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Charles Williams is perhaps best known for his association with the Oxford 

writing group formed in the early twentieth century known as ‘The Inklings’. 

While the members of this group had much in common, including a shared 

Christian faith, their creative visions differed in both form and content. In 

particular, Williams differed from his better known colleagues, C.S. Lewis 

and J.R.R. Tolkien, in the presentation of a unique utopic vision of the ur-

ban world.  

Both Lewis’s Narnia and Tolkien’s Middle Earth are essentially fantasy 

worlds to which the reader escapes, be it immediately and inherently in 

Tolkien, or transitionally and allegorically in Lewis. Williams’s novels and 

plays differ in that they are more immediate and accessible, being set in a 

particular location and time in our familiar world. Rather than transporting 

the reader to a distant imaginary world, Williams expands our understand-

ing of the everyday empirical one in order to accommodate his social and 

spiritual vision. That is not to say that Lewis and Tolkien have nothing to 

say about the world they inhabit, but rather that their attitude towards it is 

more ambivalent. Flora Leinard demonstrates this in her recent study that 

contrasts Tolkien’s anti-industrial and anti-urban 'green' vision, and the 

more optimistic and embracing urban view of Williams.
1
 In this context, 

natural utopic idylls represented in the Shire, Rivendell, Ents and Silmarils 
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of Middle Earth are not to be found in Williams, except in the form of a 

mere adolescent pre-urban phase. Williams's utopia, on the other hand, is 

situated within the modern industrialized complex urban world, and it is 

from an understanding of this world that he comes to express a unique 

utopic theory and vision that he calls simply 'The City'.  

We know that from an early stage it was clear that Williams was ‘un-

abashed in his preference for the City.’
2
 He was born in London and lived 

most his life there. His passionate affection for this city was consolidated 

during his transformative experiences working for Oxford University Press 

in Ludgate Hill, firstly at Amen Corner from 1908, and then at Amen House 

from 1924. This passion continued even into his final years in that less 

grand city, Oxford, where he was forced to move on account of the Second 

World War from 1939 until his death in 1945. 

Williams’s biographer, Alice Hadfield, notes the impact this early city 

working experience had on Williams’s vision and writing.
3
 For example, it 

was during this time that he wrote his masque plays including The Masque 

of the Manuscript (1927), The Masque of Perusal (1929) and The Masque 

of the Termination of Copyright (1930), which affectionately parodied the 

idyllic world of work amongst his colleagues at Amen House, depicting the 

community therein as a new Camelot or, more precisely, the new Holy City 

of Byzantium. That is not to say that there were not threats to this world 

but, as Gerard Hopkins recalls of those years, 

The City of God in which [Charles] never ceased to dwell, contained 

Amen House as its noblest human monument, and all who lived and 

worked in it were citizens to him… It is no extravagance to say that 

by sheer force of love and enthusiasm he created about him an at-

mosphere that must be unique in the history of business hours.
4
 

While Tolkien’s personal predilection for the edification and privileging of 

England's rural heritage saw him yearn for a pre-industrialized utopia 

where man would find refuge in the forest and countryside, Williams per-

sonally experienced and promulgated an earthly utopia offering man fulfil-

ment within a community of workers in the city. For Williams, harmony be-

tween man, his fellow citizens and his temporal and spiritual environment 

was not limited to the natural world but could, and should, also be found in 

the city. It was from such direct experiences that Williams went on to both 

develop and record the explicit theological principles regarding the redemp-

tive powers of the City, and to convey this vision through his creative work. 

