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Analysis is well, as death is well. 

– George MacDonald (Sermons, Third Series, “The Truth”) 
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1. Introduction 

George MacDonald (1824-1905) is one of those writers who seem not yet to 
have found their proper place in the history of English literature. While many 
works on 19th century British literature do not even mention his name, various 
scholars praise him as one of the greatest and most influential writers of his 
time1. MacDonald’s literary merit is most often measured by his influence on 
other writers. His talent was greatly appreciated by many of his contemporaries, 
including Lewis Carroll, Mark Twain, John Ruskin2 and H. G. Wells,3 and his 
works are known to have exerted considerable influence on writers of fantastic 
fiction such as C. S. Lewis4 as well as his Oxford circle of friends known as the 
Inklings (most notable among these are J. R. R. Tolkien and Charles Williams),5

or Madeleine L’Engle, the American writer of children’s books.6

Two years prior to MacDonald’s death, David Patrick judged him to be “an 
original writer of delicate imagination and profound suggestiveness”.7 Although 
nowadays largely regarded as a ‘minor’ author of the Victorian period, there 
have always also been those to whom MacDonald’s significance could hardly be 
overstated: Roger Green claims that he was “one of the strangest” as well as 
“one of the greatest” of storytellers,8 and John Clute and John Grant call Mac-
Donald “a landmark figure of pre-genre fantasy”.9

The highly contrary assessments of this Scottish writer in part result from 
the eclectic nature of his writings. MacDonald is the author of more than two 
dozen realistic novels, several children’s books, short stories and fairy tales of 
varying length, two fantasy romances for adults, and several volumes of poetry, 
as well as non-fiction such as theological writings and essays on literary and 
philosophical topics. His prose fiction is usually divided up into ‘realistic’ and 

1  Cf. Prickett 1979: 10. – N.B.: All primary sources as well as all fictional and 
nonfictional texts by MacDonald are quoted in the footnotes according to the 
year of their first publication, whereas with all secondary sources, the year indi-
cated is that of the edition consulted. 

2  Wolfe 1985: 239. 
3  Horsman 1990: 253. 
4  Filmer-Davies 2000: 285-286; Pesch 2001: 43; Marshall 1991: 1. 
5  Wilson 1981: 141. 
6  Cf. Clute/Grant 1997: 575, sv. “L’Engle, Madeleine”. 
7  Patrick 1903: 607, sv. “George MacDonald”. 
8  Green 1965: 31-32; cf. Robb 1985: 35 for more on the history of the reception of 

MacDonald’s works. 
9  Clute/Grant 1997: 605, sv. “MacDonald, George”. 
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‘fantastic’ parts,10 the latter of which is diminutive in terms of quantity but im-
mense in terms of importance and influence. 

The aim of this study is to elicit characteristic traits of the motif of the 
journey within selected examples of the ‘fantastic’ part of MacDonald’s works 
in a chronological order; the list of selected works begins with his first prose 
work, Phantastes (1858), and continues with three shorter fairy tales from the 
1860s. According to the nature of these tales, the examination of them will be 
comparatively brief, which is why they are grouped together in chapter 4. Next, 
At the Back of the North Wind (1871) will serve as an example of a full-length 
children’s book, and the last work to be examined is Lilith (1895), which is often 
considered by scholars to be MacDonald’s ultimate “masterpiece”.11 The two 
‘faerie romances’ Phantastes and Lilith will be dealt with most extensively, 
since the motif of the journey plays the most important role in them. 

Before the actual examination of the texts begins in chapter 3, the next 
chapter, entitled “Contexts”, will present brief overviews of the general signifi-
cance of the motif of the journey (2.1) as well as of MacDonald’s fantastic fic-
tion (2.2) and his symbolist view of the world (2.3), all of which are helpful for 
a better understanding of the functions of the journey motif in his tales. The ex-
aminations of the individual tales in chapters 3 to 6 are further subdivided ac-
cording to different principles, depending on the nature of the work in question. 
In most cases, as e.g. with “Cross Purposes”, the journeys that the text deals 
with are subdivided into several parts, but in some cases, as with “The Shad-
ows”, it has appeared more sensible to use the subchapters to highlight different 
aspects of the journey motif as used throughout the tale.  

10  The boundaries between the two are not always clear-cut: Some novels, e.g. The
Portent (1864) or The Flight of the Shadow (1891), as well as the children’s fan-
tasy At the Back of the North Wind (1871) actually combine realistic and fantastic 
elements (cf. Robb 1989: 111). 

11  E.g. Raeper 1987: 364. 




