dickens, Hard Times, Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1869, p. 7. 



John Pennington, in his comparative analysis of Dickens and MacDonald, begins with 

these words of Dickens’ which capture well his response to the age: 

 

In an utilitarian age…it is a matter of grave importance that Fairy tales should 

be respected…To preserve them in their usefulness, they must be as much 

preserved in their simplicity, and purity, and innocent extravagance, as if they 

were actual fact.6 

 

In this sense, our definition of fact is challenged, broadened even. There is a truth to 

what Dickens terms “Fairy tales” that must be preserved for the sake of the “utilitarian 

age”, even if that truth is neither literal nor scientific. And what is that truth? It is 

surely one which cuts to the heart of the very age which resoundingly rejects it. 

 

III. 

I first met MacDonald not through Lewis’ writing on him but in the final few pages of a 

Puffin Classic book I was reading. I do not remember which book it was; all I 

remember is that I was looking, as was my habit then, through the “Also in Puffin 

Classics” pages which told me of other books that I would, no doubt, enjoy. There was 

a book listed on those pages called At the Back of the North Wind. The name intrigued 

me, though I knew little or nothing about the novel itself. I remembered the name and 

planned to read it one day. 

 

Later, I was looking through another book which, in many ways, represented a treasure 

trove of possible reading. My parents had a volume on their shelves called Honey For a 

Child’s Heart. It was, I remember, a Christian book about instilling a love of reading in 

your children. In its final pages it had a list of recommended books for children, 

broken up into different topics and sub-categories. One, called something like, 

“Teaching your children to love God”, listed three books by MacDonald: The Princess 

and the Goblin, The Princess and Curdie and that other one I had noticed before, At the 

Back of the North Wind. I didn’t like the sound of the Princess books (they sounded too 

“girly”; besides, I was fairly sure my parents would not let me read a book about 
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goblins, even if it was Christian), but I felt reinforced in my wish to read At the Back of 

the North Wind. Not long after, I ordered it in from a nearby library. It had a 

wonderfully mysterious picture on its cover: all ice and snow, and, I remember, a 

beautiful woman who seemed to be the wind, and a young boy standing with her. 

 

I don’t think I read it at the time, not in full. For all my love of reading, I spent more 

time thinking about all the books I wanted to read than I did actually reading them. My 

attention span with books was short and easily stolen by the next Puffin Classic that 

caught my eye. I do remember, however, that the main character was a boy called 

Diamond (what a strange name). I also remember that, if the story had a clear God 

character (and surely it had to, like Aslan was in the Narnia books?), then it was the 

North Wind, who was, confusingly, a woman. (Having since read most of MacDonald’s 

fantasy stories, I know that his God characters almost always are women, a fact that 

remains strange and confusing for many.) I put it aside, distracted by something else, 

and would not come back to it until I was nearly twenty-one. 

 

One detail, however, stayed in my mind quite tenaciously. It was a poem, a very 

unusual poem, which Diamond heard somewhere but did not know where. His mother 

read it to him, and it seemed to go on forever, and would have done if she had not 

stopped, declaring that it seemed “such nonsense”. Diamond, however, was transfixed 

by it, and so was I. 

 
There is a river 

whose waters run asleep 

run run ever 

singing in the shallows 

dumb in the hollows 

sleeping so deep… 

 

There was something in the poem that seemed just like a river, and Diamond suggests 

this to be the case: 

 

“It’s such nonsense!” said his mother. “I believe it would go on for ever.” 



“That’s just what it did,” said Diamond. 

“What did?” she asked. 

“Why, the river. That’s almost the very tune it used to sing.” 

His mother was frightened, for she thought the fever was coming on again. So 

she did not contradict him. 

 

Of course, whatever little sense Diamond’s words seem to make, either to the mother 

or to us, they are somehow, paradoxically, true. And here we find again a truth that, for 

MacDonald, can best be told through fiction, through fairy tales. It is, after all, a truth 

which the “reasonable” ones of his age – like Diamond’s mother – failed altogether to 

grasp, a truth so magnificent that reason could only pale before it.  