At the heart of his utopic vision of the City, Williams presents an image 

of order and unity that challenges and simultaneously reconciles the false 

dichotomies assumed by many of his contemporaries. City and country 
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were not, according to Williams, dichotomously opposed but rather co-

existent within the notions of what he terms 'co-inherence', ‘exchange’ and 

'substitution'.
5
  As Anne Ridler explains in her introduction to the collection 

of Williams’s critical essays, in quoting C.S. Lewis’s recollection that, 

On many of us the prevailing impression made by the London 

streets is one of chaos; but Williams, looking on the same spectacle, 

saw chiefly an image – an imperfect, pathetic, heroic, and majestic 

image – of Order.
6
 

This sense of divine majestic order existing within the seemingly mundane 

activities of daily urban life can be found in a phrase from his novel, The 

Greater Trumps, where a policeman’s hand outstretched against the traffic 

in a London street is seen as a universal, timeless and supernatural symbol 

of order and law, ‘as if Charlemagne or one like him stretched out his con-

trolling sword over the tribes of Europe pouring from the forests.’
7
 This 

transcendent image, of which Williams was particularly fond, elevates the 

normally mundane everyday activity to an epic timeless ritual of supernatu-

ral significance. Notably, in contrast to Tolkien's 'green' vision, Williams's 

vision here has the tribes 'pouring from the forests' and coming into the city 

in order to achieve enlightenment, not the reverse. While this is unlikely an 

intentional rebuke to Tolkien’s idealised forests, it does suggest at least 

that these rural environs are not as evolved as the man-made urban city. At 

the very least, it illustrates how, rather than being a separate entity, the ru-

ral domain is intrinsically interconnected into the City. 

This sense of the interconnectedness of humanity with its environment 

can be found in another component of Williams’s theology regarding the 

City: what he called ‘co-inherence’. The cities of Williams’s fictional worlds 

are fraught with potential dangers from supernatural forces; be they de-

mons, an evil Magician, a megalomaniacal immortal scientist or an evil 

succubus; and they are often presented as being on the threshold of poten-

tial decay and death such as the city of Atlantis in A Myth of Bacon which is 

described as being ‘drowned but not dead.’
8
 However, these are not ir-

resolvable conflicts because, for Williams, it is not a case of natural versus 

supernatural, city versus country, let alone good versus evil. Williams's 

utopia transcends these misleading dichotomies by acknowledging the di-

vine universality of the daily operations of goodwill and love available to all 

citizens of the City. As Hadfield says, 

CW saw the other City, wherein the acknowledgement of the link is 

changed to a positive goodwill and love towards it, a goodwill which 

is at once the life of Christ in us and an awareness of that life. Here 

is the city that St John saw from Patmos, the City that King Arthur 
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and his peers knew at Sarras, the City of which all true politicians 

have known at least the dream. The life of love is the daily life of this 

City. Here there are no slums, of bricks or of minds or of habits, but 

in every street and talk and business there is pleasure for ever 

more.
9
 

In short, for Williams, the daily life of the City in both theory and reality is a 

place of communion. It is a transformative redemptive utopia operating as a 

microcosm reflective of the eternal Heavenly City. Rather than demanding 

that we wait to access it, Williams asserts that this utopia is available now 

through an acknowledgement and application of the principles of co-

inherence as they exist in the actual cities of earth; be it ancient Byzantium 

or modern London. 

One of Williams's early creative works that builds on this notion of the 

transcendent attraction of the city as a microcosm through which the divine 

may be accessed is his verse drama, A Myth of Shakespeare.
10

 The play, 

which is essentially a kind of Shakespeare in Love imaginary account of 

William Shakespeare's life as a working dramatist, begins with a scene en-

titled 'The Road from Stratford to London,' showing Shakespeare journey-

ing towards London full of expectation and hope. When asked where he is 

going, Shakespeare replies, 

 

London; where else? London, where poets are 

And plays and theatres and all bright things else.
11

 

 

Even the character of Christopher Marlowe acknowledges the appeal 

of this ‘light’ of London as almost an essential prerequisite for great poetic 

thought and, by implication, human fulfilment. In Act I Scene ii Marlowe re-

bukes the theatre manager Henslowe for not realising the important truth 

that great poets must commune with their peers and only in the city can 

they grow together: 

 

