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        To the memory of Colin Duriez (1947–2025),

        who wrote excellent books and encouraged me

        to boldly ask the important questions.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      One of P.G. Wodehouse’s characters opines after listening to an author talk about how they came to write their book that a simple apology would have sufficed.⁠1 He had a point. Even if he didn’t, the fact that I have been publishing words since I was nineteen means I probably do not need to offer more words about how I got here.

      However, this is my first book, and a curious book that requires some explanation.

      My plan to avoid the scholarly life started to derail during my freshman year of college. I liked books, but wanted to make a living as a writer, which meant practical experience over theory. I was in a publishing program that encouraged students to start their careers while still in school by freelancing. At the time, it was headed by a Vietnam War veteran who liked to tell his students that most English programs do not produce graduates who make it as authors because most English teachers are “failed writers.” I didn’t feel much need to critique that argument. I had taken all my college-level English classes in high school (that’s another story). And I was too busy writing book reviews, local news profiles, hiking guides, and anything else people would let me publish to get into debates about what makes someone a “writer.”

      Although I didn’t need English classes for my degree, I liked C.S. Lewis and the college had an archive devoted to C.S. Lewis and his friends. The archive was supervised by Joe Ricke, an English professor who encouraged students to give short presentations on the Inklings every Friday at “C.S. Lewis Teas.” I gave several presentations. I liked the visiting scholars I met through Ricke. Scholars like Matthew Dickerson, who gave a talk to the student body at morning chapel about vocation and a talk to computer scientists in the afternoon about “Can Computers Think… and Enjoy Sex?” After attending both talks (the answer to the computer question turned out to be “no”), I bought Dickerson’s book From Homer to Harry Potter and asked him to autograph it. When Dickerson did another presentation series the next year, I attended his talk on interrogation ethics in The Fellowship of the Ring and he kindly autographed the book again. Something in the way he wore several vocations, and a story he told about how he decided which one to make into a career, left me wondering whether I had to choose between being a proper writer and being someone who studied writers.⁠2 Perhaps especially because Dickerson was never an English major either, yet he had contributed to the J.R.R. Tolkien Encyclopedia.

      After college, I became a journalist at a smalltown newspaper and occasional contributor to a literary magazine that regularly published articles on the Inklings. The COVID pandemic led to Ricke turning the C.S. Lewis teas into a virtual event. Then job changes led him to turn the virtual teas into a new entity, The Inkling Folk Fellowship (IFF). I began spending Friday afternoons over Zoom watching Dickerson and others present on anything from C.S. Lewis’ BBC talks to Charles Williams’ mystical Christmas plays. I also became interested in another group Dickerson belonged to, the Chrysostom Society, and asked for his help connecting with fellow members who had known the late poet Robert Siegel.⁠3 I had picked the worst time. Dickerson was staying in an off-grid cabin as an artist-in-residence for Alaska State Parks. He kindly followed up a month later, helped me connect with Siegel’s friends, and offered to let me interview him about his current projects. Being a proper writer and being interested in “English major things” still seemed like separate worlds. But worlds moving closer together.

      A year later, the literary magazine had published my interview with Dickerson, and its lead editor asked for my help. A hacking attack had damaged the magazine’s website, and someone needed to manage the new site while the editorial team reorganized resources and fixed the damage. I was no longer working for a newspaper, and missed hearing a new person’s story every day. A friend from those C.S. Lewis Teas had recently published a short story in a fantasy anthology. After interviewing him, I realized I knew many other writers interested in the Inklings. The magazine seemed a good space to create a biweekly column for conversations with scholars, perhaps even scholars researching niche topics not yet explored much in academic literature. The two worlds I had discovered in college were coming together.

      This book contains many interviews from the following three years, when I had the time and freedom to broker regular conversations with Inklings researchers I had met through IFF, including many foundational figures in the second wave of Lewis scholarship (roughly 1990 onward).⁠4 It also contains interviews acquired specifically for this book and interviews released elsewhere discussing figures connected to the Inklings. Or figures connected to those figures, including a few people I can safely say have not been discussed before in Inklings literature.

      These interviews are arranged topically based on which historical figure(s) dominated the conversation. Few of the interviews are in their original form. Extra notes and material have been added. References to research have been updated. Most of my introductions have been rewritten to read better in a book, including dropping my favorite line, “this person was kind enough to answer a few questions,” which proved repetitive when used in every chapter. Where appropriate, I have combined interviews with people I spoke to multiple times. For financial and legal reasons, and with the interviewees’ permission, quotes in the original interviews from the works of Helen Joy Davidman, C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien, and William Lindsay Gresham have been replaced with paraphrases; footnotes show where those changes have been made. Since the original interviews were published online with links to each person’s work, I have included a selected checklist after each interview covering highlights from their output. Material added from the original version or that originally appeared in overly large footnotes has been added as appendices.

      It is probably clear by now that this book is a strange beast: one part oral history, one part academic checklist, and one part journalistic coverage. No attempt was made to make it resemble existing works about the history of Inkling scholarship, because I could not find anything comparable. Several books have collected memories by scholars who knew the Inklings personally, but this book is more about how a scholarship community developed after their generation.⁠5 Academic journals have published reminiscences of how Inklings scholarship has evolved since the 1960s.⁠6 Books have been written about how the academy and public have received the Inklings; podcasters like William O’Flaherty have shared tidbits of the scholarship’s changing shape today.⁠7 But I could not find any conventionally published books devoted to filling the gap between these areas. Between Inklings analysis and, well, Inklings journalism.⁠8 I can only apologize to readers who wish I had written better checklists of people’s work, or pressed people for more details, or dropped certain scholars in favor of others.

      I should explain why there is little work on Tolkien in this book. Certainly, the fact that Luke Shelton was building a collection of interviews with Tolkien fans before I started my interview column made it unhelpful to compete with his work.⁠9 Another motivation was that I made the mistake several years ago of answering a scholar’s question about why Tolkien scholarship seemed to be receiving all the awards from academic groups. I wrote a long article for the scholar’s blog where I laid out some problems I saw in current (American evangelical) Lewis scholarship.⁠10 I offended a few people, do not think I particularly convinced anybody, and remembered an important lesson. It is helpful to analyze a problem, too easy to complain about the problem, and very hard to fight the problem. Hopefully, these interviews discussing the other three Inklings (and what Jennifer Woodruff Tait calls “Inklings-adjacent figures”) fight the problem.⁠11

      
        
        Gabriel Connor Salter

        Leuchars, Fife, Scotland

        August 2025

      

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 See P.G. Wodehouse, The Girl in Blue (Simon & Schuster, 1971), 100–1.

          

          
2 See interview with Matthew Dickerson for more details about this story.

          

          
3 Robert Siegel (1939–2012) was a poet and author whose accomplishments included playing a critical role in the development of Christian Fiction as a new marketed genre. His sci-fi novel Alpha Centauri was released by Crossway Books six years before Frank Peretti released This Present Darkness (usually credited with expanding the Christian Fiction market beyond romance novels). For more details on Siegel and his involvement in the Chrysostom Society, see G. Connor Salter, “Where Christian Fantasy Started: Remembering Robert Seigel,” Fellowship & Fairydust, August 14, 2023, https://fellowdustmag.com/2023/08/14/where-christian-fantasy-started-remembering-robert-siegel/.

          

          
4 For a summary of the first wave and second waves of Inklings scholars (Lewis scholarship, in particular), see interview with Michael Christensen.

          

          
5 For example, see James T. Como, ed., Remembering C.S. Lewis: Recollections of Those Who Knew Him (Ignatius Press, 2005); Roger White, Brendan N. Wolfe, and Judith Wolfe, eds., C.S. Lewis and His Circle: Essays and Memoirs from the Oxford C.S. Lewis Society (Oxford University Press, 2015).

          

          
6 For example, see Glen GoodKnight’s many reminiscences published in Mythlore; also, Janet Brennan Croft, “Mythlore at 50,” Mythlore 37, no. 2 (#134) (2019): 5–21, https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore/vol37/iss2/2/; and Charles E. Noad, “The Tolkien Society – the early days,” Mallorn no. 50 (Autumn 2010): 15–24, https://journals.tolkiensociety.org/mallorn/article/view/80/74.

          

          
7 For recent books on the Inklings’ reception with literary critics and the public, see Mark Noll, C.S. Lewis in America: Readings and Reception, 1935–1947 (InterVarsity Press, 2023), and Stephanie L. Derrick, The Fame of C. S. Lewis: A Controversialist’s Reception in Britain and America (Oxford University Press, 2018). For more details about William O’Flaherty’s Inklings podcasting and other efforts, see interview with O’Flaherty.

          

          
8 “Inklings journalist” may seem a funny title, but it is how Kirstin Jeffrey Johnson introduced me to someone at a George MacDonald conference, and I stand by it.