 

IV. 

I came back to MacDonald when I was in my fourth year of University. I was 

completing my Honours thesis, a study of “degeneration and renewal” in John Updike’s 

In the Beauty of the Lilies. Whether it was the subject matter I was studying, the personal 

stress I was under, or a mixture of both, I found myself struggling that year with, often, 

quite powerful anxiety. One night, staying at my then girlfriend’s parents’ house, 

unable to sleep, I picked up a copy of At the Back of the North Wind which sat on a 

bookshelf of the room I was staying in. It was the very same copy I had borrowed from 

the library as a child. I read the opening pages and fell comfortably to sleep somewhere 

towards the end of the second chapter. If this book could help me sleep, I reasoned, it 

must be worth reading. 

 

Now, my return to MacDonald was certainly more than just a desire for a good literary 

narcotic. A large part of my study that year, and for the year before it, had dealt with 

Victorian literature and MacDonald was, I knew, an important, though often neglected, 

figure of that period. I also knew that C.S. Lewis esteemed him highly and, since I 

esteemed Lewis highly, it seemed I should also like MacDonald. His books, however, 

had seemed either childish or a little – I don’t know – unliterary. That mistaken view 

came, I think, from the fact that some of his clerical romances had been on sale once at 

Word Bookstore in a fairly tacky edition that made them seem like much of the low-

brow Christian fiction that filled those bookshelves. At the Back of the North Wind, 



however, so struck me with its beauty that I could not possibly say that it was 

“unliterary”. Besides, that year, struggling with the moral ambiguity of all that I read, I 

felt in the mood for something a little “childish”. 

 

I remember writing an e-mail to my brother that year when, telling him, as I usually 

did, what I was reading, I found myself needing, for some reason, to justify the fact that 

I was engrossed in a Victorian children’s novel. It seemed to me that my brother would 

perhaps make the same assumptions about it as I had. The justification I gave – a 

significant admission for me at the time – was something to the effect that, wallowing as 

I was in so much moral greyness for my Honours thesis, I was quite happy to read a 

morally clear book about a boy who loved his father and mother and wanted to be 

good. 

 

So MacDonald grabbed me first with his imagination, then with his comforting moral 

clarity. When he took his most powerful hold on me a few years later, it would be 

because he showed that he understood the self-deceit within human reason more than 

any other writer I had read. 

 

V. 

In my second and third years of teaching, I was hit with intellectual doubts of a 

magnitude I had not encountered before. I would read books that made my head swim 

with the terrified feeling that everything I had believed in up to this point was, at best, 

nothing but foolish, misguided nonsense, at worst a cruel, destructive hoax. 

 

At the time, I took comfort in reading Christian apologetics. Writers like John Dickson, 

Timothy Keller, Norman Geisler and, of course, Lewis helped me to calm down, to see 

the logic behind what I believed, to give me the feeling, once again, that there was firm 

ground beneath my unbelieving feet. 

 

One night around Easter, I remember going to bed with a book I had bought, second-

hand, a few years earlier, called A Scientific Man and the Bible.7 The title had led me to 

expect some kind of reasoned synthesis of science and the Bible; the content 
                                                
7 Howard A. Kelly, A Scientific Man and the Bible, New York: Harper & Brothers, 1925. 



disappointed me, even upset me. The writer seemed mostly content to simply quote the 

Bible without defending it; he seemed to believe without reason and without actually 

feeling the need for it. This does not seem such a bad thing to me now but at the time it 

shook me. I had expected a defence of the faith; instead, I found what seemed to me to 

be a naïve reassertion of it. 

 

Towards the end of the Easter weekend, I went with my parents to a second-hand 

bookshop in Bendigo, where I found a copy of MacDonald’s The Princess and Curdie. I 

had recently joined a book group and one of my friends, a fellow fan of MacDonald, 

had suggested we look at his fairy tales and the idea of “mythopoeia” which Lewis and 

Tolkien formulated in response. The edition of Curdie was cheap and seemed to have 

cute illustrations from Pre-Raphaelite artist Arthur Hughes; I bought it and that 

afternoon curled up with it in the living room.  