Are you mad 

To think a poet growing like a tree 

From one seed, solitary, has no trade 

By the exploring imagination, with 

All minds that grow about him? Out you fool!
12

 

 

In this artistic community of London we find a glimpse of Williams's 

sense of the ideal, universal and eternal City. It is a city based, at least in 

part, on the Augustinian idea that the City of God is amongst us - now. It is 

not something to simply yearn for in the afterlife as some kind of paradise, 
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it is achievable in the present if only citizens will embrace it. As Lienard 

writes, 

This City of God is in many ways the opposite of the traditional me-

dieval image of Paradise. In some medieval texts, the idea of Man 

finding the earthly Eden, where everybody lives in peace and where 

there is no need to fight or to choose to actively lead the good life, 

was strongly depicted. Williams chose to prefer the Augustinian ver-

sion of the City as the ideal for human harmony.
13

 

A key characteristic of this City is that it is a place of order. Again, perhaps 

because of Williams's personal experience of London, as the Inklings biog-

rapher Humphrey Carpenter tells us, 

To Charles Williams the City, with its churches, its law courts, its 

business houses, banks, libraries and printing presses, seemed the 

expression of an ideal order. The City’s rigid hierarchy and rules… 

delighted his imagination and seemed to him refreshingly stable and 

unshakeable after the uncertainties and worries of his parents’ 

home. Indeed to him the City of London soon became an earthly ex-

pression of the ultimate City, the City of God.
14

 

For Williams, however, this order is both social and political, and it 

stems from a paradoxical balance within a kind of republican hierarchy. As 

Hadfield points out, when considering Williams's political views, 

He had grown up much aware of political structure. He saw the res 

publica, the matter of public life, the political community, presented 

in the experience of love and the family, in Victorian poetry, in eight-

eenth century thought in France and England, in medieval feeling, 

as a balance between equality and hierarchy. Though youthfully a 

very temporary republican, he slowly created for himself over the 

years a synthesis in which all men and women were equal and yet 

different within their hierarchies of excellence and distinction, in 

which above political equality everyone’s distinctness was embodied 

in the single person of the monarch, as everyone’s personal equality 

and distinctness was held in Christ.
15

 

Williams’s poem ‘Celestial Cities’ demonstrates this paradox by combining 

his passionate feeling for being a citizen of London with his sense of public 

authority held under the young Lord Mayor, man in London, Christ in Sar-

ras. 

 

When our translated cities 
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Are joyous and divine, 

And through the streets of London 

The Streets of Sarras shine… 

When we shall hear-how gladly!- 

The general shout declare 

That up Cheapside his pageant 

Conveys the young Lord Mayor, 

When all applause salutes him, 

Man chosen among men, 

By proof of former friendship 

Known to each citizen.
16

 

 

Williams justifies the validity of this seemingly paradoxical hierarchical re-

public in his essay 'A Dialogue on Hierarchy'.
17

 In this dialectic, presented in 

the form of an imaginary dialogue, Nicobar defends to Sophonisba what he 

calls the ‘great exchange of duty’, asserting that ‘the classless Republic is a 

republic of hierarchies, and each hierarchy is the flashing out of ranked 

equalities.’
18

 Nicobar goes on to qualify, 'But this equality is known in 

movement and not in quiescence.' For Nicobar, as for Williams, it is there-

fore this sense of 'movement', 'exchange' or 'flashing out' that sustains this 

seemingly paradoxical model of an ideal city, where the 'duty' of all citizens 

lies in action and, in particular, it requires the daily operation of the funda-

mental element of individual choice. This importance of acknowledging and 

exercising choice in the actions of all members of the City in order to 

achieve social and spiritual reconciliation is outlined in Williams's earlier 

essay, ‘The Redeemed City’, in which he asserts, ‘There is no final idea for 

us but the glory of God in the redeemed and universal union – call it Man or 

the Church or the City.’
19

 The true City is therefore one in which men are 

not immune from decisions but rather empowered to make them out of their 

own free will. Unlike the medieval notion of a static passive paradise, Wil-

liams’s City is one of constant choices. As he says, 

The choice exists everywhere, at every minute, as a fundamental, 

though that fundamental may have been accepted, and our business 

be with the edification of the City upon it.
20

 

