
The Transforming  

Friendship of  

Dorothy L. Sayers and C. S. Lewis

GINA DALFONZO

C

_Dalfonzo_DorothyAndJack_LS_wo.indd   3_Dalfonzo_DorothyAndJack_LS_wo.indd   3 5/12/20   9:56 AM5/12/20   9:56 AM

Gina Dalfonzo, Dorothy and Jack 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



© 2020 by Gina Dalfonzo

Published by Baker Books
a division of Baker Publishing Group
PO Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516-6287
www.bakerbooks.com

Printed in the United States of America

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means— for example, electronic, photocopy, 
recording— without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception 
is brief quotations in printed reviews.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Names: Dalfonzo, Gina, 1975– author.
Title: Dorothy and Jack : the transforming friendship of Dorothy L. Sayers and C. S. 

Lewis / Gina Dalfonzo.
Description: Grand Rapids, Michigan : Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing 

Group, [2020] | Includes bibliographical references.
Identifiers: LCCN 2019046602 | ISBN 9780801072949 (paperback)
Subjects: LCSH: Sayers, Dorothy L. (Dorothy Leigh), 1893–1957— Religion. | 

Sayers, Dorothy L. (Dorothy Leigh), 1893–1957— Friends and associates. | Lewis, 
C. S. (Clive Staples), 1898–1963— Religion. | Lewis, C. S. (Clive Staples), 
1898–1963— Friends and associates.

Classification: LCC BX5199.S267 D35 2020 | DDC 283.092/2 [B]— dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019046602

ISBN 978-1-5409-0092-0 (casebound)

Scripture is taken from the New King James Version®. Copyright © 1982 by Thomas 
Nelson. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

All extracts by C. S. Lewis copyright © C. S. Lewis Pte. Ltd. Reprinted by permission.

Extracts from Strong Poison copyright © 1930 by Dorothy L. Sayers Fleming. Copyright 
renewed © 1958 by Lloyd’s Bank, Ltd., Executor of the Estate of Dorothy L. Sayers. 
Reprinted by permission.

Extracts from Gaudy Night copyright © 1936 by Dorothy Leigh 
Sayers Fleming. Copyright renewed © 1964 by Anthony Fleming. 
Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers.

20 21 22 23 24 25 26   7 6 5 4 3 2 1

_Dalfonzo_DorothyAndJack_LS_wo.indd   4_Dalfonzo_DorothyAndJack_LS_wo.indd   4 6/9/20   2:07 PM6/9/20   2:07 PM

Gina Dalfonzo, Dorothy and Jack 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



For more than twenty- five years, they’ve consistently engaged 
my interest, expanded my horizons, cheered me up when I 
was down, inspired me when I felt weary and disillusioned, 
and strengthened my faith in my Savior and theirs. I consider 
them my mentors, teachers, and guides, even though I never 
had a chance to meet them.

To Dorothy L. Sayers and C. S. Lewis,  
whose writings have done so much  
to shape my thinking and my life,  

this book is lovingly dedicated.
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9

Introduction

They could not have been more alike.
Born five years apart in the waning years of the nine-

teenth century, both of them were favored, at least for a time, 
with the kind of idyllic British childhood you read about in 
classic children’s stories.

Both were highly intelligent, perceptive, and creative from 
the start, developing a deep knowledge of and passion for 
literature. Both attended Oxford University, graduated with 
honors, and became famous writers of novels, essays, scholarly 
works, and more.

Each went through a period of spiritual rebellion in his or 
her youth but went on to become fruitful lifelong members 
of the Anglican church and respected Christian apologists 
with a theologically conservative bent.

They could not have been more different.
He lost his mother early and had a troubled relationship 

with his father. She had both of her parents in her life well 
into adulthood and was very close to them, though not always 
able to be as open with them as she would have liked to be.
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Introduction

Her marriage was strained; his marriage, though tragically 
short, was a very happy one.

His was generally a contented spirit, hers an adventurous, 
even reckless one. His manner was winsome if boisterous, hers 
just plain blunt. Much of what came naturally to her, in work 
and in life, was difficult for him, and vice versa.

Nevertheless, C. S. Lewis and Dorothy L. Sayers were 
friends for fifteen years— from the time she sent him a fan 
letter in 1942 until her death in 1957. It was a friendship 
that on one level caught fire quickly, as the two of them 
bonded over the many ideas, interests, and values they had 
in common, and yet took many years to deepen and intensify 
to the point where they were comfortable sharing their most 
personal struggles.

But all of those fifteen years were filled with correspon-
dence, critiques, jokes, praise, cartoons, arguments, sympathy, 
and a true enjoyment of each other’s company. Both of them 
complained about not being able to meet very often, as they 
were perpetually busy with their respective careers and family 
obligations, but the resulting benefit to us is the wonderful 
collection of letters they produced between them. Lewis told 
Sayers that she was “one of the great English letter writers,” 
joking that one day she might be better remembered for her 
correspondence than for her books (“awful vision for you”).1 
While that hasn’t happened, and doesn’t appear likely to 
happen, it’s true that her letters are witty, heartfelt, and a joy 
to read— and for that matter, so are his.

Given all this, it seems strange that so few are aware of 
their friendship. When I began to tell friends and acquain-
tances about my idea for this book, surprise at the very fact 
that Lewis and Sayers were friends was a common reaction. 
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And in some ways that’s understandable. For one thing, their 
friendship was shorter than many of Lewis’s other, more cel-
ebrated ones— only a decade and a half. For another, their 
public personas today scarcely touch at any point.

Lewis’s memory is kept alive largely by the Christian 
world—through Mere Christianity, The Screwtape Letters, The 
Great Divorce, and many more— and by the many fans of his 
Chronicles of Narnia series for children. Sayers is remem-
bered chiefly as the great mystery writer who challenged Ag-
atha Christie for the title of Queen of Crime (and, some of us 
would argue, beat Christie soundly in that department), and, 
among many homeschool and classical education enthusiasts, 
for an essay that she wrote on educational methods.

These are only a couple of many possible reasons that the 
story of their friendship— or of Sayers’s role as a mid- twentieth- 
century apologist, for that matter— is not all that well known 
today outside the academic realm. Another possible reason is 
Sayers’s reluctance to evangelize, a reluctance that can be dif-
ficult to understand for the evangelicals who treasure Lewis’s 
work for, among other things, his straightforward embrace of 
that role. There’s also the fact that Sayers was a woman— and 
a woman with a skeleton in her closet, at that— another aspect 
difficult to reckon with for many modern evangelicals used 
to following and elevating primarily male leaders, thinkers, 
and writers. As if that weren’t enough, the way she dealt with 
that skeleton in the closet was decidedly strange, at least for 
us denizens of the twenty- first century.