          

          
9 See The Tolkien Experience Project, Luke-Shelton.com, https://luke-shelton.com/tolkien-experience-project/.

          

          
10 For the few who may be interested in this article, see “Lewis and Tolkien among American Evangelicals: Guest Post by G. Connor Salter (Lewis Scholarship Series),” A Pilgrim in Narnia, April 27, 2021, https://apilgriminnarnia.com/2021/04/27/salter-american-evangelicals/.

          

          
11 As discussed elsewhere, Tait coined this term at an IFF session; the term has caught on enough that she has joked that it is her greatest contribution to Inklings scholarship. See “In Memory of Frederick Buechner: A Reading, A Ritual, A Ragamuffin Gathering,” Inkling Folk Fellowship, September 2, 2022, www.facebook.com/events/756628145583020/; cf. G. Connor Salter, “Review: The Wizard of Mecosta: Russell Kirk, Gothic Fiction, and the Moral Imagination by Camilo Peralta,” Mythlore 43, no. 1 (whole no. 145) (Fall/Winter 2024): 273.
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            Interviews on Multiple Inklings

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Matthew Dickerson

          

        

      

    

    
      Matthew Dickerson (PhD, Cornell University, 1989) wasn’t expected to become a writer. As he tells it, his middle school and high school teachers recommended he focus on math and sciences. However, Dickerson came from a family of book lovers—his father ran an independent bookstore and his mother was a public school teacher who studied literature in college. By the time Dickerson had graduated from high school, he was writing his own stories. While studying computer science and mathematics at Dartmouth College, a class on Paradise Lost encouraged him to write, and he took as many writing and literature classes as possible. Graduate classes on Old English at Cornell University led Dickerson to consider switching his doctorate from computer science to medieval literature. His graduate advisor told him, “Across the country this year, there are going to be 100 PhDs granted in medieval literature, and we expect only four job openings. Keep your passion for literature and writing alive because you’re good at it, but don’t expect a job in the area.”

      Today, Dickerson has a diverse writing career. He teaches computer science at Middlebury College in Vermont, publishing research papers and videos on computational geometry, and argues in his book The Mind and the Machine that humans are more than complex computers. His published work includes several fantasy and historical fiction novels, as well as studies of fantasy literature. His other work includes multiple books on fishing and ecology, a biography of underrated folk rock musician Mark Heard, and the spiritual nonfiction guide Disciple Making in a Culture of Power, Comfort, and Fear. The last book was influenced by the passing of theologian Eugene Peterson, whom Dickerson knew through the Chrysostom Society, which started in the 1980s to encourage craft and quality in spiritual literature. Its members have included acclaimed fantasy authors like Madeleine L’Engle, Robert Siegel, and Walter Wangerin, Jr.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thanks again for agreeing to this interview, Matthew. I’ve given readers a short version of your CV, so I won’t ask you to summarize it. Can you tell us what you’re working on right now?

      

      

      About five years ago, I started a new and very different type of fantasy novel. Not sure how to classify it. It is definitely not swords and dragons. I was really enjoying it, but I felt led to set it aside shortly after the death of Eugene Peterson to work on a book called Disciple Making in a Culture of Power, Comfort, and Fear. When I finished that, I wanted to go back to the fantasy novel but the demands of pandemic teaching—working twice as hard to be two-thirds as effective—made it hard to do anything creative. But since the start of 2022, I’ve been working on it again and making great progress. I’ve done a lot of polishing and revising, tightening up the prose and story, etc. I’m just finishing it up now and getting ready to shop it.

      
        
        What was your first encounter with fantasy literature?

      

      

      Reading The High King (part of The Chronicles of Prydain by Lloyd Alexander) in fifth grade because it was a Newbery Award winner. Unfortunately, I hadn’t read the first four books in the series, which I later came back to and loved.

      
        
        You’ve described your first novel, The Finnsburg Encounter, as a medieval historic heroic romance. What interested you in that genre?

      

      

      I was in graduate school at Cornell studying Old English Language and Literature with Prof. Robert Farrell—who had studied at Oxford and known J.R.R. Tolkien personally. Part of my study of Old English was spending a semester translating Beowulf, which I was interested in largely because of its importance to Tolkien. I got interested in finding some old poems in Old English for which part of the story had been lost and trying to retell those stories imaginatively in novel form. The Finn episode in Beowulf inspired that novel.

      
        
        After writing The Finnsburg Encounter and its sequel, you wrote a high fantasy trilogy, The Daegmon War. What was it like transitioning to the new genre—any connections between the genres you didn’t expect, any surprising obstacles you had to overcome?

      

      

      The connections, I think, are the easiest. In both cases, of course, good writing—good prose—matters. Character development matters. I wanted to tell a good story, and tell it well. And in both cases, there was considerable imagination involved. In the medieval historical heroic romance, I was drawing on some literary and historical figures, so I had to be “true” to the known stories and histories. For example, the ending of The Finnsburg Encounter was, in a sense, known, and I had to work to a known ending. But that left a lot of room to fill in details imaginatively and to create a number of new characters.

      One challenge with the historical work is doing the research—historical, archaeological, literary, etc.—and trying to fill in enough details for readers to get a sense of life in that time, but not to try to cram in so many details that they bog the story down. With fantasy literature, I can, in a sense, invent those details and invent my own histories and cultures. But once I do that, I need to stay consistent. That is, I want my imagined history and geography to be a coherent one.

      Again, in both cases, my real goal is just to tell a captivating story about something that matters, with compelling characters that the reader will care about. So, a lot of the craft of fiction writing applies equally to both.

      
        
        You have the interesting distinction of being a scholar of fantasy literature, but also a writer of it. Those skill sets (analysis and creation) don’t always fit together; for example, film-scholar-turned-filmmaker Paul Schrader has talked about learning to turn off his analyzing side so he could write a script.⁠1 Do you find that your creative and analytical sides work well together, or do you have techniques for turning the analysis side off while creating something?

      

      

      That’s a perceptive question. There is certainly an analytical part of my mind that needs to be at work in writing fantasy—including just awareness of what makes good writing craft, as well as contemplating what underlying worldview might be conveyed to readers through my story, the dialogues, the characters, the decisions, the outcomes. But with the creative writing, I really do have to put a lot more trust in my imagination and creativity. I have to give freedom to the story itself to determine where it’s going to go, and if the characters take me somewhere my analytical mind hadn’t prepared for, generally, I need to trust the story and characters and what you have called the “creative side.”

      Scenes and even entire characters appeared in my story that I hadn’t planned on. Sometimes characters responded to a situation in a way I wasn’t expecting. Also, in my creative writing, I don’t start with a message I want to get across. I think that would be disastrous. I don’t write a creative work (in this case, fantasy) to tell my readers what I already know; I’m often writing to explore for myself what I need to learn. Sometimes I don’t even know what the questions are until I’m partway into my novels.

      
        
        What attracted you to write scholarly works on the Inklings?

      

      

      Some of that is probably just a selfish excuse to spend time thinking deeply about—and learning more about—something that’s intriguing to me. But I guess the deepest reason is that I think the Inklings, and for me, especially Lewis and Tolkien, wrote so beautifully about such important things that I want to help people understand it more clearly. Or maybe a better way to put it is that writing about the Inklings is a chance to write about some of the most important and worthwhile themes that we could ever explore as humans. So, writing a book of that sort is a bit like entering a conversation with somebody about something you both care about.

      
        
        Of the various books you’ve written about the Inklings, which would you recommend readers start with?

      

      

      A Hobbit Journey, but only if they have read Tolkien. I guess after that, it would be Narnia and the Fields of Arbol.

      
        
        You have belonged since 2007 to the Chrysostom society, a Christian writers’ community that has included writers like Madeleine L’Engle and Eugene Peterson. How did you get involved in this community?

      

      

      Well, I wasn’t present at the conversation when somebody in the group recommended me, and they all discussed me. I think I’m glad I didn’t have to hear that conversation! All I know is that at some point I was invited to join them for a weekend. I didn’t know at the time it was an invitation to be considered for membership. I was only told that some of them were familiar with my book From Homer to Harry Potter: A Handbook of Myth and Fantasy and had enjoyed it, and I was invited to do a reading from that work. And that many of the members were authors whom I had deeply admired whose works had shaped me profoundly. A few of them I had met in person once or twice, but most I didn’t know personally. I was very delighted when I was asked to join, and I’ve found it to be a very wonderful community of people coming from a wide variety of different expressions of Christian faith with a common care for the value of good writing.⁠2

      
        
        How has belonging to an artist’s community benefitted your work?