A clear example of this type of choice can be found in Williams’s final 

novel, All Hallows’ Eve, which is again set in London.
21

 At the end of the 

novel our protagonists struggle against the evil forces in the city and are 

faced with a terrifying choice over whether or not to succumb to the seem-

ingly unstoppable demonic magician ‘Simon The Clerk’. 

They were all now in a world of simple act. The time for thought, dis-



░    The Utopian Urban Vision of Charles Williams 107 

pute, preparation was done. They were in the City. They were potent 

to act or impotent to act, but that was the only difference between 

any of them.
22

 

At this critical point of the 'simple act' Betty chooses wisely to help her 

friends, while Evelyn chooses poorly and is drawn back into a world of 

shadows. The contextual significance of this choice at this point in the 

novel will be discussed below but, for now, it is enough to note that for Wil-

liams such choices are vital, unavoidable and have real consequences.  

For Williams, this principle of choice applies equally to states, coun-

tries, governments as much as individuals. He writes in his essay ‘The Free 

Act’, ‘The State itself must be willing continuously to die in order to live.’
23

 

Like an individual, the state can find true freedom only in obedience and 

sacrifice. As Williams goes on to explain, 

But free to recognise that opposite of freedom, free to make them-

selves servants. The only freedom is to choose obedience. It is true 

that obedience in our happiest moments is a thing so light, so rich, 

so rewarding, that it is hardly felt as obedience. As when we do not 

interrupt our friends’ part in the conversation.
24

 

Williams's utopic vision takes as one of its fundamental assumptions the 

fact that humans cannot, and should not, be alone. Cities are therefore all 

about communion and exchange. As one of Williams’s favourite poets, 

John Donne, wrote, ‘I am no companion for myself… I must not be alone 

with myself… I am the Babylon that I must go out of, or I perish'.
25

 As Wil-

liams explains, 'The name of the City is Union; the operation of the Infamy 

if by outrage on that union. The process of that union is by the method of 

free exchange.’
26

 That is, the daily offering of oneself to others in the daily 

moments of existence. For Williams, ‘The whole effort of imagining the 

City…is the use of propinquity as a means to neighbourliness, and so to 

the continual interchange of courtesies of the spirit.’
27

 Modern, complex and 

stimulating industrialised cities are the ideal context for such exchange, and 

rather than withdrawing from this urban reality (as perhaps Tolkien and 

Lewis do), one should fully engage. As Marlowe says in A Myth of Shake-

speare while admiring the genius and awesome humanity of Shakespeare, 

each of us should let our ‘mind out to saunter with them all.’
28

 From the 

mundane to the elaborately ceremonial, we should be able to do it all, and 

all is equally valid in the City. 

However, for Williams, of course, there is an even deeper spiritual di-

mension to this. It goes well beyond the physical daily exchanges and tran-

scends into the supernatural and spiritual world. To Williams, the 'super-

natural was constantly present, requiring only extra awareness from the 
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beholder to make it visible,' and 'a City pavement may suddenly melt away 

and reveal the "firmer under-stone" of the Eternal City of God'.
29

 Nowhere 

was this clearer than in regard to a particular element of co-inherence and 

exchange in the utopian City that he called ‘substitution’. 

Williams took literally Christ’s invocation that ‘Others have laboured 

and ye have entered into their labours’ or to ‘Bear your brothers’ burdens.’ 

Manifestations of this ‘substitution’ are found throughout his creative work, 

a most compelling one being in the novel Descent into Hell, in which Peter 

Stanhope offers to, and successfully does, take away Pauline’s fear. In the 

novel, the hanged labourer returns to the city of London in a ghost-like form 

in order to reconnect with the community. 

