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Abstract: 

The goal of this thesis is to show the ways in which C. S. Lewis’ The Chronicles of Narnia 

and Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials depict Biblical themes, and to illustrate the 

worldview and moral values they represent by making use of these Biblical themes. I discuss 

the differences and similarities of the two series in their portrayal of themes like temptation, 

sin, morality, death and the afterlife. For my theoretical background and secondary material, I 

draw on theological literary criticism and thematics, as well as previous research on both 

Lewis’ and Pullman’s work. Using these as my background, I analyse the primary material 

through close reading.  

I show that the two series make use of a variety Biblical references and themes to create a 

moral framework and present their respective views on these themes. My main result is that 

their portrayal of morality and the other ideologies that they portray vary drastically, but that 

their overall goal is very similar. Both The Chronicles of Narnia and His Dark Materials 

aims to provide young readers with ideas about what is moral, how to live a morally good 

life, and where this life ultimately leads. In their own ways, both series also provide 

reassurance to their young audience when it comes to the topic of death. In their work, both 

Lewis and Pullman treat existential questions about what it means to be human, and they give 

different answers to these questions that I present in this thesis. 

I also demonstrate the relevance of this topic by discussing some of the critical opinions on 

both series, pointing to the underlying issue of deciding what is appropriate for young 

audiences to read. This is an important and ongoing cultural and societal discussion, in which 

our moral values and the ideologies we want to pass on to the next generation are constantly 

re-negotiated. Analysing the ways in which these values are represented on a textual level can 

give us an increased understanding of the issues at stake. With this thesis, I hope to be able to 

contribute to this discussion.
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Religion and Fantasy: An Enduring Symbiosis 

Biblical stories and characters have always been a powerful source of inspiration for the genre 

of fantasy literature. Dalton (2017) suggests that the close connection of fantasy and religion 

can be observed in works from as early as 2000 BC. In the history of English literature, the 

most notable early examples include Beowulf (c. 700–1000) and The Faerie Queene (Spenser, 

1590/96). Works like these make use of “fantastical (monstrous and magical) elements” in 

order to represent “socio-religious allegory” (Dalton, p. 54). After the Enlightenment and the 

industrial revolution, the beginnings of the fantasy genre as we understand it today started to 

develop, and fantastical elements began to be “used outside of a religious framework of 

meaning” (p. 54). Science became increasingly important in these stories, leading to early 

prototypes of science fiction. The affinity between fantasy and religion never disappeared, 

however, and became more prominent again during the First World War, the most notable 

example of which is of course J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (1954–55).  

With its rejection of science, extensive mythology and renewed focus on “fellowship and 

more essential human values such as self-sacrifice, loyalty, empathy and redemption”, it turns 

away from scientific progress in the real world and back towards a more enchanted, fantastical 

world (Dalton, pp. 55–56). This characteristic is nowadays often used to distinguish fantasy 

literature from science fiction: “science fiction developed as a narrative that contemplates both 

the transformative and terrible potential of science”, while “fantasy (and horror) tended to 

reject science as giving us any answers about our essential and moral nature” (p. 56). The 

allegorical nature and Christian values portrayed by The Lord of the Rings reveal its religious 

underpinnings, and it became hugely influential in the development of the fantasy genre (pp. 

56–58). Over the years, many different sub-genres emerged within fantasy (such as high 

fantasy, epic fantasy or urban fantasy), yet they still often have common concerns in questions 

about morality, ethics and societal responsibility (pp. 58–61).  

Notably, this applies just as much, and maybe even more, to children’s fantasy. The most 

popular example of this is the Harry Potter series (Rowling, 1997–2007), which is filled with 

moral and societal questions, concerning for example the hierarchy within the magical society 

that the villain Voldemort would like to take to its extremes, or the relationship between 

wizards and magical creatures. Then there is the Jesus-like self-sacrifice of the protagonist 

Harry in the last book, which points to the series’ religious elements. Another children’s fantasy 

series where such elements are even more prominent is C. S. Lewis’ The Chronicles of Narnia 
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(1950–1956). Lewis is not only well-known for his novels, but also his theological writings 

and Christian apologetics, the influence of which can be observed in the Narnia books. As a 

contemporary of Tolkien, he of course wrote his series half a century earlier than Rowling, and 

much has happened in between, but the prominence of Biblical elements in fantasy literature 

remains. The Chronicles of Narnia has become beloved all over the world, and even sparked 

several film adaptations.  

However, over the years there have also been numerous critical opinions towards it, one 

of them coming from author Philip Pullman. As quoted in a Guardian article, he states about 

The Chronicles of Narnia that he finds it “dodgy and unpleasant – dodgy in the dishonest 

rhetoric way – and unpleasant because they seem to embody a world view that takes for granted 

things like racism, misogyny and a profound cultural conservatism that is utterly unexamined” 

(Leith, 2013, par. 10). Pullman’s own fantasy series His Dark Materials (1995–2000) can in 

many ways be read as an “anti-Narnia” (par. 10); an answer to Lewis’ work in which Pullman 

critically re-examines many of the themes present in The Chronicles of Narnia and shines his 

own light on them. He has earned both praise and harsh criticism for his work, and this went 

so far as several organizations attempting to have the books banned in the USA because of their 

critical stance towards religion (Vain, 2019, par. 4). Nevertheless, Pullman’s trilogy has had 

enormous success, and has also been adapted to both film and television.  

Despite Pullman’s proclaimed opposition towards The Chronicles of Narnia, his own 

series shows a striking number of similarities to it. The story in both of them revolves around 

the existence of parallel worlds, and they draw extensively from John Milton’s Paradise Lost 

(1667/74). In the case of His Dark Materials, this affinity is obvious from the title to the 

overarching plot, which is a re-telling of the Biblical story of the Fall. Pullman seemingly takes 

the character of Satan in Paradise Lost and asks the questions: What if he was in the right? 

What if Satan was the good guy, and his rebellion against God a justified one? Lewis, of course, 

stands firmly on the side of God, while also making numerous references to Milton’s work (see 

for example Baird Hardy, 2006). It seems, then, that the relationship between The Chronicles 

of Narnia and His Dark Materials is an ambivalent one, with their many common interests and 

themes, but a clear difference in the way they approach those themes. This complex 

relationship is what I want to examine more closely in this thesis by focusing on the similarities 

and differences in the way these themes are treated in the two series. In the course of this 

analysis, I will show The Chronicles of Narnia and His Dark Materials are two sides of the 

same coin.  
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The two series bring forward different values and worldviews, all while using a very 

similar framework of Biblical themes and references. I choose to focus on some of the most 

prevalent of these themes: Temptation, sin, death and the afterlife. They all play an important 

role in the moral framework of both series, and they are interconnected in complex ways that I 

discuss in this thesis. His Dark Materials takes these themes and the way they are treated in 

The Chronicles of Narnia and twists them in order to present a different outlook on morality, 

religion and children’s education. As children’s books, they arguably represent what their 

authors and the culture surrounding them deems as important enough to teach the younger 

generation (see for example Milbank, 2015). This is where much of the controversy around 

them originates; because some people judge their contents as inappropriate or even dangerous 

for children to read.  

Some of the themes I will be focusing on require some additional clarification, 

specifically temptation and sin. By “temptation”, I refer to “the action of tempting or fact of 

being tempted, esp. to evil” (Oxford University Press, 2022a). To tempt someone, in this case, 

means to “attract or incite” them “to some action or to do something” (Oxford University Press, 

2022b). In the religious context of my thesis, the very nature of temptation is evil, since it is 

aimed at persuading someone to commit an evil deed. Of course, what is evil depends on one’s 

moral framework, and this is part of what I am investigating. It is similar when we talk about 

sin, since this usually refers to “an act which is regarded as a transgression of the divine law 

and an offence against God; a violation (esp. wilful or deliberate) of some religious or moral 

principle” (Oxford University Press, 2022c). According to this definition, the wrongness of a 

sin depends entirely on the God, religion, or moral principle in question. This also illustrates 

that sin is closely linked to temptation, since being tempted to an evil act fits the definition of 

a sin. Both of these concepts are important in a religious context, and this is what I will focus 

on. I should also mention here that, since my primary material is mostly focused on 

Christianity, I will use “Christian” and “religious” almost interchangeably in this context. 

Having clarified these terms, I will use the themes I introduced in order to illustrate the 

differences and possible similarities between the two series. By conducting a thematic analysis 

of the portrayal of temptation, sin, death and the afterlife, I will discuss the moral frameworks 

that Pullman and Lewis bring forward, my central claim being that they are in many ways 

following the shared goal of providing young readers with a sense of what is moral and ethical, 

what is a good life and where this life ultimately leads. Their paths to this goal differ 

considerably, with Lewis centering everything around faith in God, and Pullman rejecting such 
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universal stances and turning towards a more intuitive sense of morality that is free from 

dogmatism.  

I will first present a slightly more detailed introduction to my primary material, 

specifically the plot aspects that are relevant for my thesis, and then turn towards discussing 

the theoretical approaches I use and the related secondary literature. In the third chapter, I will 

focus on my analysis of The Chronicles of Narnia, in order to then move on to His Dark 

Materials in the fourth chapter. Lastly, I will compare and summarize my findings in chapter 

five, returning to my initial claim.  

 

1.2. Primary Material 

1.2.1. The Chronicles of Narnia 

Before moving on to the theoretical background of my thesis, I will present a brief introduction 

to my primary material, beginning with The Chronicles of Narnia. Originally published from 

1950 to 1956, the series consists of seven volumes that have been re-arranged into the order 

they are usually presented in today. The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, which Lewis wrote 

first and is likely the most well-known of the Narnia books, is now the second book in the 

series. In my thesis, I will largely focus on the first, second and last volume, since they are 

most relevant to my topic.   

The Magician’s Nephew is the first book in the series, and it follows the young 

protagonists Polly and Digory, who unwillingly embark on a magical journey to different 

worlds. Digory’s uncle Andrew, a self-styled wizard, tricks the children into testing the magical 

rings he created. The rings are designed to take their user to different worlds, and the cowardly 

Uncle Andrew needs someone to play guinea pig before daring to use them himself. The rings 

work as intended, and the two children are sent into a magical forest filled with pools that 

function as portals to different worlds. Polly and Digory, now grown curious after the initial 

shock of Uncle Andrew’s trickery, start to explore this crossroads of worlds, and end up in the 

dying world of Charn. Here, a first moment of temptation happens for Digory and he is unable 

to resist, resulting in the White Witch Jadis being set free. Jadis, a half-giant, half-jinn, is the 

main villain for many of the books. Unfortunately, she manages to follow Polly and Digory as 

they try to escape from her and return to their own world. Ultimately, Jadis, Uncle Andrew, 

and the two children find themselves in a new, empty world. The lion Aslan appears and starts 

singing the world of Narnia into existence, reminiscent of the first few chapters of the Book of 

Genesis. After creating all kinds of creatures to populate the new land, he finally turns to Polly 
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and Digory, knowing already that Digory has a confession to make. Digory tells him of his 

mistake, and Aslan gives him the chance to redeem himself by sending him on a quest to 

retrieve a fruit from the Tree of Life. Digory is successful and the story ends happily with the 

White Witch banished for now and with Polly and Digory returning to their own world.  

The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe is the second book, which is set some decades 

later during the second World War. The protagonists are the four siblings Peter, Susan, Edmund 

and Lucy Pevensie. Because of the war, they are staying in the countryside with an old 

professor. In his house, Lucy finds a passage to Narnia through an old wardrobe. In Narnia, 

many centuries have passed since its creation, and Lucy meets Mr. Tumnus, a faun, who tells 

her about the White Witch. She has seized control in Narnia and keeps the land in a state of 

eternal winter. Lucy returns to her siblings, who do not believe her story of another world in 

the wardrobe. Later, however, Edmund happens to follow Lucy when she returns to Narnia, 

and he meets the White Witch by coincidence. She charms and tempts him, and he falls to her 

magic and false promises. Lucy and Edmund leave Narnia again, and Edmund behaves very 

badly towards Lucy and pretends that he was never there. The relationships between the four 

siblings are tense because of this, until they all find themselves in Narnia after running from 

the stern housekeeper and hiding in the wardrobe. They quickly become entangled in the events 

in Narnia, until Edmund sneaks away to the White Witch and betrays his siblings’ location to 

her, expecting the promised rewards. She keeps him as her prisoner, however, and the other 

Pevensies meet Aslan, who has returned to Narnia after a long absence. Aslan strikes a deal 

with the Witch and sacrifices himself in order for her to free Edmund. Like Jesus, he is 

resurrected and helps the Narnians in the battle against Jadis’ army. After freeing Narnia from 

the clutches of this tyrant, the Pevensies are crowned kings and queens of Narnia, and they 

return to their own world only years later, finding that mere minutes have passed there.  

The last book of the series, The Last Battle, is reminiscent of the Book of Revelation, 

depicting the end of the world of Narnia. It begins with focusing on the ape Shift and the donkey 

Puzzle. They find a dead lion’s pelt, and Shift convinces Puzzle to pretend to be Aslan, in order 

to boss the other inhabitants of Narnia around. This scam grows in size, and Shift allies with 

the Calormenes, Narnia’s neighbors to the South, and starts selling Narnian inhabitants into 

slavery. King Tirian of Narnia is unable to stop all this, until finally all the friends of Narnia, 

the protagonists from the previous books, arrive. The scam is exposed, and the real Aslan 

arrives to deliver the final judgement and destroy the world of Narnia. The story ends with the 

protagonists entering the Narnian version of Heaven, living happily ever after.  
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1.2.2. His Dark Materials 

His Dark Materials consists of three books published between 1995 and 2000. They follow the 

main protagonist Lyra Belacqua on her journey between different worlds. At the beginning of 

the first book, she lives in Jordan College in Oxford, having been raised by the professors there. 

