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INTRODUCTION: A DEVILISH
DUET OF WIT AND WISDOM

Few literary works have managed to
blend theological depth with razor-sharp
satire quite like C.S. Lewis's The
Screwtape Letters. Since its publication
in 1942, this epistolary novel—a series of
letters from a senior demon, Screwtape,
to his nephew Wormwood on the art of
tempting a human soul—has captivated
readers with its unsettling yet
illuminating insights into human nature.
But when a master of comedic timing
and vocal versatility takes on the role of
Screwtape, the result is nothing short of
remarkable. Enter John Cleese, the
legendary Monty Python alum and actor
known for his impeccable delivery and
ability to blend humor with gravitas. The
combination of The Screwtape Letters
John Cleese narrated audiobook has
become a definitive version for both
longtime fans of Lewis and newcomers
seeking a fresh entry point into this
classic work. In this article, we will
explore why this particular audiobook
stands out, how Cleese’s performance
breathes new life into Lewis’s prose, and
what makes the collaboration between a
comedic icon and a theological
heavyweight so compelling.

UNDERSTANDING THE
SCREWTAPE LETTERS: THE
ORIGINAL MASTERPIECE

Before diving into John Cleese’s

contribution, it is essential to appreciate
the source material. C.S. Lewis, best
known for The Chronicles of Narnia,
wrote The Screwtape Letters as a work
of Christian apologetics disquised as a
satirical manual. Through Screwtape’s
letters, Lewis explores the subtle ways
that pride, fear, selfishness, and worldly
distractions can erode a person’s moral
compass. The book is not merely a
theological treatise; it is a psychological
exploration of human weakness and the
constant battle between good and evil,
seen from the perspective of the
“enemy” (i.e., the devil’'s side).

The genius of Lewis’s writing lies in his
ability to make Screwtape both
horrifying and uncomfortably relatable.
Screwtape is not a howling demon but a
bureaucratic, urbane, and almost
fatherly figure—one who dispenses
advice that often mirrors the very
rationalizations we make in our own
lives. This subtle approach makes the
book profoundly thought-provoking and,
at times, deeply humorous in its irony.
For decades, The Screwtape Letters has
been adapted for stage, radio, and
screen, with various actors taking on the
role of Screwtape. But no adaptation has
generated as much excitement as when
John Cleese agreed to narrate the full,
unabridged audiobook.

JOHN CLEESE: THE PERFECT
VOICE FOR SCREWTAPE

When one thinks of John Cleese, images
of the Ministry of Silly Walks, Basil
Fawlty, or the deadpan erudition of
Monty Python sketches come to mind.
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However, Cleese is far more than a
comedian; he is a classically trained
actor with a deep understanding of
language, rhythm, and character. His
voice—rich, articulate, and capable of
conveying both warmth and
menace—makes him an ideal choice for
Screwtape.

The John Cleese Screwtape Letters
audiobook was released in 2018 by
HarperAudio, and it immediately
garnered critical acclaim. Cleese does
not simply read the letters; he inhabits
Screwtape. He subtly modulates his tone
to suggest the demon’s underlying
malice, his condescending affection for
his nephew, and his occasional moments
of frustration. Listeners have noted that
Cleese’s performance adds layers of
irony and dark humor that are present in
the text but can be missed in a silent
reading. For instance, when Screwtape
advises Wormwood to use “the law of
undulation” (the natural ebb and flow of
human emotions), Cleese’s voice carries
a hint of smug satisfaction that makes
the advice even more chilling.

Moreover, Cleese’s background in
performing long-form sketches and his
ability to sustain a character’s voice over
hours of content are perfectly suited for
the audiobook format. Unlike a stage
play where physicality matters, an
audiobook relies entirely on vocal
nuance. Cleese delivers, making each
letter feel like a private conversation
between two demons—and the listener
is the eavesdropper.

THE ART OF NARRATION: HOW
CLEESE BRINGS LEWIS’S WORLD
TO LIFE

Capturing the
Satirical Edge

One of the most challenging aspects of
The Screwtape Letters is its satirical
tone. The book is meant to be both
entertaining and spiritually convicting. A
narrator who plays it too straight risks
losing the humor, while one who
overdoes the comedy undermines the
serious message. John Cleese strikes the
perfect balance. His delivery of lines like
“It is funny how mortals always picture
us as putting things into their minds: in
reality our best work is done by keeping
things out” is delivered with a dry,
almost academic detachment that
highlights the absurdity of the demonic
perspective. This makes the listener
both laugh and shudder, exactly as
Lewis intended.

Distinct Vocal
Characterization

The original book features only two main
characters: Screwtape and Wormwood
(whose letters we never see directly,
only hear through Screwtape’s replies).
However, there are also occasional
quotes from the “Patient” and from other
demons. Cleese uses subtle shifts in
pitch and pacing to differentiate these
voices. His Screwtape voice is
authoritative and slightly nasal, with a
hint of British upper-class
condescension. When quoting the
Patient or the Enemy (God), Cleese
adopts a more gentle, reverential tone,
which serves to highlight the contrast
between divine love and demonic
manipulation. This attention to detail
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makes the listening experience
immersive and rewarding.

Pacing and
Timing

Comedians understand the value of a
well-timed pause. Cleese uses pauses
masterfully, especially at the end of a
particularly venomous line, allowing the
words to sink in. For example, when
Screwtape explains that the greatest sin
is pride, Cleese pauses after the word
“pride,” letting the weight of the concept
hang in the air. These subtle choices

elevate the audiobook from a mere
reading to a performance art piece.