He was aware that, having re-entered this place and point of time, 

this station of an inhabited world, by the ladder of bone from the 

other side, he must go now farther on the way. He had the City in his 

mind.
30

 

The story climaxes when Pauline also offers to take the fear of the fire from 

her returned martyr ancestor, John Struther, realising, 'The moment of 

goodwill in which she had directed to the City the man who had but lately 

died had opened to her the City itself, the place of the present and all the 

past.'
31

 

This idea of substitution was also performed on stage, albeit in a more 

humorous way, through a clever imaginary device in A Myth of Shake-

speare. One of the characters, Heanage, in Act II Scene iii, hypothesises 

about a fictional coming together of various Shakespearean characters. In 

a self-conscious conceit, Heanage imagines the rather humorous scenario 

should Hamlet and Iago converse or King Claudius’ Ghost and Othello 

meet. Shakespeare then imagines the implications of such an unusual but 

appealing co-inherence, 

 

Faith, 

There’d be an opposition worth the talk 

On one side; on the other a two-act play 

With one corpse honourably poignarded - no death  

Drunk to the lees.
32

 

 

Here, as elsewhere, Williams's examples of substitution and exchange are 

imbued with a sense of them being able to operate outside the constraints 

of earthly time.  Like Wordsworth’s nature in The Prelude, Williams’s City, 

‘which is the proper community of men,’
33

 is intergenerational and timeless. 

It is a union of 'the generations of mankind / Spread over time, past, pre-
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sent, and to come.'
34

 Likewise, according to Williams, T.S. Eliot’s The Fam-

ily Reunion 'carries within it the poetic hints of the civil union of the living 

and the dead.’ Williams even goes as far as to declare, ‘But I do not recol-

lect any other modern work which throws so strange a light on the true rela-

tionship of the generations, and therefore on the principles of the City.’
 35

 

This timelessness, however, can also have negative implications for 

those who reject the Way of Exchange and substitution.
36

 As Williams says, 

‘The burden of the guilt of a murder conceived in one generation is carried 

in another: "bear ye one another’s burdens" is given here a terrible interpre-

tation.’
37

 So within Williams's vision of the City there is always the lurking 

potential for 'terrible interpretation'. For example, the city of London can be 

a negative place apparently lacking love. In All Hallows’ Eve, as Lester and 

Evelyn walk in the streets of a deserted and dark London lit only by empty 

houses, Lester is scared of finding herself alone in this new City. 

… [A]ll in a silence she did not know, so that if she yielded to the si-

lence she would not know those other things, and the whole place 

would be different and dreadful.
38

 

Williams calls this type of London, ‘It is ours and not ours, for men and 

women never meant to dwell there long;… but mostly those streets are only 

for the passing through of the newly dead.’
39

 

However, such elements are not essentially dystopic, nor do they un-

dermine the utopic core of Williams's vision. Rather, such counterpoints re-

flect the very paradox that Williams contends is an essential element of the 

city – it is earthly and divine. He states, ‘These images, making altogether 

one greater image, show the City both ideally and actually (and even his-

torically), in schism and in concord, as in heaven and as on earth’.
40

 

Within Williams's creative work, this dialectic in his vision of the City 

between earthly and divine, natural and supernatural, schism and concord, 

hierarchy and republic, is a delicate one and, like all utopic visions, is sub-

ject to challenges. The question thus arises, to what extent can Williams's 

utopic vision of the City withstand the challenge of potential and actual ca-

tastrophe, be it man-made, natural or supernatural?  Furthermore, can Wil-

liams's City withstand, let alone offer hope for overcoming, the challenges 

and catastrophes of our world today? 