And it probably doesn’t help matters that Sayers was a 
woman of fierce independence, with certain of her ideas al-
most incomprehensible to today’s evangelical ways of think-
ing. Or that her home life was not exactly conventional. 
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Introduction

(Neither was Lewis’s, for that matter, but sometimes Christian 
men get away with these things more easily than do Chris-
tian women.) Or maybe it’s simply that Sayers came to her 
role as an apologist, and to her friendship with Lewis, rela-
tively late in life, having already become famous as a writer 
of detective stories.

But Sayers, like Lewis, was also a gifted writer on both reli-
gious and academic subjects. They differed on many things— 
and were not shy about expressing their differences— but at 
bottom they shared certain fundamental values that bound 
them together. They could, and did, talk to each other about 
anything from the possible ordination of women to the dif-
ficulties of translating Dante’s Inferno, sometimes veering 
into subjects like the raising of hens. And in the process, 
they gradually helped to shape each other’s thinking and  
writing.

Not that either may have recognized the fact. Lewis called 
his close friend J. R. R. Tolkien impossible to influence; he 
probably would have said the same, even more emphati-
cally, of the eccentric woman who fought passionately with 
him over questions of theology and writing. But as many 
have demonstrated, it wasn’t actually true of Tolkien, and, I 
would argue, it wasn’t true of Sayers either. It’s possible that 
she never would have developed into the skilled Christian 
apologist she became if not for Lewis’s quiet but persistent 
encouragement. It’s certain that she hadn’t wanted to.

“Meanwhile, I am left with the Atheist on my hands,” she 
complained to Lewis in a 1943 letter, about a correspondent 
who kept pestering her about religion. “I do not want him. 
I have no use for him. I have no missionary zeal at all. God 
is behaving with His usual outrageous lack of scruple.” She 
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had suggested some reading to the man, but not without 
trepidation.

If he reads any of the books I have recommended, he will 
write me long and disorderly letters about them. It will go on 
for years. I cannot bear it. Two of the books are yours—I only 
hope they will rouse him to fury. Then I shall hand him on to 
you. You like souls. I don’t. God is simply taking advantage 
of the fact that I can’t stand intellectual chaos, and it isn’t  
fair.2

God and Lewis both, perhaps. As loudly as she protested 
against being drawn into the role of apologist, something kept 
allowing her to be drawn— quite likely, the influence of the 
friend who saw in her a gift she didn’t see, and didn’t even 
want to see, in herself.

And what of her influence on him? Sayers’s mention of 
a lack of “up- to- date books about Miracles” that she could 
recommend to the atheist, in that very same letter, is believed 
by many to have inspired Lewis to write his own book on the 
subject. But her effect on him went far beyond just giving 
him book topic suggestions.

Lewis was admittedly, and famously, most comfortable 
among a circle of male friends. Every element of his upbring-
ing, his era, and his surroundings had shaped him to feel 
this way. This is another reason many people don’t think of 
Dorothy L. Sayers when they think of Lewis and friendship. 
The standard story we hear about him was that the Inklings, 
a group consisting of Lewis himself, his brother, Tolkien, and 
various other male friends, gave him the help and feedback 
he needed on his writings before he published them.

_Dalfonzo_DorothyAndJack_LS_wo.indd   13_Dalfonzo_DorothyAndJack_LS_wo.indd   13 5/12/20   9:56 AM5/12/20   9:56 AM

Gina Dalfonzo, Dorothy and Jack 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



14

Introduction

This is true, as far as it goes. But there’s much more to the 
story than that. Though no women were part of the Inklings, 
Lewis had several female friends and correspondents outside 
that circle, including Anglican nun Sister Penelope Lawson 
and poet Ruth Pitter, whose judgment and sense he relied on.

Sayers was also one of these women, and as such, she 
helped to make sure that his world was much broader and 
deeper and richer than any “men only” world, even the 
most intelligent and devout one, could ever be. Though 
she liked and respected Lewis always, some of his writings 
about the roles and nature of men and women caused her 
to raise a cynical eyebrow, figuratively speaking. Still, she 
was patient and diplomatic with him (or as diplomatic as it 
was possible for her to be), asserting her own ideas on the 
subject without compromise but also without contempt. 
And she noticed and appreciated the changes in his think-
ing on the subject over the years— changes she herself had 
helped make happen.

It’s true that Sayers’s connections with Lewis and other 
members of his circle are known, acknowledged, and stud-
ied by scholars. All told, seven of these writers—George 
MacDonald, G. K. Chesterton, C. S. Lewis, Owen Barfield, 
J. R. R. Tolkien, Charles Williams, and Dorothy L. Sayers—
were woven together in a tight web of influence and affin-
ity that made them absolutely indispensable to each other. 
These are the writers whose papers and effects are curated 
at the Marion E. Wade Center at Wheaton College; written 
about in its journal, VII; studied at the C. S. Lewis Summer 
Institutes; and generally grouped together by those who know 
them best. As Dr. Barbara Reynolds, Sayers’s friend, god-
daughter, and biographer, explained in a lecture:
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Professor Clyde S. Kilby [founder of the Wade Center], in 
that brilliant vision which he had of the seven authors who 
belonged together, was right to include Sayers . . . not just 
as the token woman but as someone who might, perhaps, be 
called “an honorary Inkling.”3

These seven were also the writers featured in a course at 
Messiah College in the 1990s called Theology and Oxford 
Christian Writers. At the time I signed up for this course, 
I knew very little of any of them. I was most familiar with 
Lewis, but only to a limited extent. Somehow, despite a rea-
sonably well- read childhood, I had managed to miss Narnia 
completely, but as a teenager I had read and enjoyed Mere 
Christianity and, if I remember correctly, The Screwtape Letters 
as well. The Hobbit to me was just some book that my sister had 
balked at having to read in junior high school and had to be 
dragged through, protesting all the way, by our mother. The 
rest were, to the best of my recollection now, a complete blank.

But I was intrigued enough by Lewis that the promise of 
learning more of him, along with his friends and associates, lured 
me in. It wasn’t just because of the depth, wit, and clarity of his 
writing, though of course that was a large part of it. The plain 
truth is, having come from a strict Independent Fundamental 
Baptist high school that had a six- inch rule between boys and 
girls and regarded alcohol as little short of poison, I was in a 
mood to be attracted to a genial Christian apologist who drank 
wine and smoked cigars and generally took life a lot easier.

But I got even more than I bargained for. It’s not an exag-
geration to say that what I learned in that class changed my 
whole life.
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Introduction

In Lewis I found, as I already expected, not just a brilliant 
storyteller but a wise and appealing guide to faith whose words 
would sink deeply into my mind, heart, and soul. In many of 
the other authors, I found additional wisdom, imagination, and 
wit. And I finally learned to appreciate, even to love, hobbits. 
But in Sayers, I found a kindred spirit. Her very eccentricities 
delighted me. Having read one of her sparkling and brilliant 
mystery novels, Gaudy Night, for class, I promptly headed for 
the campus library to get the rest of them. And after reading 
her play cycle on the life of Christ, The Man Born to Be King, 
I wanted to read everything else she had to say about faith.

