The Shoddy Lands
by C. S. Lewis

Being, as | believe, of sound mind and in normal health, | ammgi down at
11 p.m. to record, while the memory of it is still fresh, theious experience | had
this morning.

It happened in my rooms in college, where | am now writing, Badan in the
most ordinary way with a call on the telephone. “This is Dumlyathe voice said.
“I'm speaking from the porter’s lodge. I'm in Oxford for a felours. Can | come
across and see you?” | said yes, of course. Durward is a fquopgland a decent
enough fellow; | would be glad to see him again. When he tuugedt my door a
few moments later | was rather annoyed to find that he had agyaeman in tow.
| loathe either men or women who speak as if they were comirsgéoyou alone
and then spring a husband or a wife, a fiancé or a fiancée anGue ought to be
warned.

The girl was neither very pretty nor very plain, and of cowgise ruined my con-
versation. We couldn’t talk about any of the things Durwand &had in common
because that would have meant leaving her out in the cold. shedand Durward
couldn’t talk about the things they (presumably) had in cammecause that would
have left me out. He introduced her as Peggy and said they evgyaged. After
that, the three of us just sat and did social patter about degtiver and the news.

| tend to stare when | am bored, and | am afraid | must havedstgréhat girl,
without the least interest, a good deal. At any rate | wasagdyt doing so at the
moment when the strange experience began. Quite suddetiiguvany faintness
or nausea or anything of that sort, | found myself in a wholffedent place. The
familiar room vanished; Durward and Peggy vanished. | wasal And | was
standing up.

My first idea was that something had gone wrong with my eyesad not in
darkness, nor even in twilight, but everything seemed astioblurred. There was
a sort of daylight, but when | looked up I didn’t see anythihgttl could very
confidently call a sky. It might, just possibly, be the sky ofeay featureless, dull,
grey day, but it lacked any suggestion of distance. “Nondgscovas the word |
would have used to describe it. Lower down and closer to nezetivere upright
shapes, vaguely green in colour, but of a very dingy greereergd at them for
quite a long time before it occurred to me that they might kegr | went nearer
and examined them; and the impression they made on me is spt@aut into
words. “Trees of a sort,” or, “Well, trees, if you callat a tree,” or, “An attempt at
trees,” would come near it. They were the crudest, shabapsbgy for trees you



could imagine. They had no real anatomy, even no real branthey were more
like lamp-posts with great, shapeless blobs of green stactop of them. Most
children could draw better trees from memory.

It was while | was inspecting them that | first noticed the tigisteady, silvery
gleam some distance away in the Shoddy Wood. | turned my &iejasd it at once,
and then first noticed what | was walking on. It was comfotagilff, soft and cool
and springy to the feet; but when you looked down it was hiyrriisappointing
to the eye. It was, in a very rough way, the colour of grass;ctiieur grass has
on a very dull day when you look at it while thinking pretty about something
else. But there were no separate blades in it. | stooped doditriad to find them;
the closer one looked, the vaguer it seemed to become. Ithadti just the same
smudged, unfinished quality as the trees: shoddy.

The full astonishment of my adventure was now beginning sreed on me.
With it came fear, but, even more, a sort of disgust | doutién be fully conveyed
to anyone who has not had a similar experience. | felt as ifdl $iaddenly been
banished from the real, bright, concrete, and prodigalipglex world into some
sort of second-rate universe that had all been put togetheh® cheap; by an
imitator. But | kept on walking toward the silvery light.

Here and there in the shoddy grass there were patches of ediad, from a
distance, like flowers. But each patch, when you came cloggwas as bad as the
trees and the grass. You couldn’t make out what species teey supposed to be.
And they had no real stems or petals; they were mere blobsohé colours, |
could do better myself with a shilling paintbox.

| should have liked very much to believe that | was dreaming,somehow |
knew | wasn’t. My real conviction was that | had died. | wishedith a fervour
that no other wish of mine has ever achieved—that | had livieettter life.

A disquieting hypothesis, as you see, was forming in my miBdt next mo-
ment it was gloriously blown to bits. Amidst all that shodetss | came suddenly
upon daffodils. Real daffodils, trim and cool and perfedbeht down and touched
them; | straightened my back again and gorged my eyes onlibairty. And not
only their beauty but—what mattered to me even more at thatemb—their, so to
speak, honesty; real, honest, finished daffodils, liveghitnat would bear exami-
nation.

