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The Mirror of Erised:
Why We Should Heed
Dumbledore’s Warning
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What is your deepest desire? Maybe you know it and are actively
working towards satisfying it. Or perhaps you don’t know what
it is or find your desire to be like the Golden Snitch—fleeting
and impossible to pin down. Maybe you think you know, but
are mistaken and, in fact, it would surprise, even shock you to
discover what you truly desired the most. While introspection or
psychotherapy might allow Muggles to discover their desires,
Harry Potter has an easier way. He can just look in the mirror.

The Mirror of Erised

In Sorcerer’s Stone, Harry accidentally discovers the Mirror of
Erised in an unused classroom at Hogwarts. He immediately
notices the Mirror’s odd inscription: “Erised stra ehru oyt ube
cafru oyt on wohsi” (SS, p. 207). This is no ordinary mirror—Iit-
tle surprise in a world where cars can fly and portraits talk. When
Harry looks into it he does not see his own reflection, but instead
the images of his mother and father smiling back at him, even
waving! He immediately looks around the room, but his parents
are not there; they're only in the Mirror. Harry, of course, is an
orphan whose parents were murdered by Voldemort when Harry
was just an infant. So seeing them in the Mirror fills him with
joy—albeit a joy mixed with sadness (SS, p. 209).

Although Harry has no idea what the powers of this unusual
Mirror are, he continues to sneak out to visit it—even bringing
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Ron to see it. On his third visit, Dumbledore is waiting for Harry
at the Mirror, and he reveals its secret to him. The Mirror, he tells
Harry, “shows us nothing more or less than the deepest, most
desperate desire of our hearts” (SS, p. 213). It shows Ron what
he always desired: to be out from his older brothers’ shadows
and to outshine them all. It shows Harry what he desired more
than anything: his own parents. This makes sense of the other-
wise inscrutable inscription, for written backwards with
rearranged spacing it reads, “I show not your face but your
heart’s desire.”

Dumbledore’s Warning

After Dumbledore reveals to Harry what the powers of the
Mirror of Erised are, he tells him:

This mirror will give us neither knowledge or [sic| truth. Men have
wasted away before it, entranced by what they have seen, or been
driven mad, not knowing if what it shows is real or even possible.
(SS, p. 213)

He goes on to warn Harry that “it doesn’t do to dwell on dreams
and forget to live” (SS, p. 214). Dumbledore tells Harry that the
Mirror will be moved and that Harry shouldn’t go looking for it
again.

Going mad and wasting away are prospects about as attrac-
tive as a Dementor’s kiss, but why would such a Mirror produce
such outcomes? Why doesn’t the Mirror offer knowledge or
truth? Lastly, why should we heed Dumbledore’s warning that it
is wrong to dwell on dreams?

Knowledge and Truth

Dumbledore hints that users of the Mirror can confuse its
images with reality. This problem is an example of the tradi-
tional distinction between appearance and reality that, in
Bertrand Russell’'s words, is “one of the distinctions that cause
maost trouble in philosophy.” At the center of this distinction is
a4 concern, one Dumbledore seems to share, about mere

! Bertrand Russell, The Problems of Philosophy (New York: Dover, 1999), p. 2.
