Her world is similar to the real world, but the most striking difference is the fact that every 

person has a dӕmon, a physical manifestation of their soul. They take the form of animals, and 

the dӕmons of children can still change shape, until they choose a permanent shape during 

puberty. Dӕmons can talk and cannot move further than a few meters away from their humans.  

The story starts with Lyra’s uncle Lord Asriel, an influential aristocrat and explorer, 

visiting Jordan College, and Lyra saves his life as she learns of a plot to poison him. She then 

listens to a meeting between Lord Asriel, who just returned from an expedition to the North, 

and some of the college professors. This is when Lyra first hears of the mysterious substance 

Dust, the possible existence of other worlds, and the fact that Asriel plans another expedition 

to the North to investigate this. Lyra begs him to take her with him, but he declines and leaves. 

Shortly after, Lyra’s best friend Roger, a kitchen boy, mysteriously disappears. There have 

been multiple instances of children disappearing, and the so-called Gobblers are rumoured to 

be behind this.  

Then, a female scientist called Marisa Coulter visits Jordan College, and Lyra is 

immediately enthralled by her. She asks Lyra to come to London with her and be her assistant 

on her planned trip to the North, and Lyra agrees. Before leaving, the Master of Jordan College 

gives her an alethiometer, a device similar to a compass that can tell the truth. Alethiometers 

are notoriously hard to read, but Lyra instinctively acquires this skill, and the Master tells her 

to hide it from Mrs. Coulter. After living in London for a while, Mrs. Coulter’s and Lyra’s 

relationship begins to sour, and Lyra starts to suspect that Mrs. Coulter has something to do 

with the Gobblers. When Mrs. Coulter finds out about the alethiometer, Lyra flees and hides 

with the gyptians, a nomadic people travelling in boats, and learns from them that Mrs. Coulter 

and Lord Asriel are in fact her parents. Lyra travels north with the gyptians, aiming to find the 

kidnapped children. She meets new allies on this trip, among them the aeronaut Lee Scoresby 

and the armoured bear Iorek Byrnison.  

Lyra finally finds out that Mrs. Coulter is the leading force behind the Gobblers, and that 

they are kidnapping children to conduct experiments on them. These consist of separating their 

bonds with their dӕmons, in order to prevent Dust from affecting them. The Magisterium, the 

church in Lyra’s world, thinks that Dust is a physical manifestation of original sin and wants 

to get rid of it. The children who undergo this experiment survive, but they become soulless 
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creatures that can barely be called human anymore. Lyra succeeds in freeing the yet unharmed 

children, Roger among them. She and Roger travel on to find Lord Asriel, and when they do, 

he reveals his ultimate goal. He wants to travel to different worlds in order to find and kill the 

Authority, which the Magisterium’s name for God. In order to open a passage to another world, 

he sacrifices Roger. Lyra is devastated, but she decides to follow her father and find out more 

about Dust. This is where the first book ends.  

The second book begins with Lyra meeting the boy Will in this new world. They quickly 

become allies, and Will’s quest of finding his father becomes intertwined with Lyra’s story. 

Will acquires the Subtle Knife, a powerful instrument that can open windows between different 

worlds. Lyra meets Mary Malone, a scientist from Will’s world, who researches Dust and later 

plays an essential part in the trilogy. Lyra’s and Will’s story unfolds throughout the second and 

third book with them being on the run from Mrs. Coulter and the Magisterium and traveling 

between many worlds, finally even going to the world of the dead. On their journey, they grow 

up and gather new experiences, and learn to make peace with the past. They witness the death 

of the Authority and finally uncover the secret of Dust and what they must do to save all worlds. 

Following this, the third book ends bittersweet with the two of them returning to their own 

worlds after sharing their first romantic experiences together.  

This is merely a brief introduction to Pullman’s trilogy, with the aim of introducing the 

main characters, worldbuilding elements and overarching story. I will introduce some key 

aspects in more detail in chapter four, focusing on what is relevant for my thesis.  

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1. Theological Literary Criticism 

Theological Literary Criticism provides me with some of the groundwork for the approach I 

am using in this thesis. In this area, I am mainly leaning on Theology and Literature after 

Postmodernity (Imfeld et al., 2015). While this volume does not present a cohesive approach 

as such, it includes many useful ideas and ways in which theology can inform literary criticism.  

In the introduction to their volume, Imfeld et al. emphasize the possibility of a “creative 

and imaginative role for the Christian theological perspective within the university setting”, 

and the fact that theology, philosophy and literature can mutually inform, benefit and enrich 

each other (pp. 2–3). Furthermore, theology can be deployed “in a reconstructive approach to 

contemporary literary criticism”, while also engaging with other disciplines in order to 

“validate and exemplify theological readings of literary texts as a creative exercise” (pp. 4–5). 

There is an emphasis on creating a space for a dialogue and the possibility for a variety of 
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approaches within theological literary criticism. The numerous authors contributing to this 

volume demonstrate this, and I will comment on some of their ideas that I find useful for my 

own studies here.  

John Milbank discusses narrative and the adaption of Christianity to children’s literature, 

especially in the fantasy genre. According to Milbank, the choice of fantasy literature as a 

vehicle for Christian ideas may point to a “de-Christianization”, in which doctrine is converted 

“into a fictionalized myth”. This would associate previous “Christian realities with other 

worlds, lost worlds or past worlds” (p. 216). Thus, the presence of Christian ideas in children’s 

fantasy literature could be read both as a “lament for the loss of enchantment” and a “project 

of re-enchantment”. This type of writing “re-envisages Christianity altogether, in continuity 

with certain strands of the Romantic tradition, in terms of the categories of imagination, the 

fairy realm and of magic”.  

After the Enlightenment and with the rise of secularism, pure logic and reason seem 

unable to “grasp the character of Christian doctrine and practice” (pp. 216–217). These 

realizations are accompanied by a change in how Christianity is presented and taught to 

children and young adults. Christian teaching for children usually happens through stories and 

images, which are less abstract and easier to understand. As Milbank states, “at the centre of 

Christianity […] stand narratives and symbols”, which “ensure that abstract doctrine must 

endlessly develop because it can never be finally conclusive”. When teaching the fundamental 

ideas of Christian belief, children seem to have a more “imaginative and intuitive response to 

this saturation of meaning” (p. 217). This notion of “childish wisdom” is associated with the 

innocence of children and their ability to perceive and enjoy “images, sounds, touches and 

narrative sequences […] for their own sake, in the mode of play”. Children are not yet 

influenced by “the goals of ambition, possession and sexual conquest”, as adults are, and thus 

have access to a purer perception and understanding of “the ultimate ‘point’ of things” (p. 218). 

According to Milbank, this enables them to have a more direct approach and response to 

Biblical stories.  

Milbank then states that this playful approach is desired by the gospels, because it 

presents a way of “entering back into the paradisal before the very possibility of evil and death”, 

and before original sin (p. 218). Inevitably, however, children grow up, and this process is 

thematized in both of the primary texts I am examining in this thesis. Of course, there are many 

different ideas expressed in literature surrounding the transitions between childhood, 

adolescence and adulthood, the discovery of one’s sexuality, and the role of play throughout 

all this. Milbank explores some of these and then goes on to emphasize the importance of 
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narrative for children’s development and education, since they “first learn through pictures and 

stories”, making “the selection of the right stories told the right way” crucial. This selection 

represents “what is central to our culture and what […] we wish to be central and therefore to 

pass on” (p. 225). Ironically, since children’s literature usually cannot be occupied with the 

same concerns and themes as adult literature, it often deals with seemingly more fundamental 

questions about “the mysteries of space, time, the immediate physical environment, the cosmos 

and the entirety of being” (p. 226). This can be observed in The Chronicles of Narnia and His 

Dark Materials, since they deal with existential questions about morality, human nature, life 

and death. Thus, all these ideas about children’s literature, education and development are 

useful for my research, since they can inform the way we approach and interpret such texts, 

and they show that children’s literature is often more than just entertainment for young readers.  

In a later chapter of the same book, Rowan Williams discusses some interesting aspects 

of Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana (397–426 AD). One such aspect is the ambiguity of the 

Bible, the “polysemy and metaphorical fluidity in the understanding of Scripture”, which 

Augustine defends as something valued by the “antique reader” (Williams, p. 259). Ambiguity, 

here, is not a problem or obstacle that readers of the Bible must overcome, but something that 

contributes to and enhances the learning process when studying Scripture. As Williams 

describes it, “learning from Scripture is a process – not a triumphant moment of penetration 

and mastery, but an extended play of invitation and exploration” (p. 259). This is not supposed 

to exclude less learned readers, however, since “there is nothing central to the Christian 

revelation that is restricted to those possessed of advanced hermeneutical skills; but the many 

transformations of what is plainly stated warn us of […] supposing we have […] definitively 

grasped what is being said in a single successful event of communication” (p. 260). While this 

notion may not be directly related to my primary material, it seems clear that both The 

Chronicles of Narnia and His Dark Materials display a continuous engagement with Biblical 

ideas, representing the ambiguity Augustine talks about, and, especially in the case of 

Pullman’s work, the difficulty in finding closure and the possibility of alternative 

interpretations and meanings.   

As I mentioned above, the notions I presented in this section do not form a literary theory 

or approach as such. They are merely a collection of ideas surrounding our interpretation of 

religious doctrine and its various representations in literary texts. Thus, in my thesis, I am 

simply approaching my primary material from this general angle, with an interest in religious 

themes, using close reading as my method. For this purpose, thematics is another foundational 

area of literary studies that I am making use of.   
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2.2. Thematics 

In the area of thematics, I am mainly leaning on Thematics: Interdisciplinary Studies (2002, 

edited by M. M. Louwerse & W. van Peer). This volume attempts to present an interdisciplinary 

approach to thematics (p. x). Louwerse and van Peer emphasize the importance of literary 

themes and how they are essential to the practice of reading in general, whether we are aware 

of this or not. Therefore, studying thematics is also studying the “textual elements, the 

inferences and the processes underlying their construction and maintenance”. These processes 

can be of “linguistic, mental, cultural, [or] literary” nature, which is why thematics is a 

fundamentally interdisciplinary field (p. 2). At its core, thematics as the study of “the elements 

involved in narrative” goes back to Plato and Aristotle, but has been continued, evolved and 

modernized up to the present. All texts have a theme, which consists of smaller themes, which 

are in turn “composed of even smaller thematic elements that are arranged in a definite order”, 

the smallest of which is called a “motif”. The order in which they appear is dictated by “causal-

temporal relationships” and forms the plot of the narrative. Here, the narratological distinction 

between plot and story is important, the story being “the presentation of thematic elements”, 

and the plot “the actual causal-temporal ordering of these elements” (p. 3). We as readers can 

easily and often unconsciously pick up on the themes and motifs of a text that make up its plot 

and story, because they are what we use in describing what the text is about, and in categorizing 

different texts into different genres. With this very simplified definition of a theme as “the 

aboutness in the text, but also as a process and a mental representation, as a structure and as a 

cultural artefact”, let us move on to more specific ideas on how to use thematics in literary 

analysis (p. 9).  

Van Peer talks about the question of “why we have themes in literature in the first place, 

i.e. where themes come from”. He states that they are a “necessary corollary of cognitive 

constraints in the processing of textual meaning” (p. 253). Themes are how we make sense of 

a text cognitively. When it comes to literary texts more specifically, van Peer states that themes 

“refer to foregrounded situations; that are ‘meaning maximizing’; and are colored 

emotionally”. Literary themes are “linked to concerns that most readers will recognize as of 

significant importance to the persons involved” (p. 255). Thus, they cannot be linked to 

mundane, everyday actions such as getting up in the morning or eating breakfast, except when 

these actions somehow take on a larger importance in a story. Van Peer understands a theme 

as something overarching that can be recognized in many different texts, as opposed to what 

he terms a “topic”, which is more specific to any given text. A theme “requires some 

interpretative work on the part of the reader”, which “explains why readers may in part propose 
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different themes for the same text” (p. 256). The topic, on the other hand, is usually not 

something that is arguable, for example we might say that The Lion, the Witch and the 

Wardrobe has as its topic the journey of four siblings into the fantastical land of Narnia. This 

is not a theme, because it is not something that can be recognized in other literary works or that 

takes any interpretative effort on the reader’s part of deducing from the text.  

Van Peer furthermore states that the themes that are usually recognized by us as such and 

that are treated in literary works need to be related to human choice, making them “meaning-

maximizing”. The example of a traffic accident, while a common enough occurrence and of 

significance, would not satisfy this criterium, since traffic accidents usually do not happen by 

choice. In a narrative, “the actions of the protagonists must allow for choice and decision”, 

whether these choices lead to the desired outcome or not. The tragedy plays exactly with this 

idea: the characters’ actions inevitably lead to the tragic outcome. Crucially, however, the 

protagonists could make different choices, even if these may seem illusory to the reader or 

spectator. If that is not the case, we cannot talk of literary themes (p. 257). Next to all the 

previously mentioned characteristics of literary themes, it is important to keep in mind that 

some of them can be closely linked to a given culture or historical period, while others are more 

universal and timeless (p. 258). This means that themes can fall in and out of the cultural focus, 

being more central in certain times and places and more marginal in others (p. 259). 