To this day, Sayers and Lewis are two of my three favorite 
authors (Charles Dickens being the other one). And their 
warm, acerbic, funny friendship has been a source of end-
less fascination. Of the web of relationships I learned about 
in that class, theirs has been one of the most intriguing to 
me— perhaps because it’s one of the least discussed. In a way, 
you could say I had to find it for myself, digging it out of the 
respective collections of their letters, piecing it together from 
one missive to the next, delighting in the little discoveries I 
made about each of them and their thoughts on each other. 
As Justin Phillips suggests in his book C. S. Lewis at the BBC:

They lived in an era when the best way to build up and 
main tain a friendship was by writing a letter. If ever mutual 
regard was founded on shared respect and nurtured by cor-
respondence, there are few examples as convincing as the 
friend ship between Lewis and Sayers.4

That friendship, like any good friendship, brought out as-
pects of their characters that weren’t quite like the aspects 
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brought out by any of their other relationships. As Lewis 
him self wrote in The Four Loves, “In each of my friends there 
is something that only some other friend can fully bring out.”5 
What Lewis and Sayers brought out in each other will be ex-
plored in the coming pages. But it’s not giving away too much 
to say here that, despite the differences in views, experiences, 
and temperament that sometimes caused friction between 
them, Dorothy Sayers and Jack Lewis “got” each other on a 
surprisingly deep and intuitive level.

The neglected story of their friendship has much to offer 
us— far more, I would argue, than just fresh light on the de-
velopment of their respective careers and worldviews. In any 
time and place it would resonate, but perhaps especially in our 
particular cultural moment—a moment when many Chris-
tians are questioning the wisdom of cross- gender friendships, 
and when many of us in general are prone to exist inside 
“bubbles” filled with others just like us.

It seems that in every generation, we come up with new 
reasons to restrict friendships between men and women. 
When Lewis and Sayers were growing up, and even when 
they were well into adulthood, there was a whole host of 
reasons given for keeping the worlds of the different genders 
separate, the most prominent one being that women were 
seen as being best suited to home and hearth, not academia 
or the workforce. The utter arbitrariness of some of these 
restrictions— for instance, the fact that young Dorothy L. 
Sayers was able to go to college at Oxford University, and 
even earn first- class honors, but was not given a degree until 
years later— underscored their foolishness.

Fast- forward about a hundred years, and in our time, de-
velopments in both the Christian world and in the wider, 
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Introduction

secular world have made cross- gender friendships a renewed 
source of friction. As I write these words, we’re facing an abso-
lute epidemic of revelations about sexual harassment, abuse, 
and assault that leave no sector of society untouched— from 
the entertainment industry all the way to the local church. 
Some of our most beloved cultural and religious heroes have 
proven to be anything but heroic, as victims who kept a stiff 
upper lip their entire lives finally began to feel free to speak 
out. There’s even such a case in the story I’m about to tell. It 
involved neither Lewis nor Sayers directly, but it did involve 
someone to whom both were close— someone they both fer-
vently believed was above suspicion, indeed almost saintly. 
Even the wisest and most sensible among us are sometimes 
prone to misjudgment.

Faced with such devastation, we scramble desperately for 
solutions, or at least stopgaps. As so often happens in a time 
of crisis, some of the solutions being proposed are drastic— 
including increasing isolation and segregation of the sexes. 
Many in the church question the wisdom of men and women 
who are not married to each other spending any significant 
time together. Meetings, meals, and drives together are widely 
seen as unnecessary at best, dangerous at worst. They can 
lead to temptation, to accusations (both true and false), to 
all kinds of bad things. Better to avoid these friendships if 
at all possible.

So intensely do we focus on the minute details of such 
relationships and the dozens of different ways that men and 
women can drag each other to ruin that we lose sight of the 
bigger picture: namely, how terribly reductive a view this is 
of ourselves and our fellow human beings. And how anti- 
Christian. As Aimee Byrd reminds us in her book Why Can’t 
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We Be Friends?: Avoidance Is Not Purity, it was Sigmund Freud, 
not Jesus Christ, who taught that practically everything about 
us— our loves, our interactions, our very identities— was 
rooted in our sexuality. “The church,” Byrd writes, “has ac-
cepted and semi- sanctified these reductive views: sexuality 
is good for landing a spouse, but it’s a barrier to friendship 
because men and women can’t possibly just enjoy each other’s 
company.”6 Thus, we burden ourselves with rules and restric-
tions governing every interaction and every opportunity for 
fellowship.

The Bible tells us to be careful and wise in how we inter-
act with each other; it doesn’t tell us to avoid each other. It 
took the secular world and its skewed, flawed views to scare 
us into doing that. In fact, as Byrd points out, some of the 
greatest friendships in the history of the church— friendships 
that we can still benefit and learn from today— were cross- 
gender friendships: St. Teresa of Avila and Father Gerome 
Gracian, John Calvin and Renée of France, Hannah More 
and William Wilberforce. These friendships are just a few of 
the many she could have named. They were not just good 
for the people who participated in them but were also fruit-
ful, helping those friends to make great contributions to the 
church and to society.

And that makes perfect sense, because if men and women 
are different, as the church teaches us, it stands to reason 
that we need each other to help get us out of our own heads, 
broaden our perspectives, and increase our understanding and 
our empathy. This was certainly true of C. S. Lewis and Doro-
thy L. Sayers. Both were brilliant, well- educated, thoughtful, 
opinionated Christians. Their views were well- informed and 
well- thought- out. Yet with all that, each of them still needed 
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something more—a way to look at the world sometimes from 
another perspective, something or someone to push back 
against and at the same time offer a new way of looking at 
things. They found this in each other. Though each of them 
was a person with many good friends, the unique qualities 
of each— including their different sexes— gave to the other 
something that made them stronger, wiser, and better.

This is one of the greatest reasons why the story of their 
friendship is so valuable. It shows how we can learn to tran-
scend our differences, comprehend our own blind spots, and 
understand the true value and worth of a friend.
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“No Mean City”
Oxford and World War I

During the First World War, Oxford— both the univer-
sity and the town surrounding it— was in turmoil, like 

the rest of Great Britain. Both students and citizens were 
rapidly enlisting, and college buildings were being used for 
training, as hospitals, and to house refugees from the war- 
torn European continent.1 The change was, to say the least, 
disconcerting, not just for those who knew the once- peaceful 
university town well but even for those who were new to 
it. “The effect of the war here is much more startling than 
I could have expected, and everything is very homely and 
out of order,” wrote Clive Staples “Jack” Lewis to his father, 
Albert Lewis, two days after his arrival at Oxford University 
on April 26, 1917.2

Eighteen- year- old Jack had long dreamed of attending 
the university. But when he arrived that spring, it was with 
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the knowledge he would not be there long. He was there 
for academic reasons— he had won a scholarship to Univer-
sity College, one of the several colleges that make up the 
university, and he began his studies there immediately after 
arriving— but also for military reasons. He was to join the 
Officers’ Training Corps just four days after his arrival, and 
by October he would be in the army.

