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Temptation in the fiction of both J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis is represented by symbols often found in the fairy tale: an apple, a ring, a box of candy. G. K. Chesterton writes, “In the fairy tale an incomprehensible happiness rests upon an incomprehensible condition. A box is opened, and all evil flies out... An apple is eaten, and the hope of God is gone” (Chesterton 56). In the terms of Lewis and Tolkien, we can go on to say: a bell is rung, and evil is woken; a ring is worn, and destruction ensues. 

The consequences of these actions seem unrelated to the actions, but when we examine the function of these objects of temptation, we understand the ideas that Tolkien and Lewis are trying to convey. We can especially understand the views these two authors hold on good and evil in the way their characters react to temptation. For both authors, characters that fall into temptation experience a growing hunger that is never satisfied. However, these two authors use temptation to different ends: Lewis uses temptation to bring about positive changes in his characters, while Tolkien uses temptation to separate the good characters from the bad. 

For this reason, the same temptation is presented to many characters throughout Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings with different results. In Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia, temptation of some form is presented to the main character of each novel in order to show the consequences of the choices that character makes, and especially to create the chance for the character to gain redemption. For both authors, villains are those who succumb to pride and heroes are those who humble themselves under the law or under the will of a higher power. Both authors’ main characters often do something villainous by falling into temptation, but then they find redemption by ridding themselves of their pride.

Objects of Temptation

Temptation itself comes in similar forms in the writings of both authors. There is the classic symbol of temptation in Lewis’s The Magician’s Nephew: a forbidden apple in a garden. Then, there are the appealing treasures that lure characters to evil: the bracelet in Lewis’s The Voyage of the “Dawn Treader,” and the Ring in Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. Even a box of candy tempts a boy in Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, but not all of theses things are evil in themselves. Lewis’s belief that “Goodness is, so to speak, itself; badness is only spoiled goodness,” (Mere Christianity 42), is emphasized in The Magician’s Nephew: the apple is capable of bringing life, but if it is sought after in the wrong way, it brings doom. 

Although Lewis’s silver apple can bring good to Narnia, the One Ring of The Lord of the Rings can never be used for good. Jared Lobdell calls the Ring of Tolkien’s epic “the apple of the tree—though an apple of power, not of knowledge” (The Lord of the Rings 61). Those who wear the Ring gain power, but lose the ability to direct it to use that power for good. The Ring is so full of its maker’s malice that “neither strength nor good purpose will last” when trying to wield it (The Lord of the Rings c56). This is because the Ring bends the will of its current owner toward possession, domination, and destruction.

The Ring can never be used for good because, as Peter S. Beagle writes, “It [the one Ring] is like a burning glass through which all the selfishness of the world can be brought to focus, and to wear it is to be naked… to one’s own deepest desire for power” (The Tolkien Reader Introduction). The heroes of Tolkien’s story acknowledge the evil nature of the Ring, and therefore resist the evil power only by rejecting the Ring and turning from its temptation. To foolish characters, the Ring is a source of great power that they can use for good, but once these characters come under its power, they only succeed in turning their attention inward. All thought of helping others is lost. They turn to domination, to imposing their will on others, and as Duriez writes, “For Tolkien, a study of evil necessarily has to do with the use and misuse of creativity and freewill” (Duriez 89). Ironically, the will of the characters who wear the Ring is also violated because the will of the Ring takes over. For example, Isildur took the One Ring from Sauron, and instead of destroying it, he fell under its spell and kept it for himself. In the end, Isildur was “betrayed by it [the One Ring] to his death” when he was ambushed by Orcs (The Lord of the Rings 237). Islidur’s example shows how temptation can lead to a fatal fall.

The Emptiness of Evil

For both authors, a fall into sin is a hungering after that which can never fulfill. The “Turkish Delight” that the White Witch uses to tempt Edmund in Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe is another example of Lewis’s “spoiled goodness.” This is because it has been magically altered so that Edmund’s desire for it is never satiated. In fact, with every piece he eats, his desire to eat another piece grows. Because “there’s nothing that spoils the taste of good ordinary food half so much as the memory of bad magic food,” eating the magic candy ruins his experience of eating good food at the Beaver’s house (The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe 84). 

Contrast Edmund’s growing hunger to the feeling Ransom has after eating a delicious piece of “Perelandrian” fruit in Lewis’s Perelandra: “Perhaps the experience had been so complete that repetition would be a vulgarity—like asking to hear the same symphony twice in a day” (Perelandra 43). The fruit is good, therefore it’s fulfilling. The “Turkish Delight,” on the other hand, is so unfulfilling that Edmund is worse off for eating it, much as Tolkien’s characters are worse off for having encountered the One Ring.