All this applies to my thesis, because I focus on Biblical themes. These seem to me to 

function no differently than any other literary theme, while being somewhat more universal, at 

least to the Western literary tradition. Themes like temptation, sin and death are rather general 

and vague, however. As van Peer describes, this means that their actual expression in literary 

material can vary. This is part of what I focus on: How do C. S. Lewis and Philip Pullman deal 

with these themes in their work, and what conclusions can be drawn from comparing them? As 

I will demonstrate, these overarching themes of temptation, sin and death are associated with 

a variety of ideas and other themes such as knowledge, morality, faith and redemption in order 

to create meaning. In the remainder of this chapter, I will briefly focus on each of my primary 

materials and give an overview over the previous literature that is relevant for my thesis.  

 

2.3. Literature on The Chronicles of Narnia 

For this brief introduction to previous literature on The Chronicles of Narnia, I will refer to 

The Chronicles of Narnia and Philosophy: The Lion, the Witch, and the Worldview (Eds. G. 

Bassham & J. L. Walls, 2005). This volume contains a collection of articles on a variety of 
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themes and issues surrounding The Chronicles of Narnia. Something that is emphasized in 

many of the chapters is the centrality of moral questions to C. S. Lewis’ stories. As Laura 

Garcia discusses, both heroism and altruism are of great importance in many of the Narnia 

stories. The characters are often presented with difficult choices and challenges that are 

supposed to show them what it is to act in a morally good way. Usually, Aslan is at the very 

centre of such decisions, since they are often about whether to have faith and believe in Aslan 

or not. An important aspect of this is the fact that “Aslan’s wisdom and goodness” are often 

“not obvious” (Garcia, p. 78). Real life Christians face this same difficulty, epitomized by the 

saying “God works in mysterious ways”. Not being able to know for sure whether they put 

their faith in the right place is part of what makes Lewis’ characters so virtuous and admirable. 

This blind faith is what Aslan seems to require of his followers, and it is always rewarded in 

Narnia.  

Apart from this, there are many other aspects of what it means to live a morally good life 

that are represented in The Chronicles of Narnia. Similarly, there are many instances where 

immorality is represented, either in the protagonists or in other characters. Importantly, as Bill 

Davis states, “[T]he children who enter Narnia are not saintly or heroic characters. All of them 

are morally immature” (p. 106). Thus, their journey becomes one of moral education. The 

characters within Narnia assist them and the readers on this journey. Anacker argues that we 

engage in “moral imagination” when reading The Chronicles of Narnia, which is “the ability 

to consider our decisions, our values, and our lives from fresh and different moral perspectives” 

(p. 130). He furthermore suggests that this is achieved in The Chronicles of Narnia through the 

use of “three broad, morally significant character types”:  

 

Type 1: Flawed character repents and overcomes 

Type 2: Essentially good character endures testings and trials, and overcomes 

Type 3: Essentially fatally flawed character 

(p. 133) 

While Lewis seems to want readers to identify with both the first and second type, he likely 

“never intended us to identify with Type 3 characters”, like the witch Jadis. However, they are 

important because “in examining them through these stories, we can see most clearly the 

smallness and malignancy of self-absorption” (p. 135). Through these characters and many 

other storytelling devices, Lewis displays virtues and vices, as well as the nature of worship, 

faith, and nobility (pp. 135–138).  
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Next to these few examples, there are many more authors that emphasize the all-

pervasive moral teachings and deeply philosophical nature of The Chronicles of Narnia. This, 

together with the series’ affinity towards Christianity, seems to have led to its generally positive 

reception among critics in the field of children’s literature, especially in contrast to His Dark 

Materials, which is much more controversial.  

 

2.4. Literature on His Dark Materials 

As I suggested in the introduction, much has been written over the years on Pullman’s series, 

mostly because of its critical stance towards organized religion. I will only focus on a few 

papers here that are interesting within the context of my thesis.  

A first paper coming from a Christian perspective and rather critical of His Dark 

Materials was written by Jonathan and Kenneth Padley (2006). They argue that Pullman 

“develops theological ideas which negatively represent Christianity by the subtle 

reconstruction of traditional doctrines”, and they accuse him of trying to convince the reader 

of his own beliefs. They cite his real-world views and opinions, which he has expressed on 

numerous occasions, and talk about his “metanarrative theological intentions” (p. 326). This is 

somewhat problematic because of the intentional fallacy. Even if we believe to know the 

author’s intentions, we cannot and should not base our interpretation of their work on them, 

and they certainly do not dictate a single correct interpretation.  

Despite this, Padley and Padley make some interesting observations about the 

representation of religious themes in His Dark Materials. They argue, for example, that 

Pullman’s “Authority” is more like Satan than the Christian God, since he is “an old and once 

powerful creature, a fallen angel and power-crazed liar”, who turns out not to be the creator of 

the world after all. They liken the Authority and his regent Metatron to Milton’s Satan and 

Beelzebub (p. 331). Furthermore, they state that Will and Lyra, by restoring balance to the 

world, become a new Adam and Eve, undoing the previous mistakes of humanity, as Christ 

and Mary did. By accepting “God’s gracious invitation to bear his Son”, Mary “undid the 

treachery of the first woman” through faith, and her son Jesus dies to rectify the sins of 

humanity (p. 332). Sin, the Fall and the possibility of redemption are central to the Christian 

faith, and Pullman re-examines them in his work, which is what I focus on in the discussion 

chapters of this thesis. Padley and Padley present some useful starting points for this deeper 

analysis, but apart from that I would argue that in their paper, they display a rather black-and-

white interpretation of Pullman’s work and ascribe “propagandic” intentions to him (p. 328). 
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However, other scholars like Chantal Oliver argue that these accusations are not warranted and 

even actively discouraged by Pullman’s work. 

Oliver talks about critics’ worries regarding the potential influence Pullman’s work might 

have on young, impressionable readers, similar to what Padley and Padley express. Some of 

these critics have argued that Pullman’s attack on organized religion and subversion of Biblical 

readings presents “an entirely unacceptable breach with the conventions of children’s fantasy 

literature because they inhibit imaginative reading”, and they view what Pullman is doing as 

its own form of indoctrination – into atheism (Oliver, 2012, p. 294). Oliver herself proposes a 

more nuanced understanding of His Dark Materials. Her main argument is that “the 

subversions and disruptions in Pullman’s text impel the reader towards an active and 

interrogative response, which […] allows for alternative and by no means exclusively 

‘atheistic’ or […] ‘secular humanist’ readings”. She draws on Mikhail Bakhtin and his notion 

of the carnivalesque, proposing that His Dark Materials can be read as a carnivalesque text, 

because it parodies and mocks recognizable structures and literary genres (p. 295). The 

ambiguities and uncertainties within the text constantly encourage further thought in the reader 

and direct him or her away from narrow truths, allowing for greater freedom of thought (p. 

297). Furthermore, Oliver suggests that His Dark Materials does not just present a replacement 

for or alternative to Christianity, but that different possibilities are kept in play with each other 

within the story. This uncertainty is expressed for example by the very nature of Dust, which 

resists attempts at a clear definition (p. 298). It could even be argued that Dust itself can be 

interpreted as a manifestation of God in the form of the Holy Spirit (p. 298). 

I would argue that Oliver’s article and her interaction with various critical opinions on 

His Dark Materials emphasize the importance of keeping an author’s supposed intentions and 

worldviews sufficiently separated from any interpretation of the text itself. Whether Pullman 

intended to sway young readers towards rejecting Christianity and organised religion 

altogether, or whether he simply wanted to encourage them to independent thought is 

secondary. In this thesis, I approach Pullman’s work from a neutral angle, focusing on the 

themes that are present in the text and showing how they interact with Christian ideas and how 

my resulting interpretation can be compared to my findings about The Chronicles of Narnia. 

3. The Chronicles of Narnia: Temptation, Faith and Morality 

3.1. The Magician’s Nephew 

In this chapter, I will examine several relevant aspects within the first, second and last volume 

of The Chronicles of Narnia, beginning with The Magician’s Nephew. This book is a re-
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imagining of the book of Genesis, depicting the creation of Narnia through the eyes of the 

protagonists Digory and Polly. The two children emerge as an Adam-and-Eve-like pair, who 

are faced with temptation like their Biblical counterparts. An essential difference, however, is 

the fact that this temptation is mostly focused on Digory. In the dying world of Charn, Digory 

and Polly encounter a bell with the accompanying inscription: “Make your choice, adventurous 

Stranger; / Strike the bell and bide the danger, / Or wonder, till it drives you mad, / What would 

have followed if you had” (Lewis, 1998, p. 35). This sparks an argument between the two 

children, with Polly being the cautious one in opposition of ringing the bell, and Digory being 

gripped by the poem’s implications. Driven by his curiosity and enchanted by the magic of the 

bell, he gives in to its temptation, resulting in the awakening of Jadis, the White Witch. The 

poem’s magic seems lost on Polly, who is not interested at all in what happens when the bell 

is rung, while Digory is so affected by it that he does something that “he was very sorry for” 

later (p. 36). The way Digory talks to Polly during these events is reminiscent of his Uncle 

Andrew and marked by condescension and egoism. The story continues to unfold with Polly 

and Digory trying to deal with the consequences of the fateful ringing of the bell. Jadis follows 

the children and starts causing chaos, and Digory quickly realizes the gravity of his mistake.   

After they all arrive in Narnia and witness its creation, there is a moment between Polly, 

Digory and Aslan that is clearly inspired by Genesis 3:11–24, when God passes judgement on 

Adam and Eve for their disobedience. In Adam’s case, he confesses eating the fruit from the 

Tree of Knowledge but tells God that it was Eve who gave him the fruit. Digory, on the other 

hand, takes all the blame on himself, telling Aslan that his curiosity got the better of him and 

he rang the bell that freed Jadis, that Polly was against this and that “it wasn’t her fault” (p. 

80). This makes the reader even more sympathetic with Digory in his lowest moment, when he 

thinks he must abandon all hope to save his sick mother with Aslan’s help. However, Aslan 

proclaims that since “Adam’s race has done the harm, Adam’s race shall help to heal it” (p. 

80). This is a departure from the Old Testament source material, where God punishes Adam 

and Eve by banishing them from Eden, putting upon Eve the burden of childbirth and 

condemning Adam to work the fields in order to survive. There is no possibility of redemption, 

except in death. What happens to Adam and Eve is irreversible, and all humankind is 

condemned with them. Digory, on the other hand, is given the opportunity to “undo the wrong” 

that he has done, by helping him to plant “a tree that [the witch] will not dare to approach” in 

order to protect Narnia from her influence, at least for a time (pp. 83–84).  

This aligns Digory with Jesus, who is sometimes referred to as the “last Adam” or “new 

Adam” in the New Testament. An example of this can be found in Romans 5:12–21, where 
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Paul talks about Adam as the one man that caused sin and death to enter the world, and about 

Jesus as the one man who would undo this harm and bring grace and righteousness to the world 

(King James Bible). In Digory’s case, he is both the one to cause the harm and the one to undo 

it, which likens him simultaneously to Adam and to Jesus. This is one of many examples of 

smaller, more subtle references to the Bible that Lewis makes throughout the Narnia books.  

The opportunity of undoing the harm he has done is at the same time a test for Digory, 

since he is tempted again during this quest. Aslan sends him to an Eden-like garden to pluck 

an apple from the tree of life. On the gate to the garden, Digory finds another inscription: 

“Come in by the gold gates or not at all, / Take of my fruit for others or forbear, / For those 

who steal or those who climb my wall / Shall find their heart’s desire and find despair.” (p. 

92). Digory understands the message and that he is not allowed to eat the fruit of the tree 

himself, only to bring it to Aslan. Despite Jadis’ appearance, her attempts to tempt Digory and 

the inherent allure of the fruit, he manages to control himself and resist, succeeding in his task. 

The idea that Digory went through a trial and emerged victoriously is reinforced by Aslan when 

Digory brings him the apple: “For this fruit you have hungered and thirsted and wept” (p. 96). 

I would argue that this idea of a successful trial leading to personal betterment is one of 

the central themes of The Chronicles of Narnia. Many of the young protagonists face such 

challenges, and they overcome their weaknesses and emerge as selfless heroes. Examples of 

this include Digory, Shasta and Eustace (Garcia, pp. 67–71). Heroism and altruism are 

inextricably linked to morality in Narnia, but in many of these cases, the heroism of the 

characters even goes far beyond what morality would require. Garcia states that in these 

instances, the characters “find themselves torn between obedience to [Aslan’s] orders and their 

own judgement as to the best course of action” (p. 76). When they choose to put their trust into 

Aslan, their faith is invariably rewarded (p. 78).  

Related to this are the three different character types that Anacker observes in The 

Chronicles of Narnia that I mentioned in the theory section. Especially the first type is 

interesting for my thesis. It consists of flawed characters that manage to overcome the 

challenges set for them as well as their own moral shortcomings by repenting for their past 

mistakes (Anacker, p. 132). In the first book, Digory is an example of this. At first glance, these 

characters are not that different from the second type, which are “essentially good” characters 

that endure and overcome trials. Anacker gives the examples of Polly, Lucy and Peter (p. 132). 

The essential difference is, however, that this second type of character usually does not have a 

history of “wrongdoing”; they are already “firmly committed to the good” (pp. 133–134). The 

achievement of the first type of character in overcoming their flaws and changing their ways 
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thus seems like a greater one. I would also argue that this is something every reader can strongly 

empathise with: We have probably all done things that we know are morally questionable, and 

that we regret later, leading to a wish for self-improvement. Additionally, it is usually 

characters of this first type who are confronted the most with temptation in The Chronicles of 

Narnia, and they are also the most vulnerable to it.  