But where, then, could | be? “Let’s get on to that light. P@daverything will
be made clear there. Perhaps it is at the centre of this qlsess.p

| reached the light sooner than | expected, but when | reaithesad some-
thing else to think about. For now | met the Walking Things.al/é to call them
that, for “people” is just what they weren't. They were of haimsize and they
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walked on two legs; but they were, for the most part, no mde fiue men than

the Shoddy Trees had been like trees. They were indistinbbudh they were

certainly not naked, you couldn’t make out what sort of cbstkhey were wearing,
and though there was a pale blob at the top of each, you casiaynthey had faces.
At least that was my first impression. Then | began to notigeoas exceptions.

Every now and then one of them became patrtially distinctca,fa hat, or a dress
would stand out in full detail. The odd thing was that the ididt clothes were

always women'’s clothes, but the distinct faces were alwhgsd of men. Both

facts made the crowd—at least, to a man of my type—about agarasting as it

could possibly be. The male faces were not the sort | caredtahdlashy-looking

crew—gigolos, fripoons. But they seemed pleased enoudhth@mselves. Indeed
they all wore the same look of fatuous admiration.

| now saw where the light was coming from. | was in a sort of edtreAt
least, behind the crowd of Walking Things on each side, thppeared to be shop-
windows, and from these the light came. | thrust my way thioting crowd on my
left—but my thrusting seemed to yield no physical contacasid-had a look at one
of the shops.

Here | had a new surprise. It was a jeweller’s, and after tigei@aess and gen-
eral rottenness of most things in that queer place, the &gty took my breath
away. Everything in that window was perfect; every facet varg diamond dis-
tinct, every brooch and tiara finished down to the last péida®f intricate detail. It
was good stuff too, as even | could see; there must have beehdds of thousands
of pounds’ worth of it. “Thank Heaven!” | gasped. “But will keep on?” Hastily
| looked at the next shop. iwas keeping on. This window contained women’s
frocks. I'm no judge, so | can’t say how good they were. Theagtking was that
they were real, clear, palpable. The shop beyond this oersminen’s shoes. And
it was still keeping on. They were real shoes; the toe-pimghnd very high-heeled
sort which, to my mind, ruins even the prettiest foot, butrat eate real.

| was just thinking to myself that some people would not find llace half as
dull as | did, when the queerness of the whole thing came oeeafresh. “Where
the Hell,” | began, but immediately changed it to “Where orttea—for the other
word seemed, in all the circumstances, singularly unfatemn-“Where on earth
have | got to? Trees no good; grass no good; sky no good; flaveegeod, except
the daffodils; people no good; shops first class. What carptbesibly mean?”

The shops, by the way, were all women’s shops, so | soon ltesEist in them.
| walked the whole length of that street, and then, a littlg whead, | saw sunlight.

Not that it was proper sunlight, of course. There was no bnedke dull sky
to account for it, no beam slanting down. All that, like so manther things in
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that world, had not been attended to. There was simply a mdtstnlight on the
ground, unexplained, impossible (except that it was thems] therefore not at all
cheering; hideous, rather, and disquieting. But | hacelititne to think about it;
for something in the centre of that lighted patch—somethimagd taken for a small
building—suddenly moved, and with a sickening shock | elithat | was looking
at a gigantic human shape. It turned round. Its eyes lookadkt into mine.

It was not only gigantic, but it was the only complete humaapshl had seen
since | entered that world. It was female. It was lying on gw@nd, on a beach
apparently, though there was no trace of any sea. It was wenjymnaked, but it had
a wisp of some brightly coloured stuff round its hips and &eotound its breasts;
like what a modern girl wears on a real beach. The generatteffas repulsive,
but | saw in a moment or two that this was due to the appalling.sConsidered
abstractly, the giantess had a good figure; almost a pertpatefi if you like the
modern type. The face—but as soon as | had really taken iratteg f shouted out.

“Oh, | say! There you are. Where’s Durward? And where’s thig/hat's
happened to us?”

But the eyes went on looking straight at me and through me.sl atwiously
invisible and inaudible to her. But there was no doubt whoghg She was Peggy.
That is, she was recognizable; but she was Peggy changed.t Ingdean only the
size. As regards the figure, it was Peggy improved. | donitklanyone could
have denied that. As to the face, opinions might differ. | {dduardly have called
the change an improvement myself. There was no more—I| dbtibie was as
much—sense or kindness or honesty in this face than in tgenatiPeggy’s. But it
was certainly more regular. The teeth in particular, whitfadl noticed as a weak
point in the old Peggy, were perfect, as in a good denture lipbavere fuller. The
complexion was so perfect that it suggested a very expedsileThe expression
| can best describe by saying that Peggy now looked exakthtlie girl in all the
advertisements.