 

I had not at that point in time read what Lewis had said of Phantastes, but when I came 

across the quote it made perfect sense of what happened to me that afternoon. I’m not 

sure if I would say that my imagination was baptised, having been a Christian for years. 

What I found was that, with the help of MacDonald, my imagination worked to assuage 

my mind. My anxiety dissipated; I was in the presence of something much more 

comforting than reason. 

 

VI. 

I remember being struck the first time I read Curdie by how it described Curdie’s 

quickness to disbelieve the fantastical things he had experienced only moments earlier. 

Powerfully, when Curdie meets with Princess Irene’s grandmother, the God figure of 

the novels, he is warned that he will be inclined to doubt after he leaves her: 

 

“People hereabout sometimes tell very odd and in fact ridiculous stories of an old 

woman who watches what is going on, and occasionally interferes. They mean 

me, though what they say is often great nonsense. Now what I want of you is not 

to laugh, or side with them in any way; because they will take that to mean that 

you don’t believe there is any such person a bit more than they do. Now that 

would not be the case – would it, Curdie?” 



 

What the grandmother seems to speak of here is the way that the supernatural, the 

spiritual reality can be spoken of in a way that reduces it to ridiculous myth. Curdie is 

warned to neither side with that myth nor to ridicule it, but to hold, in his heart, to the 

truth he has seen. For Curdie, the mere act of having seen seems, at the time, to be 

enough. In a series of assertions that, for me, recall the blustering confidence of a 

young Simon Peter, he states that, having “seen [her] with [his] own very eyes”, he will 

not be inclined to side with the mockers. In a chilling warning, the old lady states that 

this is “not so easy as you think, perhaps”. 

 

What is the difficulty that Curdie will face? MacDonald brilliantly presents the 

alternative in stark terms: a mine, in which the truth is concealed by the ever-present 

reality of darkness and rock. Moreover, he will be mocked, by those who honestly think 

that they know better. The stories of the old woman seem to them to be utterly 

ridiculous – and indeed they are, as the grandmother herself has declared them to be. 

Yet it seems as if they would surely tar Curdie’s true experiences with the same brush. 

 

I saw in those words the very temptation I faced: to experience God, to know Him as if 

He stood right before me, then to doubt the moment I was detached from the 

experience. Yet Curdie, for all his weaknesses, does not surrender to doubt, but holds 

firm, holding on to a truth that denies, even defies, the “reality” all around him. 

 

VII. 

One might almost think, from the confidence of MacDonald’s writing, that he existed in 

a world without doubt, a world where the crisis of faith which seemingly characterised 

his age had done little to harm him. We do occasionally, however, see clear indicators 

that this was not the case. 

 

One of MacDonald’s most personally revealing works is the sequence of poems given 

the slightly unwieldy title of A Book of Strife in the Form of the Diary of an Old Soul. 

Published in 1880, the work sits at the beginning of the second half of MacDonald’s 

career. Ever prolific, MacDonald would go on to write some of his most significant 

fiction, including Curdie (he had written The Goblin and At the Back of the North Wind in 



the decade before), The Day Boy and the Night Girl and, his final work of fantasy, Lilith. 

In amongst all these works of fantasy would be numerous historical and Scottish 

novels, a number of poems, sermons and critical works (including his significant 

collection of essays, charmingly and self-effacingly titled A Dish of Orts). It might be 

wrong to suggest, given the diversity of what MacDonald wrote on either side of it, that 

The Diary of an Old Soul represents any sort of major turning point in MacDonald as a 

writer or thinker. Certainly, the fact that he wrote the two Princess novels on either side 

of it testifies to a definite level of continuity both artistically and temperamentally. Yet 

MacDonald critics do suggest that his career does display, over time, some of the effects 

of age and experience.8 If this is the case, then The Diary of an Old Soul is certainly one 

of the clearest articulations of how age impacted on MacDonald. 

 

The Diary is a wonderful gem of MacDonald’s career that few are even aware exists. 

Opening it up feels a little like that first encounter with Augustine’s Confessions did. 