Before moving on to the second book and examining Edmund as another example of this 

type of character, I want to briefly talk about Aslan and Jadis as characters. Jadis clearly falls 

into Anacker’s third type of character, the “fatally flawed character” (p. 132). Uncle Andrew 

also fits into this category. Jadis is the Satan-like figure in The Chronicles of Narnia, and, as I 

will demonstrate, most instances of temptation in the books are related to her. This is true for 

Digory’s case, since when he falls to temptation in Charn, it is because of the inscription on 

the bell that frees Jadis, and later in the garden it is Jadis herself who tries to convince him to 

eat the apple. This shows her similarities to the devil and the serpent. Despite having magical 

powers, however, she is not as different from the other characters as Aslan. I would argue that 

Aslan does not fit into Anacker’s three character types at all, since he is neither flawed nor 

going through trials and overcoming them. Jadis has clearly human traits, specifically flaws, 

for example her hunger for power and complete self-absorption and disregard for others. Aslan, 

on the other hand, while not devoid of emotions and other human traits, cannot be thrown into 

a category together with any of the other characters, even the morally good ones. There are 

many descriptions in the books that reinforce his God-like qualities and fundamental difference 

from any other character, especially the recurring references to his unpredictable nature which 

is both fear- and awe-inspiring. Examples of this include Mr Beaver saying “’[c]ourse he isn’t 

safe. But he’s good” (Lewis, p. 146), and King Tirian stating that “[h]e’s not a tame lion” (p. 

707). Thus, Aslan differs from all the other characters and stands above them as the powerful 

God-like being that he is.  

 

3.2. The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe  

In the second volume, the character of Edmund is established early on as being quite self-

absorbed and not particularly fond of his siblings. This is shown especially in the way he makes 

fun of Lucy after she discovers Narnia and after having been there himself, lying to Peter and 

Susan and denying the existence of Narnia. His temptation arrives during this first visit in the 

form of Jadis herself, as in the case of Digory. She feeds him Turkish Delight and flatters him 

with promises of power and wealth (pp. 125–126). His pleased reactions to this and the fact 
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that he is taken in by her promises and is on her side even after hearing of her terrible deeds 

emphasize his egoistic traits even more. This culminates in his betrayal of his siblings, when 

he leaves them to bring Jadis information of their arrival and location. Mr Beaver even claims 

to have recognized Edmunds treacherous nature upon seeing him: “He had the look of someone 

who has been with the Witch and eaten her food. You can always tell them if you’ve lived long 

in Narnia; something about their eyes” (p. 149). This suggests that there is a visible stain on 

Edmund, marking him as having fallen to temptation. Whether this is part of the Witch’s magic 

or a visualisation of a character flaw, it reinforces the idea that there are direct negative 

consequences to falling to temptation. In other words, what Edmund has done is morally wrong, 

and something needs to be done in order for him to redeem himself and rid himself of this stain. 

This is of course where Aslan enters the story and the parallels of this story to the Passion of 

Jesus Christ become apparent. In this case, Aslan sacrifices himself not for the sins of 

humanity, but for the sins of Edmund.  

After Edmund has realized his mistake and is reunited with his siblings, he first has a 

private talk with Aslan. This is a turning point, a “conversation which Edmund never forgot”, 

and it serves to give Edmund both Aslan’s and his siblings’ forgiveness (p. 174). This 

forgiveness, crucially, comes first and foremost from Aslan. However, Jadis arrives and 

demands that Edmund be delivered to her: “[…] every traitor belongs to me as my lawful prey 

and […] for every treachery I have a right to kill” (p. 175). This displays Jadis’ fundamentally 

terrible nature and cements her role as a Satan-like figure. Aslan negotiates with her and takes 

Edmund’s place. He is then resurrected on the Stone Table where the Witch killed him and 

explains to Susan and Lucy that “when a willing victim who had committed no treachery was 

killed in a traitor’s stead, the Table would crack and Death itself would start working 

backwards” (p. 185). Thus, his purity and innocence save both himself and Edmund, and the 

Witch is powerless against this. Most importantly, only through Aslan’s power and his 

sacrifice, Edmund’s fall to temptation and the resulting stain on him are forgiven and wiped 

out. 

 

3.3. Temptation in The Chronicles of Narnia 

I now want to examine the instances of temptation I have discussed so far a bit more closely, 

and compare them with Eve’s temptation in the Bible. Digory’s first temptation is disguised as 

a dare. The inscription on the bell is almost teasing and speaks strongly to Digory’s curiosity. 

This instance of temptation is slightly different than the others. His second temptation, 
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Edmund’s temptation, and Eve’s temptation all have food as their vehicle. It seems that the 

physical pleasure included in consuming the food, and the promises that go along with this play 

a role, albeit to differing degrees. When Digory plucks the apple from the Tree of Life, he is 

briefly tempted by how appetizing it looks and smells: “A terrible thirst and hunger came over 

him and a longing to taste that fruit” (p. 92). Jadis then appears and tries to tempt Digory with 

eternal life, but he does not seem interested in this. She then attempts to induce him to give the 

fruit to his mother, going against Aslan’s command. Even this appeal to altruism does not fool 

Digory, however. Having been fooled once before, and both fearing and trusting Aslan, he 

resists.  

Similarly, Edmund is tempted both by the taste of the enchanted Turkish Delight, and 

Jadis’ promises of power. This can be observed when he begs Jadis for “just one piece of 

Turkish Delight to eat on the way home” (p. 127). When he arrives at the witch’s castle later, 

he again begs her for more Turkish Delight, but of course at this point her terrible nature and 

lies are beginning to become obvious even to Edmund as she denies him and treats him like a 

prisoner (p. 161). Edmund’s obsession with the enchanted treat is much stronger than what is 

described in the Bible in the case of Eve and the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge. She seems 

to be tempted mostly by the knowledge that the fruit offers: “And when the woman saw that 

the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make 

one wise, she took of the fruit thereof” (King James Bible, Genesis 3:6). The aspect of physical 

temptation and the pleasure of eating the fruit itself are secondary here, but not to be completely 

disregarded.  

In all the instances of temptation I have discussed in this section, the promises that go 

along with the physical temptation are just as important, if not more so depending on the 

instance. This can be either knowledge or power in some form. Crucially, in all the instances 

where characters give in to temptation, the promised reward turns out to be more of a curse 

than a blessing. When Digory rings the bell, he unleashes a force of evil in Jadis, and Edmund 

learns the hard way that Jadis’ promises were just lies and she means to harm both him and his 

siblings. Therefore, the things that they hope to gain by giving in to temptation are never worth 

it. The same could be argued in the case of Adam and Eve. The knowledge that they gain likely 

would not have contributed to their happiness, even if they had not been punished for their 

disobedience. Thus, Lewis’ books propagate the idea that falling to temptation does not just 

reveal the moral shortcomings of a person, but also that the supposed rewards are either non-

existent or come at a terrible price. Additionally, the stories emphasize that the only possibility 

for salvation comes from Aslan, in one way or another.  
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3.4. The Final Judgement 

This brings me to the last volume of The Chronicles of Narnia, The Last Battle. It depicts the 

end of the world of Narnia and the entry of the protagonists into the Narnian version of Heaven. 

While temptation does not play as big of a role in this story, there are ideas about ethics and 

morality represented in this book that are central to all the Narnia books and that I want to 

discuss here. The first part of the story revolves around the ape Shift and the donkey Puzzle. 

Shift convinces the naïve Puzzle to disguise himself as Aslan after they find a dead lion’s pelt, 

and through him, the crafty and power-hungry ape starts to take power in Narnia. When Aslan 

finally returns to Narnia after a long absence, the con-artists are of course found out. With 

Aslan return also the “friends of Narnia”, whom King Tirian calls to his aid in the face of 

Shift’s increasing power (p. 691). These are all the human protagonists from the earlier 

volumes, most of them now grown up. The only one conspicuously absent is Susan. It is 

mentioned that “[s]he’s interested in nothing nowadays except nylons and lipstick and 

invitations” and that she “is no longer a friend of Narnia” (p. 741). This is related to one of the 

main underlying themes of The Last Battle, the final judgement, which I will discuss in the 

following sections. 

 Throughout this story, the divide between the followers and true believers of Aslan, and 

the non-believers or those of morally questionable character becomes more and more obvious. 

The ape Shift belongs to the latter group, as well as most of the Calormenes from the South, 

with whom he allies himself. Their immorality is made visible at every point of the story; they 

lie, exploit and enslave the Narnians in order to enrich themselves. The difference between the 

non-believers and the believers also becomes very apparent in a group of dwarfs. Tirian and 

his allies encounter them in the stable that turns out to contain a whole different world. To the 

dwarfs, however, the inside of the stable is just that: a “pitch-black, poky, smelly little hole of 

a stable” (p. 746). Their inability to see what the others see is caused by their denial of Aslan, 

who explains to the others that “[t]hey will not let us help them. They have chosen cunning 

instead of belief. Their prison is only in their own minds, yet they are in that prison; and so 

afraid of being taken in that they cannot be taken out” (p. 748). Thus, the dwarfs are just as lost 

as Shift, the Calormenes, and Susan, and the differences between them and Aslan’s followers 

are clear.  

When the end of the world of Narnia has come, all the creatures must stand before Aslan 

to be judged, and those who look upon him with “fear and hatred” are sent away into the 
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shadows and forgotten (p. 751). This marks the clear distinction between those faithful to Aslan 

and the non-believers. Interestingly, one of the Calormenes, who worship the evil God Tash, 

is judged as truly being a servant of Aslan, because he is a good person. Aslan tells him that 

“no service which is vile can be done to me, and none which is not vile can be done to [Tash]”. 

Tash, in this case, is another Satan-like figure, similar to Jadis and directly opposed to Aslan. 

This introduces the idea that the pure of heart are all followers of Aslan, whether they know it 

or not, and that any good deed is done in service to him. As Aslan states, “all find what they 

truly seek” (p. 757). This is significant, since it means that worshiping Aslan by name is not 

necessary, as long as one lives in accordance with the moral values Aslan represents. Those 

who do not simply are not subject to Aslan’s care. In the end, they are literally erased from the 

story by disappearing into the shadows.  

 

3.5. Death and the Afterlife 

Another central theme of The Last Battle is death. In the following sections, I will analyse how 

exactly Lewis deals with this, and I will show how it relates to childhood and growing up in 

the context of Narnia. In this last book, the protagonists from the previous books all appear in 

Narnia together, except Susan. This is significant, because in previous books, the protagonists 

were always children or adolescents. Here, some of them have grown up, so the friends of 

Narnia range from adolescent to elderly in age. Furthermore, their arrival in Narnia coincides 

with their death through a railway accident in their own world. They only gradually figure this 

out, for example when Edmund describes what happened to him and Peter while waiting at the 

train station for the others: “There was a frightful roar and something hit me with a bang, but 

it didn’t hurt. And I felt not so much scared as – well, excited” (p. 743). This suggests that 

death is nothing to be afraid of. Jill expresses similar feelings: “Even if we are killed. I’d rather 

be killed fighting for Narnia than grow old and stupid at home and perhaps go about in a Bath 

chair and then die in the end just the same” (p. 721). This is before figuring out that they have 

already died in their own world, and it shows the value placed on heroism and fighting for 

one’s beliefs that the books express time and time again.  

Towards the end of the book and after the final judgement by Aslan, the friends of Narnia 

finally arrive in Heaven, which turns out to be “the real Narnia”, a purer and more beautiful 

version of Narnia (p. 759). Lewis makes explicit reference to Plato and the latter’s belief that 

“the world that appears to our senses is in some way defective and filled with error, but there 

is a more real and perfect realm” (Kraut, 2022, section 1). In this context, dying and entering 
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Heaven is seen as a joyous occasion, and the following existence in Heaven itself as the most 

pure and beautiful experience one could imagine. Thus, the end of one’s life is presented as 

positive overall. The end of Narnia goes hand in hand with the death of the protagonists. Their 

emotions upon watching the unmaking of Narnia are mixed: “With a thrill of wonder (and there 

was some terror in it too) they all suddenly realized what was happening. The spreading 

blackness was not a cloud at all: it was simply emptiness” (Lewis, p. 750). Some of them 

express their sadness at this, for example Lucy: “I am sure it is not wrong to mourn for Narnia. 

Think of all that lies dead and frozen behind that door” (p. 753). These feelings are not long-

lived, however, and overtaken by joy when the friends of Narnia enter Heaven and the story 

comes to its happy ending. Therefore, the end of one’s life and the end of Narnia are aligned 

with the end of the story, and all of them are presented as positive, because of the new 

possibilities they bring with them.  

The theme of death that pertains to the characters, the world, and the story is also 

applicable to childhood. As a series of children’s books, The Chronicles of Narnia thematizes 

growing up, as is shown for example by the ever-changing young protagonists that embark to 

Narnia in a journey of learning. They encounter and overcome difficulties and learn about 

morality, faith and heroism. When they have done so successfully and have learned as much 

as they can from Narnia, they do not return there, marking their transition into young adulthood. 

An example of this can be found towards the end of The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, when 

Aslan tells Lucy and Edmund that they will not return to Narnia, explaining to them that they 

are “too old” and “must begin to come close to [their] own world now”. He also says that he 

exists in their world too, but by another name (p. 541). Therefore, I would argue that the 

adolescents’ adventures in Narnia are geared towards teaching both them and the readers about 

faith and introducing them to God in a more personal sense than it is often the case in church. 

In the process of this, The Chronicles of Narnia also presents readers with a positive outlook 

on growing up, and the idea that the enchantment of Narnia and childhood can be found in 

adulthood as well, if one only looks for it.  