Meanwhile, twenty- three- year- old Dorothy Leigh Sayers 
had arrived in Oxford the very day after Lewis had. The same 
April Saturday that found Jack writing to his father found 
Dorothy writing to her parents as well, to tell them about 
her new living arrangements at 17 Long Wall Street: “The 
staircase window looks upon New College Chapel, and the 
garden is tucked in under the Old Walls, so I am rather jollily 
placed as far as Oxford goes.”3

The Life of the Mind

At this point, Dorothy and Jack were living less than half a 
mile from each other. Yet they were at opposite ends of their 
college careers. Dorothy had finished her studies in modern 
languages in 1915, at Somerville College, achieving first- class 
honors in French.

However, Jack would still receive the first of his degrees 
before Dorothy received hers. Oxford University, as I men-
tioned earlier, did not grant degrees to women when Dorothy 
was going to college. They only changed their policy in 1920; 
when they did, Dorothy was in the first group of women to 
receive them.

After graduation, Dorothy had tried teaching for a while 
but didn’t like it. Attempts to train as a nurse didn’t work out 
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either. Restless and searching for a truly satisfying job, she had 
come back to Oxford in this spring of 1917 to work as an ap-
prentice to publisher Basil Blackwell, who was then running 
his family’s publishing and bookselling business there. That 
business happened to have already published Dorothy’s first 
book, a volume of poems titled simply Op. 1, in 1916. It was 
part of a series of books by young poets titled Adventurers All, 
which, as we will see, could not have been more appropriate 
for this particular young poet.

It made perfect sense that Dorothy would return to Ox-
ford. Even though she found the idea of an academic career 
stifling and boring, she nonetheless loved the place with a 
passion. All her life she was proud of having been born in 
the university town, where her father, the Rev. Henry Say-
ers, had been headmaster of the Cathedral Choir School. “I 
am a citizen of no mean city” was the beginning of the first 
sentence of her unfinished memoir, My Edwardian Childhood, 
applying Paul’s words about Tarsus in Acts 21:39 to her own 
illustrious birthplace.4 She used the quote again in Gaudy 
Night, considered by many her greatest novel (largely set at 
the university), and went on to add: “It might be an old and 
an old- fashioned city, with inconvenient buildings and nar-
row streets where the passers- by squabbled foolishly about 
the right of way; but her foundations were set upon the holy 
hills and her spires touched heaven.”5

At the age of four, Dorothy had moved with her family 
from Oxford to Bluntisham, a small country parish where 
her father was to become the new rector. But in some ways 
she never stopped considering herself a citizen of Oxford. 
The beauty and the stateliness of the place stayed with her, 
and something more: the love of learning that the university 
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represented to her. Even though she was not destined for 
an academic career, the life of the mind, and the habits of 
thinking that went with it, would be a crucial part of her life. 
In Gaudy Night, again, she puts these words in the mouth 
of Lord Peter Wimsey when he comes back to visit Oxford, 
weary and discouraged after weeks of dealing with interna-
tional politics (no easy task in mid-1930s Europe, for obvious  
reasons):

Here’s where the real things are done . . . if only those bun-
glers out there will keep quiet and let it go on. God! How I 
loathe haste and violence and all that ghastly, slippery clever-
ness. Unsound, unscholarly, unsincere— nothing but propa-
ganda and special pleading and “what do we get out of this?” 
No time, no peace, no silence; nothing but conferences and 
newspapers and public speeches till one can’t hear oneself 
think. . . . If only one could root one’s self in here among 
the grass and stones and do something worth doing, even if 
it was only restoring a lost breathing for the love of the job 
and nothing else.6

Both Peter Wimsey and Harriet Vane, the novel’s heroine, 
would leave the university again after a time of spiritual, 
mental, and emotional renewal to go back to life in the out-
side world— much as Dorothy L. Sayers herself did. Despite 
the insincerity and superficiality of that outside world, these 
two characters, like their creator, recognized it as the place 
where their callings and their responsibilities lay. But like 
them, Dorothy would consider Oxford a touchstone, a place 
where truth was honored and pursued and where values that 
had been forgotten might be restored.

_Dalfonzo_DorothyAndJack_LS_wo.indd   24_Dalfonzo_DorothyAndJack_LS_wo.indd   24 5/12/20   9:56 AM5/12/20   9:56 AM

Gina Dalfonzo, Dorothy and Jack 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



“No Mean City”

25

A Writer or a Scholar

As for young Jack Lewis, it was never a question that he 
was destined for an academic career. His gifts, interests, and 
capabilities— and lack thereof, such as his great difficulty 
in working with his hands— were such that it was doubtful 
whether he would be fit for any other kind of work. “You 
may make a writer or a scholar of him, but you’ll not make 
anything else,” Lewis later recalled his beloved tutor, William 
T. Kirkpatrick, telling his father.7 Jack himself wholeheartedly 
agreed with this assessment.

Jack Lewis and his older brother, Warren, having lost their 
mother at a young age, had grown up near Belfast, Ireland, 
with their father. Both boys had a difficult relationship with 
Albert Lewis, finding him hard to talk to and constantly 
feeling that he misunderstood them. Along with his close 
relationship with his brother, young Jack depended heavily 
on his fertile imagination and the books, music, and natural 
scenery he loved to sustain him.

As he grew up, the prospect of higher education and the 
prospect of the military— as widely different as they were, 
and as much as he preferred the former to the latter— 
combined to offer a way out. As biographer George Sayer  
explains:

Jack could have avoided military service if he had gone to 
an Irish university, but no Irish university had the glamour 
of Oxford, and worse, going to one might mean he would 
have to live at home. Perhaps, too, Warren’s patriotism [his 
brother had joined the army in 1914] had some influence 
on him.8
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As it turned out, it was his military service that would en-
sure Jack’s entrance to Oxford, for though he had been able 
to gain a scholarship to the university, he could not pass the 
mathematics portion of the actual entrance exam that every 
prospective student was required to take. He was forced to 
depend on the waiver that Oxford offered to those who served 
in the war. Given that he would go on to take not one but 
three firsts—a first being the highest academic honor one 
could achieve— it’s staggering to think that a lack of ability 
in math could have kept this brilliant young man out of the 
university altogether. (Especially when one considers that 
Jack’s mother, Flora, had been gifted in mathematics! Appar-
ently that was one gene that had failed to get passed down.)

