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J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, and 
Charles Williams. These three authors 
were members of the Inklings, a 
Thursday night literary discussion 
group that met at Lewis’s rooms in 
Oxford University’s Magdalen Col-
lege. Williams, of course, is much less 
famous than the other two. Yet Will-
iams had a leading role in the Inklings 
group, where The Hobbit, The Lord 
of the Rings, and The Screwtape Let-
ters were first read out loud. 

Jack Vickrey feels that Williams, 
who lived from 1886 to 1945,  has 
been underrated. Jack, a retired pro-
fessor of English at Lehigh Univer-
sity, will be leading a discussion of 
two of Williams’s novels at Trinity 
Bethlehem in March. 

Jack is not alone in his regard for 
Williams. Lewis idolized him. 
“Williams could quote large hunks 
of poetry from memory, and had 
quite a knowledge of literature,” 
says Jack. Lewis also admired Williams’ 
personal magnetism. Williams held 
his own in discussions with Lewis 
and Tolkien, despite the fact that a 
lack of funds kept him from a 
university education. While Tolkien 
and Lewis were Oxford dons, Williams 
was a literary adviser at the Oxford 
University Press. 

T.S. Eliot also thought highly of 
Williams. Eliot wrote a preface for 
All Hallows’ Eve, one of the novels 
that will be discussed next month 
along with Descent Into Hell. 

It is unlikely that Williams’s novels 
will be the basis of films like Lord of 
The Rings or Lewis’s Narnia series. 
They are more psychological and far 
less action oriented, making them less 
desirable for films. 

“Williams is as about as different as 
possible” from his two contemporaries, 
says Jack. “A lot happens in his novels, 
but not much happens. There is very 
little physical activity. In Tolkien you 
get fights, dragons, the whole smear. He 
is as far apart as you can get from some-
one like Tom Clancy, who has breath-
taking changes of scenery. In Williams, 
in one novel, it is a matter of characters 
walking back and forth between dis-
tricts of London.” 

What happens is inside the charac-
ters, says Jack. “Much attention is 
given to what they are thinking, and 
what their state of mind is. There is 
internal but not physical action.” 

“Williams invokes what we would call 
the other world – the world of the dead, 
or those who are deceased as far as this 
world is concerned. In his works spirits 
are active and conscious, which leads to 
some strange relationships. 

“He also makes use of magic. One of 
his char-acters is named Simon, based 
on Simon Magus, the magician men-
tioned in the Book of Acts.” 

For a short time, Williams was a 
member of The Order of the Golden 
Dawn, an occult fraternity that also 
included W. B. Yeats and Sax Rohmer, 
creator of the Fu Manchu novels. 

Williams wrote many works of the-
ology, and, like Lewis, there are reli-
gious themes in his fiction. “He writes 
of how people get to heaven,” says 
Jack, “of how they are headed for ei-
ther salvation or damnation.” 

Williams wrote seven novels, many 
essays, and extensive cycles of 
Arthurian poetry. 

Members of Trinity Bethlehem 
have often heard Jack’s melodious 
voice in readings and in the choir. 
He served on the vestry for three 
years and has belonged to Trinity for 
thirty. Accompanied by harpist Carol 
Thompson, he has given readings of 
The Tale of Beren and Luthien from 
Tolkien’s The Silmarillion, and the 
poetry of Walt Whitman, Gerard 
Manley Hopkins, and T.S. Eliot’s 
Journey of the Magi. 
Dave Howell is a freelance writer and a 
choir member at Trinity Church, Bethlehem. 
The four sessions on Charles Williams’ 
Descent Into Hell and All Hallows Eve 
will be Wednesdays from 6 to 7:30 on 
March 8, 15, 22, and 29, in the Parish 
Hall at Trinity Bethlehem, 44 Market 
Street, Bethlehem. A simple meal of soup 
and bread will be provided. The two 
novels can be purchased from Mother 
Laura Howell for $23 – call the church 
office at 610-867-4741. 
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