      

      

      Many ways. It’s helped me to strive to be a better writer. I’ve had many encouraging conversations with other members, some of them at times when I really needed the encouragement. It’s a group that understands some of the challenges of being a writer—and being a writer of Christian faith—and so it’s a group I can talk openly with, and draw nourishment from, and now and then get a needed exhortation from.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Selected Checklist

      

      

      Essays and Articles

      
        
          	
        “Review: The Magical World of the Inklings by Gareth Knight.” Sehnsucht 5 (2012): 246–248.https://doi.org/10.55221/1940-5537.1137.
      

      	
        “Review: J.R.R. Tolkien: The Forest and the City, edited by Helen Conrad-O’Briain and GerardHynes.” Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment 4, no. 32 (2014): 932–933. https://doi.org/10.1093/isle/isu133.
      

      	
        “Review: The Nature of Middle-earth: Late Writings on the Lands, Inhabitants, and Metaphysicsof Middle-earth, edited by Carl F. Hostetter.” VII 39 (2023): 113–115.https://journals.wheaton.edu/public/journals/4/pdfs/Vol39_Dickerson_HostetterNatureOfMiddleEarth_113-115.pdf.
      

      

      

      Books and Chapters

      
        
          	
        Following Gandalf: Epic Battles and Moral Victory in The Lord of the Rings. Revell, 2003.
      

      	
        —. with David O’Hara. From Homer to Harry Potter: A Handbook of Myth and Fantasy. Brazos,2006.
      

      	
        —. Contributor. The J.R.R. Tolkien Encyclopedia: Scholarship and Critical Assessment, editedby Michael D.C. Drout. Routledge, 2006.
      

      	
        —. with Jonathan Evans. Ents, Elves and Eriador: The Environmental Vision of J.R.R. Tolkien.University Press of Kentucky, 2006.
      

      	
        —. with David O’Hara. Narnia and the Fields of Arbol: The Environmental Vision of C.S. Lewis.University Press of Kentucky, 2008.
      

      	
        “Water, Ecology, and Spirituality in Tolkien’s Middle-earth.” In Light Beyond All Shadows:Religious Experience in the Work of J.R.R. Tolkien, edited by Paul E. Kerry and SandraMiesel. Farleigh Dickinson University Press, 2011.
      

      	
        A Hobbit Journey: Discovering the Enchantment of J.R.R. Tolkien’s Middle-earth. Brazos, 2012.
      

      	
        “The Hröa and Fëa of Middle-earth: Health, Ecology and the War.” In The Body in Tolkien’sLegendarium: Essays on Middle-earth Corporeality, edited by Christopher Vaccaro,McFarland & Company, Inc., 2013.
      

      	
        “Preface.” In The Gender Dance: Ironic Subversion in C.S. Lewis’s Cosmic Trilogy, by MonikaHilder. Peter Lang, 2013.
      

      	
        “A Book Opens Onto the Way: Tolkien’s Sacramental Vision and the Artist’s Call.”  In J.R.R.Tolkien and the Arts: A Theology of Subcreation, edited by Melody Green and NedBustard. Square Halo Books, 2021.
      

      	
        Aslan’s Breath: Seeing the Holy Spirit in Narnia. Square Halo Books, 2024.
      

      

      

      Other Works of Interest

      
        
          	
        The Finnsburg Encounter. Crossway Books, 1991.
      

      	
        Hammers & Nails: The Life and Music of Mark Heard. Cornerstone Press, 2003.
      

      	
        “Theism and Irony.” In The Routledge Companion to Theism, edited by Charles Taliaferro, VictoriaS. Harrison, and Stewart Goetz. Routledge, 2012.
      

      	
        The Rood and the Torc: The Song of Kristinge, Son of Finn. Wings Press, 2014.
      

      	
        The Daegmon War Trilogy. Living Ink Books and Archway Publishing, 2015–2017.
      

      	
        The Mind and the Machine: What It Means to Be Human and Why It Matters. Wipf & Stock, 2016.
      

      	
        Disciple Making in a Culture of Power, Comfort, and Fear. Wipf & Stock, 2020.
      

      	
        —. Edited with Ann Doe Overstreet. Songs from the Silent Passage: Essays on the Works of Walter Wangerin, Jr. Rabbit Room Press, 2021.
      

      

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 Schrader has discussed this point, the difference between a storyteller and a critic, in several interviews, including Kevin Jackson, ed., Schrader on Schrader and Other Writings (Faber & Faber, 1992), 134.

          

          
2 For an example of the community’s commitment to good writing, see Matthew Dickerson and Ann M. Doe Overstreet, eds., Songs from the Silent Passage: Essays on the Works of Walter Wangerin, Jr. in Selected Checklist.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Joe Ricke

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Joe Ricke (PhD, Rice University, 1982) has, since his childhood, had many and varied interests. His profile in An Unexpected Journal described him as “a scholar, poet, actor, director, songwriter, and organizer.”⁠1 His scholarship has included hundreds of conference presentations as well as many articles and book chapters on early drama, Shakespeare, the Inklings, the Inklings’ influences, academic freedom, and sarcasm. Sometimes, those interests run together. For example, he has performed research on George MacDonald’s Shakespeare lectures, and continues to publish articles on Lewis and MacDonald as Shakespeare scholars. He has edited several volumes of Inklings scholarship—including two collections of essays from the Frances White Ewbank Colloquium on C.S. Lewis & Friends, and a collection of David L. Neuhouser’s work. Ricke’s essays have appeared in such publications as Journal of Inklings Studies, Sehnsucht, North Wind, Medieavalia, and he has contributed chapters on the Inklings and Shakespeare to multiple scholarly works. When interviewed, he said that his favorite chapter was his chapter on sarcastic “shrews” in Words that Tear the Flesh: Essays on Sarcasm in Medieval and Early Modern Literature and Cultures.

      Formerly a director of the Center for the Study of C.S. Lewis & Friends at Taylor University, Ricke is now pursuing research, writing, and music full-time, along with being the founder and director of Inkling Folk Fellowship, a virtual community that shares fellowship and scholarship.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        How did you discover the Inklings?

      

      

      Well, I discovered the Inklings (if we use the word precisely) long after discovering Lewis and Tolkien. I suppose I read Hooper’s and Green’s biography of Lewis at some point when I was in university. And Carpenter’s book The Inklings. Earlier than that, I think I saw a book titled something like C.S. Lewis: Pictures of His World.⁠2 Who were all these guys smoking pipes and going on long walks? I got interested in them eventually, but mostly Lewis, Tolkien, and the pre-Inkling, George MacDonald. Lewis first—I got a copy of The Screwtape Letters as part of a book club I was in (age 15 or so). I didn’t really count it as a “discovery” at the time.

      But when I was 18, a professor suggested I read Narnia. I dreamed in technicolor for weeks afterwards. My Tolkien discovery was in the summer of age 17. Long hair, longbottom leaf, Led Zeppelin, hiking in the Colorado mountains, and Lord of the Rings. At some point, I think my brother got a copy of Glen Sadler’s George MacDonald collection, and his fairy tales wowed us.

      
        
        Do you find you lean more toward studying one Inkling than the others?

      

      

      I write about and am interested in:

      
        
          	
        Lewis
      

      	
        Tolkien and MacDonald (a tie).
      

      

      

      I’m also interested in, and doing work on, Nevill Coghill, Hugo Dyson, and John Wain. Dorothy L. Sayers, who wasn’t an Inkling of course, is also of great interest to me.

      
        
        Who are some scholars who mentored or inspired you?

      

      

      Well, first of all, if this isn’t cheating: Lewis and Tolkien. I chose to study Medieval and Renaissance Literature in part (maybe a big part), because that’s what they did. And they did it very well. Among others, Allegory of Love, Preface to Paradise Lost, “On Fairy Stories,” and Beowulf and the Critics were all groundbreaking. It was a great joy to keep bumping into my two favorite authors when doing critical study for grad school. If you know me, you know that I feel very comfortable being mentored by dead people. And I am perhaps unusual in that I am just as interested in their scholarship as I am in their so-called mythopoeic work.

      I suppose you mean other scholars, though. Jane Chance, a great Tolkien scholar, was my advisor and mentor at Rice. We didn’t work on it together, however. Her focus on women in medieval literature (and Tolkien) was a big influence. I ended up doing a lot on “unruly women” or “shrews” in medieval and early modern literature, especially drama. I studied Chaucer with her. Years later, I “cast” her as Noah’s shrewish wife in a production of a medieval play at the International Congress on Medieval Studies. You can hear it somewhere on a CD or download it from The Chaucer Studio.⁠3 I would also meet her by the DJ every year at the Congress dance, so we could dance together for half an hour or so. She’s not doing so well now, so I treasure the memories of our relationship. She also gave me the idea of doing a “medieval feast” for my medieval lit classes.