MacDonald is rarely considered a great poet, but that hardly seems to matter with The 

Diary. What he has created here is something which is both deeply personal and 

interactive. Demonstrating, perhaps, something of a fondness for the kind of 

“marginalia” displayed by some of his American contemporaries, MacDonald originally 

published The Diary in a “white page”, edition, where readers would “find/Against each 

worded page a white page set” where they could write their own comments and 

responses on his work. MacDonald, in his inscription, expresses a wish that, in doing 

so, he and his readers might be united by the work: 

 

This is the mirror of each friendly mind��� 

Reflecting that in this book we are met. 

Make it, dear hearts, of worth to you indeed:– 

Let your white page be ground, my print be seed,��� 

Growing to golden ears, that faith and hope shall feed. 

 

In a delightfully affectionate touch, MacDonald signs this inscription “YOUR OLD 

SOUL”, and it is this affectionate spirit, combined with the startling honesty of the 

work, that makes it most powerful. Is MacDonald hoping that here his readers might 
                                                
8 Roderick McGillis, “Introduction”. 



connect with the struggles it expresses and find comfort there? Perhaps they are still 

young in heart and have not experienced the same pain and disappointment as he; 

perhaps they will take time to understand. Yet it seems clear from the inscription that 

MacDonald wants the process of reading the poems to be, for the reader, one of 

recognition, of seeing themselves and their own struggles and prayers reflected in his. 

 

Here we also gain an insight into the reasons why MacDonald is able, so wonderfully, to 

grapple with doubt in his works of fantasy. In the twelfth poem he writes that 

 

Doubt swells and surges, with swelling doubt behind!��� 

My soul in storm is but a tattered sail,��� 

Streaming its ribbons on the torrent gale;��� 

In calm, 'tis but a limp and flapping thing[.] 

 

In another poem he describes his inability to pray “for doubt, and pain, and anger, and 

all strife”. In this respect, MacDonald is in good company, though more so in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries than today. John Newton, the great hymn writer, 

was starkly honest at times about his struggles with doubt, as was his friend and 

colleague, William Cowper. These poems are performing a similar purpose to those 

hymns and to many of the darker moments in Old Testament poetry: they give voice to 

pain and doubt, in order to oppose them. In Newton and Cowper’s verse we gain a 

sense that the smallest speck of faith can, when planted in God’s soil, become powerful 

– the very thing that Jesus expressed when He spoke of the power of faith as small as a 

mustard seed (Matthew 17:20). Likewise, in a passage quoted in hymns by both Newton 

and Cowper, as well as Isaac Watts, we have the father who came to Jesus to seek 

healing for his child. When asked if he believed, he famously replied, “I do believe; 

help my unbelief” (Mark 9:24). This sentiment is beautifully expressed by MacDonald 

when he writes: 

 

Yet some poor half-fledged prayer-bird from the nest 

May fall, flit, fly, perch – crouch in the bowery of thy breast, 

Of the large, nation-healing tree of life[.] 

 



Though “an old soul”, MacDonald is paradoxically young and fearful, calling on God to 

save His “child forlorn”. God’s largeness, His grandeur and power are as a father to 

MacDonald’s weak, doubting child. 

 

VIII. 

In The Diary, MacDonald uses prayer as the means of comforting his “old soul”. Yet in 

the works of fantasy written either side of The Diary, MacDonald uses the sanctified, 

Romantic imagination as a means also of lifting his readers out of the doubt and 

despair of the material world.  

 

This is given perhaps its clearest articulation in his essay on “The Imagination”, 

contained in A Dish of Orts. In that essay, MacDonald lays the groundwork for a 

Christian theology of imagination which is later found, in sometimes similar, 

sometimes changed or developed forms, in the writings of The Inklings, most 

particularly Tolkien, in his essay “On Fairy Stories” and poem “Mythopoeia”, written as 

a friendly polemic to the then-unbelieving C.S. Lewis. The Imagination, for 

MacDonald, cannot be a means of creation, a term which he reserves for the kind of ex-

nihilo creation that only God can perform. However, it can be a means of 

comprehending truths which the dull, reasoning mind may struggle to grasp. The 

Imagination, he writes,  

 

takes forms already existing, and gathers them about a thought so much higher 

than they, that it can group and subordinate and harmonize them into a whole 

which shall represent, unveil that thought. 