An important message of the books, therefore, is that endings are not something negative 

that is to be feared. On the contrary, they are necessary and inevitable, both when it comes to 

childhood and life in general. Leaving one’s childhood behind can be painful and sad, but 

Lewis reinforces the necessity of it and the positive aspects that come with it. This is a very 

general message that is probably part of many children’s books. Lewis associates it more 

specifically with Christian ideology and Biblical stories and expresses it through the genre of 

fantasy literature. Similar to the metaphorical death of childhood, death in general is presented 
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here as inevitable and something that can also be seen in a positive light and as the beginning 

of a new story. This new story is not so different from the previous one, except much better, as 

the ending of The Last Battle shows: “Now at last they were beginning Chapter One of the 

Great Story which no one on earth has read: which goes on for ever: in which every chapter is 

better than the one before” (p. 767).  

In conclusion, I have analysed some of the ways in which The Chronicles of Narnia deals 

with such topics as temptation, faith, morality and death. This analysis is not exhaustive, but it 

serves to give a general picture of the ideas that Lewis portrays in this series. In the next chapter, 

I will turn towards His Dark Materials, in order to then compare my findings about the two 

works in chapter five. 

 

4. His Dark Materials: Sin, Temptation and Knowledge 

4.1. Gnosticism, Mary Malone and Temptation 

In this sub-chapter, I will examine how His Dark Materials portrays temptation and sin. I will 

focus on the character of Mary Malone and her role as the snake, as well as discuss the general 

attitudes that are expressed in the trilogy towards temptation, knowledge and original sin. In 

the second sub-chapter, I will turn to the portrayal of Lord Asriel and morality, and in the last 

sub-chapter I will discuss the themes of death and the afterlife.  

Before discussing His Dark Materials and especially the character of Mary Malone, it is 

important to mention Gnosticism, since it relates directly to both. Pullman has stated his interest 

in this strain of Christianity in several instances (see for example Pullman 2017, pp. 36–37), 

and we can see clear traces of this in His Dark Materials. Milbank states that “Pullman […] 

wishes to offer a Gnostic account of the need for transgression and loss if we are to grow up” 

(p. 220). In order to find out what exactly he means by this, we first need to understand the 

basic ideas of Gnosticism. I will only give a brief introduction to Gnosticism here, being aware 

that it can barely scratch the surface of what is a complex school of thought with many different 

subgroups and a complicated history. However, it should be enough for my purposes to 

examine only the main ideas here. Gnosticism, according to Logan (2017) is “a religious 

movement or movements of late antiquity, which claimed to possess a specific and superior 

type of knowledge, gnosis”. The Gnostics claimed that this knowledge was “of their origin in 

a heavenly world and fall into this lower world of evil, error and illusion, […] and their 

awakening and return to that transcendent world through a saving call issued by a heavenly 

revealer” (p. 850). Part of their claim was that they would be saved from the world we know 
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through knowledge. Following from this, there is one branch of Gnosticism known as the 

“Ophites”, who “honored the ‘snake’ or ‘serpent’ (Greek ophis) as a revealer of saving gnosis” 

(Pearson 2006, p. 895). In their view, the knowledge of good and evil that the serpent provides 

to Adam and Eve after tempting them to eat the fruit from the tree of knowledge is something 

to be desired (p. 895). These ideas are of course strongly opposed to orthodox Christian 

doctrine, and thus the Gnostics and especially the Ophites were generally deemed heretics by 

orthodox Christians (Logan, p. 850–851). To return to Pullman, the Ophite view of the serpent 

and its temptation as something positive is strongly reflected in His Dark Materials, which is 

what I will examine in the following section.  

Lyra meets Mary Malone after having met Will in the world of Cittàgazze. Lyra wants 

to find out more about Dust, and Will advises her to find a scholar in his world. The 

alethiometer leads her to Mary’s office in Oxford. Mary is a physicist occupied with the study 

of dark matter, which, as it turns out, is the same thing as Lyra’s Dust. Mary has a background 

in religion and the church, having been a nun when she was younger. However, she stopped 

believing in God and turned to science, one of her reasons for which was to not “have to think 

about [good and evil]” anymore (Pullman, p. 435). Ironically, the Magisterium in Lyra’s world 

believes that Dust is “the physical evidence for original sin” (p. 314). Thus, Mary must come 

to the realization that she is as deeply entangled with considerations about good and evil in her 

research as she was when she was a nun, if not more.  

After Lyra’s visit, she modifies the machine she has been using in order to observe dark 

matter so that it displays words instead of pictures and manages to communicate with Dust. 

She finds out that Dust is pure consciousness, and that angels are made of it. The angels tell 

her that she must find Lyra and Will and “play the serpent” (p. 563). Here is one of many little 

twists and ironies that Pullman applies to Christian doctrine. Angels are usually seen as agents 

or servants of God, thus them telling Mary to play the serpent is somewhat ironical. Another 

instance of this is Mary’s name. Giving the tempter the name of the virgin mother of Jesus 

undermines the notions of virtue commonly associated with the latter. The overarching 

narrative of Mary as the snake and Lyra as Eve falling to temptation is reinforced by the 

witches’ prophecy, stating that Lyra’s true name is Mother Eve, that she “is destined to bring 

about the end of destiny” and that she “must do so without knowing what she is doing” (p. 

263).  

Mary’s interactions with the angels serve to align her further with the mother of Jesus, 

who also communicates with angels for example in Luke 1:35–38. Pullman’s Mary then does 

as the angels tell her and begins her journey to other worlds in order to find Lyra and Will. She 
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finds the window to the world of Cittàgazze, passes the man guarding it and steps through, 

which is somewhat reminiscent of Satan beginning his journey and leaving hell in John 

Milton’s Paradise Lost. After standing at the gates of hell for a while and pondering the chaos 

of the abyss before him, Satan starts to make his way towards Eden to carry out his evil plans: 

“At last his sail-broad vans / He spreads for flight, and in the surging smoke / Uplifted spurns 

the ground, thence many a league / As in a cloudy chair ascending rides” (2.927–930). This 

underlines the nature of Mary’s quest and the role she is going to play. She does not exactly 

know how she is supposed to tempt Lyra, thus she follows her intuition and the hints she gets 

from the Angels through her readings of the symbols of the I Ching, a Chinese form of fortune-

telling which operates on Dust, similar to the alethiometer. Guided by these higher forces, she 

arrives in the world of the mulefa, which are a strange mixture of cow and elephant, highly 

conscious and capable of language and culture. They move on wheels, which are the seed-pods 

from a species of great trees growing in their world. Mary learns much about Dust from them, 

and she creates an instrument that enables her to see Dust, a spyglass made from amber. Finally, 

Will and Lyra arrive in this world as well and are reunited with Mary. This is where the long-

awaited moment of temptation happens.  

The three of them start telling their stories to each other, and Mary tells them how she 

stopped believing in God and left the church. The reason for this was that she herself was 

tempted by the pleasures of the physical world, both in a sexual way and in the simple 

enjoyment of physical things like food and drink. She describes feeling conflicted and finally 

realizing that no one would gain anything by her making herself miserable over committing 

what she thought was a sin and vowing “never to fall into temptation again” (Pullman, p. 1022). 

The way Mary describes the change within herself is reminiscent of a spell being lifted, and 

her finally being able to see clearly. Hearing all this causes a similar change within Lyra:  

 

As Mary said that, Lyra felt something strange happen to her body. She felt a 

stirring at the roots of her hair: she found herself breathing faster. […] She felt as if 

she had been handed the key to a great house she hadn’t known was there, a house 

that was somehow inside her, and as she turned the key, deep in the darkness of the 

building she felt other doors opening too, and lights coming on. 

(pp. 1021–1022) 

I would argue that this is Lyra starting to discover her sexuality and developing an increased 

self-awareness that we associate with growing up, which is a process that has been set in motion 

from the beginning of the story and comes to fruition now. Shortly after, she and Will set out 
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searching for their dӕmons, and they end up kissing and confessing their love for one another. 

Thus, like Eve, Lyra tempts Will after having been tempted herself. However, in Pullman’s 

world, this does not bring about the Fall, but is an occasion for joy. Mary describes them as 

“the true image of what human beings always could be, once they had come into their 

inheritance” (p. 1046). Their beginning discovery of their sexuality is also free from the shame 

that the church often attaches to the topic and that is seen to have sprung from eating the fruit 

of the tree of knowledge, as Lord Asriel explains to Lyra at the end of the first book. Mrs. 

Coulter also mentions the Magisterium’s “feverish obsession with sexuality”, which seems to 

follow naturally from their obsession with trying to prevent children from being affected by 

original sin (p. 921). With Lyra and Will, falling to temptation is transformed into something 

natural and free of shame.   

Will’s and Lyra’s discovery of their love for one another also influences the Dust in the 

world of the mulefa. There had been something wrong with it, causing the great trees to slowly 

die, and Mary had been trying to find the cause and fix it. Now she could see that “the Dust 

pouring down from the stars had found a living home again, and these children-no-longer-

children, saturated with love, were the cause of it all” (p. 1046). It seems that Dust is especially 

attracted to human relationships, specifically romantic ones, which in some ways validates the 

Magisterium’s understanding of it as evidence of original sin. What the whole series points to, 

however, is that original sin is nothing to be feared. On the contrary, it is something positive. 

This is strongly reminiscent of the Gnostic ideas I have described and the belief of the Ophites 

that the knowledge gained by Adam and Eve through the temptation of the serpent is desirable. 

In His Dark Materials, the serpent figure Mary and her temptation of Lyra are positive, because 

it leads Lyra and Will to gain knowledge about themselves.  

Shortly after discovering their love for one another, Lyra and Will are reunited with their 

dӕmons. Will has never truly met his dӕmon before, since he did not have a dӕmon separate 

from his own body before traveling to the world of the dead. In addition to that, both the 

dӕmons take on their true forms at this point, which marks the transition of the two protagonists 

into adulthood. The Bible of Lyra’s world describes this moment in the story of Adam and Eve 

as follows:  

 

“And the eyes of them both were opened, and they saw the true form of their 

dӕmons and spoke with them. […] They knew that a great change had come upon 

them, for until that moment it had seemed that they were at one with all the creatures 

of the earth and air, and there was no difference between them: And they saw the 
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difference, and they knew good and evil; and they were ashamed, and they sewed 

fig leaves together to cover their nakedness”  

(p. 315) 

This is how the Fall happens, and thus the Magisterium thinks that children should be cut off 

from their dӕmons before they take on a fixed form, before innocence changes into experience, 

in order to prevent “sin and shame and death” from affecting them (pp. 315–316). This notion 

of innocence changing into experience is represented in other passages of the books as well. 

Lyra is referred to as a “strange innocent creature” by Farder Coram towards the beginning of 

her journey (p. 151). Later on, the importance of stories and storytelling is emphasized as a 

means of gaining experience, for example when Lyra and Will are trying to escape from the 

world of the dead. After Lyra tells the ghosts stories from her days in Oxford, she discovers 

that the harpies, who guard the world of the dead and eternally torment its inhabitants, feed on 

these stories. They make a bargain with Lyra, promising that in the future, they will ask all the 

ghosts for a true story of their life, and in exchange they will lead the ghosts to the opening out 

of the world of the dead, so that they can dissolve into the real world and be “alive again in a 

thousand blades of grass” (p. 916). Mary meets this stream of ghosts sometime later, and they 

emphasize the importance of storytelling to her: “You must tell them true stories, and 

everything will be well, everything. Just tell them stories” (p. 1012). To Mary, it is not clear 

who the ghosts refer to, but she seems to know instinctively that her task is to tell Lyra and 

Will stories. Doing so leads to the moment of temptation I described above.  

Accordingly, telling stories becomes equivalent with temptation, leading to original sin, 

which in turn is connected with gaining knowledge. Adam and Eve’s expulsion from Eden 

goes hand in hand with a change in their very being. The knowledge they gained changes them, 

as does the punishment God inflicts on them for it. Pullman turns all this around, since the 

whole series reinforces knowledge as something to be desired, and Lyra’s fall to temptation is 

ultimately what restores balance and gives Lyra and Will the knowledge they need to save all 

worlds by preserving Dust and stopping it from “leaking out of the worlds and into 

nothingness”. If this happened, “everything good [would] fade away and die” (p. 1058). The 

acquisition of this knowledge, which provides salvation, once again displays a connection to 

Gnostic beliefs in that it is a form of gnosis.  

In conclusion, Mary Malone plays the part of the snake and tempts Lyra by telling her 

stories. The fact that Mary is a scientist and thus spends her life in the pursuit of knowledge 

provides a first hint that the temptation coming from her is not something to be feared. His 

Dark Materials then presents the moment of temptation as something positive, since it leads to 
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Lyra and Will realizing their feelings for each other, beginning their transition into adulthood, 

reuniting with their dӕmons who are now fixed in form, and finding the knowledge of how to 

save the world. Falling to temptation in His Dark Materials means to be affected by Dust. This 

becomes essential to human existence, since Dust is consciousness, which is a defining feature 

of humanity. The series creates many such interconnections between sin, temptation, Dust, 

knowledge and storytelling and presents especially sin and temptation in a new light that is 

decidedly different from Christian teachings, leaning on various ideas from Gnosticism. In the 

following sections, I want to focus a bit more on Lord Asriel and the concept of death, to show 

some additional interesting notions that appear in His Dark Materials in relation to the 

abovementioned concepts.  