Fortunately, skills in mathematics were not needed for the 
position that Jack would attain after earning his final degree: 
a fellowship at Magdalen College, Oxford, where he would 
teach English and philosophy. He would hold that position for 
the next twenty- nine years. It’s no wonder that, to this day, 
Oxford is so closely associated with Lewis, and with his circle 
of friends, that his fans come in droves to visit the university, 
and organizations such as the C. S. Lewis Institute hold con-
ferences there to study and discuss his life, faith, and work.

Though Oxford was at the center of his life for so long, 
Jack’s attitude toward the place was not quite the rapturous 
one Dorothy would display all her life. It would be a mistake 
to think that he knew the place itself better than she did, 
after her long history with it. But it may be that her subse-
quent distance from it helped to keep it fresh and lovable in 
her memory. Lewis knew something of the workaday atmo-
sphere for a teacher there, as Sayers did not (and, it will be 
recalled, as she didn’t wish to). More specifically, he would 
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eventually come to know what it was like to be a Christian 
apologist there.

What we sometimes forget, when we think of C. S. Lewis 
and Oxford as being tied so closely together, is that Oxford 
University in the twentieth century was not exactly the ideal 
place for a popular teacher and writer on the Christian faith. 
In that rarefied academic atmosphere, popular success was 
looked on with a touch of suspicion— and when that suc-
cess was tied to Christianity, suspicion tended to deepen into 
outright alarm. Despite his fondness for his work and for 
the university, his exemplary service there was not always 
rewarded as it should have been, and at times he had good 
reason to feel hurt and even betrayed.

But in 1917, at the beginning of his college career, these 
aspects of the future could not have been further from young 
Jack Lewis’s mind. He was eager to begin his studies and 
determined to find success— and, as we will see, during this 
period of his life the Christian faith played no part in his 
vision of his future.

And in fairness to Dorothy, it would be wrong to give 
the impression that she thought of Oxford as perfect. As 
a woman, she knew a little bit about what discrimination 
at Oxford was like, as Gaudy Night— even while it spent so 
much time paying glowing tribute to the place— would make 
clear. So in her own way, she could relate to some of what 
Jack went through there.

The Shadow of War

In 1917, Sayers and Lewis were at opposite ends of their 
wartime experience as well as their educational one. At this 
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point, Lewis was about to begin his service in the “War to 
End All Wars.” After completing his training and receiving 
his commission as an officer, he would arrive at the front in 
France on November 29 of that year, his nineteenth birthday.

By his own account, his very first reaction to the fighting 
was— typical for Lewis— an intellectual and literary one. In 
Surprised by Joy: The Shape of My Early Life, he would write:

One imaginative moment seems now to matter more than 
the realities that followed. It was the first bullet I heard— so 
far from me that it “whined” like a journalist’s or a peace- 
time poet’s bullet. At that moment there was something not 
exactly like fear, much less like indifference: a little quaver-
ing signal that said, “This is War. This is what Homer wrote 
about.”9

Lewis would serve in the war until April 1918, when he 
was wounded and two other men in his unit were killed by 
friendly fire—a British shell landed among them. He spent 
several months recovering and was officially demobilized in 
December 1918.

The war for Lewis, as for so many others, was a nightmar-
ish experience that would haunt his mind and imagination. 
Throughout his life, it would make itself felt in his writing. 
In A Hobbit, a Wardrobe, and a Great War, Joseph Loconte 
traces themes and descriptions inspired by the war throughout 
Lewis’s work, as well as J. R. R. Tolkien’s. Peter’s battle with 
the Wolf in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, described in 
rather gruesome detail for a children’s story (“He was tugging 
and pulling and the Wolf seemed neither alive nor dead . . .”), 
is just one of many examples.10
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“Lewis once admitted that his memories of war invaded 
his dreams for years,” Loconte writes. “His account of Peter’s 
battle could have been any soldier’s recollection of bayonet-
ing the enemy for the first time.”11

But the war affected Lewis’s thinking in far deeper ways 
than just helping him to understand the classical poets bet-
ter or providing vivid images to incorporate into his fiction. 
Like many writers who served in that war, he emerged with 
his worldview altered— but not necessarily in ways that those 
familiar with the post–World War I generation of writers 
might expect. That generation as a rule displayed a marked 
bitterness and cynicism in their writing, having experienced 
the death of illusion and hope in the mud- filled trenches. 
They felt they had been sent to “die as cattle,” as Wilfred 
Owen, one of the greatest of the World War I poets, wrote 
in “Anthem for Doomed Youth”— and for no good reason.12 
Their anger, resentment, and pain burned unmistakably and 
unforgettably in their words.

If this was the case for those who had once been high- 
spirited and hopeful young men, then certainly Jack Lewis, 
who had already felt himself to be thoroughly disillusioned 
and pessimistic before the war, might have come out of his war 
experience with those qualities hardened into permanence. 
Strangely, just the opposite seems to have happened. Not that 
he was now ready to give up his pessimism completely, but the 
foundation of it, far from hardening, was beginning to crack 
just a little. As Joseph Loconte puts it, “The sorrows of war 
did not ultimately blacken Lewis’s creative life.”13

Loconte suggests that part of the reason for this was that 
Lewis’s personal wartime experience offered a study in contrasts 
that had caught his attention and left a deep impression. There 
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had been great horror, pain, and grief, and yet— when Lewis 
was sent to the hospital in London after being wounded—
there had also been unexpected beauty.

It seems likely that the simple pleasure of a train ride through 
the English countryside, set against the dreariness and hor-
ror of war, created for Lewis a powerful experience of joy: 
a sensation so compelling that it undermined his material-
ist outlook. . . . The experience appears to have wrought a 
change in Lewis—a small change, perhaps, but a permanent 
one. It quickened his belief in a spiritual, other- worldly source 
of natural beauty.14

As fans of Lewis will recognize, Loconte does not use the 
word joy lightly or accidentally; it was the word that to Lewis 
represented an emotional and spiritual experience powerful 
enough to impact, even to change, one’s whole life. Since 
childhood, experiences of joy— beginning with the simple but 
never- forgotten moment when he had first seen a perfect toy 
garden fashioned by his brother from moss, flowers, twigs, and 
leaves— had been the defining moments of his life.

For one as impressionable and sensitive as Lewis had always 
been, the return to a beautiful place after those months of 
squalor and terror could not help but leave an indelible mark.