To help answer this, some comparison with Tolkien is useful. Tolkien 

offers hope in the face of potential and actual catastrophe through a re-

demptive phenomenon that he argues is found in all true fairy stories and 

myths, a phenomenon he calls ‘eucatastrophe’.
41

 He defines eucatastrophe 

as ‘the good catastrophe, the sudden joyous turn,’
42

 and he cites Christ’s 

birth as the ultimate example of this: ‘The birth of Christ is the eucatastro-
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phe of man’s history. The resurrection is the eucatastrophe of the story of 

the incarnation. The story begins and ends in joy.’
43

 Examples of such eu-

catastrophes in Tolkien’s creative work include such episodes as the sud-

den resurrection of Gandalf the White and the salvation afforded all of Mid-

dle Earth by Gollum’s unexpected arrival at Mount Doom at the Climax of 

The Lord of the Rings. 

However, in Tolkien’s sub-created world of Middle Earth this eucatas-

trophe remains somewhat distant. It was all too often only a brief vision of 

the divine or, as he describes it, ‘a far off gleam or echo of evangelium in 

the real world.’
44

 Williams, on the other hand, takes eucatastrophe a step 

further and brings it into our real and experienced world. He writes, ‘The 

Glory of God is in facts… This is the great inclusion that makes the City. If 

we ascend towards it, it is still that which descends out of heaven, and is 

the cause and course of our ascent.’
45

 Or put another way, ‘the principle of 

substitution was at the root of the supernatural, of universal life, as well as 

of natural.’
46

 That is, for Williams, true points of eucatastrophe occur when 

heaven and earth co-inhere; the natural and supernatural exchange.  Thus 

paradoxically man-made, natural or supernatural catastrophes always have 

the potential to become eucatastrophes within Williams’s vision and princi-

ples of the City for, ‘though they slay me, yet will I trust in them.’
47

 

A clear example of these eucatastrophic principles of the City in opera-

tion at points of potential and real catastrophe can be found in the novel 

Descent into Hell. At the climax of this novel, when individual citizens and 

their relationships are imperilled by evil supernatural forces, we also find 

the world itself suffering under what appear to be the signs of impending 

environmental apocalypse. Williams describes the meeting between Adela, 

Hugh and the sinister soothsayer-like Lily Sammile in terms reminiscent of 

Eliot’s ‘The Waste Land,’ with the futility of humanity echoed in Lily’s cries 

of ‘Dust-that’s what you want; dust.”
48

 By further describing Lily’s fear 

whereby ‘[t]he tears ran down her face and left streaks in the greyness, as 

if they crept through and over grime,’
49

 Williams alludes to the fears of pol-

lution and social degradation prevalent in his, and our, post-industrial mod-

ern society. At the same time the spectre of a modern biological plague, vi-

rus or genetic mutation is evoked in the mystery illness that has suddenly 

swept through the community. This ‘local influenza epidemic’ apparently 

has no cure where for citizens like Myrtle Fox, ‘A Doctor had been called in 

but he did not help her. She took this and that, and nothing did good.’
50

 The 

catastrophe is deepened by the perversion of the natural order whereby 

graves suddenly open and eject their contents. To highlight the contradic-

tion Williams describes the scene in quasi-scientific terms. ‘Gravitation was 

reversed; the slowness and uncertainty of the movement exposed the 
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earth’s own initiation of it. The law of material things turned; somewhere in 

that walled receptacle of the dead activity was twisted upon itself. The 

backward movement of things capable of backward movement had be-

gun.’
51

 This devolutionary scene seems to defy science and mankind’s ra-

tionale and foreshadow the type of environmental disaster prophesized by 

many both in Williams’s day and our own, whereby nature is no longer able 

or willing to sustain itself.  