 

4.2. Lord Asriel’s Quest and Morality  

Despite mostly acting from the background, Lord Asriel is a highly influential figure in the 

story right from the beginning. At the end of the first book, he states his goal of finding the 

origin of “all the Dust, all the death, the sin, the misery, the destructiveness in the world” and 

destroying it (p. 319–320). This negative view of Dust follows the Magisterium’s teachings, 

and Asriel also tells Mrs. Coulter that he aims to destroy it, in order to induce her to come with 

him. However, later Asriel reveals that he never meant to destroy Dust, but to preserve it. What 

he really means to do is to wage war on “The Authority”, the Magisterium’s name for God (p. 

671). From the point where Asriel kills Roger and throughout the series, he has a status that 

fluctuates between villain and hero, reminiscent of Satan in Milton’s Paradise Lost. As I 

mentioned in the introduction, His Dark Materials is strongly inspired by Milton’s epic, and is 

a re-imagining of it in which Satan’s rebellion is successful and he manages to overthrow God.  

The ending of the series is interesting to consider in this context, because it is not Asriel 

who kills the Authority, but Lyra and Will. Ironically, they do so by accident, when they happen 

upon a crystal litter with an ancient angel inside it. They help him get out, but he simply 

dissolves, “a mystery dissolving in mystery” (p. 993). Apparently, the Authority “was never 

the creator”, but simply “the first angel”. He deceived the other angels, telling them that “he 

had created them”, but some of them found out and rebelled, unsuccessfully (p. 671). Asriel, 

in the meantime, has turned his attentions to “Metatron”, the Authority’s Regent. Him and Mrs. 

Coulter finally sacrifice themselves in order to kill Metatron and give Lyra time to fulfil the 

prophecy. This is a form of redemption for these two morally ambiguous characters. Having 

failed spectacularly at being good parents to Lyra and having committed atrocious deeds in the 



 

30 

 

name of a higher purpose, they redeem themselves by dying for their beliefs and for their 

daughter. The deeply ambiguous nature of Lord Asriel underlines his similarity to Milton’s 

Satan, and the fact that he contributes to the positive ending of the series expresses Pullman’s 

critical stance towards Christian doctrine once again.  

Something else that Lord Asriel shows in the story is the danger of being blinded by 

ideology and losing one’s basic human decency in the process. This seems to apply to all the 

antagonists in the series, the Magisterium and Mrs. Coulter among them. They all have a higher 

purpose: Lord Asriel wants to end the tyranny of the Authority, and the Magisterium and Mrs. 

Coulter want to undo the stain of original sin and protect future generations from being affected 

by it. They all sacrifice human lives in the name of the greater good, and the story presents 

them as villains because of it. In the case of Lord Asriel and Mrs. Coulter, they finally realize 

the harm they have done. Despite their bad parenting, their love for Lyra unites them in the 

end, and they sacrifice themselves to protect her, killing the evil angel Metatron in the process: 

“Lyra’s mother stood and found her footing and leapt with all her heart, to hurl herself against 

the angel and her dӕmon and her dying lover, and seize those beating wings, and bear them all 

down together into the abyss” (p. 992). Their one selfless act provides some measure of 

redemption for them. All their previous deeds, done in service to a greater good, are exposed 

as immoral throughout the course of the trilogy.  

I would argue that Pullman makes a statement about morality here, essentially saying 

that ideology and religious fanaticism are dangerous, making us lose sight of basic human 

decency and empathy. It does not matter how righteous our goals are, or how good the ideology 

we follow, if they lead us to hurt people in the pursuit of them. In Dӕmon Voices (2017), a 

collection of essays and lectures by Philip Pullman, he describes “the tendency of human beings 

to gather power to themselves in the name of something that may not be questioned, and to 

justify what they do in terms of absolutes” (p. 407) and calls this tendency “theocratic 

absolutism” (p. 416). This applies to His Dark Materials in the examples I mentioned. Pullman 

goes on to say that theocratic absolutism poses that “meanings are fixed and simple and 

determined by authority” (p. 416). I would argue that the danger of looking at the world in 

these absolute terms is exactly what His Dark Materials tries to show. It aims to present readers 

with a sense of morality that is more nuanced and urges them not to fall into the trap of 

theocratic absolutism like the Magisterium, Mrs. Coulter and Lord Asriel. 
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4.3. Death and the Afterlife 

The question of what happens after death is another important theme in the series. The promise 

of going to Heaven if one has faith and lives a good life according to the teachings of the 

Church and the Bible is central to Christian faith. To be in Heaven is supposedly to be in a state 

of eternal bliss. His Dark Materials takes this promise of Christian doctrine and twists it in its 

representation of the world of the dead. This world is very bleak and populated by ghosts and 

the harpies that are supposed to be their guardians. However, these harpies “see the worst in 

everyone” and feed on it, eternally tormenting the ghosts (p. 912). Therefore, the world of the 

dead seems much more reminiscent of Hell than Heaven. However, there is a group of ghosts 

who disagree with this, and the ghost of a monk tries to stop the other ghosts from going with 

Lyra and Will with the following words: “The Almighty has granted us this blessed place for 

all eternity, this paradise, which to the fallen soul seems bleak and barren, but which the eyes 

of faith see as it is, overflowing with milk and honey and resounding with the sweet hymns of 

the angels” (p. 916). This is one of the instances in the series where Pullman overtly satirizes 

the Church and certain followers of the Christian faith.  

This kind of rhetoric implies that the favour of God only falls on those who are pure 

enough and believe strongly enough, which is why Lyra briefly starts doubting whether the 

monk might not be right. However, Will tells her to trust in her senses, both mentally and 

physically. I would argue that this is a strong theme within His Dark Materials: Instead of 

building our lives worrying over whether we will go to Heaven after death and trusting in the 

intangible promises of the church, we should enjoy the time we have and feel our existence 

with all our senses, while trusting on the knowledge we can gather from the real world in order 

to make the right decisions. The ending of the book reinforces this notion, when Lyra 

contemplates what to do with the rest of her life: “We shouldn’t live as if [the kingdom of 

heaven] mattered more than this life in this world, because where we are is always the most 

important place” (p. 1087). She finally decides to go to school, aiming to dedicate her life to 

re-learning how to read the alethiometer. She lost this skill after fulfilling the prophecy, and 

only through life-long study can she regain it. Lyra’s decision to go to the aptly named school 

of “St. Sophia”, and her goal to “learn consciously what [she] could once do by intuition” once 

again underline the importance of knowledge in the whole series (pp. 1084–1085).  

Another aspect to the theme of death in His Dark Materials can be found when looking 

at the ghosts in the world of the dead. First of all, as I touched on above, the world of the dead 

does not seem to be separated in a Heaven and Hell; one place for those who lived a good life 

according to Christian standards, and one place for those who failed to do so. One of the ghosts 
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states that “the land of the dead isn’t a place of reward or a place of punishment. It’s a place of 

nothing. The good come here as well as the wicked” (p. 916). Thus, in death, everyone seems 

to be equal in Pullman’s world. As mentioned in the last sub-chapter, what becomes central to 

their experience after Lyra frees them from their misery is remembering through storytelling, 

and finally becoming part of the living world again by dissolving into it. Stories are what is 

essential to gaining knowledge and experience, and they are all that remains once we die, as 

the ghosts demonstrate.  

The harpies feed on these stories and the experiences behind them, and once the ghosts 

have fulfilled this purpose, they can exit the world of the dead and dissolve. This dissolving 

into non-existence is described by Lyra as follows: “When you go out of here, all the particles 

that make you up will loosen and float apart, just like your dӕmons did. […] But your dӕmons 

en’t just nothing now; they’re part of everything” (p. 915). The state the ghosts will be in is 

therefore both one of unconsciousness and omnipresence. The ghosts seem to prefer this fate 

to the never-ending gloom they suffered before, as one of them exclaims: “Even if it means 

oblivion, friends, I’ll welcome it, because it won’t be nothing” (p. 916). This might seem 

paradoxical at first, but the ghosts would rather drift into a non-conscious state than being 

eternally conscious of the nothingness around them. They emphasize the joy of being part of 

the physical world in any form, alive or dead. Therefore, death becomes a joyous or at worst 

bittersweet experience. The witches share this way of looking at death. Serafina Pekkala kills 

another witch who is being tortured by Mrs. Coulter, while “smiling happily, because Yambe-

Akka was merry and light-hearted and her visits were gifts of joy” (p. 387). Yambe-Akka is 

the witches’ goddess of death. While the witches do not actively seek out death, they embrace 

it joyfully when its time has come.  

Thus, while not directly related to the topics of sin and temptation at first glance, the way 

death is portrayed in His Dark Materials can nevertheless give us some information about the 

concepts I have talked about before. First of all, there is no difference in death according to 

how one has lived one’s life. All the ghosts seem to end up in the world of the dead, no matter 

their standing in the eyes of God or the Magisterium. Therefore, the Magisterium’s 

fearmongering about committing sinful deeds, whatever those are in their eyes, loses its 

meaning. The only authority one has to answer to is oneself, and there are no consequences to 

falling to temptation, at least not in the afterlife. This renders the Magisterium’s obsessive 

worries about original sin completely futile. In this way, Pullman once again shifts the focus 

away from common Christian worries about the afterlife towards one’s enjoyment of the 

physical world.  
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This does not mean that one should not worry about making ethical choices, which is 

reinforced for example when Lyra says to Mary that “you can’t investigate Shadows, Dust, 

whatever it is, without thinking about that kind of thing, good and evil and such” (p. 435). Since 

Dust is essentially pure consciousness, I would argue that this points towards the importance 

of moral considerations for any conscious, and thus self-aware, lifeform. In Christianity, acting 

morally is often connected to the goal of entering Heaven upon death. Pullman shifts the focus 

away from this and re-anchors the need for a moral consciousness in the physical world we 

inhabit while alive, focusing on the consequences of our actions. He does not explicitly discuss 

the question of where exactly our moral consciousness comes from, if not from God. However, 

I think the series’ repeated insistence on the importance of gathering experience and gaining 

knowledge can give us a clue. As Lyra says towards the very end: “We have to be all those 

difficult things like cheerful and kind and curious and brave and patient, and we’ve got to study 

and think, and work hard, […] and then we’ll build […] the republic of heaven” (pp. 1087–

1088). I would argue that what Lyra means to say here is that we do not need a moral code 

coming from some imagined higher authority in order to live a good life.  

This goes back to Pullman’s idea of theocratic absolutism: Instead of an absolute code of 

morality, all we need is the will to examine our own choices critically and to dedicate our lives 

to bettering ourselves. Additionally, the republic of heaven is not something we only gain 

access to once we die, but something we can strive for in our lives. In order to do so, we need 

to make our own experiences and pursue knowledge in our own way, and not blindly accept 

imposed ideas of good and evil. This brings me back to Lord Asriel and Mrs. Coulter, since 

this is exactly what they did in the end. Despite having made many bad choices in their lives, 

they come to realize what is truly important, and follow their own conscience in pursuit of it, 

enabling the possibility for a better world. Especially for Mrs. Coulter, this means turning 

against the Magisterium, and following her own moral code over that of the church.  

This concludes my discussion of His Dark Materials. In the following chapter, I will 

focus on comparing these findings with my findings on The Chronicles of Narnia and examine 

the similarities and differences of the two works in regard to the main themes I have discussed 

so far. It will also be interesting to view this comparison in the context of children’s fantasy 

literature and make connections to the secondary literature I have touched on at the beginning 

of this thesis.  
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5. Comparison  

5.1. Temptation  

Temptation is the biggest topic of comparison and focus of my thesis. The way the two series 

treat the theme of temptation can give us significant insight into their stances towards sin, 

morality and redemption. This contributes to the worldview and moral code they present to 

young readers, which is what has often been discussed by critics in regard to both works. In 

this chapter, I will compare my findings from the previous chapters and expand on the 

discussions I have started in them. I will also return to my initial claim, which is that the two 

series follow the shared goal of providing young readers with a moral education and with 

answers to certain existential questions, such as what happens after death, and that they 

approach this goal from very different angles. I will accomplish this by comparing the portrayal 

of the themes I have discussed in the previous chapters, beginning with temptation in this first 

sub-chapter.  

In The Chronicles of Narnia, the portrayal of temptation largely stays true to Biblical 

representations of it, as is to be expected. The Lord’s prayer, for example, includes the line 

“and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil” (King James Bible, Matthew 6:13). 

This suggests that temptation is something to be avoided, and that its source is the devil. Many 

Bible passages represent similar ideas, for example Mark 14:38 or Luke 22:46. Another aspect 

to the Biblical idea of temptation concerns those that manage to resist it. James 1:12 states that 

“blessed is the man that endureth temptation: for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown 

of life, which the Lord hath promised to them that love him”. This shows that resisting 

temptation is a proof of loyalty to God, which will be rewarded.  

We can find these same ideas in The Chronicles of Narnia. As I have discussed, the 

examples of Digory and Edmund show that temptation is something coming directly from evil 

forces and that it is to be resisted. Falling to temptation stains one’s character, and the reward 

promised by the tempter always turns out to be twisted into something negative or is a lie 

altogether. Combined with the negative consequences that giving in to temptation has in the 

stories, this shows that temptation is portrayed as something sinful that creates the need for 

redemption and salvation. These are in turn always directly associated with Aslan. The 

characters that have failed to resist temptation have to prove themselves to Aslan, and only he 

can wipe their slate clean. When they manage to endure temptation or correct their mistakes, 

the characters are always rewarded for it. This also applies to the second type of character, the 

“essentially good character that endures testings and trials” (Anacker, p. 132). Characters like 
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Lucy and Peter may be tempted as well sometimes, but they are strong enough to resist to begin 

with, and Aslan rewards them for their faith. Thus, the portrayal of temptation in The 

Chronicles of Narnia aligns with Biblical representations of it.  