In the Middle of Things

Meanwhile, things had been decidedly different for Doro-
thy L. Sayers regarding the war. Back in the fateful summer 
of 1914, she and two friends had actually gone off to war- 
threatened France for a vacation. They were, as Sayers’s 
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biographer Barbara Reynolds remarked with wry understate-
ment, “strangely unaware of the gravity of the international 
situation.”15

But perhaps it wasn’t actually as strange as it might seem. 
For a girl both sheltered and spirited, a girl who had once 
spent much of her time dressing up as Athos from The Three 
Musketeers and pressing family and friends into performing 
various other roles in the story— who, in short, saw life as an 
amusing adventure— her activities that summer could hardly 
be called out of character.16 Like Lewis, she was inclined to 
see things through a literary lens; unlike him, she may have 
been able to let that lens, at least at this time in her life, 
distance her a little too far from reality.

Even when that reality finally forced itself upon her and 
her friends, irrepressible Dorothy reported back to her fam-
ily that being “right in the middle of things” in a rapidly 
mobilizing country was “frightfully exciting,” comparing it to 
something out of a book by fantasy and science fiction writer 
H. G. Wells.17 For all that, she eventually had to leave the 
excitement behind her to return to her schooling. But back 
in Oxford, she still found time, at least for a while, to help 
some of the many Belgian refugees who had fled there.

And as insouciant as she may have seemed about it all 
at the time, the shadow of the war fell on her own life and 
work as well. The famous fictional detective she would cre-
ate, Lord Peter Wimsey, strode upon the scene with a manner 
equally insouciant, bordering on flippant. Yet his war- induced 
shell shock— what we would call PTSD today— would play 
a significant role in more than one of the books in the Wim-
sey series. As Peter’s mother observes with characteristic 
understatement in the first book, Whose Body?, after Peter 
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experiences a sudden and unexpected attack of the malady for 
the first time in several years, “Nerves are such funny things 
. . . and I suppose we can’t expect to forget all about a great 
war in a year or two.”18

In some ways, though she couldn’t have known it then, 
Sayers was foreshadowing her own future experiences with a 
husband who would suffer lifelong, steadily worsening effects 
of his war service. Indeed, it would take much longer than a 
year or two for the great war to fade into the past. Both Lewis 
and Sayers were fortunate to be among those equipped with 
enough natural resilience to get through the aftermath and 
to help others through it. Still, like the rest of their genera-
tion, they could not help but carry the marks of it with them 
throughout their lives.

Faith Confirmed, Faith Lost

On the surface, C. S. Lewis and Dorothy L. Sayers were in 
very different places in 1917, religiously speaking. Raised 
as an Anglican, Jack had lost his faith at the age of fifteen. 
In Surprised by Joy, he would cite a number of different fac-
tors that led to his deconversion, not all of which seem like 
compatible factors. A beloved and admired teacher’s interest 
in occultism, difficulties in his prayer life, struggles with lust 
and masturbation, the previously mentioned pessimistic bent 
to his nature that led him to see the universe as “a menacing 
and unfriendly place”— each of these played a role. “I do not 
think I achieved any logical connection between [occultism 
and atheism],” he wrote, trying to explain how both of these 
widely divergent strains of thought could have been influ-
encing him at the same time. “They swayed me in different 
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moods, and had only this in common, that both made against 
Christianity.”19

This was a notable early example of what was to be a 
common theme of Lewis’s life: the relationship between the 
rational intellect and the romantic imagination. The ef-
fort to resolve the struggle between them would serve as a 
significant factor in his return to faith many years later. He 
simply could not find a way to satisfy the claims of both and 
still remain an atheist; his imagination insisted on hunger-
ing for things that his intellect told him could not be true 
if God did not exist. As biographer Alan Jacobs put it, “He 
went through a period of years where he did everything he 
could to kill that part of him that was drawn to the symbols, 
the images, the myths— the beauty of art. Ultimately, he 
couldn’t kill it.”20

In later life Lewis would develop an ability to harmonize 
the two strains of thought in what would become one of the 
most attractive and memorable features of his writing. But 
for now, according to his own account, he was content to 
take what he believed he needed from each strain without 
attempting to bring them into accord with each other.

One of the great regrets of Lewis’s life was that, despite his 
loss of belief, he had agreed to be confirmed in the Anglican 
church as a teenager to please his father. Years later, he would 
go so far as to call it “one of the worst acts of my life.”21 By 
the time he wrote those words, he had come back to the 
faith, and had come to understand what a grave sin it was 
to be confirmed and take communion without believing in 
Christ. Even at the time the event took place, he was aware 
he was being hypocritical by participating in a ceremony 
that meant absolutely nothing to him. But at that time, all 
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he cared about was going along with what his father wanted 
and thus avoiding a scene.

Jack Lewis was not the only one with miserable memories 
of being confirmed; surprisingly, Dorothy L. Sayers also had a 
few of her own. This despite the fact that, unlike Lewis, she 
never deliberately gave up her Christian faith. For Dorothy, 
the reasons for regret were different and more complicated. In 
fact— unusually for her— she hardly seems to have known her 
own mind on the subject. In her biography of Sayers, Barbara 
Reynolds attempts to navigate the inconsistent statements 
about her confirmation that Sayers made over the years, in 
order to try to decipher her true thoughts and feelings.

At seventeen, Dorothy wrote to her parents from board-
ing school, apparently without any misgivings at all, that she 
was “to be confirmed this year” with the rest of her class.22 
Although she was a clergyman’s daughter, Henry and Helen 
Sayers had never put the kind of pressure on Dorothy that 
Albert Lewis put on Jack, and Reynolds opines that “it is 
unlikely that Dorothy’s parents would have given instruction 
for her to be confirmed . . . without consulting her.”23 After 
the event, she wrote to tell them that it had been “an awfully 
nice service . . . most beautifully arranged.” She gives them 
a detailed description of it all, but adds at the end: “I never 
can write about my feelings— that’s why I haven’t.”24

As Reynolds points out, this is a wildly uncharacteristic 
statement, since Dorothy was normally quite happy to write 
to her parents about her feelings on all sorts of other mat-
ters, from fashion to schoolwork to the theater, often (at this 
time in her life) with a plethora of adjectives and exclama-
tion points. Something was going on here, as Dorothy herself 
made clear in another letter, this one written twenty years 
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later to her cousin Ivy Shrimpton, when they were discussing 
the possible baptism of Dorothy’s son.

Being baptised against one’s will is not nearly so harmful as 
being confirmed against one’s will, which is what happened 
to me and gave me a resentment against religion which lasted 
a long time. My people (weakly) thought it would “be better” 
to have it “done” at school— and it was the worst possible 
school for the purpose, being Low Church and sentimental— 
and I (still more weakly) gave in because I didn’t want to 
be conspicuous and fight it out. Afterwards, when I became 
High Church, I wished I hadn’t done it, because then I could 
have undertaken it properly, without fury and resentment, 
and without having the dreariest associations connected with 
the Communion Service.25

Her words here are so completely different from her earlier 
words on the matter that they require some unpacking. It’s 
certainly possible that, twenty years later, she could no longer 
remember exactly how she had felt or what she had said about 
her confirmation at the time. But the strength of her feelings 
expressed in the letter to Ivy Shrimpton make that unlikely. 
It’s much likelier she had hidden what she really thought 
from her parents, wanting to spare their feelings and make 
things easy for them— or she was torn over the whole affair.

