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Williams, Charles Walter Stansby (1886–1945)
English writer

Charles Williams is, among other things, a splendid example of what one 
can accomplish in his spare time, for, though he was fully employed by 
the Oxford University Press, he managed to produce over thirty-five 
books, including poems, novels, dramas, literary criticism, biographies, 
Christian apologetics, and in addition countless essays, lectures, and 
book reviews.

Among his directly Christian works are The Descent of the Dove (1939) 
and The Forgiveness of Sins (1942), the former being, as its subtitle 
indicates, “A short history of the Holy Spirit in the Church.” His novels 
are the most popular of his works and they also are Christian in import. 
They do not lend themselves to quick reading but pay excellent 
dividends to anyone who spends time with them. His novel Descent into 
Hell, for instance, tells of a woman on her way to becoming a Christian 
and of a prominent military historian who chooses hell and goes there.
Charles Williams is well known for certain doctrines peculiar to his 
works. Of greatest significance are those of coinherence and 
substitution. Coinherence is simply the conception that men have their 
humanity in common, a “union of existences” that obtains from one 
generation to another. As John Donne said, “Every man’s death 
diminishes me.” Because we are thus dependent upon one another there 
is the need for exchange. Even nature possesses coinherence. A tree 
requires rain and rain requires the sun to return it to the skies. All life is 
interlocked and interdependent. Each person has a circle of friends with 
whom joys and sorrows are shared. Such coinherence naturally leads to 
exchange and the doctrine of substitution. Love, said Williams, is not 
simply beautiful—it is useful. The Scriptural teachings to bear one 



another’s burdens is not just a pious maxim but a practical and 
necessary way of conduct. We are quite literally to substitute for one 
another, bearing the other’s burden and, just as important, allowing the 
other to bear our burden.
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WILLIAMS, CHARLES WALTER STANSBY (1886–1945) - 

Charles Williams, the English novelist, poet, critic and lay theologian, 
grew up in St Albans and was educated at St Albans Grammar School, 
University College, London, and the Working Men’s College, London. He 
worked as a proofreader and editor at the Oxford University Press from 
1908 until his death. He produced seven novels, ten volumes of his own 
poetry (besides editing many others), six biographies, many verse plays 
(most of which were privately printed), four volumes of literary criticism, 
several volumes of theology (which are difficult to number, since some, 
e.g. Religion and Love in Dante, London, 1941, and The Figure of 
Beatrice, London, 1943, are as much literary criticism as theology), and 
one brief and idiosyncratic history of the church, The Descent of the 
Dove (London, 1939).

Williams is best remembered for his novels (e.g. Descent into Hell, 
London, 1937, and All Hallows’ Eve, London, 1945), and his cycle of 
Arthurian poems, published in two volumes, Taliessin Through Logres 
(Oxford, 1938), and The Region of the Summer Stars (Oxford, 1944). In 
his fiction and poetry as well as in his essays, Williams expounds his 
‘theology of romantic love’, the key idea deriving from Dante’s vision of 
Beatrice as an image of beauty that beckoned him on to God, the 
perfection of all beauty. Williams stresses the notions of ‘exchange’, 
‘substitution’ and ‘co-inherence’, as summing up the law of ‘the City’ [of 
God]. An early interest in Rosicrucianism, and brief membership in the 
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Order of the Golden Dawn, do not appear to have compromised his 
lifelong Anglican orthodoxy.
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Williams, Charles Walter Stansby (1886–1945), poet and theological 
writer. Educated at *St Albans and at University College, London, he 
worked from 1908 until his death in the London publishing business of 
the Oxford University Press. After some early poetry and plays, of which 
he later came to think poorly, he began to publish novels, largely 
devoted to supernatural themes, among them War in Heaven (1930), 
Descent into Hell (1937) and All Hallows’ Eve (1944); and also a play, 
Thomas Cranmer of Canterbury, written for the Canterbury festival of 
1936. Of his theological writings prob. the most significant was The 
Descent of the Dove (1939), an unconventional and penetrating study of 
the Church as governed by the activity of the Holy Spirit in history. His 
leading theological ideas were his concept of romantic love in which the 
image of God in the beloved is revealed to the lover (an idea most fully 
expounded in The Figure of Beatrice, 1943), and his quite literal 
understanding of substitution, of which the *Atonement was the 
culminating example. His poetic achievement culminated in his two 
volumes on the Arthurian theme, Taliessin through Logres (1938) and 
The Region of the Summer Stars (1944). Both in London and later in 
Oxford (in 1939–45) Williams by his life and writings did much, like his 
fellow-Anglicans T. S. *Eliot and C. S. *Lewis, to commend Christianity in 
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a Catholic and sacramental form to many who would have been 
unmoved by conventional apologetic.
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