For an even better understanding of Lewis’ view on temptation, I will turn briefly to one 

of his other works, The Screwtape Letters (1942/2008). Written in a satirical epistolary style, 

this is a collection of fictional letters written by Screwtape, an older demon, to his nephew 

Wormwood, who is working on turning his human “patient” towards the devil. Screwtape tries 

to instruct Wormwood in many practices of temptation, which are often focused on small, 

everyday matters. They aim to distract the patient from his budding Christian faith by turning 

his attention on himself, for example. Screwtape states that “[w]henever they are attending to 

the Enemy Himself we are defeated, but there are ways of preventing them from doing so. The 

simplest is to turn their gaze away from Him towards themselves” (p. 38).  This view of self-

centeredness as a vice is represented in The Chronicles of Narnia, specifically in Anacker’s 

third character type. He states the following about these characters: 

 

A person devoting his full attention only to himself, seeking only his own interest, 

is shown to be exceedingly small and crabbed. […] We come to see this self-

absorption as a deformity, something that produces a person who is well short of 

fully human. 

(p. 135) 

The Screwtape Letters presents this self-absorption as something the devil wants, which is why 

I would argue that it is not just a character flaw but is associated with immorality as well. 

Therefore, Lewis presents self-centeredness as immoral, and temptation as the road that leads 

to it, and this idea can be observed in The Chronicles of Narnia as well.  

In His Dark Materials, on the other hand, temptation does not lead to or come from 

immorality. Pullman takes the negative meaning of temptation and turns it into something 

positive and necessary.  Lyra’s temptation is more sexual in nature than any of the examples in 

The Chronicles of Narnia, but Pullman presents Lyra’s discovery of her sexuality as a normal 

part of growing up and disassociates it from any shame. He contrasts this with the 

Magisterium’s desperate attempt to prevent this natural development. Mrs. Coulter calls the 

Magisterium “a body of men with a feverish obsession with sexuality” (Pullman, p. 921), 

reinforcing their unhealthy relationship with something so natural.  

Pullman also associates falling to temptation with gaining knowledge and self-discovery. 

In addition, the temptress Mary is a very positive figure in the story. One of the underlying 
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schools of thought that is reflected in this portrayal is Gnosticism, specifically the belief that 

the knowledge that Adam and Eve gain after falling to temptation is to be desired. More than 

that, original sin, which is represented by Dust in the books, is essentially consciousness, and 

thus inextricably linked to human existence. Removing it, as the Magisterium tries to do in 

their experiments on the kidnapped children, leads to soulless zombies that can barely be called 

human anymore. They children are cut off from their dӕmons, and as a result, they become 

“like someone without a face, or with their ribs laid open and their heart torn out”. This is 

described as “something unnatural and uncanny that belonged to the world of night-ghasts” (p. 

184). The Magisterium is thus presented as blinded by their misguided beliefs, completely 

unable to see that what they are trying to do goes completely against some of the defining 

features of humanity.  

 

5.2. Sin and Morality 

By comparing the portrayal of temptation in the two series, we have already gained some 

insight into its connections with sin and morality in general, which I will now expand upon. As 

I have discussed, Lewis seems to associate sin very closely with temptation and certain 

character flaws, especially egoism, self-centeredness and small-mindedness. Following from 

this, resisting temptation is essential to being virtuous and acting accordingly, and the way to 

do this is through faith. I have shown how this is represented in The Chronicles of Narnia, but 

there are some other interesting aspects in the books that relate to morality.  

Apart from its direct connection to faith, morality in The Chronicles of Narnia seems to 

be associated with heroic deeds and selflessness. Garcia expresses this idea when she states 

that the “Narnian hero(ine)” is someone who “would die rather than betray a friend, a promise, 

or a moral principle” (p. 67). This kind of heroism is essentially altruism taken to the ultimate 

degree, and it is the opposite of the self-absorption that Lewis associates with immorality. 

Garcia goes on to discuss the possible reasons a person could have to adopt an extreme stance 

such as this. While there may be all kinds of reasons in real life, in The Chronicles of Narnia, 

it once again comes down to whether the characters “trust in Aslan” and thus have faith in him 

(Garcia, p. 78). This is shown in many instances throughout the series, when the young 

protagonists must prove themselves in the face of great danger, and they prevail. None of them 

have any experience wielding weapons or fighting for their lives before coming to Narnia, but 

they invariably find their courage in order to fight on Aslan’s side. An example of this is Peter 

in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, who defends his sisters against one of the witch’s 
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wolves. Aslan commands his other followers to stay back and “let the Prince win his spurs” 

(Lewis, p. 170). Despite being scared, he succeeds and overcomes this challenge, earning 

Aslan’s praise. These kinds of trials are what the protagonists have to face in order to prove 

their worth in the eyes of Aslan. They demonstrate the value that is placed on heroism, and it 

is faith and trust in Aslan that enable the protagonists to overcome these challenges.  

Pullman expresses ideas of what is moral or immoral in very different ways. 

Unsurprisingly, many of the characters that are part of the Magisterium commit bad deeds. An 

example of this is Father Gomez, who is sent by the Magisterium to assassinate Lyra before 

she can fall to temptation. Father Gomez is described as “trembling with zealotry”, and he 

immediately volunteers for the task of killing Lyra, saying that he has done “pre-emptive 

penance every day of [his] adult life” (Pullman, pp. 704–705). This twisted logic is exposed in 

the following paragraph:  

 

Pre-emptive penance and absolution […] involved doing penance for a sin not yet 

committed, […] so as to build up, as it were, a store of credit. When the penance 

had reached the appropriate level for a particular sin, the penitent was granted 

absolution in advance […]. It was sometimes necessary to kill people, for example: 

and it was so much less troubling for the assassin if he could do so in a state of 

grace. 

(pp. 705–706) 

I would argue that this rationalisation has an ironic undertone, pointing to the sheer insanity of 

trying to justify murdering a child. This is a very clear example of an unethical act, and many 

of the Magisterium characters seem to fall in a similar category as Gomez, in that they are 

presented to be so devoted to their ideals that they lose sight of basic human decency. 

Interestingly, Lord Asriel and Mrs. Coulter are similar throughout large parts of the series. 

Asriel is entirely committed to his goals of entering other worlds and waging war against the 

Authority, regardless of the consequences. He has no scruples in sacrificing Roger, for 

example. Mrs. Coulter also seems to have no issue with kidnapping and conducting terrible 

experiments on children, in the name of the greater good. She tells Lyra that cutting children 

off from their dӕmons is “for the children’s own good”, and that this “quick little operation” 

saves them from the effects of Dust (pp. 240–241). The only thing that finally makes Mrs. 

Coulter and Lord Asriel realize the immorality of their actions is their love for their daughter. 

I have argued that they partially redeem themselves by finally doing the right thing and 

protecting Lyra, as parents are supposed to.  
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In His Dark Materials, moral and sinful behaviour are not determined by faith or religion, 

but much more by common sense and decency. The books show that morality should not be 

dictated by rigid, unquestioned rules coming from a higher authority, by presenting the 

Magisterium as a negative example of exactly that. They follow a black and white idea of 

morality, with no room for interpretation or dissenting voices. The trilogy presents Lyra as the 

antithesis to this, since she sometimes has to resort to morally questionable acts in order to 

survive or save other people. An example of this throughout the whole story is Lyra’s skill in 

lying. She calls herself “Lyra Silvertongue” and prides herself in her skill in making up stories. 

Lying is at least an undesirable behaviour in Christianity, but in His Dark Materials, it is used 

for good. I would argue that the message behind this is that sometimes, rules have to be broken, 

and the positive consequences show that most strict moral rules simply do not hold up in real 

life.  

This utilitarian idea of judging an act by its consequences appears throughout the series, 

but Pullman’s main focus does not seem to be to put forward one moral theory over another.   

The story is not about the characters trying to find answers to difficult moral conundrums; they 

are simply trying to survive and act in the best way they know. Another constant theme in the 

story related to morality, however, is the danger of treating human lives as a means to an end. 

This is an idea that can be found in many moral theories in practical philosophy, most notably 

maybe in the categorical imperative by Immanuel Kant. The “Humanity Formulation” is one 

of its many different formulations, and it states that “we should never act in such a way that we 

treat humanity, whether in ourselves or in others, as a means only but always as an end in itself” 

(Johnson and Cureton, 2022, section 6, par. 1). The Magisterium, Lord Asriel and Mrs. Coulter 

are all guilty of this at some point throughout the story when they treat other people only as a 

way to achieve their own goals. The path to avoiding this and acting according to the morally 

correct choice is not always clear in His Dark Materials, but I have discussed in the previous 

chapter that knowledge, storytelling and experience play an important role in this process.   

The Chronicles of Narnia does not present a drastically different view when it comes to 

the question of what a morally good or bad act is, but the path that leads there differs, and the 

focus lies entirely on faith. The element of faith is used like a veil that is draped over everything. 

The importance of knowledge is not emphasized as it is in His Dark Materials, and at times it 

is even presented in a negative light. In Digory’s case, knowledge is the promised reward of 

temptation, as it is in the Bible. In both cases, the negative consequences of falling to temptation 

outweigh this reward. Another example of the portrayal of knowledge in The Chronicles of 

Narnia can be found in The Magician’s Newphew, when Jadis talks about the “Deplorable 
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Word”. When spoken, it erases “all living things except the one who spoke it”. Jadis says that 

she spoke it in the world of Charn, and she states that “the ancient kings were weak and soft-

hearted and bound themselves and all who should come after them with great oaths never even 

to seek after the knowledge of that word. But I learned it in a secret place and paid a terrible 

price to learn it” (Lewis, p. 41). Thus, Lewis portrays knowledge as dangerous in several 

instances, and does not link it to morality in the way that Pullman does.  

In The Chronicles of Narnia, the way to acting morally always comes back to having 

faith in Aslan. All moral deeds are in service of Aslan, whether knowingly or not, as the 

example of the Calormene in The Last Battle shows. Any good outcome in the stories is because 

of Aslan and because of the characters that placed their trust in him. Anyone who rejects Aslan 

and acts against him will feel the consequences, one way or another. In The Magician’s 

Nephew, Aslan talks to Digory about Jadis eating the apple from the Tree of Life: “She has 

won her heart’s desire; she has unwearying strength and endless days like a goddess. But length 

of days with an evil heart is only length of misery and already she begins to know it. All get 

what they want; they do not always like it” (p. 100). Thus, what is morally good always seems 

to be associated with faith in Aslan, and anything sinful or bad with a rejection of him. 

Sinfulness also goes hand in hand with self-absorption and egoism, as I have mentioned in 

several instances and as can be observed in Uncle Andrew, Jadis or Shift.  

Another interesting point of comparison between the two series is the possibility of 

redemption. As I have illustrated in the example of Mrs. Coulter and Lord Asriel, in His Dark 

Materials, even characters who have committed atrocious deeds can achieve a measure of 

redemption. We get the feeling that this could even be possible even for members of the 

Magisterium, if they would recognize their own faults, change their ways and atone for their 

sins. Nothing in the trilogy suggests that they would not be given a chance to do so, or that it 

is inherently impossible. In The Chronicles of Narnia, however, there is no such hope for 

Anacker’s third character type. In all situations, it is made clear that characters like Uncle 

Andrew, Jadis and most of the Calormenes are too far gone for any possibility of redemption, 

since they could not possibly put their faith in Aslan. This is presented as part of their very 

being, and any attempt to sway them is pointless, as the example of the dwarfs in The Last 

Battle shows. Only the first two character types can be forgiven for their mistakes, because 

they are willing to follow Aslan.  

In conclusion, The Chronicles of Narnia and His Dark Materials represent different 

approaches towards morality, with Pullman rejecting the rigid, faith-based morals of Lewis and 

proposing a more nuanced understanding. The Chronicles of Narnia depicts a rather black-and-



 

40 

 

white picture of what is good and bad, emphasizing that the only way of acting morally is to 

act in accordance with Aslan’s will. His Dark Materials disconnects morality from religion, 

God-like authority and ideology, and reinforces the importance of values such as empathy, 

kindness and tolerance. This aligns with Pullman’s statements in Dӕmon Voices about the 

potential of literature as a school of morals: “I think we can learn what’s good and what’s bad, 

what’s generous and unselfish, what’s cruel and mean, from fiction” (Pullman, p. 404). He 

depicts these values in his characters and their actions, and lets the readers decide for 

themselves what they deem good or bad.   

 

5.3. Death and the Afterlife 

Two other major points of comparison between the two works are death and the afterlife. As I 

have stated, these are related to sin and morality because what happens after death is a direct 

consequence of how morally good a person was in life, at least in Christian belief. Both Lewis 

and Pullman use the themes of death and the afterlife to reflect the moral stances they take 

throughout their work, and, in Pullman’s case, to present points of criticism towards the 

religious ideology displayed by The Chronicles of Narnia.  

In His Dark Materials, Lyra is directly confronted with death for the first time when 

Roger dies. Despite often having been in grave danger herself before that, I would argue that 

Lyra never really considered the possibility of death. Roger’s death grieves her immensely, and 

naturally sparks resentment against her father and feelings of guilt, since she was the one who 

led Roger to Lord Asriel. She tries to come to terms with all this on her own. She only gains 

final closure, however, when she is reunited with Roger in the world of the dead. Roger does 

not blame her for his death, and she manages to forgive herself and say a final farewell. I would 

argue that, both for Lyra and the reader, this is also a step towards accepting death as an integral 

and inevitable part of what it means to be human.  