Sayers appears to have left a significant clue, though, in 
Cat o’Mary, an autobiographical novel she began writing in 
the mid-1930s but never completed. In this story, she has her 
young protagonist, Katherine, write to her parents almost ex-
actly the same thing that young Dorothy had written to hers: 
“I won’t say anything about feelings. . . . I can’t express those 
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very well.”26 Although it’s generally unwise to identify an 
author too closely with one of her characters,27 the similarity 
of the passages here (especially with a novel that was intended 
to be autobiographical) indicates that Katherine’s “feelings” 
on the matter are much the same as Dorothy’s had been.

And what Katherine feels is that the version of Chris-
tianity she has been taught all her life places entirely too much 
emphasis on feelings and too little emphasis on what mattered 
most to her: intellect and imagination. Christianity, in Kath-
erine’s (and Dorothy’s) experience, is something referred to 
in hushed and overreverent whispers, almost as if there were 
something indecent about it. There’s nothing robust about it, 
nothing she can sink her teeth into. Quite the contrary— in 
her reluctant preparations for her confirmation, Katherine 
is overwhelmed by “the sense of butting against something 
soft and stuffy.”28

For anyone acquainted with Dorothy’s writing, her revul-
sion at this sort of overly sentimental and exaggeratedly pious 
religious rhetoric and practice rings true. All her life, she 
would be completely put off by any hint of religious senti-
mentality. The Christian faith, to her, was something strong 
and splendid and above all intellectual, something that spoke 
to her mind before her heart. The emotions that for so many 
are attendant on Christianity were like a foreign language 
to her; the doctrine of Christianity was something her mind 
could wrestle with and emerge satisfied and refreshed. (Just a 
glance at the titles of some of the religious essays she would 
write later in life reveals this proclivity: “Strong Meat,” “The 
Dogma Is the Drama,” and “Creed or Chaos?” for example.) 
Any attempt to make Christianity cloying or treacly or 
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sentimental nauseated her, and, more importantly, seemed 
to her to dishonor God and diminish the faith.

It is difficult, though, to understand exactly what she 
meant when she wrote of her subsequent “resentment” of 
religion. After her confirmation she continued, at least 
outwardly, to practice her religion faithfully and to attend 
church. And her letters continued to show an active interest 
in the subject. She told her mother— apparently without fear 
of disapproval— that even though she believed, she still felt 
the need to work things out for herself in that area. This in 
her case was not a sign of individualism or of a desire to be 
“spiritual but not religious”— that was the very last thing 
Sayers ever would have wanted to be. The very term reeks 
of the pleasant, feel- good vagueness that always repelled 
her when it came to religion. She simply had a great need 
to learn and to understand more about what exactly she was 
subscribing to.

A Shared Guide

It was around this time that Dorothy began to develop a great 
attachment to the works of the popular Catholic writer G. K. 
Chesterton, who wrote of the Christian faith as something 
splendid, shining, and true. She knew and liked Chesterton’s 
writing before she even knew that he was a Christian, but, as 
she wrote to her parents, she was not surprised to learn that he 
was one—“a very cheerful one.”29 Not only was he cheerful, 
but he also wrote things like this about the Christian faith: 
“In my vision the heavenly chariot flies thundering through 
the ages, the dull heresies sprawling and prostrate, the wild 
truth reeling but erect.”30

_Dalfonzo_DorothyAndJack_LS_wo.indd   37_Dalfonzo_DorothyAndJack_LS_wo.indd   37 5/12/20   9:56 AM5/12/20   9:56 AM

Gina Dalfonzo, Dorothy and Jack 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



Dorothy and Jack

38

It was exactly the sort of language to win over a girl who 
had once swashbuckled around the house dressed as a Muske-
teer. In fact, the whole combination of cheerfulness, exciting 
imagery, and firm doctrine was a tonic for her. There was 
nothing pleasantly vague about Chesterton’s personality or 
his writing in the least, and no suggestion in his work that 
Christianity had anything dull, tedious, or sappy about it. So 
exactly were his work and personality suited to her tempera-
ment, and so much did she learn from him, that Dorothy 
would one day write to his widow, Frances: “I think, in some 
ways, G. K.’s books have become more a part of my mental 
makeup than those of any writer you could name.”31

This attachment to Chesterton was, in fact, an attachment 
she and Jack Lewis would soon have in common— despite the 
latter’s complete lack of faith during these years. Lewis first 
read some of Chesterton’s essays while recuperating from his 
war wound in 1918. Of course, it was hardly the first time 
Lewis had encountered a Christian author, and it wasn’t even 
the first time such an encounter had been life- altering. As 
most Lewis fans know, his experience reading George Mac-
Donald’s Phantastes shortly before the war would be a trans-
formative one, by which his “imagination was, in a certain 
sense, baptized.”32

But that had been a different type of reading experience. 
Though Lewis was aware of MacDonald’s Christianity, it was 
implicit in a fantasy novel, Lewis’s favorite genre during his 
adolescence and young adulthood. He could savor the story 
without embracing MacDonald’s ideas about faith (or so he 
thought at the time!). Chesterton, on the other hand, was 
writing essays, a much more direct form of communication, 
and in them was quite open about his Christianity.
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Yet somehow it didn’t turn off the young Lewis— quite 
the opposite. Joseph Pearce, who has written extensively on 
both Lewis and Chesterton, writes of the former’s reading of 
the latter:

In spite of the fact that Lewis was an atheist at the time, he 
couldn’t help liking Chesterton’s jollity, his sense of humour, 
and his rumbustious joie de vivre. Chesterton had more com-
mon sense than all the moderns put together, the young athe-
ist believed, except of course for his Christianity.33

Rumbustious may be an unusual word, but it’s the perfect 
word to describe G. K. Chesterton, and— somewhat surpris-
ingly, given their very different personalities at this time— it 
was the quality in him that appealed to both Jack Lewis and 
Dorothy Sayers. There’s something in the word that signi-
fies “cheerful” common sense, boisterous glee, and a sense 
of grandeur, all at the same time. It’s a quality that morbid 
introspection simply cannot stand up against. So Chesterton’s 
writing was a tonic that acted on each according to his or her 
nature. While he was solidifying and shoring up Dorothy’s 
faith, he was helping to clear some of the cobwebs out of Jack’s 
mind. Both still had a long spiritual path to walk, in their 
differing ways, but they were now sharing a guide.