      As I recall, I didn’t know any Lewis scholars for a long time. Early on, I read Charles Huttar, Peter Schakel (may he rest in peace), and others. I never took an Inklings class, but I sat in on one for a while to sit next to someone I liked. When I was teaching, I often took students to Oxford, and we sometimes gave a presentation at the Oxford C.S. Lewis Society. I also hired a guy named Michael Ward who would tutor my students who wanted to study C.S. Lewis. I’m happy to say that was his first teaching gig. The students came back with a crazed look in their eyes, babbling something about planets. This was way before the book Planet Narnia.

      At Taylor, I would attend and present at the Colloquia that David L. Neuhouser organized, usually getting to know some of the speakers. I got to know Sørina Higgins and Brenton Dickieson that way. They have both done some excellent work since then. Dr. Neuhouser was a mentor, for sure. He asked me in the spring of 2015 to take over the Lewis Center. Then he died on April Fool’s Day.⁠4 So, instead of starting in August as planned, I started in April 2015. I had to plan the Colloquium for 2016 (believe me, it takes a year), and, at the same time, I decided we needed to have a book of David’s essays ready for the Colloquium. That was a busy year. But David was worth it. I wrote a longer tribute to him that appears as the introductory chapter in Exploring the Eternal Goodness: Selected Writings of David L. Neuhouser.

      Right now, I’m inspired by the new generation of Inklings scholars showing us how much we didn’t know. Like some young guy who looks a lot like you who keeps reminding us to consider William Lindsay Gresham and doing interviews.⁠5 And Sarah O’Dell’s work on Dr. Havard.⁠6 And Sarah Waters’ work in the archives with Lewis’ Shakespeare scholarship (recently published  in VII) and previously unknown Lewis/Barfield poems (recently published in Journal of Inklings Studies).⁠7 Recently I got to hear Hannah Roux, from Australia, who has just done a dissertation on Lewis and T. S. Eliot. I’m looking forward to that book.

      
        
        It’s clear you have many interests. You’ve acted, recorded music, written essays, and published poems. Do you find that doing many creative things helps you stay inspired?

      

      

      I don’t know. It’s who I am. I sometimes complain about how little I’m getting done (in one area or another). If someone who knows me is nearby, he or she might say something like, “Well, then you will have to cut out X.” I usually whimper and say something like, “Yeah . . . no.” It probably started in high school when I was at a small all-boys Catholic boarding school. It wasn’t that weird to be on the debate team, act in the spring play, sing in the choir,  and be starting on the basketball team. I had to specialize more in college (on basketball), but the other interests never died. When I finished my PhD in English, I still thought I might go into full-time ministry, since I had been involved in ministry ever since my years in the Jesus movement. It’s too late for someone to tell me I have to specialize now. It’s hurt some aspects of my career, probably, but it worked great, I think, for teaching at small church-related colleges.

      
        
        Given your many interests, it’s clear you’re not still writing about Lewis and Tolkien for the sake of routine. What are some things that keep you interested in Inkling studies?

      

      

      I am fascinated by Lewis and the World War II period. So, many of my projects right now somehow relate to the years 1938–1945. That might be from a childhood fascination with that war, owing to my father’s participation in it. He received two Purple Hearts for being wounded in action, but he never talked about it. It was mysterious side of that giant man’s life. Being intrigued by what I don’t yet know and inspired to find out motivates me, I guess. I really love doing research in libraries and archives (and sometimes via cheap and not-so-cheap books on eBay), so I like to find and follow little hints that there might be something worth looking at in previously unthought-of places. I have a trove of stuff right now I need to write up. If I had to say, what really keeps me interested is these very interesting, very thoughtful, very creative, and, in most cases, very good people. Obviously, the broader topic of Lewis (and the Inklings) and Shakespeare is very interesting to me right now as well.

      
        
        Given how much scholarly work is solitary, it would be easy for you not to interact much with other scholars. Instead, you’ve embraced the community element—hanging out with them at conferences, casting them in productions, creating spaces like the Inkling Folk Fellowship where scholars can have fellowship. Why is that fellowship and community element important to you?

      

      

      It may be just who I am, the son of my father and mother. Who liked, in a very different way I suppose, to create opportunities for people to come together and do interesting things. Also the mentors I admire have done that sort of thing. When you are involved in putting on dramatic productions, that just becomes part of the territory as well. Most of all, though, I’d credit David L. Neuhouser. Unlike me, he was a quiet man. But he was big-hearted and he built something that brought people together for learning and celebration and joyous community.

      
        
        How did the Inkling Folk Fellowship start?

      

      

      When I was at Taylor, I started something we called “Lewis Teas” for short. You know, you were there.⁠8 We met every Friday at 4 p.m. on campus, usually in the library. Sometimes, we had a special speaker that required a larger room. Sometimes, we read from the works. Sometimes, we had a guest speaker. Sometimes, we had one or more student speakers. We had special events near Christmas or anniversaries of major works. When COVID hit, we flipped it to online via Zoom. When I left Taylor in the fall of 2020, it took about three weeks to decide to just keep doing it under another name. In fact, many of the folks attending the Taylor teas via Zoom were already from far-off places like Japan, England, California, and Kentucky.

      
        
        Some of your recent work has included collaborating with Dr. Sarah Waters on the Inklings and Shakespeare. What excites you about exploring those subjects together?

      

      

      I was always interested in Lewis and Coghill and Shakespeare. I was too busy to write about it, although I did quite a bit on MacDonald and Shakespeare while still at Taylor. I heard about Sarah’s work, I think even before she was Dr. Waters, when she sent an abstract proposal for Taylor’s 2020 C.S. Lewis Colloquium—which was canceled due to COVID. After getting more familiar with her work, I asked her if she would co-edit the Shakespeare and Cultural Apologetics volume for An Unexpected Journal. We also had both (at different times) done almost identical research on a mostly untold story involving Lewis and Shakespeare. So, we planned to co-author that yet-unfinished piece. Lewis was so great on medieval allegory, Spenser, and Milton that folks have tended not to consider his work on Shakespeare. In fact, as Dr. Waters has shown, Lewis is greatly to blame because he left a lot of it in the margins of his books and in discussions with other scholars that have never been reprinted. It’s exciting to get some of that out for people to see.

      Are there any upcoming projects you can share with us?

      I’m deep into The Allegory of Love (1936) right now. I am writing the chapter on it for the forthcoming Routledge Companion to C.S. Lewis and working on an essay about the “miracle year” of 1936 in which Lewis published Allegory and Tolkien presented (and published) his famous Beowulf lecture. I don’t think we can overstate the impact those two good friends had on medieval studies over the course of just a few months. I also have recently published a long-germinating essay on Hamlet, at least to some degree under Lewis’ influence.⁠9 I have a big essay on MacDonald and Shakespeare forthcoming any day now in VII.⁠10 And I recently published another one in North Wind. And there are a few other things I can’t mention because I would have to assassinate you if I did. Also, I am just now (Fall 2025) back in the studio working on my next album (tentatively titled Why We Glow) with some amazing musicians, some of whom are also fans of C.S. Lewis (and Shakespeare).
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      Dale J. Nelson (MA, University of Illinois, 1987) is a retired literature professor (Mayville State University) whose work includes exploring the Inklings and a variety of weird fiction authors. His weird fiction scholarship includes work on Arthur Machen as well as on overlapping themes in the Inklings and H.P. Lovecraft. He writes regular columns for Beyond Bree and CSL: The Bulletin of the New York C.S. Lewis Society, and has contributed his thoughts on classic literature to both websites (A Pilgrim in Narnia) and academic journals (Mallorn). Nelson’s print scholarship includes the entry on Tolkien’s nineteenth- and twentieth-century literary influences for the J.R.R. Tolkien Encyclopedia.

      The following interview was first published in two installments, and the order of questions has been reorganized slightly.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        How did you first become interested in the Inklings?

      

      

      First, thanks for this opportunity to talk about these favorite authors.

      As near as I can tell, I first read Tolkien at age 11 in late 1966. From the first half of 1967, I have documentary evidence of having read Tolkien, in the form of surviving homemade comic books that show his unmistakable influence, such as my naming one of my characters Drogo.

      I seem to remember the day of my first encounter with Tolkien. During the “Hobbit Craze,” newspapers and magazines reported on Tolkien as a campus fad. The Coos Bay, Oregon, public library set up a display in the adult fiction section with the Ballantine paperbacks and a poster, probably the Middle-earth map drawn by Barbara Remington. She had illustrated the book covers with a colorful, continuous semi-abstract design. This art looked sort of science-fictiony to me and so I looked the books over. I checked out The Hobbit. It was as if the book had been written specifically for me.