This leads to the more general ideas about death and the afterlife that Pullman portrays 

in his series. Eternal life in the world of the dead is presented as eternal torture for the ghosts, 

and they can only find peace when they are freed and can dissolve back into the universe and 

into unconsciousness. The picture that is presented of death in His Dark Materials overall is a 

nuanced one: Death is sad especially for the people remaining alive and having to say goodbye 

to their loved ones, but it is something that is an integral part of life and thus cannot be avoided. 

The importance of finding peace and forgiveness is emphasized for the living and the dead. For 

the dead, this comes in the form of blissful unconsciousness and a sense of unity with the 
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universe as they disintegrate. Entering a separate realm and dwelling there for eternity, as in 

Heaven, is not seen as desirable. Rather, both body and soul dissolve back into the living world. 

This is reminiscent of Genesis 3:19, when God says to Adam: “In the sweat of thy face shalt 

thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, 

and unto dust shalt thou return” (King James Bible). This is likely where the inspiration for 

Pullman’s Dust came from. The idea of human bodies physically dissolving back into the 

matter they were made from when they die is taken one step further by Pullman and extends to 

their souls as well, presenting an alternative to the immortality of the soul proposed by many 

religions.  

In The Chronicles of Narnia on the other hand, the protagonists seem to enter Heaven in 

a corporeal manner when they die. It is unclear what exactly happens to their bodies in their 

own world after the railway accident, but they still seem to have physical bodies in the Narnian 

Heaven. However, these bodies are freed from usual restraints and healed from all physical 

ailments. For example, they are “running faster than an arrow flies” and swimming up a 

waterfall (Lewis, p. 762). This new existence in Heaven is simply a perfectly pure and blissful 

version of life in the real world, without any of the problems and restraints. This brings me 

back to Plato’s theory about the world that I mentioned in the previous chapter. In His Dark 

Materials, the monk ghost mentions something similar: “The world we lived in was a vale of 

corruption and tears. Nothing there could satisfy us” (Pullman, p. 917) He seems to represent 

this same point of view, but Pullman exposes this thinking as sad and twisted through his 

portrayal of the world of the dead. This is another instance where His Dark Materials criticises 

the exact ideas present in The Chronicles of Narnia.  

 

5.4. Different Solutions for the Same Problem 

While the previous sections have served to illustrate the considerable differences of the two 

series when it comes to how they portray temptation, sin, death and the afterlife, they also share 

similarities especially when it comes to what they aim to achieve as children’s books. In many 

ways, I would argue that they are examining the same problem, only from very different angles 

and thus suggesting very different solutions. As I have mentioned previously, one of the 

functions of children’s literature can be to provide moral education for children. Both The 

Chronicles of Narnia and His Dark Materials have at their centre profound questions about 

what it means to live a morally good life, what it means to be human, and about how we can 

deal with the reality of death and the uncertainty of what happens after death. These themes 
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may seem rather heavy for children’s books, but, as Milbank suggests, children’s literature is 

often “concerned with the mysteries of space, time, the immediate physical environment, the 

cosmos and the entirety of being” (p. 226). Besides, especially children transitioning into 

adolescence might begin to ask themselves these kinds of questions.  

In both series, the themes of temptation and sin are inextricably linked with questions of 

morality, as I have discussed in the previous chapters. The Chronicles of Narnia depicts the 

battle between good and evil in many instances, thus concerning itself deeply with morality. 

Aslan is always on the good side; he is the personification and source of moral righteousness. 

The protagonists learn time and time again that all they need to do is trust in him, and things 

will turn out right for them. The opposite can be observed in those who reject him; they 

invariably falter and become victims of their own choices. As we can see in the examples of 

Uncle Andrew or the dwarfs in The Last Battle, they are sad, self-absorbed and small-minded 

individuals. The Chronicles of Narnia, I would argue, aims to open young readers’ minds to 

Christianity and introduce them to God in the form of Aslan. Aslan represents safety and 

security; a wise, powerful being that protects all who trust in him and leads them down the 

right path. In the stories, he is a physical being and the protagonists can talk to him and 

experience his presence first-hand, enabling them to develop a personal relationship with him. 

In this way, Lewis makes a relationship with God more tangible to young readers, while at the 

same time reinforcing the importance of that relationship by linking it with virtue and morality. 

In His Dark Materials, Pullman critiques this all-consuming focus on God by presenting 

many of the same Biblical ideas present in The Chronicles of Narnia in a different light. While 

he does not seem to reject the existence of God altogether, he does condemn organized religion 

by showing the complete lack of humanity and twisted logic of the Magisterium. The main 

problem seems to lie in their blind fanaticism and suppression of all alternative opinions. This 

is represented in the highly questionable experiments they conduct on children, and their goal 

to assassinate Lyra, another child, to stop her from causing some obscure harm, all while 

thinking they are on the side of righteousness. The books expose the Magisterium leaders as 

twisted old men that have lost their basic human decency and are delusional in their supposedly 

good intentions. Mrs. Coulter and Lord Asriel, despite their different goals and ambitions, fall 

into the same trap for most of the story. All these characters are contrasted with Lyra and Will, 

who follow their intuition and are free from ideology. They are not blinded by their beliefs, 

which is why they can act with kindness and empathy.  

Pullman further exposes the misguidedness of the Magisterium by stripping temptation 

and original sin of their negative meanings and associating them with the morally good 
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characters in the story. All this suggests that morality and ideological fanaticism are 

incompatible, and we must look elsewhere if we want to know what it is to act morally. This 

applies to religious fanaticism as well as to other beliefs that become dogmatic, as Pullman 

underlines with his concept of theocratic absolutism in Dӕmon Voices.  

The representation of the afterlife in both series serves to underline their views on 

morality. The Chronicles of Narnia emphasizes that Heaven is the ultimate goal, and it is only 

reachable by following Aslan unquestioningly. Pullman rejects the idea of Heaven and instead 

proposes a more grounded view on death and the afterlife, reinforcing the importance of 

storytelling and experience for dealing with the reality of death. His Dark Materials presents 

peaceful unconsciousness and a sense of connection to the world as more desirable than infinite 

existence in an ethereal realm. What both series have in common, however, when it comes to 

their treatment of death, is that they give the reader reassurance that death is nothing to be 

feared. It is an inevitable part of life and can be approached with joy when the time is right. 

The friends of Narnia and the witches in His Dark Materials clearly show this. This links back 

to the nature of the two series as children’s books. I would argue that they aim to comfort young 

readers who have started to ask themselves questions about death, and who are trying to come 

to terms with the inevitability of it.  

In my thesis, I have shown that the two series are concerned with very similar themes 

and questions, but that they propose rather different answers for them. Their shared goal is to 

provide young readers with a sense of morality, and to help them understand their own nature 

and come to terms with their mortality. Lewis achieves this by introducing young readers to a 

more approachable version of God in Aslan, and encouraging them to have a relationship with 

him, as the protagonists do. At every turn, The Chronicles of Narnia reinforces the idea that, if 

someone places their complete trust in Aslan, their faith will be rewarded, and Aslan will make 

sure that things will turn out for the best. Trust in Aslan can never be misplaced, and this can 

provide young readers with a sense of security. In the books, faith is also the source of the 

heroic deeds of the protagonists. It leads them to act selflessly, which is presented as the 

ultimate moral virtue. This is in direct opposition to the self-absorbed egoism of the flawed 

characters in Narnia, and through this contrast, readers can clearly see what kind of behaviour 

is desirable and moral. His Dark Materials, on the other hand, presents morality as less binary, 

but it still lets readers see that some acts are clearly bad, and others are good. Bad acts are 

usually caused by excessive dogmatism, while good acts are marked by empathy, compassion 

and understanding. Both series assure readers that, if they follow the respective moral path, 

everything will come right in the end, and even death will lose its frightful aspect.  
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In summary, the two series examine universal questions about morality, human nature 

and death, and I have elaborated on the very different answers they provide to these questions. 

One reason for the series’ similarities in themes is of course that Pullman’s text is a direct 

answer to Lewis. He purposefully uses the same religious themes and occupies himself with 

the same questions, presenting his own answers as a form of criticism. Something important to 

keep in mind, in this case, is that Pullman wrote his series over forty years later than Lewis, 

and over thirty years after Lewis’ death. This means not only that they come from different 

historical contexts, but also that the relationship between the two series is inevitably one-sided. 

Lewis never had a chance to formulate his own response to Pullman’s criticism, which might 

have provided us with another interesting layer to the questions they occupy themselves with 

in their work. The forty-year time difference, and the fact that Lewis was born almost fifty 

years earlier than Pullman, also means that they grew up in very different contexts, contributing 

to their different views. While this is largely speculation, it should still be kept in mind when 

comparing two works of literature. 

6. Conclusion 

In this thesis, I have discussed the most important differences and similarities in the portrayal 

of themes like temptation, sin, morality, death and the afterlife in C. S. Lewis’ The Chronicles 

of Narnia and Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials. I have shown how the two series make use 

of Biblical references to create a moral framework and present their respective views on these 

themes. My main claim has been that, while their portrayal of morality and the ideologies that 

they portray vary drastically, their overall goal is the same: To provide young readers with 

ideas about what is moral, how to live a morally good life, and where this life ultimately leads. 

In their own ways, both of them also provide reassurance to their young audience when it comes 

to the topic of death and the question of how to deal with it. In conclusion, I have shown that 

the two series treat existential questions about what it means to be human, and that they give 

different answers to these questions.  

In this final part of my thesis, I want to return to the broader discussion about the 

suitability of these two series for children. As I have touched on, opinions vary especially on 

His Dark Materials, but The Chronicles of Narnia does not escape criticism either. Some critics 

have noted the complete absence of sexuality from the Narnia books, for example. Miller 

(2009) states that “although this lack of sexuality and erotic love is consistent with Lewis’ 

desire to create a world of innocence for children, it is also problematic in that it allows others 

to write the themes of sexuality and desire into the story in ways that Lewis cannot control” (p. 
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113). Relationships between friends or family are always in the foreground, and even marriage 

as a desirable romantic relationship is almost non-existent in the books (pp. 114–115). In His 

Dark Materials, sexuality naturally is an important theme, since the story is about Lyra growing 

up and her discovery of her sexuality, which constitutes her fall to temptation. Pullman’s 

treatment of sexuality has in turn attracted critical opinions and demands for censorship.  

Another main point of contention between the two series is of course the explicit stance 

they take towards Christianity. Pullman not only critiques organised religion in general, but 

also some central aspects of Christian belief specifically, for example in his portrayal of the 

Authority and the world of the dead. This has led many critics to accuse his work of being 

atheist propaganda. Grenier (2001), for example, expresses the opinion that “in the world of 

Pullman, God himself (the Authority) is a merciless tyrant, His Church an instrument of 

oppression, and true heroism consists of overthrowing both. These are dark materials indeed, 

and they are being marketed to children” (par. 7). Donohue (2007) agrees: “Atheism for kids. 

That is what Philip Pullman sells” (par. 3). While it is undeniable that His Dark Materials is 

critical towards Christianity, and that Pullman himself is a professed atheist, there are many 

critics who defend the trilogy from such accusations. One example I discussed in chapter two 

is Oliver, who underlines the ways in which Pullman discourages absolute truths and rigid 

interpretations. This is something I have demonstrates in this thesis as well with my discussions 

of Pullman’s clear stance against theocratic absolutism. I would suggest that in his writings, he 

advocates for critical thinking and a healthy distrust of any ideology claiming to present 

absolute truths. Rather than being fervently atheist, I argue that he encourages discussion, 

compassion and the pursuit of knowledge.  

Apart from what I have presented here, there are many more points of contention and 

criticism in the discussion around both these series, for example when it comes to their 

metaphysics and treatment of death (see for example Gray, 2008), or their portrayal of children 

(see for example Moruzi, 2005). Most important for my own thesis is the fact that these series 

are controversial because some people think their contents and messages are not appropriate 

for children to read. This brings me back to the idea that books can play an important role in 

children’s development and education, especially their moral education. As Milbank states, “in 

debating, as we so often do nowadays, what and how we should teach children, we are really 

asking […]: what is central to our culture and what do we wish to be central and therefore to 

pass on?” (p. 225). This applies to the education system as well as the books that we deem not 

just suitable, but beneficial, for children. It is important to have discussions around the kinds 
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of values, morals and worldview that we wish to pass on to the next generation. They will 

contribute to the shaping of that generation, influencing the world in tangible ways in the future.  

With this thesis on The Chronicles of Narnia and His Dark Materials, I hope to have 

participated in this immense discussion. I think that it is important to conduct literary 

interpretation in order to gain a sense of how exactly the ideas and values that are under debate 

are being presented on a textual level. This increases our understanding of the issues that are 

at stake, and it prevents us from jumping to conclusions. It would be easy to condemn either of 

these series outright, based on any of the points of criticism I have mentioned. However, 

literature functions on many levels, and, as Pullman suggests, “the connection between literary 

texts and the rest of life is characterised by contradictions and fractures and disjunctions and 

subversions and an endlessly regressive series of dialectical readings”. Literary interpretation 

is rarely straightforward, and “[a] text is not […] a transparent window through which ideas or 

things or events or characters are visible with perfect clarity” (Pullman, 2017, p. 404). This 

points to why my analysis could never be exhaustive, and there are many more interesting 

aspects about these works that could not fit into the scope of this thesis. Gender studies, 

ecocriticism and postcolonial studies are only a few among the many possible approaches one 

could take to study these two series, and a variety of scholars have begun to do so.  
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