THEMES AMPLIFIED BY JOHN
CLEESE’S NARRATION

Pride and Self-
Deception

One of the central themes of The
Screwtape Letters is the insidious nature
of pride. Screwtape advises Wormwood
to encourage the Patient to be proud of
his humility—a classic Lewisian paradox.
Cleese’s delivery of these passages is
particularly  effective  because he
emphasizes the smugness of
Screwtape’s own pride. You can almost
hear the demon’s self-satisfaction as he
congratulates himself on his cleverness.
This meta-layer of performance adds a
new dimension to the text: the listener
realizes that Screwtape himself is a
prisoner of the very vices he exploits.

The Mundanity of
Evil

Lewis famously depicted evil as boring
and bureaucratic. Cleese, with his
experience playing officious characters
like Basil Fawlty, understands this
perfectly. His Screwtape often sounds
like a middle manager frustrated with an
incompetent employee. This mundane
framing makes the demonic advice seem
all the more horrifying: evil is not always
dramatic; it is often just petty, selfish,
and dull. Cleese’s voice, dripping with
exasperation when Wormwood fails,
underscores this theme beautifully.

Love and the
Divine

Counterbalancing the darkness, the book
contains some of Lewis’s most beautiful
descriptions of God’s love. In these
moments, Cleese’s voice softens, almost
reluctantly. When Screwtape describes
the “Enemy’s” love as a “sickening” and
“horrible” thing, Cleese injects a tone of
genuine revulsion. This provides a
striking contrast to the warmth of the
underlying message. For the listener,

this paradox becomes a powerful
spiritual meditation.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
POPULAR IMPACT OF THE CLEESE
AUDIOBOOK

Since its release, the The Screwtape
Letters John Cleese audiobook has
become one of the most recommended
versions of the classic. On platforms like
Audible and Goodreads, listeners
consistently praise Cleese’s performance



for its intelligence and emotional depth.
Many note that they had struggled to
engage with the written text before, but
Cleese’s narration made the book
accessible and even addictive. Critics
have also commended the production
quality, with clean audio and subtle
sound effects that enhance without
distracting.

The audiobook has also introduced The
Screwtape Letters to a new generation.
Fans of Monty Python or Fawlty Towers
who might never have picked up a
theological book are now discovering
C.S. Lewis’s genius through Cleese’s
voice. This cross-pollination of audiences
is a testament to the enduring power of
both the work and the performer. In
interviews, Cleese himself has
mentioned that he relished the
opportunity to perform such well-crafted
dialogue, calling Lewis “one of the
wittiest and most insightful writers of the
20th century.”

COMPARING JOHN CLEESE'’S
VERSION WITH OTHER
ADAPTATIONS

Stage and Radio
Dramatizations

Several actors have performed The
Screwtape Letters for stage and radio,
including John Sessions, Andy Serkis, and
even a full-cast BBC production. While
each has its merits, Cleese’s version
remains the most popular unabridged
audiobook. Unlike dramatizations that
include sound effects and multiple
actors, Cleese’s solo narration focuses
entirely on the text and his vocal
artistry. This allows listeners to immerse
themselves in Lewis’s prose without

distraction. For purists, this is the ideal
format.

Other Audiobook
Narrators

Other notable narrators include Ralph
Cosham (known for his elegant style)
and Simon Vance (a prolific audiobook
reader). Both offer excellent renditions,
but they tend to adopt a more
straightforward, less theatrical approach.
John Cleese, by contrast, brings a unique
combination of comedic timing and
theatrical flair that makes the
experience feel like a live performance.
It is this extra layer of personality that
sets his version apart.

The Influence of
Cleese’s
Comedic
Background

Cleese’s comedic roots also inform his
reading of the more absurd passages.
For example, when Screwtape bemoans
that humans are “amphibious” creatures
who live partly in the natural world and
partly in the spiritual, Cleese’s delivery
makes the concept both humorous and
profound. He never allows the humor to
undercut the seriousness; rather, the
humor enhances the message. This
balance is the hallmark of a great
narrator.

WHY YOU SHOULD LISTEN TO
THE JOHN CLEESE SCREWTAPE
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LETTERS AUDIOBOOK

If you have never read The Screwtape
Letters, John Cleese’s narration is
arguably the best entry point. The clarity
of his diction, the richness of his tone,
and his intuitive grasp of the material
make the book a pleasure to hear. For
those who have read the book multiple
times, Cleese offers a fresh perspective,
highlighting subtleties you may have
missed. It is the kind of audiobook that
rewards repeated listening, as new
layers of meaning emerge with each
play.

Moreover, the audiobook format is
particularly suited to Lewis’s epistolary

style. Each letter is self-contained,
making it easy to listen in short sessions.
Cleese’s performance provides a natural
rhythm that guides the listener through
the narrative arc—from Wormwood’s
early incompetence to Screwtape’s
terrifying final letter. The result is a
cohesive, emotionally resonant journey.

CONCLUSION: A MATCH MADE IN
LITERARY HEAVEN (OR HELL)

The Screwtape Letters remains a
timeless exploration of the human
condition, and John Cleese’s audiobook
narration elevates it to new heights. By
merging C.S. Lewis’s brilliant satire with
Cleese’s unparalleled vocal talents, this