The One Ring is a magnet of desire so that whoever encounters it is overwhelmed by the need to possess it. This longing for possession, which can never be fulfilled, leaves Tolkien’s characters more and more empty the longer they are exposed to it. For example, after years of hoarding the One Ring, Gollum is worse off than before he encountered the Ring. As Ellwood points out, “The joys which the Ring promised it did not deliver; endless hunger, both for fellowship and food… were all he [Gollum] got” (Ellwood 125). The Ring never satisfies its keeper—instead it multiplies their hunger both for power and for the Ring itself.

But unlike other characters, Gollum does not even desire power or greatness—he desires nothing more than to own the Ring itself. Gollum hoards the One Ring for years in a dark cave under a mountain, never using it to gain power or fame. He simply “hid it in a hole in the rock on his island, and was always going back to look at it” (Hobbit 128). The biggest use he ever puts it to is hunting goblins when he grows “very, very hungry, and tired of fish” (Hobbit 128). For years, Gollum does little more than hide in the dark under the mountains, hunting fish with his lamp-like eyes and admiring his “precious.”
In this way, Gollum somewhat parallels the Greek and Roman idea of dragons, which they sometimes thought of as “sharp-eyed dwellers in the inner parts of the Earth” (Britannica online Dragons). Gollum’s draconian nature is fitting since the dragon is a common symbol of insatiable desire for a useless treasure. Dragons traditionally hoard jewelry they can never wear, gold they can never spend, and virgins they can never enjoy. Tolkien himself applies this tradition in The Hobbit: the dragon Smaug is an enormous creature that lies on a bed of treasure in a mountain cave. He cherishes his treasure and resents anyone taking so much as a golden cup, although the treasure is really of no use to him. In the same way, Gollum’s treasure (the Ring) is almost useless to him because he rarely wants to use it—he only wants to possess it. However, his desire to possess the Ring is never fulfilled and eventually destroys him.
Lewis also utilizes the dragon image of absurd greed in The Voyage of the Dawn Treader when Eustace, an unpleasant boy, finds a dragon’s hoard of treasure. Lindskoog claims that, “Greed is the first tool of enchantment” (Lindskoog 97). This may be why Eustace’s first reaction is to try to escape with as much treasure as he can. Eustace starts collecting the treasure by putting on a golden bracelet. When he later awakens, he realizes that his greed has turned him into a dragon, and the bracelet that fit him as a boy now painfully cuts in to his dragon-sized arm. 

But while Gollum is condemned to suffer the effects of the Ring until it drives him into the cracks of Mount Doom, Eustace isn’t condemned to his dragon form forever. Aslan tears off Eustace’s dragon scales and leads him to a cleansing pool to restore him to his human form. After this humbling experience, Eustace’s attitude drastically changes and all traces of the smug, prideful boy he once was have vanished. Thus, Eustace’s fall creates the opportunity for his character to change for the better, for Aslan to lead him to redemption.

Although he is by no means a hopelessly evil character, (like Sauron the Dark Lord), Gollum’s fate is much worse. There is a spark of hope for Gollum, which is kindled by Frodo’s pity for him. Frodo gives Gollum a chance to turn from his dark tormented state, but Gollum desires only one thing—the Ring. He betrays Frodo, and in the end, he falls with the Ring into the crack of Mount Doom. Tolkien writes in a letter to Michael Straight, “There are persons who yield to temptation, reject their chances of nobility or salvation, and appear ‘damnable.’ Their ‘damnability’ is not measured in the terms of the macrocosm (where it may work good)” (Carpenter 234 emphasis original). Any redemption won for the great accomplishment of destroying the Ring will never be shared by the wretched Gollum; while the rest of Middle Earth enjoy the defeat of Sauron’s dark forces, Gollum perishes. Gollum receives no redemption for himself, but only for his world—a stark contrast to the fallen characters of Lewis’s Chronicles.

The Pride that Breeds Corruption

In both the Chronicles of Narnia and The Lord of the Rings, pride is the fatal trait of those who fall to temptation. When Edmund first encounters the White Witch in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, she is described as having a beautiful face, “but proud and cold and stern” (The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe 27). She explains in The Magician’s Nephew that, “what would be wrong for you or for any of the common people is not wrong for a Queen such as I.” The Queen’s belief that she is above the law ultimately leads to her downfall. Although the rules on the garden wall in Narnia warn against it, the Witch steals a magical apple from the garden and eats it. As a result, Aslan explains, “She has won unwearying strength and endless days like a goddess. But length of days with an evil heart is only length of misery” (The Magician’s Nephew 174). Therefore, although it at first seems that the Witch has gained her reward for breaking the rules, she has really brought misery upon herself.