      The Hobbit and then The Lord of the Rings were books about long walks, and I was a sturdy walker around the hills and byways of that woodsy lumber shipping port. Without doubt, coming under the spell of Tolkien was interwoven with my developing enjoyment of winding trails in the ferny woods. If I might digress from the Inklings for a moment—a little-known book I discovered in the children’s library also helped foster an imaginative attention to nature. This was outdoorsman Denys Watkins-Pitchford’s copiously illustrated tale The Little Grey Men. And Barbara Ninde Byfield’s amusing book The Glass Harmonica: A Lexicon of the Fantastical also pleased me. She wrote the text and drew the pictures. She included a drawing of Gandalf and the Balrog at the Bridge of Khazad-Dûm—though there were no explicit Tolkienian references in the text.

      For several years, it seems I read The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings annually. By the end of 1973, I had finished a fifth reading. Along with those books I read the contents of Ballantine’s The Tolkien Reader, which included not only the Bombadil poems and Farmer Giles of Ham, but Tolkien’s scholarly essay “On Fairy-Stories.” What I made of that on a first reading, I don’t know, but after all it was by Tolkien! Since I ended up majoring in English, this first taste of academic prose was a landmark on my career’s journey.

      Sometime when I was around 12, I discovered the Chronicles of Narnia in the children’s section of the library, and I liked them well.

      William Ready’s The Tolkien Relation, paperbacked as Understanding Tolkien and The Lord of the Rings, appeared in early 1969 and I got hold of a copy. It was a shoddy piece of work, but it was about Tolkien and so it interested me. Who knew, Tolkien’s mother was a missionary “among the women of the Sultan of Zanzibar”!⁠1 … I was a naïve reader.

      Ready cited various books and magazines and used the abbreviation “Ibid.” To me, Ibid appeared to be the name of a periodical that had printed biographical material about Tolkien, and I went looking for back issues in the library’s magazine stacks, without success.

      Ready mentions both Lewis and Williams, but a better book, Lin Carter’s Tolkien: A Look Behind the Lord of the Rings, released March 1969, was a lot more fun to read and more useful about Tolkien’s friends and precursors. Carter refers to Williams’ “several fine novels on occult and mystical subjects.”⁠2

      At any rate, before I turned 14 in mid-1969, I had read of “the Inklings,” and Tolkien and Lewis were established favorite authors. I must have read Out of the Silent Planet before that fourteenth birthday.

      It seems that I read That Hideous Strength during the 1969–1970 junior high school year, that is, ninth grade. My memory is that I was so fascinated by the Latin exchange between Ransom and the resuscitated Merlin that I told my English teacher, Mr. Paulsen, that I wished the school offered Latin. “Why? It’s a dead language,” he replied. Uff da!

      It seems Perelandra had to wait to be read last of the books in the Ransom trilogy.

      I didn’t read Williams till high school days, having found Many Dimensions on the city library shelves. I didn’t get into Williams till college days. One of my Southern Oregon State College professors, Brian Bond, turned out to be an Inklings reader who had published an essay in Mythlore.⁠3 As well as offering courses in fantasy (with Tolkien, Lewis, and Williams), he consented to an independent study on Williams’ Arthurian poetry. By then, I was 20. So from the threshold of adolescence to the threshold of the voting age, I was growing with the Inklings. (It wasn’t till I was a high school English teacher that I first read Owen Barfield. Eventually, we corresponded a little before he died.)

      By around 1974, I found myself ready and eager for Lewis’ splendid books of apologetics. He helped me not so much with doubts, which didn’t much trouble me, but by wonderfully expanding my sense of Christian heritage and doctrine, and with Christian life as contrasted with the confines of the church I attended. In fall 1976, I was deep in the turmoil of first love, and writings by Lewis and Williams helped me to understand that experience.

      
        
        What are some things that have kept you interested in them as a group, enough to keep returning to their work?

      

      

      Lewis, Tolkien, and Williams are outstanding imaginative storytellers. I’ve read Out of the Silent Planet 16 times and The Place of the Lion five times and could pick them up again right now and read them with great pleasure. Each man’s work is of a piece and yet a pleasing variety abounds. The Screwtape Letters is different from Till We Have Faces. The Silmarillion is different from Smith of Wootton Major. War in Heaven is different from Descent into Hell. But each brings “news from the real world.” I don’t mean that in a Platonic sense, but refer to this world in which we choose, live in penitence and in faith, hope, and love (or not), this world created not by mindless chance or emanating from a mysterious, remote Mind, but this real world created by “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob”—as Pascal put it. These Inklings are sincere Christian believers. Each man embraces the Faith. And each author entertains—superbly—but moves the reader to become wiser, moves the reader variously to self-examination, to adoration of the living God, to hope.

      One of the most appealing things in the writings of any of the Inklings is Lewis’ depiction of the St. Anne’s household in That Hideous Strength. It is a place of silence and of good conversation, of gardening and husbandry, of hospitality, hierarchy, and healing. It is Lewis’ counterpart to Tolkien’s Rivendell.⁠4 Every Christian household, in some degree and in a way appropriate to its unique character, should be like Rivendell and the St. Anne’s house.

      So, much that keeps me interested in the Inklings is not just academic curiosity or opportunism but a concern for the moral imagination incarnated in our lives and homes; and these books are delightful to read. At the moment I’m reading The Lord of the Rings for the fourteenth time.

      
        
        Was there a point where you shifted from being an Inklings reader to performing scholarship on them?

      

      

      Year after year, I take them off the shelf and read the books, poems, and essays without necessarily planning to write about them. As for the beginnings of scholarship… I sent letters to the Mythopoeic Society’s monthly magazine Mythprint, sharing space in the letter column with people such as veteran Inklings reader Dainis Bisenieks, who became a friend many years later. Also I wrote letters to the New York C.S. Lewis Society and book reviews for my apazines (home-made magazines for amateur press associations). These were baby steps in the direction of scholarship.

      I joined the Mythopoeic Society in 1974, the best time to do so. The articles then were often thoughtful but they were not addressed to a narrow professional academic audience. All these engaging, smart people digging into Tolkien, Lewis, and Williams together! “Joyful in the Great Dance” was their motto. One wanted to join in with this ongoing in-print symposium—a “symposium” more like Plato’s dinner party with good talk rather than the current sense of “symposium” as a formal academic occasion in which people embellish their CVs.

      Many years later, when I studied for an English MA at the University of Illinois, one of my professors was U. Milo Kaufmann. He’d contributed an essay to A Tolkien Compass and served as a consulting editor for Mythlore, so I’d known his name for years before I met him. He granted my request for an arranged study on Inkling Owen Barfield. Barfield is like Origen, a thinker with gifts for the Christian Church who, however, must be read with discernment. Milo encouraged me as a scholar.

      I’d say my first scholarly effort related to the Inklings began in 1989, when I wrote an article for North Wind, the journal of the George MacDonald Society; it was very soon followed in the NY CSL Society’s Bulletin with a long bibliographic essay, “C.S. Lewis and Weird Fiction.” Therein I wrote about Lewis’ youthful enthusiasm for Algernon Blackwood, Rider Haggard, &c, and Walter de la Mare. I committed a real blunder when I reported that Lewis had read de la Mare’s long novel Memoirs of a Midget. Alas, I have found no evidence that he even knew of the book. Given Lewis’ interest in de la Mare, he must have taken up the book, but I don’t know that he did.⁠5 It should be remembered, by the way, that after witnessing Dr. Askins’s spiritual torment and horrible breakdown in the mid-1920s, Lewis seems henceforth to have avoided most weird fiction!

      
        
        What was your initial introduction to weird fiction, or horror literature? What are some things that attracted you to weird fiction, and to keep exploring it as a genre?

      

      

      As a youngster I liked spooky, not gruesome, stuff such as was shown in the better Twilight Zone and Outer Limits teleplays. The school library owned Alfred Hitchcock’s Haunted Houseful and Alfred Hitchcock’s Monster Museum. The latter included Joseph Payne Brennan’s “Slime”—I dug that one.

      Parenthetically, perhaps your readers can help me to identify the exact source of an elusive memory. Someone brought to school, when I was 11 or 12 or so, one of those mid-1960s Pocket Book mass-market paperbacks with reprints from the Ripley’s Believe It or Not! newspaper feature. This particular copy had something about the “floating coffins of Barbados.” There’s plenty about that topic online, but what I want to know about, specifically, is the book with Ripley’s feature in it. I don’t recollect the picture clearly, but it deserves a place in the pictures that linger in memory.

      As a youngster I bought a Whitman book called More Tales to Tremble By with items such as M. R. James’s “Casting the Runes” and H. R. Wakefield’s “The Red Lodge.” I liked W. H. Hodgson’s “The Voice in the Night” so much that, as I recall, I tried to get my eighth-grade English teacher to read it. I also bought a paperback edited by Robert Arthur, aimed at the young adult market, called Monster Mix. I would become a fan, for a while, of the “Cthulhu Mythos.” This book contained a Robert Bloch story called “The Mannikin” that was probably borderline Mythos and the first such story I ever read. In that anthology, though, I especially liked Donald Wollheim’s science-fictional “Mimic.”

