
THE INKLINGS 
BACKGROUND  

During the hectic middle decades of the twentieth century, from the end of the Great Depression 
through World War II and into the 1950s, a small circle of intellectuals gathered on a weekly basis in 
and around Oxford University to drink, smoke, quip, cavil, read aloud their works in progress, and 
endure or enjoy with as much grace as they could muster the sometimes-blistering critiques that 
followed. This erudite club included writers and painters, philologists and physicians, historian and 
theologians, soldiers and actors. They called themselves, with typical self-effacing humor, the 
Inklings.1 

 
World War I – the Great War - impacted strongly the lives of several founding Inklings, e. g., J.R.R. 
Tolkien, C.S. Lewis and Owen Barfield. Young Englishmen flocked to join the war effort, many of 
them believing wholeheartedly that they were doing so on behalf of Western civilization as well as 
King and Country, and many also seeing it as a great adventure. Groups of friends enlisted together, 
forming “pals’ battalions,” and in that spirit, went off to the Western Front. It was the first time in 
human history that horsepower (cavalry) was confronted by machine power (tanks). The horrors of the 
Battle of the Somme were intensified by the contrast with the expectations that had preceded the war.  
 
As Tolkien wrote, “by 1918, all but one of my close friends were dead.” On April 8, 1918, Lewis 
wrote a short note to his father, saying, “We have had a fairly rough time... I have lost one or two of 
my best friends.” On April 15, Lewis was struck by several pieces of shrapnel, one of which lodged 
too near his heart for it to be removed. He was evacuated to England, and, although the war would not 
end for another seven months, his active part in it was over. When Owen Barfield met C.S. Lewis, 
each had been released only months before from military service in the ‘Great War.’ They were more 
interested in forgetting the unpleasantness of the late war that in reliving it. It was the stimulation of 
intellectual combat and exchange that they sought after having both had their earlier enrollments at 
Oxford interrupted by the war years. 
 
During the War, the colleges of Oxford had been turned into hospitals and training camps. Nearly 20 
percent of the student population had perished: 

In a society known for its masculine “clubbability,” yet haunted by the memory of so many 
friendships severed, so many men cut down in their prime, it scarcely surprises that the surviving 
remnant would seek out every opportunity for male companionship. The Inklings were, to a man – 
and they were all men – comrades, who had been touched by war, who viewed life through the 
lens of war, yet who looked for hope and found it in fellowship.2 

In looking for hope, the Inkling fellowship explored imaginative literature - fantasy, allegory, 
mythology – as well as theology, philosophy, and history. By the time the last Inkling passed away on 
the eve of the 21st century, they had altered significantly the course of such imaginative literature. As 
we stand amidst socio-political polarity, it might be well to consider how and why the Inklings’ 
explorations resulted in such lasting – and hopeful - expression. 

 

 

                                                           
1 Zaleski, Philip and Zaleski, Carol. The Fellowship; the Literary Lives of the Inklings. Farrar, Straus and Giroux,    New York, 
(paperback edition) 2015, p 3. 
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A FEW THINGS TO CONSIDER 
 

 The extent to which the search for hope was expressed in the creative work of the Inklings, 
particularly the principal ones. For example, Tolkien regarded the ‘Ring Trilogy’ as but a 
small component of the mythology he was creating – and which was posthumously published 
as The Silmarillion. What fueled his compulsion that England needed its own mythology and 
not a compendium of cobbled-together tales from France, Scandinavia and the kingdom’s own 
Celtic roots; 

 
 Assuming the ravages of the Great War and its subsequent devastations across Europe resulted 

in themes of despair among many creative artists, what were the factors that instilled hope 
within the Inklings fellowship, finding literary output in such forms as fantasy, allegory and 
mythology – and WHY was fantasy so important to them;   

 
 In many ways, the Inkling gatherings, whether on-site or later at the Eagle and Child, serve as 

a prototype for the Algonquin Round Table. While “Inklings” had a double meaning as (1) 
medium of writing tools and (b) in-progress writing that were harbingers of masterworks to 
come, the Algonquin was an hotel where artists of all disciplines converged. However, one 
important consideration might be – who was Harpo; 

 
 Faith and fantasy: while Tolkien was always a devout Catholic, it took Lewis until the second 

World War to turn from atheism to Christianity. This transition can be tracked in his literary 
output throughout the decades between wars. 

 
 Warfare between good and evil is certainly prevalent among the Narnia books of C. S. Lewis, 

as well as throughout the Middle Earth saga; and again – WHY; 
 
 How the realm of fantasy differs from that of science fiction, which was also emerging at the 

same time. How did each impact fantasy and science fiction of the 21st century. 
 

Despite the academic setting and the professionalism of the Inklings as our subject, this seminar doesn’t 
require heavy research or lengthy preparation. In the spirit (wine or ale) of fellowship, I would like us to 
come together with some knowledge of the principal Inklings, perhaps some of the other fellows, their 
chief works, and how the influences of their time impacted the choice of imaginative literature. I believe 
our own discussions will be lively, informative and free-ranging.  
 
 

 