 

For MacDonald, the truth of our world is a complex thing, rarely grasped fully with the 

reasoning mind. 

 

[H]ow many affairs of this world are so well-defined, so capable of being clearly 

understood, as not to have large spaces of uncertainty, whose very correlate faculty 

is the imagination? Indeed it must, in most things, work after some fashion, filling 

the gaps after some possible plan, before action can even begin. In very truth, a 

wise imagination, which is the presence of the spirit of God, is the best guide that 



man or woman can have; for it is not the things we see the most clearly that 

influence us the most powerfully; undefined, yet vivid visions of something beyond, 

something which eye has not seen nor ear heard, have far more influence than any 

logical sequences whereby the same things may be demonstrated to the intellect… 

 

It may seem, at first, that MacDonald is arguing in favour of a kind of imaginative 

mysticism, as if that which the imagination can create is surely true, and truer than 

anything which reason can attain. It would be wrong, however, to divorce MacDonald’s 

view of the imagination from one of reason. Curdie does see the grandmother, even if 

later it may be tempting to reason that he did not. Imagination, however, will be 

necessary for him to hold on to that which he knows to be true but cannot see. 

 

We must also note the term that MacDonald uses for the kind of imagination he 

advocates: “a wise imagination, which is the presence of the spirit of God”. This is not a 

haphazard imagination which clutches onto whatever it fancies; this is, significantly, an 

imagination which has been baptised, redeemed, filled with the Holy Spirit. 

 

IX. 

No Christian writer is approached without ambivalence from the secular public. The 

critical responses to writers like Lewis, Eliot, Donne and Milton, to name a few, 

demonstrate something of the phenomenon whereby any significant writer of Christian 

faith must be somehow levelled out to render them more secular or to expose them as 

frauds or extremists. So many critics emphasise Milton’s revolutionary and anti-

establishment tendencies at the expense of his earnest faith; they “expose” Lewis’ 

alleged misogyny, sadomasochism and homosexuality; they highlight Donne’s randy 

love poetry over his more pious work, or try at least to dramatise the tension between 

the two. There are so many flawed assumptions at work in these kinds of critical 

responses that it is hard to keep track of them. On one hand, they imply that Christians 

should be perfect, meaning that evidence of any character flaws in major Christian 

figures should cut to the weak heart of the whole enterprise. That, or Christianity is 

reduced to within an inch of its life, rendering it an ignorant assortment of dogmatic 

assertions, whereby writers who hold firmly to it must be bigots, whereas writers who 



challenge this narrow conception must be, when it all comes down to it, “not really 

orthodox”.  

 

Certainly, in the case of MacDonald it is clear that many Christians have, in their 

approach to his work, failed to appreciate his complexity and the ways in which he does 

not really conform to a thoroughly orthodox position. Attempts to make MacDonald fit 

into a more conservative frame are problematic at best and have resulted in some 

unfortunate misappropriations of that non-conformist’s work. There is often in 

Christian fiction a tendency towards the saccharine and the morally simplistic of which 

MacDonald was certainly not guilty. However, it seems that, in recent years in 

particular, the Christian literary industry has attempted to rework MacDonald to fit its 

mould.  

