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That Hideous Strength Chapters 1-9: 
Two Kinds of Obedience
“Therefore let the king attribute to the law that which the law attributes to him, namely, dominion and power. For where the will rules and not the law is no king.”—Henry de Bracton
“Surely one of the things we learn from history is that God never allows a human conflict to become unambiguously one between simple good and simple evil? . . . A recollection, as firm as one can make it, of all one’s own cruelty which might have blossomed, under different conditions, into something terrible. You and I are not, at bottom, so different from these ghastly creatures”—Letter to Dom Bede Griffiths, 16 April 1940
C.S. Lewis’ third novel in his Cosmic Trilogy, That Hideous Strength (1945) is regarded by many as either the best or the worst of the three, either a fitting ending or a misshapen tangent, and perhaps both a dystopian prophecy and a meditation on the meanings of gender and marriage. Many have noted that unlike the first two novels, this one draws more from Charles Williams’ supernatural thrillers and from Gothic fiction in general. Unlike the first two which take us into unfallen worlds, That Hideous Strength is below the madness of the moon, in disputed and enemy territory. It defamiliarizes the world of Earth by drawing us into increasingly into a world of horror and light. As such, it must be read with different eyes than the first two. We are no longer in the worlds of utopia and arcadia alone, but with them in opposition to a demonic dystopia.

The novel begins at Bracton College named after the medieval English jurist and priest, Henry de Bracton, who was known for his reflections on establishing criminal intent, the meaning of law and kingship, and for bringing Roman law into medieval English jurisprudence. Bragdon Wood, attached to the college, is the location of Merlin’s Well, as well as being a place of considerable tradition and heritage. While the novel starts at the college, it shifts after a few chapters to the moral poles of two different economies of power: St. Anne’s-on-the-Hill and the N.I.C.E. housed at Belbury Mansion. Consider how the concurrent narratives of the novel continue to move back and forth between these:
St. Anne’s on the Hill (Mary’s Mother)

NICE/ Belbury (Babel)
The Fisher King (The Director)


The Head
The Oyarsa




The Macrobes

Grace Ironwood



Fairy Hardcastle
Cecil Dimble, Mother Dimble


Wither, Frost, Filostrato, Rev. Straik

Arthur Denniston, Camilla Denniston

Lord Feverstone (Devine)

 MacPhee




Hingest
Ivy Maggs




Steele and Cosser

Mr. Bultitude, Baron Corvo, the Thee Mice
The animals kept for vivisection
Membership




The Inner Ring

Genders Balanced and Division of Labor

Gender Distortion and Elasticity

Authority and Submission


Power and Shifting Force

Free Will




Irregular Compulsion

Garden Home




Pollution and Destruction
Fecundity and the Organic


Hygiene, the Inorganic, and Death

Tradition and Marriage



Eugenics 

Historic Architecture



Modernist Planning

Joy and Love




Sado-masochism and Torture

Truth-telling




Empty Rhetoric and Manipulation

Philology, Logic, Medicine, Literature

Sociology, “Pragmatometer,” Scientism
Logres (Ancient Britain)



The Moon
Jane Tudor Studdock



Mark Studdock

Discussion Questions
1. How is That Hideous Strength related to Lewis’ Abolition of Man?
2. How does the traditional form of the fairy tale shape the unfolding of the novel?

3. How do Mark and Jane’s modern views have a negative impact on their marriage?

4. How does modernist and utopian language guide the ambitions of the Progressive Element at the college?
5. How do the names of many of the characters reveal essential aspects of their characters and personalities?
6. Is it possible to be sympathetic for Mark in the opening chapters? Why and/or why not?
7. How does N.I.C.E. violate the pastoral?
8. Who is happy and why in the novel’s first nine chapters?

9. How would you describe Rev. Straik’s theological language? What is Lewis perhaps trying to suggest by it?
10. How differently does the company at St. Anne’s view authority from those at Belbury?
11. Why does the Director see love, even eros, bound up with obedience and not equality and freedom? Do you agree?

12. Why are the four Janes at odds with each other after meeting the Director?
13. How would you describe Filostrato and his desire for an inorganic world?

14. What is the meaning of the Head?

15. Why does Mark for the first time begin to feel unselfish love for Jane?