However, it is in the midst of this catastrophe that we find some of the 

most poignant illustrations of the potential redemptive powers of the City. It 

is precisely at this heightened point of crisis that Pauline, having come to 

accept the principles of Exchange within the City due largely to her encoun-

ter with her ghostly ancestor, explicitly offers those same redemptive prin-

ciples to the fearful and seemingly paralyzed Adela. In an offer of substitu-

tion she says to Adela, ‘Let me run for you, Adela. You can keep quiet. I 

can run faster than you….Let me run instead of you.’
52

 However, while ac-

knowledging the genuine nature of the offer of this ‘law of exchanged 

good,’
53

 Adela chooses to reject it and therefore ultimately remains outside 

the redemptive City. Appropriately for Williams, this self-imposed exclusion 

of Adela is evidenced in her simple final gesture whereby, ‘Her hand shook 

Pauline’s in her agitation, and the movement was a repulsion.’
54

 

For those, like Pauline, who are already in the City, all catastrophes 

are effectively eucatastrophes and opportunities to exercise Exchange. For 

others not yet in the City, catastrophes offer the opportunity to discover and 

embrace the redemptive principles of the City and therefore transform the 

perception and reality of that challenge into a eucatastrophe. A clear ex-

ample of this can be found in All Hallows’ Eve. 

 In the final climax to this novel, which notably begins and ends with a 

character looking over the city of London, we encounter the evil magician, 

Simon the Clerk, enacting an occultist ritual aimed at increasing his power 

and control over individuals and, by extension, the world. Seated on a self-

made throne encircled by an occultist pentagram, Simon ritualistically 

mixes the blood of his servant with the wax of a succubus doll in order to 

magically summon his 'daughter' Betty to the house. The foreboding super-

natural setting of rain, darkness, phosphorescent glows, strange voices, 

weeping walls, heavy air, moaning ‘zombies’ and invisible force fields, en-

hances the tension of the scene. The ritual appears to proceed to its inexo-

rable, terrifying climax, but at the point of impending catastrophe Williams 

demonstrates how the redemptive principles of the City can be invoked and 

realised in order to offer genuine hope. 

As mentioned above, while Evelyn makes a poor choice in this crisis, 

Betty makes a wise one - to walk into the circle of her own free will. It is this 
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choice which defeats Simon and restores order to the world. And it is the 

simplicity of the choice that is compelling. Despite the pleas of her lover, 

Jonathan, to stay, Betty replies, 'Let me go darling. I can't leave her to die 

again.'
55

 The bystander Richard understands this choice of self-sacrifice - 

of substitution - when he says to Jonathan, 'I shouldn't worry. You won't 

have her if you keep her; when she wants to go she ought to go.'
56

 As Wil-

liams explains at this critical point, 'They were now in a world of simple 

acts... They were in the City.'
57

 By this stage in the novel Williams has sub-

tly paralleled the growing threat of Simon’s invoked catastrophe with a de-

veloping invocation of the active application of the redemptive principles of 

the City whereby we read that the ‘acts of the City were at hand’ and ‘the 

Acts of the City took charge.’
58

 The reader is thereby given a sense that the 

utopian vision of the City is strengthened rather than weakened in the face 

of catastrophe whereby the natural and supernatural co-inhere on an epic 

scale: 'The vigil of the saints was innumerably active in the City and all 

London lay awake under it.'
59

 Furthermore, for Williams what is true for the 

City is even more so for the individual citizens therein. When Simon's epic 

plans are thwarted by a simple act of a single sacrificial person in Betty, the 

hope of the City returns and we see 'the whole City through which she 

[Betty] had often passed, vivid and real in that glowing richness.'
60

 So, at 

the point when the utopian City and its citizens are most threatened, the 

true strength of Williams’s vision is made manifest. The City, be it London 

or the co-inhered greater whole, redeems them. 

Charles Williams’s utopic vision of the City is a unique one in which 

order, hierarchical equality, freedom, choice, exchange, substitution and 

love are held out as powerful timeless realities available to all who see 

them and choose them. As demonstrated in his creative work, when en-

acted at times of potential catastrophe, this vision provides hope, redemp-

tion often becoming manifest in a unique form of eucatastrophe. So rather 

than rejecting the City as some sort of dystopic, catastrophic threat to hu-

manity, Williams offers his readers, including we modern urban dwellers, a 

vision of the City as a place of utopic eucatastrophic hope. 
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