 

John Pennington in particular explores this in his critique of what he terms “The 

George MacDonald Industry”. His critique is often a valid one, yet he is so adamant to 

avoid what he considers to be Christian “fundamentalism” that he fails to see the way 

that his own critique tends towards its own kind of fundamentalism. Pennington clearly 

knows MacDonald’s work far better than I do. Yet there is one key failing in the 

critique, namely that he, like most in our society today, uses the word “fundamentalist” 

as a synonym for “extremist” or “ignorant bigot”. Quoting Bruce Lawrence in Defenders 

of God: The Fundamentalist Revolt Against the Modern Age, he frames fundamentalism as 

“an ideology rather than a theology”, notably an ideology whereby “specific creedal and 

ethical dictates derived from scripture be publicly recognized and legally enforced”. It 

would interest me to know from where Lawrence derives this heavily loaded definition 

of “fundamentalism”, yet the main issue, aside from its fairly heated hyperbole, is that it 

seems to somewhat overstate what, in Pennington’s eyes, Christian publishers are 

doing in reprinting MacDonald’s work. Pennington does overplay his hand somewhat; 

the word “fundamentalist” appears repeatedly in his essay, at one stage featuring as 

many as five times in three sentences. The mere presence of the word seems to 

Pennington to damn his opponents in a way that requires no elaboration or exposition. 

 

What is perhaps most telling about the essay is that, for Pennington, orthodox 

Christianity is inherently reductionist. At one point, he describes a number of Christian 



MacDonald promoters who “focus[…] narrowly on MacDonald as a Christian writer”, as 

if MacDonald’s Christianity is only one aspect of him that should be held in balance 

with his other facets. Whatever one may say about MacDonald’s level of orthodoxy, 

there is little doubt that he was, in a very genuine sense, a Christian writer whose work 

was informed continually by his faith. To say this is by no means to limit him as an 

author, rather to see his Christianity as something vast and rich in its manifold 

associations. Even more fascinating is Pennington’s reference to the “Christian co-

opting of MacDonald”. What he is no doubt referring to is an attempt to make 

MacDonald fit an orthodox mould which his work resists. What it sounds like, however, 

is that a group of Christian fundamentalists are trying to spread the demonstrably false 

rumour that MacDonald was “one of them”. It is hardly a case of “co-opting” 

MacDonald to declare that he was a Christian and to suggest that this filled his writing 

in a variety of complex, and sometimes alarming or confusing, ways. It might be wrong 

to always expect orthodoxy or clarity from him, but it hardly seems wrong to always 

expect him to be a Christian, as if he could put it aside in the same way that he 

sometimes put aside fantasy in order to write realistically or put aside Scots dialect in 

order to write in a more English manner. Such a view of MacDonald compartmentalises 

him and reduces his Christianity, ironically in an attempt to oppose a reductionist view 

of MacDonald himself. 

 

Certainly, MacDonald’s work is often not didactic or theologically straightforward, yet it 

would be wrong to suggest that it never is. Presbyterian minister and writer Timothy 

Keller, for instance, has often made use of key scenes from The Princess and the Goblin 

as analogies for Christian living because they are evidently wonderful for this purpose. 

Keller may not be showing full understanding of the breadth of MacDonald’s work or 

demonstrating a nuanced reading of David Elginbrod or Lilith in doing so. Yet he shows 

that he has read The Princess and understood what was clear too for me when I first 

read it: that it possesses wonderful insight into the workings of doubt and reason. Take, 

for instance, this beautiful moment, in which Princess Irene’s grandmother spins for 

her a thread which is wound tightly, imperceptibly, within a ring she gives her: 

 

“Now listen. If ever you find yourself in any danger – such, for example, as you 

were in this same evening – you must take off your ring and put it under the 



pillow of your bed. Then you must lay your finger, the same that wore the ring, 

upon the thread, and follow the thread wherever it leads you.” 

“Oh, how delightful! It will lead me to you, grandmother, I know!” 

“Yes. But remember, it may seem to you a very roundabout way indeed, and you 

must not doubt the thread. Of one thing you may be sure, that while you hold it, I 

hold it too.” 

 

Could there be a more beautiful illustration of the way in which God enables us to find 

Him, wherever we are, however far away we feel? Certainly, there are problems with 

reducing The Princess to moments like these, or to reducing MacDonald’s whole body of 

work to this novel. Yet it would be no less reductionist to deny that wonderful 

metaphors like this do lie in MacDonald’s fairy tales and that they are, for better or 

worse, among the chief reasons why he remains a significant author for Christian 

readers today. It is not wrong for Christians to find comfort in such work, and I am 

certainly not convinced that MacDonald would be sad to have his work read in such a 

way. 