      The Ballantine Fantasy Series for which Lin Carter was editorial consultant got going in 1969, around the time I turned 14, and I got Carter’s anthology The Young Magicians right away. Carter leaned to weird fiction and included items by members of the Lovecraft circle in the book. His annotated bibliography referred to “Cthulhu” and I still remember thinking that sounded like the name of something out of Incan mythology or the like.

      The Ashland library had the Fraser-Wise anthology Great Tales of Terror and the Supernatural, which contained Machen’s “The Great God Pan” and Lovecraft’s “The Rats in the Walls” and “The Dunwich Horror.” Basil Davenport edited a couple of anthologies to my taste. Tales to Be Told in the Dark contained Machen’s “The White People” and “The Black Seal,” and Famous Monster Tales reprinted Lovecraft’s “The Outsider,” maybe the first horror story by Lovecraft that I read, though not one that captivated me. But those Machen stories were really something. I’d probably read all of these stories before I turned 16.

      I was a fan of Marvel comics from March 1967 on, for several years, notably Thor. Around 1970—i.e., the same time I was beginning to explore Lovecraft, Robert E. Howard, etc.—Marvel began doing adaptations of Lovecraft, such as “The Terrible Old Man,” and of Howard’s sword-and-sorcery. I still wrote and drew my own comics and text stories, inspired by my reading, including Marvel. I wasn’t going to attempt to write stories in the manner of Tolkien and Lewis, or try to illustrate their great achievements, but it was easy as pie to muggle up my own barbarian adventures. As for creativity influenced by Lovecraft, I leaned more to parody than imitation. The high school paper published my “Rats Emerge from the City Depths,” which, as I recall, was a combination of an actual local news item and a parody of Lovecraft.

      On one occasion, our teacher for a high school world religions class left the room for a few minutes. Spontaneously, I got out of my desk and strode up to the front of the classroom and launched into an impromptu, straight-faced lecture on Cthulhuism, the Necronomicon, etc. I was about 16. I, uh, held everyone’s attention. Then the teacher returned, saw my jottings on the chalkboard, and took it all in good part.

      I got a few issues of Harry Morris’s Lovecraftian fanzine Nyctalops and subscribed to the sword-and-sorcery fanzine Amra.

      In some of his stories, Lovecraft may be considered to be a mythopoeic writer, not close to the level of Tolkien and Lewis, but maybe not too far below that of David Lindsay in A Voyage to Arcturus. Like Conan Doyle with his London of Sherlock Holmes, Lovecraft made a locale his own—a haunted New England that embodies his version of “the old weird America,” to use a phrase John Derbyshire picked up years ago for an essay on Hank Williams. But Lovecraft writes of bookish bachelors of independent means who have the freedom to explore mysterious byways whenever they please. There are no claims on them, certainly no claims of love. That aspect of his fiction is a wish-fulfillment scenario attractive to some adolescents. (From what I have seen, almost nobody becomes a big Lovecraft fan for the first time as a grownup.)

      “The Colour Out of Space” is Lovecraft’s masterpiece because (1) Lovecraft kept his rhetoric under control almost entirely throughout the work and, (2) especially because he engenders pity for the sufferers—honestly, it’s akin to the pity we feel for Oedipus, on whom such a dire fate has descended though he has committed no conscious crime. And this weird tale is largely about suffering and the pity of it all. It is atypical of Lovecraft. He exceeded himself in this one.

      I’m probably about finished with Lovecraft, “horror fiction,” and the “weird tale.” Still of interest are extraordinary works such as Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw. The Lamp published my story “The Pageant at Willowton” a few years ago,⁠6 but I expect I won’t be writing any more stories in that vein. There’s so much unwholesome fascination with the occult, satanism, ugly monsters, etc. these days.⁠7 It can kind of spoil one’s former enjoyment of, say, M. R. James. There are better things to read if that kind of material tends to preoccupy you.

      The later Machen is much to my taste, including his autobiographies and wonder-stories such as “The Great Return” and “N.” I perceive his short novel The Terror as being (ultimately) mythopoeic. My pieces for the Darkly Bright site go into matters that make Machen intriguing.

      
        
        We have a common interest, the gothic fiction of Russell Kirk.⁠8 How did you first discover Kirk’s work?

      

      

      Not sure—maybe seeing an anthologized story or two and then getting hold of the Arkham collections (now subsumed in an Eerdmans omnibus), etc.⁠9

      
        
        You’ve written several articles (Algernon Blackwood’s potential influence on Tolkien, whether Lovecraft read any of the Inklings) that looked for intersections between the Inklings and weird/horror fiction. Did that grow out of a desire to merge your interests or did something encourage you to think there was room to explore that area?

      

      

      I thought it would be interesting to pin down, once and for all, whether members of the Lovecraft circle had read the Inklings or any Inklings had read Lovecraft circle stuff. I thought I had pretty well covered the waterfront in an essay for Mallorn, but I prefer that readers turn to my recent piece, “The Lovecraft Circle and the Inklings” in the Summer 2025 issue of Pierre Comtois’s magazine Fungi, a revised version of the Mallorn essay.⁠10 This article is likely to be my last word on Lovecraft.  It contains a summary, also, of such reading of the Lovecraft Circle by the Inklings and vice versa as I have found.  It doesn’t amount to much, but perhaps there’s more than would have been expected.

      Wishful thinking pops up now and again about dubious Lovecraft circle-Inklings connections. One of the best Tolkien scholars, for example, thinks that Williams, in his poems that refer to the octopoid ruler of tropical P’o-lu, must have been influenced by Lovecraft’s Cthulhu.⁠11 But he has no evidence, so far as I know, to explain when and where Williams would have read Lovecraft. The parallels are probably coincidental.

      We know, though, that Tolkien read some or all of the stories in James’s Ghost Stories of an Antiquary. Gollum may owe something to the haunter in “Canon Alberic’s Scrap-Book.”⁠12

      
        
        Any subjects in Inklings studies you would especially like to see more scholars explore?

      

      

      There remain topics for further research. Horobin’s recent book on Lewis’ Oxford was excellent. Bowers and Steffensen’s study of Tolkien’s 1913–1959 Chaucer scholarship should be in my hands any day now.

      I would like to know more about Lewis’ brother Warren. I’m interested in the penumbra of the Inklings, too. Don W. King wrote a biography of poet Ruth Pitter and edited her letters—these were real contributions to Inklings scholarship (and beyond). What about poets Herbert Palmer, Phoebe Hesketh, Francis Warner? A.C. Harwood and Leo Baker? Tolkien’s brother, and his children other than Christopher? The Inklings’ many professional colleagues? Former pupils of Lewis and Tolkien? Douglas Anderson turns up eye-opening finds at his Tolkien and Fantasy blog.⁠13 Myself, I hope to publish on Lewis’ pupil Martyn Skinner, author of The Return of Arthur and other books of poetry. I’ve been in touch with a member of the family. We’ll see.

      As for methods… I’m often not very interested in current academic studies of the Inklings. Some exceptions include the writings of Shippey and Flieger on Tolkien, as well as Ward and Schaekel on Lewis (Imagination and the Arts in C.S. Lewis).

      I’m interested in social-historical contexts. I contribute to the latter subject with the ongoing Inklings Century series at Beyond Bree. David Llewellyn Dodds and Matthew Thompson-Handell are also contributing to the series. Independent scholars are diligently adding to our knowledge of the Inklings; these researchers include Seamus Hamill-Keays, Nancy Bunting, and others.

      I don’t care for exercises in theory (queer theory, feminist theory, postcolonial theory, Marxism, psychoanalytic theory, etc.); my impression is that these are given to exhibitions of cleverness and even perverse misreading rather than applications of wisdom.

      Oh, and I would like to read about individuals, families, communities that have been inspired by Lewis and Tolkien to take up deliberate living over against simply falling in line with what Paul Kingsnorth calls The Machine.⁠14

      At present, I’m writing a series of “Milver Corner” columns for Beyond Bree.  “Milver” was a word coined by Walter de la Mare and a friend, for someone with a pronounced enjoyment of words. I write fairly informally about Tolkien's use of interesting words, such as “shoon,” “wight,” “trotter,” “blench,” “hame,” “taw,” and so on.  Also, your readers might like to check Fancyclopedia 3 online, and look up “cartographic romance” and “topographic romance.” These are terms, coined by me as far as I know, that could be useful for describing two varieties of imaginative fiction.

      
        
        I’m curious. Since you’ve done so much work on understudied Inklings topics or how they intersect with writers they don’t immediately seem connected with: Do you have any advice for researchers looking for underexplored areas?