Ironically, she also tries to hold Aslan to the law in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe when she claims Edmund is hers by right of the law because he’s a traitor. When one of Aslan’s faithful subjects tries to protect Edmund, the Witch replies, “Do you really think your master can rob me of my rights?” (The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe 139). However, the Witch has no real respect for the law, and for Lewis, power is something that comes in accordance with the law. Those who seek power elsewhere will ultimately fail.

As the primary hero of Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia, Aslan’s power comes from the Great Emperor over the Sea. At the climax of The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, when the Witch claims Edmund’s life as hers to take by right of the law, Aslan doesn’t try to ignore the law or attack the Witch. Instead, he forfeits his power to die in Edmund’s place. But here lies a great reversal: in dying willingly for another, Aslan fulfills the requirement of an ancient law and is resurrected. The Witch fails to value the law and the Emperor as sources of power, and so she is defeated by Aslan.

The combination of the Witch’s and Edmund’s pride brings on the crisis that creates the opportunity for Aslan to save Narnia. Although Edmund is only tempted with a box of magical candy in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, his small temptation leads to a crucial moral choice: Edmund must decide whether to bring his brother and sisters to the White Witch, who has promised to make him a prince if he does. The Witch’s request launches Edmund into fantasies of being greater than his siblings, but he constantly worries that helping the witch may be the wrong thing to do. Edmund and the Witch are both guilty of what C. S. Lewis calls “the great sin” which is “the sin of pride.” (Lindskoog 92). Edmund’s pride creates a barrier between him and Aslan. 

For example, when he and his siblings first hear about Aslan, his siblings feel suddenly brave and hopeful. In contrast, Edmund feels only “a sensation of mysterious horror” (The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe 64). Lewis says in Mere Christianity, “pride is not something that God forbids us of concern for his own dignity” (Mere Christianity ?) Lindskoog puts it another way: “He [God] simply wants to eliminate this barrier between Himself and His creation” (Lindskoog 93). Aslan wants to make Edmund a king of Narnia, but such an honor wouldn’t satisfy Edmund, who wants to be stationed above his brother and sisters. His pride prevents him from inheriting a Narnian throne and turns him instead into the Witch’s slave. However, when Edmund hits his lowest point, Aslan dies a traitor’s death in his place. As a result, Edmund is reconciled to his siblings, crowned King of Narnia, and enjoys perhaps the greatest amount of redemption of any of Lewis’s other characters in his Narnian Chronicles.

Pride is also the mark of Tolkien’s fallen characters. However, in contrast to Lewis’s characters, those characters in Tolkien’s story who give in to the evil of the Ring have very little chance for redemption. For example, Boromir finally succumbs to the desire to possess the power of the Ring and shortly afterwards is killed by Orcs. His downfall is spurred on by his pride—pride for the might of his country and for his own power. When he tries to convince Frodo to give him the Ring so that they can use it against Sauron, he says, “True-hearted Men, they will not be corrupted… The Ring would give me power of Command. How I would drive the hosts of Mordor, and all Men would flock to my banner!” (The Lord of the Rings 389) Boromir’s focus shifts from defeating the enemy to becoming a great hero for men to “flock to.” His great error is in assuming he can use an evil device for good when such a device will only bring out his worst; the Ring twists his pride in his country to an excessive and poisonous pride in his own might. Tolkien constantly emphasizes in The Lord of the Rings the idea that those who seek a power that isn’t theirs to have will fall under the weight of its burden. (Perkins and Hill 58). In contrast to Boromir, Aragorn resists the Ring and instead comes into his own power at the conclusion of The Lord of the Rings, a power he inherits as the heir of Isildur.