Tales and Spirits

Not that they were aware of it at the time, of course. Al-
though they lived closer to each other in those months in 
1917 than they ever would again, Dorothy Sayers and Jack 
Lewis did not yet meet, as far as anyone knows. Their later 
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letters to each other give no sign of a previous acquaintance. 
Did the ebullient young working woman and the intense 
young university student ever even cross paths during those 
months? If they did, we have no way of knowing. Nor can 
we know what they would have thought of each other if they 
had, though it’s fun to speculate.

If they had run across each other, say, at Blackwell’s Book-
shop— as an Oxford University student and an assistant in 
the publishing side of Blackwell’s business might very well 
have done— it’s quite possible that they would have thought 
little of each other at this point in their lives. It’s true that 
both were brilliant scholars and talented writers, even when 
young— that much they had in common, and it’s possible that 
it could have formed the basis of a friendship. However, based 
on what we know of them at this time via their letters and 
other writings, it seems likely that Dorothy might have been 
impatient with, even repelled by, Jack’s views and his reserved 
personality. She had little liking for gloom and introspection, 
and no tolerance at all for anyone she suspected of being a 
poseur, and one suspects that some of Jack’s more morbid ideas 
and moods might have given her that impression of him. He, 
meanwhile, probably would have had no idea what to make 
of her high spirits and— despite her inward uncertainties— 
her sometimes belligerent convictions. Perhaps it’s downright 
providential, then, that their first meeting did not take place 
until much later.

It’s an interesting exercise, and a helpful guide to the state 
of mind of each of our subjects in their early adulthood, to 
look at the poems they were producing during these years. 
Like Sayers, who as noted became a published poet in 1916, 
Lewis also gravitated toward poetry. In fact, each of them 
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would publish a book of poems in 1919, a couple of years 
after they had lived so near to each other at Oxford. Lewis 
published his first volume, Spirits in Bondage, in March of that 
year, six months before Sayers released her second volume, 
Catholic Tales and Christian Songs.34

The title of that book alone clearly indicated that, despite 
all Sayers’s doubts and difficulties with Christianity, it had 
nonetheless established a firm grip on her mind and spirit. 
And the contents of the book more than lived up to the title. 
Catholic Tales and Christian Songs* opens with a ballad that 
reflects all the enthusiasms and passions of Dorothy’s young 
life— and ties Christ firmly to them. He is pictured as both 
“a bonny outlaw” and “a prince of fairy- tale,” a ragged but 
gallant figure calling to a lady (the poet herself?) to follow 
him “through the wet and windy weather.” The poem ends 
with these lines from His mouth:

Here be dragons to be slain, here be rich rewards to 
gain . . .

If we perish in the seeking, . . . why, how small a 
thing is death!35

*A word about Sayers’s use of the term catholic: as a high church Anglican—a 
member of a church that positions itself as the “middle way” between Catholicism 
and Protestantism— she considered herself more Catholic than Protestant. The 
term “Anglo- Catholic” is used frequently in her writings to describe her beliefs. 
Interestingly, in her essay “Dante and Milton,” she would write, “I can be at home 
in the universe of Dante’s mind as I cannot be in Milton’s, because Dante and I 
share the same faith,” identifying with Dante’s Catholicism rather than Milton’s 
Protestantism. See “Dante and Milton,” originally written in 1952 for the Summer 
School of Italian Studies, in Sayers, Further Papers on Dante, Volume 2: His Heirs 
and His Ancestors (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2006), 151. See also Kathryn Wehr’s 
excellent and helpful article “Disambiguation: Sayers as a Catholic,” VII: Journal 
of the Marion E. Wade Center, vol. 33 (2016): 7–17, which explains how Sayers 
consistently grouped together Anglicanism, Roman Catholicism, and Orthodoxy 
under the heading of “Catholic.”
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This was the Christ whom Dorothy L. Sayers sought, hoped 
for, and believed in despite everything: a figure both coura-
geous and merry, bent on adventure, battling numerous foes 
but bound to triumph. The title of the poem, “Desdichado,” 
is taken from Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe, in which it is the 
pseudo nym used by the eponymous knight before he reveals his 
true identity. The word as used in the book means “Disinher-
ited One.”36 There was nothing soft or stuffy about this Christ; 
He scorned the easy, comfortable way, taking the reckless road 
through life, content to be a “disinherited one” in this world.

The poems in this book demonstrate that although she was 
still figuring things out, spiritually speaking, young Dorothy 
Sayers was far ahead of young Jack Lewis when it came to 
blending the romantic imagination with the rational intellect 
and expressing the result in literary form. If Jack had been 
able to see Christ as she did, through the lens of imagination 
and aspiration rather than classed with everything he feared 
and hated, he might have been drawn to Him far earlier. But 
his frame of mind during these years— and the poetry it led 
him to write—were very different.

As in Dorothy’s book, we need not read very far in Jack’s 
book to find a poem that gives a clear and vivid picture of 
where he was in his spiritual life. After a short poetic pro-
logue, the book’s first poem is “Satan Speaks.”

Despite the obvious thematic similarities, “Satan Speaks” 
is no Screwtape Letters. The Lewis of these years was unable 
to achieve the spiritual and philosophical distance from his 
devilish narrator that would allow him to portray the devil in 
a realistic way, with all his strengths and his ultimately fatal 
weaknesses. Rather, the pessimistic young poet identified the 
devil with the natural world, seeing a “malevolent” force (as 
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he wrote to his friend Arthur Greeves) behind all that exists. 
It seems that the shift that had begun in him at the end of 
his war service was still working beneath the surface, not yet 
having fully freed him from his jaded outlook.

Thus, the poem begins:

I am Nature, the Mighty Mother,
I am the law: ye have none other.

The poem goes on to incorporate many of Lewis’s war ex-
periences (“I am the battle’s filth and strain. . . . I am the 
bomb, the falling death”). And it goes beyond those horrific 
memories to the poet’s underlying and longstanding belief 
about the world:

I am the fact and the crushing reason
To thwart your fantasy’s newborn treason.37

Lewis reiterated the difficulty of believing that there was any 
point to indulging in the world of fancy that he loved, since 
it apparently could not be reconciled with the brutal and all- 
consuming world of fact. It’s somewhat ironic that he was doing 
so in a collection of poetry, an art form that could hardly be 
said to be unfanciful— and, in fact, many of the other poems 
in the book demonstrated that he still enjoyed and excelled 
at using his imagination. In the years ahead, it was one of the 
key forces that would lead to a seismic shift in his worldview.

As things now stood, Dorothy Sayers and Jack Lewis were 
miles apart in their thinking. But a great deal would change 
before they first made contact, a full twenty- five years after 
they had lived so near each other in Oxford.
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