      

      

      Here it is: read the books they read. Get Holly Ordway’s Tolkien’s Modern Reading and review the appendix, and download the list of books in Lewis’ library. This 1969 record is available from Wheaton College in Illinois.⁠15 As you read Tolkien and Lewis, make a note when one of them name-drops a book or a poem or short story. Build that list as you go along. What with Project Gutenberg, the Internet Archive, Abebooks.com, and interlibrary loan, it is often pretty easy to get hold of those works. I must have on hand something like 50 books that I haven’t written about yet, that were read by Tolkien or Lewis, or known by them, or at least in their libraries. Many of these books I have on hand are photocopies or prints from online sources. I’ve done over 60 columns on books Lewis read or that, at least, were in his library as catalogued after his death, etc., for the New York C.S. Lewis Society, plus an earlier series of articles on “Little-Known Books in Lewis’ Background.”

      Let me try to stir up some enthusiasm for this kind of research. What a variety of books there is in Lewis’ background, from Laxdaela Saga, to Bohun Lynch’s Menace from the Moon, to the medieval romance The High History of the Holy Graal! Now The High History, in Sebastian Evans’ version, was a book Lewis, Williams, and Machen praised. Lewis wrote to a friend that it had a stronger plotline and a more mystical, more uncanny, tone than Thomas Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur.⁠16 Towards the end of the High History, we read of the castle of King Pelles’ son, Joseus. He “‘slew his mother there. Never sithence hath the castle ceased of burning, and I tell you that of this castle and one other will be kindled the fire that shall burn up the world and put it to an end.’”⁠17 Wow! Reading these books the Inklings read is not drudgery—you might discover some new favorites that everybody else has forgotten.

      Here are four novels I own but I haven’t read and written about (aside for brief mentions) yet. Anyone should feel free to see if there’s an article to be written about any of them. For Tolkien, John Goldthorpe’s The Same Scourge and Alexander MacDonald’s The Lost Explorers. For Lewis, Vaughan Wilkins’s Valley Beyond Time and Charlotte M. Yonge’s The Trial.

      Read on!
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        * * *
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            Michael J. Christensen

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Michael J. Christensen (MA, Yale University Divinity School, 1981; PhD, Drew University, 1997) has the unique distinction of being a scholar who specializes in two renowned Christian thinkers. A student of Henri Nouwen, Christensen has edited or coedited several collections of Nouwen’s writings. In 1979, Christensen published C.S. Lewis on Scripture, still the classic Lewis scholarship text on the subject. Christensen has since contributed to The C.S. Lewis Bible, and twice been a Senior Fellow of the Scholars-in-Residence Program at the C.S. Lewis Study Centre at The Kilns in Oxford (2017, 2019).

      Christensen has taught classes on Nouwen or the Inklings in various venues, including Drew University, Nazarene Theological Seminary, and through his work as Academic Dean and Professor of Theology at Northwind Theological Seminary. Northwind’s offerings include doctoral programs in Romantic Theology and Spiritual Formation as well as Certificates of Completion; also Research Advances, where students spend a week learning about the Inklings at one of three Inklings study centers around the world.⁠1
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        * * *

      

      
        
        What was your first exposure to Lewis’ work?

      

      

      High School in Southern California in the early 1970s. The first Lewis book was The Screwtape Letters, devils and demons at bedtime (frightening me), and then Mere Christianity (providing me a theological place to lay my head).

      I took a course in college on C.S. Lewis and his Circle, taught by a professor who had met Lewis and taught at Wheaton College before coming to Point Loma Nazarene University.⁠2 Professor Glenn Sadler instilled in me a longing for the joy that Lewis wrote about in nearly all his poetry, prose and stories. I began my lifelong study of the works of the Inklings in that college course my junior year, majoring in English Literature and learning from the Romantic poets about the God of love and the portal of the baptized imagination.

      
        
        Unless I’m mistaken, you are not only a Nouwen scholar, but one of his former students. Can you share anything about your experiences with him?

      

      

      Henri was my teacher at Yale Divinity School from 1979–81, and introduced me to contemplative spirituality, the Church Year, a more liturgical form of worship, weekly Eucharist, spiritual formation and the arts, desert fathers and mothers, and social justice engagement. All brand-new practices for me as an evangelical, free church, more conservative Christian.

      Henri kind of took me under his wing so I wouldn’t get lost or lose my way in this liberal seminary that offered a smorgasbord of differing theologies and perspectives, from Process Studies to Feminist and Liberation theologies (but not Romantic Theology). I will also be grateful for Henri’s gentle witness to the spiritual need to “let your mind descend into your heart, and there, right there, stand before the face of the Lord, ever present, all seeing within you.”⁠3 In this respect, he channeled the teachings of Theophan the Recluse and the Eastern Christian Monks who practiced hesychasm, the unceasing prayer of the heart.

      After graduating from Yale, Henri urged me to check into a Trappist monastery for 40 days and nights, and prepare—with silence, the daily office, and spiritual direction—for the pastoral ministry that awaited me on the other side of the desert. I’ve tried to find that balance between contemplation and action in my career as a local pastor, seminary professor, community development consultant and trainer, writer and scholar, and in academic administration—not always with success.

      Because of Henri’s major influence on my spiritual life, I feel called to pass on lessons he taught me, and to promote his legacy of contemplation and action.

      
        
        Who are some Lewis scholars who have influenced or collaborated with you over the years?

      

      

      At Point Loma Nazarene University, my Literature professor introduced me to Dr. Clyde Kilby at Wheaton College—founder of the Marion E. Wade Center and the special collections of Lewis and Inklings works and scholarship. He took a personal interest and helped me with my Honor’s Thesis on Lewis and Scripture. He sent me copies of two of Lewis’ unpublished letters which helped me determine Lewis’ view of biblical inspiration and the issue of inerrancy. Kilby was the leading Inklings scholar at the time, and it was through his support and influence that I was given a chance to prove myself—at twenty-something—as an early Lewis scholar.

      Kilby also helped me find a publisher for my honor’s thesis—C.S. Lewis on Scripture—which was well-received, selling over 15,000 copies in hardback before it went into paperback. To my delight, a copy ended up in Billy Graham’s library with some marginalia and is still on display at the Billy Graham Museum. At the urging of Walter Hooper, I’m currently working on a revised and expanded edition with a new chapter on Lewis’ previously unpublished “Lost Letter of Malcolm: Chiefly on Scripture.”

      Other now-classic, first-generation Lewis scholars from the 1970s and 80s (whose careful scholarship has held up well) include: Walter Hooper, Owen Barfield, Chad Walsh, James Como, Paul Ford, Jerry Root, Don King, Margaret Lamp Mead, Thomas Howard, Bruce Edwards, Alister McGrath, and Paul Holmer. I studied philosophical theology at Yale with Holmer, the author of C.S. Lewis: The Shape of His Faith and Thought.⁠4

      There are so many great contemporary Lewis and Inkling scholars on the scene, doing incredible work to not only keep their legacy alive but to contribute to a body of work worthy of the name Romantic Theology. Younger, second-generation Lewis scholars, I think, would include: Michael Ward, Jason Lepojärvi, Diana Pavlac Glyer, Malcolm Guite, Charlie W. Starr, Crystal Hurd, Terry Glaspey, Sørina Higgins, Brenton Dickieson, and Andrew Lazo—all of whom (don’t be surprised by this) are affiliated in some way as program faculty and/or friends of Northwind Seminary.

      
        
        What are some key ways you’ve seen Lewis studies evolve over the years?

      

      

      One way Lewis scholarship has evolved is a more nuanced treatment of Lewis’ Platonism and his theory of the imagination in relation to native reason; and also a more systematic presentation of this philosophical theology and literary criticism.

      Second-generation Lewis scholarship, I believe, provides a sufficient platform for establishing the Inklings’ unfinished project of imaginative theology—what Lewis and Charles Williams called “Romantic Theology” as a subclass of the Queen of the Sciences.

      
        
        How has Nouwen informed your approach to spiritual formation?

      

      

      If Lewis is my mentor for my mind, Nouwen is my mentor for my heart. The integration of mind and heart are essential for spiritual formation. While Lewis’ approach to spiritual formation took the form of spiritual counsel through letters and imaginative apologetics, Nouwen’s approach took the form of group spiritual direction and devotional treatments of classics of Christian spirituality and practice.

      Henri remains my teacher after all these years, having had more influence on my spiritual life than any other pastor, teacher or writer I have known. One of his contributions, not only to my life but to the field of spiritual formation, is his integration of formation through the visual arts—from ancient iconography of the Church, to the paintings of Rembrandt and Vincent van Gogh, to contemporary images which feed the imagination and function as a portal for prayer and spiritual dimensions beyond the material perceptions. Both Lewis and Nouwen thought in images and were guided in their writings by what they saw in their baptized imagination.