Many characters who encounter the Ring discover their “own deepest desire for power” and at least temporarily fall into a spell of prideful fantasies (Beagle intro). Boromir’s reaction to the lure of the Ring is similar to the initial reaction of Galadriel, the great lady of the elves. When Frodo presents her with the Ring, she cries: “In place of the Dark Lord you will set up a Queen… All shall love me and despair!” (The Lord of the Rings 356). We see this same reaction again when Sam takes up the One Ring: “Wild fantasies arose in his mind; and he saw Samwise the Strong, Hero of the Age… and armies flocking to his call” (The Lord of the Rings 880). Sam is brought out of his delusions by “love of his master” and because “he knew in the core of his heart that he was not large enough to bear such a burden” (The Lord of the Rings 881). Similarly, Galadriel laughs off her trial and turns back into “a slender elf-woman, clad in simple white” (The Lord of the Rings 356). Her pride is rid of and she is able to escape her corruption, perhaps because she didn’t overestimate her strength as Boromir did.
However, Boromir’s recovery is much harder. He returns to the fellowship “grim and sad” (The Lord of the Rings 395). Boromir does eventually renounce his actions (“I am sorry. I have paid.”) and his sliver of redemption comes in the fact that he dies protecting Merry and Pippin from Orcs (The Lord of the Rings 404). This small bit of redemption, which he enjoys only for a few moments before death takes him, is very different from the joy and prosperity Lewis’s characters enjoy when they find redemption. While Edmund becomes king after renouncing his evil ways in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, Boromir receives only an honorable death in The Lord of the Rings.

Submitting to a Higher Power: the Law and Sacrifice

The heroes in both Tolkien’s and Lewis’s stories have their weaknesses—sometimes as terrible as pride and greed, and sometimes as simple as curiosity. However they also have strong positive traits that redeem them, such as pity, loyalty, and innocence. Lewis’s heroes ultimately recognize and submit to a higher law, and Tolkien’s heroes seek to align their will with that of a higher power.

The hero of Lewis’s The Magician’s Nephew, Digory, starts out creating a lot of trouble, but he eventually is given a way to redeem himself. One of Digory’s main traits in The Magician’s Nephew is “the same impulse that produces magicians:… a curiosity about what is beyond” (Glover 174). He wonders about his uncle’s activities, about what is in the connected attics of the houses on his row, and most importantly about what will happen if he rings the bell of Charn. His curiosity links him to his uncle, a vain magician who meddles in a power he knows little about. But unlike his uncle, Digory has redeeming qualities that save him in the end from the Witch’s temptation: compassion for his mother and loyalty to his friend Polly.

Curiosity prompts Digory to ring the bell of Charn. This awakens Jadis, a proud and cruel queen, whom Digory eventually brings to the land of Narnia by accident. Bringing the evil queen into the young, innocent land of Narnia will have great and terrible consequences, but Digory is given the chance to redeem himself by fetching a magical apple for Aslan. While on this errand, Digory is again faced with a temptation when he contemplates stealing a silver apple to bring home. When he notices the Witch eating the apple, she “looked stronger and prouder than ever, in a way, triumphant” (The Magician’s Nephew 160). The allure of the apple seems to be a temptation specifically designed for Digory, who believes that the magical apple will heal his ailing mother. The Witch’s appearance further convinces Digory of the apple’s life-giving powers. 

At this point, the reader expects Digory to give in since he gave into the temptation of ringing the bell earlier. However, when the Witch suggests that Digory leave his friend Polly behind, it “suddenly made all the other things the Witch had been saying to him sound false and hollow” (The Magician’s Nephew 163). Digory’s loyalty is the virtue that saves him from falling into the Witch’s temptation. His reward for obeying the rules on the garden wall and for following Aslan’s directions is the piece of fruit he wanted, which Aslan now lawfully gives him. 

Compare Digory’s trial to Edmund’s situation in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe: both characters have to turn from the Witch’s false promise to receive a true and lawful reward. Edmund chooses to follow the White Witch because she promises to make him a prince, but he must be released from the witch’s service in order to receive the right to sit on the true throne at Cair Paravel. Similarly, when Digory rejects the Witch and completes his errand of retrieving the magical fruit, not only does he receive a reward, but he provides a protection against the evil he unwillingly introduced to Narnia. Thus, his original fall to the temptation of ringing the bell of Charn is remedied and Digory receives his redemption.

Like Digory, Bilbo begins a great adventure with a small act. In The Hobbit, Bilbo finds the One Ring in a cave tunnel and slips it into his pocket, not knowing that the Ring belongs to, and wants to return to, an evil lord. The Ring seems at first glance like just a small trinket, and as Boromir says in The Lord of the Rings, “Is it not a strange fate that we should suffer so much fear and doubt for so small a thing?” (418). Bilbo’s simple act is similar to Digory’s ringing the bell of Charn, which awakens the great enemy of Narnia. Bilbo is as mischievous as Digory—he tricks Gollum into losing a riddle contest by asking him, “What’s in my pocket?” Such a question can’t be considered a fair riddle, although Gollum does concede to answering it (The Lord of the Rings foreword).

