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After  a  b iography of  Ruth  Pi t ter ,  Don W. King now presents  a  portra i t  of  another  

remarkable  woman wri ter  and major  inspira t ion of  C.S.  Lewis,  Joy Davidman.  In  th is  

del ightful  and beaut iful ly  produced volume,  Prof .  King in troduces,  presents  and 

unobtrusively annotates  Davidman’s  col lected  le t ters ,  which span a  per iod of  

twenty-four  years ,  f rom 1936 to  her  death  in  1960.  The ‘self-por trai t  in  le t ters’  is  

rounded out  by her  seventeen-page autobiographical  essay ‘The Longest  Way 

Round’,  or ig inal ly  wri t ten  for  a  1951 volume of  memoirs  ent i t led  These Found the 

Way:  Thir teen Converts  to  Protes tant  Chris t iani ty .  This  essay presents  a  path to  

convers ion remarkably s imilar  to  Lewis’ ,  marked by an incis ive,  no-nonsense 

in tel lect  on the one hand and an eager  imaginat ion on the o ther :  

 Yet  i t ’s  s trange how completely I  fa i led  to  see where my emotions and desires  were 

leading.  For  what  I  read,  eager ly and unt ir ingly,  was fantasy.  Ghost  s tor ies  and 

superscience s tor ies;  George MacDonald  in  my chi ldhood,  Dunsany in  my teens.  I  

bel ieved the three-dimensional  mater ia l  world  was the only th ing that  exis ted,  but  in  

l i terature  i t  bored me.  I  d idn’t  bel ieve in  the supernatural ,  but  i t  in terested  me above 

al l  e lse .  Only i t  had to  be wri t ten  as  f ic t ion;  the  supernatural  presented as  fact  

outraged my convict ions.  By disguising heaven as  fairyland I  was enabled to  love 

heaven.  (88)  

 Davidman’s  in te l lect  and an imaginat ion,  however ,  were  reared in  a  very dif ferent  

environment than that  of  in terwar Oxford.  A secular  American Jew,  she identif ied 

ear ly with a  phi losophical  a theism and,  quickly fo l lowing,  Communism as  i ts  most  

promising socio-pol i t ical  real izat ion.  Having won the Yale Younger  Poets  

Competi t ion and the Russel l  Loines Memorial  Award (given by the National  Inst i tute  

of  Arts  and Let ters)  for  her  ear ly poetry collect ion Let ter  to  a  Comrade  (1938),  

Davidman became an important  l i terary voice  in  the  Communist  Par ty  of  the  Uni ted 

States  of  America,  between 1941 and 1943 publ ishing poems and reviews in  near ly  

every issue of  the Party’s  semi-off ic ial  weekly,  New Masses .  Her  wit ty ,  of ten  

acerbical ly  cr i t ical  voice,  so  memorably por trayed in  Shadowlands ,  was  f ine- tuned 

in  th is  context ,  and s t i l l  makes for  enter tain ing reading.  (One of  Davidman’s  

favour i te  targets  were Hollywood f i lms -  That Uncertain Feel ing ,  for  example,  ‘ is  a  

souff lé  that  has  been lef t  s tanding too long. . . .  I ts  f inal  consis tency is  such that  you 



could se l l  i t  as  an  old  rubber  t i re ,  and not  even a  goat  would not ice  the  difference in  

tas te’ . )  But that  cr i t ic ism turned,  before too long,  against  the CPUSA i tself ;  within  

two years  of  meet ing and marrying her  f irs t  husband,  Bi l l  Gresham,  Davidman 

became severely  dis i l lus ioned with  communism as  a  phi losophical  and moral  system,  

and lef t  the Par ty.  Reading Lenin’s  Material ism and Empirio-Cri t ic ism  for  the  f irs t  

t ime in  1948,  she wrote  with  shock to  a  fr iend that  the book proved only ‘ that  

Marxism was phi losophical ly  nonsensical ,  logical ly  unsound,  h is tor ical ly  arbi trary,  

and scient if ical ly  half  fa lse  from the s tart  and the o ther  half  over thrown by 

Einstein’s  f i rs t  work’  (79) .  

What  fo l lowed was a  ‘d irect  and shat ter ing exper ience of  God’  (79) ,  whom 

Davidman in tui t ively conceptual izes in  terms s imilar  to  Lewis’ :  

Francis  Thompson symbolized God as  the “Hound of  Heaven,”  pursuing on re lent less  

feet .  With  me,  God was more l ike  a  cat .  He had been sta lking me for  a  very long 

t ime,  wai t ing for  h is  moment;  he crept  nearer  so s i lent ly that  I  never  knew he was 

there.  Then,  a l l  a t  once,  he sprang.  (93)  

 In  the years  fo l lowing her  conversion,  Davidman’s  marr iage to  Bil l  Gresham was 

placed under  ever  more severe s train,  pr imar i ly  by his  increasing alcohol ism and 

dissoluteness  and the  consequent,  perennial  insolvency of  the  family.  Unfor tunately,  

only few let ters  trace th is  d is in tegrat ion unt i l  Davidman’s  eventual  decis ion for  a  

prolonged tr ip  to  England to  a l leviate  their  problems -  a  decis ion spira l l ing in to  the 

complete  breakdown of  their  marr iage when Bil l  and Joy’s  cousin,  Renée,  fa l l  in  

love dur ing her  absence.  The bulk of  Davidman’s  le t ters  f rom England -  f irs t  as  a  

s ingle  mother  of  two,  and la ter  as  C.S.  Lewis’  wife  -  are  painful ly  pract ical  missives  

to  her  (former)  husband,  reminding him of  h is  f inancial  dut ies  to  her  and his  

chi ldren,  as  well  as  sympathet ic  and incis ive le t ters  of  comfor t  and advice to  Renée.  

Pract ical ly no le t ters  to  C.S.  Lewis are  preserved.  

Despi te  these l imitat ions  in  the avai lable  mater ia l ,  the  portrai t  Davidman’s  let ters  

paint  is  scint i l la t ing and many-layered,  and displays the enti re  palet te  of  a  mind that  

Lewis jus t ly  described as ‘ l i the  and quick and muscular  as  a  leopard’ .  Don King’s  

clear  in troduct ion and apparatus ,  and his  per t inent ,  learned and unobtrusive 

annotat ions,  make th is  a  volume equal ly useful  to  the scholar  and the general  reader .  

I t  cannot be recommended warmly enough.  
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