 

X. 

Curiously, one of MacDonald’s least straightforward works theologically also offers 

some of the best examples of what I believe his work did in response to the rationalism 

of his day. Around the time of writing The Diary, MacDonald also published another of 

his shorter fairy tales, The Day Boy and the Night Girl: The Romance of Photogen and 

Nycteris. The story deals with a boy and a girl who are raised by a witch (one of 

MacDonald’s favourite stock characters) to only experience day and night respectively. 

The story is, in some ways, one of those various rehearsals of a few related fictional 

scenarios which found their way into stories like Little Daylight and The Golden Key. Yet, 

as with each of these stories which seem, at first, somewhat interchangeable, it has its 

distinctiveness. As Pennington has noted, few of MacDonald’s fairy tales have clear 

God figures, something I used to find frustrating about his work. For this reason alone, 

it would be wrong to suggest that The Day Boy and the Night Girl fits neatly into any kind 

of orthodox, allegorical reading; it simply does not. There are elements of the story 

which could almost be considered to fit as comfortably with Eastern mysticism as with 

Christianity: day and night, for instance, are both essential elements, although day is 



presented, in the end, as “greater than…night”; moreover, Nycteris, the “night girl”, is 

able to glean some sense of the truth beyond her by looking at a lamp which teaches 

her, in some small way, of the moon, which in turn teaches her of the sun. While by no 

means atheistic, these elements of the story are certainly not distinctively Christian.  

 

Yet the mere absence of a discernible God figure should not make us instantly assume 

that, while writing this story, MacDonald was somehow less Christian than he was 

when he wrote At the Back of the North Wind. There is, instead, a clear sense in the story 

that MacDonald is challenging an intellectual worldview that, in its experimental 

reductionism, strips the world of its full truth. The witch of the story, Watho, is 

described in its opening paragraph as having “a wolf in her mind”, an image that 

wonderfully conveys the sense of something demented and vicious at work in her 

intellect. Moreover, Watho is a kind of empirical scientist; she performs an experiment 

on the two children, a strange form of “nature versus nurture” investigation whereby, 

somehow, each of the children paradoxically gains the eyes of the other’s mother 

without having ever met either woman. It would be almost impossible to identify 

precisely what MacDonald “means” in details like these, and MacDonald himself 

resisted critical readings of his work which could only make sense of it by mislabelling 

novels like Phantastes as “allegory” and thus “misjudge [them] accordingly”.9 Thus I will 

not even attempt to read The Day Boy and the Night Girl as allegory. Nevertheless, there 

is something wonderfully reminiscent of the scientific approaches to reality of his day 

in how MacDonald portrays Watho: somehow utterly unlike the other witches of 

MacDonald’s fairy tales who typically content themselves with uttering snide curses at 

the christenings of the princess characters. Watho is an experimental philosopher who 

deprives her “children” of knowledge. What they are not given through her child-

rearing they must gain through imagination, and imagination, the story suggests, can in 

fact observe reality and then draw conclusions about that which is unseen from that 

which is seen: 

 

There was one thing…which moved and taught [Nycteris] more than all the rest – 

the lamp, namely, that hung from the ceiling, which she always saw alight, 

though she never saw the flame, only the slight condensation towards the centre 
                                                
9 Quoted in Pennington, “From Fact to Fantasy”. 



of the alabaster globe. And besides the operation of the light itself after its kind, 

the indefiniteness of the globe and the softness of the light, giving her the feeling 

as if her eyes could go in and into its whiteness, were somehow also associated 

with the idea of space and room. 

 

Nycteris is certainly not experiencing anything that could be considered divine 

revelation here. At least, MacDonald gives us no clues to suggest this is so. Yet the 

reasoning power of her imagination is striking, and, by the story’s conclusion, offers a 

means to what is perhaps the story’s closest thing to a Christian revelation: 

 

“But who knows,” Nycteris would say to Photogen, “that when we go out, we 

shall not go into a day as much greater than your day as your day is greater than 

my night?” 