In Lewis’s The Magician’s Nephew, Digory is charged with the errand that will bring some protection to Narnia since he’s the one who introduced evil to the young land. Similarly, in The Lord of the Rings, Frodo inherits the Ring his uncle Bilbo found and is charged with taking it to Mordor to destroy it. He receives this errand partly because Bilbo passed the Ring down to him, but mostly because Frodo’s innocence is the greatest protection against the lure of the evil Ring. Ellwood writes, “Much power makes too great the temptation to total power… Frodo, because he has little power of his own and thus would be less tempted, is sent” (Ellwood 124, emphasis original). Frodo’s innocence starts him on a dangerous mission, which he decides to complete even though he’s unaware of the full consequences of his actions.

 Frodo’s willingness to leave his beloved Shire and take on this errand illustrates that Tolkien values sacrifice. Instead of focusing on their own desires, Tolkien’s heroic characters seek to protect the freedom of others, to preserve free will. Gandalf tells Frodo, “I can put it no plainer than by saying that Bilbo was meant to find the Ring, and not by its maker. In which case you were also meant to have it. And that may be an encouraging thought” (The Lord of the Rings 54-55, emphasis original). Furthermore, just as Lewis’s characters submit to a higher law, Tolkien’s heroes submit to a higher will.

The most important example of the presence of fate or providence occurs at the end of The Lord of the Rings, in which the Ring is only destroyed when Gollum tries to steal it from Frodo. Frodo, in one sense, fails to complete his errand because he comes to Mount Doom and decides not to throw the Ring into the fire. However, Tolkien writes, “The ‘salvation’ of the world and Frodo’s own ‘salvation’ is achieved by his previous pity [for Gollum] and forgiveness of injury” (Carpenter 234 emphasis original). 

Like Digory, Frodo’s redeeming qualities save him, for Gollum would never have stolen the Ring if Frodo had killed or abandoned him. However, Frodo receives no big reward or happy ending for helping to destroy the Ring. Instead, he suffers pain from his injuries and an unrelenting weariness that prevents him from fully enjoying his beloved Shire. In the end, he’s allowed to go with the elves to their Undying Lands. This is a great reward, although a sad one since he can no longer enjoy the Shire with his friends.

The Great Test
For Lewis, the only way good can come about is through fulfillment of the law. In The Lion, the Witch, and The Wardrobe, the children can heal Narnia by sitting on the four thrones—by ruling over Narnia. Aslan obtains his great resurrection in the same novel by following a great law established before the dawn of time. In The Magician’s Nephew, Digory can use the silver apples for good only if he follows Aslan’s directions and the rules written on the wall. Lewis portrays his evil characters, not as reckless rule breakers, but those who believe they are above the law. Their lack of respect for the power of the law and the greatness of the authority to which the law belongs lead them to bring destruction upon themselves.
In the same way, Tolkien’s characters must understand that they are following a sort of cosmic plan, one which they can’t swerve from. Those who choose to try to wield the power of the Ring fail because power is not theirs to have. Power belongs to the heroes of the story. It belongs to Gandalf, who falls through the cracks of Moria and fights an evil monster as Gandalf the Grey, and then emerges as the triumphant and powerful Gandalf the White. Power belongs also to Aragorn. He, like Gandalf, refuses the ring and instead walks the Paths of the Dead and emerges to lead his men into battle and to be crowned the rightful king. These characters don’t seek after the Ring, because they have no right to its power. The villains who do chase after the Ring are attempting to break from the cosmic plan, and end up failing. Of course, even in their failings they serve to fulfill the great plan, as is demonstrated by the dramatic events at Mount Doom, where Gollum’s fall into the fire can’t be consider mere coincidence.
Both Lewis and Tolkien use temptation as a means to test their character’s devotion to a greater power. Lewis’s various temptations provide an opportunity for Aslan to knock down the barrier between himself and fallen characters. Aslan’s acts of mercy lend the redeemed characters new strength. In Tolkien’s work, the temptation of the Ring is a great test through which the natures of his characters are revealed: Gollum’s greed and Boromir’s pride, Sam’s loyalty and Frodo’s innocence and perseverance. The result of this great test is new strength for those who aren’t crushed; Ralph Waldo Emerson writes: “As the Sandwich-Islander believes that the strength and valor of the enemy he kills passes into himself, so we gain the strength of the temptation we resist.” In Lewis’s work, strength also comes to those who give into temptation—but only when they are redeemed by Aslan, and only after then have been faced with the consequences. In Tolkien’s work, those who yield to temptation seem strong in the beginning, but only those characters that resist the thirst for power succeed. In the work of both writers, those characters that embrace greed and pride and trust their own strength are given over to their own desires and ultimately meet destruction.
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