      Another major contribution Nouwen has made to my approach to spiritual formation is his reconstruction of the classical “stage theories” of spiritual progress (e.g., Jacob’s Ladder of divine ascent, or Teresa’s Interior Castle). Nouwen turned Jacob’s Ladder on its side and reimagined spiritual development as a series of dynamic movements—“from this quality to that”—during our long journey home. I could say a lot more about this, but better to refer you to our book, Spiritual Formation: Following the Movements of the Spirit by Henri Nouwen.⁠5

      
        
        Nouwen and Lewis are two distinct figures, but they both seem to hold the position of “ecumenical saints,” respected equally by evangelicals and high church Christians. Any thoughts on what makes them so attractive to readers across traditions?

      

      

      You may remember a number of years ago when The Christian Century did a survey of pastors across the theology and ecclesial spectrum about what books they read for their devotional life. Near the top of three distinct lists—Mainline Protestants, Roman Catholics, and Evangelicals—were two common names: C.S. Lewis and Henri Nouwen. Yes, these two more than others can be considered ecumenical saints or lights. Because both appeal to “mere Christianity” and not to sectarian dogmas or denominational traditions. And both nurture the mind and heart through the power of the baptized imagination.

      
        
        How did you become a part of Northwind Theological Seminary?

      

      

      Northwind emerged in 2019–2020 from a vision and calling of our founding President, Dr. Robert J. Duncan, to support and equip local pastors, bivocational ministers, second-career clergy, lay leaders, and lifelong learners seeking a theological degree and/or an alternative pathway to ordination in their own faith tradition during a time of great change and upheaval in the Church and culture.

      Rob invited me to join Northwind as founding Academic Dean in January 2020, three months before the global COVID lockdown hit. Suddenly, our startup online seminary was well positioned to compete with established seminaries who had to pivot to offer online courses during the pandemic. We grew within the first year to over 100 students.

      The initial stirrings of Northwind go back to Drew University in 1999/2000, when four of us Northwinders—Robert J. Duncan, Dr. Carl E. Savage, Leonard “Len” Sweet, and I—were academic administrators. Rob Duncan was Director of Admissions and Institutional Advancement in The Theological School. Len Sweet (a Christian futurist and prophetic leader of what he called the nextChurch of a new Reformation) had just been installed as the Vice President of Drew University and Academic Dean of the Theological School. I was Director of the Doctor of Ministry Program. Carl E. Savage was Associate Director of the DMIN program and later a professor of Biblical Studies and Archeology. Working together as an innovative leadership team, inspired by Len’s vision “to reimagine theological education for a new era”—we created the first Global/Online DMIN degree to be accredited by the Association of Theological Schools.⁠6

      We worked together for 15 years, and formally retired about the same time. What to do in our retirement? Let’s start a new seminary. We already know how to run one, let’s see if we can start one with a different business model and pedagogy for a new era. To prepare ministerial leaders for the nextChurch, a new Reformation. The “new thing” God is doing in the world and the church.

      The name of our seminary—Northwind—points to the breath of God and the dynamic movement of the Spirit to orient the compass of our lives to true North. Symbolically, northernness is an orientation in life, a quality of character, an image and metaphor in theology and ministry, the first of the four Cardinal points of the circle to which all others are related. For C.S. Lewis and other great writers, the way to God lies to the North.

      
        
        I understand that you’ve led the Northwind Advances to Oxford and Wheaton on various occasions. What can you tell us about these trips’ focus and how it molds students?

      

      

      Northwind Institute (the nondegree granting partner of Northwind Seminary) offers an onsite, in-person Research Advance (rather than a retreat) every Oxford season: Michaelmas, Hilary, and Trinity terms. Northwind students, faculty and friends met up at Azusa Pacific University to visit the special Inklings and Barfield Collections and to “learn to read and write like an Inkling” with Professor Diana Glyer; at the Wade Center to research the special Inklings collections at Wheaton College and to hear sponsored lectures; and in Oxford to research at “the BOD” (Bodleian Library), learn from local Inklings experts, experience the “city of dreaming spires,” and follow the steps of the Inklings.⁠7 Recent Advances have explored what to save, what to discard in the Digital Age at the Internet Archive in San Francisco, “Learning from the Inklings in War-time” at New College Berkley, and our participation and cosponsorship of the Undiscovered Lewis conference at George Fox. In-person Research Advances help form our community of scholars, nurture our individual spiritual formation, and perfectly complement our online Oxford-style brand of guided education at Northwind.⁠8
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3 Nouwen quotes this statement by Theophan the Recluse (1815–1894) in The Way of the Heart: Desert Spirituality and Contemporary Ministry (Seabury Press, 1981), 76.

          

          
4 Paul Holmer, C.S. Lewis: The Shape of His Faith and Thought (Harper & Row, 1976).

          

          
5 Henri Nouwen, Spiritual Formation: Following the Movements of the Spirit (HarperOne, 2010).

          

          
6 For Sweet’s recent writings on this subject, see Leonard Sweet, Rings of Fire: Walking in Faith through a Volcanic Future (NavPress, 2019).

          

          
7 Quote from the poem “Thyrsis: A Monody, to Commemorate the Author’s Friend, Arthur Hugh Clough.” See Matthew Arnold, New Poems (MacMillan & Co., 1867), 73–85.

          

          
8 See “Advances,” Northwind Institute, https://www.northwindinstitute.org/advances.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Paul E. Michelson

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Paul E. Michelson (PhD, Indiana University Bloomington, 1975) brings an unusual approach to Inklings studies. He earned his doctorate specializing in Southeast European history and has worked extensively in Romanian history. His many contributions to the field include writing the book Romanian Politics, 1859–1871: From Prince Cuza to Prince Carol and contributing to the books A History of Romania and The Encyclopedia of East Europe: From the Congress of Vienna to the Fall of Communism. In 2025, he was elected an honorary member of the Romanian Academy, the highest academic recognition available to foreign scholars.

      Michelson’s articles on the Inklings have appeared in many publications, including Linguaculture, Christian History, and Inklings Forever. He has also written about and supported the growing community of Inklings readers in Romania. In particular, he has contributed to the community’s growth through his work as a founding member of the C.S. Lewis & Kindred Spirits Society for Central and Eastern Europe.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        How did you discover the Inklings’ work?

      

      

      When I was a freshman in college in the fall of 1963, the college church group I attended decided to read Mere Christianity. This was two months before Lewis died. I was not taken with Mere Christianity, probably because I was reading the wrong philosophy books. “What are they teaching them?” as Professor Kirke asked. I could tell you if you had the time, but in short, most of it was the kind of pop-elite culture books and articles we still have around today: the latest memes, trendy stuff in trendy elite journals that five years later would be completely forgotten, but would have—as Lewis put it in The Abolition of Man—stolen little bits of the Western heritage from us.

      I had a pretty strong Christian faith, but I don’t think the idea of the integration of faith and learning was part of it as such. Christianity was one thing and the general culture was another, and the twain did not meet except where the culture made a frontal assault on orthodox Christianity (such as the God is Dead movement). Such onslaughts were recognized as bad but not necessarily part of the cultural “soup” we were immersed in. These attacks, of course, led to lots of heated discussions with less orthodox pastors and students in other campus religious groups (what we would probably call “mainline” today). So, we were in the conflict on the theological front, but I don’t think we saw that the same thing should be happening on the philosophical, cultural, and educational fronts.

      Later, my soon-to-be fiancée (later wife) and I would meet in the children’s literature section of the college library and read the Narnian books together. I don’t recall who recommended this, but God bless them. Then one of the philosophy profs gave a lecture to our college church group on the philosophy and theology of Narnia, which might have been a first insight into the faith and learning issue/problem. We also learned a lot more about Lewis’ other commitments and hats

      At about the same time, J.R.R. Tolkien erupted as the literary phenomenon du jour. At a student conference, I met several people with considerable obvious intellectual attainments who were animatedly reading and discussing The Lord of the Rings. It didn’t take me long to discover why. It was, I think, typical that I was totally unaware that Tolkien and Lewis had anything in common, possibly because most of the Tolkien aficionados I originally met were not particularly Christian and probably had little or no interest in Lewis.

      Then when we went off to graduate school in Indiana, it was much clearer. While one is heavily focused on a field or fields of study, one has to have outside interests. The Sunday School class at the church we now attended was full of graduate students and spouses who were highly interested in and pursued faith/learning matters. We still didn’t call it that, but looking back that’s what it was. My outside reading hobby became C.S. Lewis who seemed to be interested in the same questions. Mere Christianity now made more sense and I bought and read through all of Lewis’s books while toiling away in the history of Eastern Europe, Russia, and Western Europe. Blessings on Blackwell’s from whom one could obtain CSL’s writings for far less than here even when paying shipping.  In the process, I read Lewis’ sci-fi trilogy, which led me back to Tolkien.
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