 

It is not, perhaps, drawing too long a bow to suggest that MacDonald, a firm believer in 

heaven, is here using his imagination, and that of his characters, to point to something 

true yet unseen, something which, for now, can perhaps only be perceived by means of 

the sanctified imagination. MacDonald’s words to this effect in his essay on the 

Imagination, published in a collection the same year as this story, suggest he may well 

have been talking about something just like this when he wrote that conclusion. 

 

XI. 

There is no denying that MacDonald’s work is more complex than many Christians 

would like to make it. He was an extraordinarily prolific writer, and my knowledge of 

his work is, in light of this, horrendously limited. I can only really speak of him from 

my position as a reader of his fairy tales and fantasies. No doubt, when critics like 

Pennington oppose what they see to be reductionist readings of MacDonald, they are in 

a sense mourning how little any of us knows of such a rich and complex body of work. 

 

Yet there is also no doubt that MacDonald is remembered most particularly for his role 

in helping to shape and shake the imagination of his age. Pennington himself 

acknowledges this key aspect of MacDonald’s work in his essay on Phantastes and its 

fraternal twin of Victorian anti-utilitarianism, Dickens’ Hard Times. It is difficult to 



discern sometimes just what MacDonald wants the human imagination to achieve. To 

suggest, as Pennington does, that the imagination is a means of salvation might be true 

to the spirit of MacDonald but, if so, is not entirely true to a Christian worldview which 

values scriptural revelation above all other means of knowing. 

 

However, in our age of renewed rationalism – I conceived the idea for this essay while 

my home city, Melbourne, hosted the Global Atheism Conference, a so-called 

“celebration of reason” – we would do well to see the way in which we are bereft of 

imagination and will lose a major means of understanding our world if we reduce 

everything to its scientific components. Pennington quotes the following passage from 

MacDonald’s Unspoken Sermons which demonstrates well a key idea underpinning his 

philosophy of the imagination: 

 

Ask a man of mere science, what is the truth of a flower: he will pull it to pieces, 

show you its parts, explain how they minister each to the life of the flower…and 

doubtless many more facts about it. Ask the poet what is the truth of a flower, 

and he will answer: “Why, the flower itself, the perfect flower, and what it 

cannot help saying to him who has ears to hear it.” 

 

Does this mean that, for MacDonald, a flower can be a means of spiritual revelation? If 

so, this is not in itself a neatly Christian idea. Yet, in its critique of scientific 

rationalism, it remains a pertinent statement: that there is a value in things which 

cannot always be perceived through science. Sometimes we need other means of 

understanding the truths lying at the heart of our experiences. 

 

MacDonald’s critique of science (“a man of mere science”!) seems a bit too dismissive 

for my liking, and I can see, on looking more closely at his work, that there are other 

holes and issues that emerge in his theology of the imagination which are not easily 

concreted over. How, for instance, is the imagination supposed to arrive, by itself, at 

spiritual truth? Is there, perhaps, a risk here for relativism, subjectivism? Some 



Christian critics of MacDonald suggest otherwise,10 yet it still seems a pitfall towards 

which MacDonald’s work teeters a little too closely for my complete peace of mind. 

 

Yet I came, as an adult, to his work at key times in my life when scientific rationalism 

and stark realism were proving deeply troubling. In the imaginative worlds that he 

created, I was lifted beyond these things; my faith was given new wings, by power of the 

imagination which gave room for truths which the everyday world would repeatedly 

deny. He comforted me then in ways that apologetics could not. Apologetics could only 

answer the questions posed. MacDonald helped me to look at a truth higher than the 

questions. 

 

We do not, I think, need to “co-opt” MacDonald as an utterly orthodox Christian writer 

to say that his imagination was one deeply in love with the truth of God. Indeed, he was 

one who was able to rise beyond mundane rationalism to help his readers, in the 

Victorian age and still to this day, see the glory beyond it all and, in the small, subtle 

details, find the finely spun thread leading toward home. 

 

                                                
10 See Paul Brazier’s review of Kerry Dearborn, Baptized Imagination: The Theology of George 
MacDonald. 