If I had to marry either | should prefer the old, unimprovedj§e But even in
Hell I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

And, as | watched, the background—the absurd little bit aflseach—began
to change. The giantess stood up. She was on a carpet. Wdllsiadows and
furniture grew up around her. She was in a bedroom. Even Idctalll it was a
very expensive bedroom though not at all my idea of good td$tere were plenty
of flowers, mostly orchids and roses, and these were eveerbigtished than the
daffodils had been. One great bouquet (with a card attachd)lwas as good as
any | have ever seen. A door which stood open behind her gawe vieav into a
bathroom which | should rather like to own, a bathroom witlhuaksbath. In it there
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was a French maid fussing about with towels and bath saltshangs. The maid
was not nearly so finished as the roses, or even the towelsyHaitface she had
looked more French than any real Frenchwoman'’s could.

The gigantic Peggy now removed her beach equipment and spadked in
front of a full-length mirror. Apparently she enjoyed whdttessaw there; | can
hardly express how much | didn’t. Partly the size (it's ordyr to remember that)
but, still more, something that came as a terrible shock tothmugh | suppose
modern lovers and husbands must be hardened to it. Her boslf{of@ourse)
brown, like the bodies in the sunbathing advertisements.r@&und her hips, and
again round her breasts, where the coverings had been, wleeeetwo bands of
dead white which looked, by contrast, like leprosy. It made for the moment
almost physically sick. What staggered me was that she cgaltd and admire
it. Had she no idea how it would affect ordinary male eyes? # isagreeable
conviction grew in me that this was a subject of no interebetig that all her clothes
and bath salts and two-piece swimsuits, and indeed the tsdupness of her every
look and gesture, had not, and never had had, the meanin§ eécy man would
read, and was intended to read, into them. They were a hugaum¢o an opera
in which she had no interest at all; a coronation processiibim mo Queen at the
centre of it; gestures, gestures about nothing.

And now | became aware that two noises had been going for atlorgg the
only noises | ever heard in that world. But they were comimgrfroutside, from
somewhere beyond that low, grey covering which served tloel@hLands instead
of a sky. Both the noises were knockings; patient knockimgmitely remote, as if
two outsiders, two excluded people, were knocking on thésvedithat world. The
one was faint, but hard; and with it came a voice saying, “peBgggy, let me in.”
Durward’s voice, | thought. But how shall | describe the otkieocking? It was,
in some curious way, soft; “soft as wool and sharp as deatifit’bsit unendurably
heavy, as if at each blow some enormous hand fell on the @ut$ithe Shoddy Sky
and covered it completely. And with that knocking came a @@t whose sound
my bones turned to water: “Child, child, child, let me in beféhe night comes.”

Before the night comes—instantly common daylight rushed back upon me.
was in my own rooms again and my two visitors were before meeyTdd not
appear to notice that anything unusual had happened to meghh for the rest
of that conversation, they might well have supposed | wasldriiwas so happy.
Indeed, in a way | was drunk; drunk with the sheer delight ahtpdack in the
real world, free, outside the horrible little prison of tHahd. There were birds
singing close to a window; there was real sunlight fallingasopanel. That panel
needed repainting; but | could have gone down on my knees &sddits very
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shabbiness—the precious real, solid thing it was. | notacédy cut on Durward’s
cheek where he must have cut himself shaving that morningj;l &t the same
about it. Indeed anything was enough to make me happy; | mre@gnThing, as
long as it really was a Thing.

Well, those are the facts; everyone may make what he pledgbsra. My
own hypothesis is the obvious one which will have occurredhtist readers. It
may be too obvious; | am quite ready to consider rival theory view is that by
the operation of some unknown psychological—or pathokggidaw, | was, for a
second or so, let into Peggy’s mind; at least to the exteneeing her world, the
world as it exists for her. At the centre of that world is a deolimage of herself,
remodelled to be as like the girls in the advertisements asiple. Round this are
grouped clear and distinct images of the things she reatscabout. Beyond that,
the whole earth and sky are a vague blur. The daffodils anesrase especially
instructive. Flowers only exist for her if they are the sdvattcan be cut and put
in vases or sent as bouquets; flowers in themselves, flowgsuasee them in the
woods, are negligible.

As | say, this is probably not the only hypothesis which willthe facts. But
it has been a most disquieting experience. Not only becaase $orry for poor
Durward. Suppose this sort of thing were to become common® haw if, some
other time, | were not the explorer but the explored?
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