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CHARLES WILLIAMS AS I KNEW HIM

by E. L. Mascall

Charles Williams, novelist, poet, dramatist and brilliant lay theologian,
who died, suddenly, at a comparatively early age in 1945, was one of the most

invigorating and stimulating men that it has been my good fortune ever to en
counter. We met on a number of occasions in the 1930s, usually at gatherings

of the Christendom Group, that remarkable spciety of sociologically orientated

Anglicans which included in various degrees of attachment such outstanding
laypeople as Maurice Reckitt, T. S. Eliot, C. S. Lewis, Ruth Kenyon, Donald
Mackinnon and Hugo Dyson. A conversation between Williams and Reckitt was

as entertaining a display of spontaneous wit and wisdom as I have experienced.

Physically, Williams was not particularly impressive until one noticed the

vivacity of his facial expression. He was rather below middle height and
peered through rather thick glasses. It was in the excitability and volubility

of his speech that his enormous interior energy and enthusiasm were manifested

and became infectious. Though largely self-educated, he was a man of profound
intellectual depth and, with this, of great spiritual integrity. With the

emotional temperament of a Welshman and the accent and sense of humour of
a cockney, the impression which an audience received from him on their first

meeting could begin with a kind of stunned incredulity, which rapidly passed

into wild enthusiasm. I vividly remember the effect which he produced on the
students of Lincoln Theological College by reciting the opening lines 0f Mil
ton's P.aradise Lost:

Of man's first disobedience an' the fruit.

Of that forbidden tree, 'ose mortal tiste
Brort death into the world and all our wow •••

Sing, 'eavenly muse, that on the sicred top •••

---which was probably much more like Milton's own pronunciation than the etio~
lated accents of our modern academics.

Most readers of Williams easily recognise how deeply concerned he was
to emphasise the goodness and authenticity of the physical, including the sex

ual, aspect of human existence and human nature, "the holy and glorious flesh"
as he sometimes described it. What they do not always understand is that,
with all the exuberance with which he would extol the glories of romantic love,

he was firmly and no less exuberantly committed to the great traditional Chris
tian values of chastity, fidelity and monogamy. C. S. Lewis describes in one

of his letters the impact made by a lecture of Williams's on Milton's Comus:

We actually heard a lecture on Comus which put the importance where
Milton put it. In fact the lecture was a panegyric of chastity. Just

imagine the incredulity with which (at first) an audience of undergra
duates listened to something so unheard of. But he beat them in the end.

He is an ugly man with rather a cockney voice. But no one" ever
thinks ef this for five minutes after he has begun speaking. His face

becomes almost angelic. Both in public and in private he is of nearly all

the men I have met, the one whose address most overflows with~. It
is simply irresistible. These young men and women were lapping up what he

said about Chastity before the end of the hour. It's a big thing to
have done. (Letters of C. S. Lewis, p. 196.)

Nevertheless, with all his enthusiasm for the romantic nature of married love,

Williams made no pretence of glossing over the more banal aspects of domesti
city. I remember him describing how he used to make early-morning tea for his
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