
G. K. CHESTERTON AND PRE-RENAISSANCE EUROPE

1. I n t r o d u c t o r y
A study on the above subject was w ritten in E nglish  e igh t 

years ago. In 1950 som e essential points of fit were .presented to 
the Polish Academ y of A rts and Sciences and a P olish  resum e 
of the usu al size (3 pages) w as prin ted in the  P roceedings of 
the Com m ittee of M odern Philology.

The present paiper is a m ore extensive sum m ary  of the study, 
pending its com plete publication.

The study itself consists  in an  a ttem pt to  throw  som e objective 
light on the probierni, inciting  m any to  obscure accusations and 
subjectivist guesses, of G. K. C h esterton’s „m ediaevaliism ” .

The author deliberately refrained from using  the la tte r term  
in the title, to avoid any appearance of inclin ing  a t  the  very 
outset tow ards the  opinion of th ose  who would see in a g reat 
part of G. K. C .’s literary  ou tput an unqualified apotheosis of 
the epoch of the crusades and a wish to  revive it fully. On the 
other hand it is obvious th a t C hesterton’s in terest in th e  M iddle 
Ages, from The Napoleon of N o ttin g  H ilt onw ards w as real and 
reached much farther than  his curiosity  for other periods of history.

The author of the enquiry tried therefore  to show the  extent 
of th e  in terest, its sources and the  lim its up to  which it can  be 
said to  agree with facts of h istory. The artis tic  expression, where 
existing, w as also analysed.

A ta sk  of th is kind seem ed to  im pose itself, if G. K. C .’s 
position as a thinker is to h e  judged properly: it has to  be done 
for every m an of genius who is no t a scholar, but whose ideas 
influence a w ide section of th e  public.



At th e  sam e tim e the study, a s  the author 'believes, could be 
useful for m ore purely literary  aims. N ot only because of certair 
aesthetic analyses which it contains, but also  because of the 
background it supplies for such analyses and criticism  by others, 
A background of th is sort — biographical and ideological — is 
often helpful if we are  to  estim ate a w riter’s creative  apparatus. 
But especially in  C h esterton 's  case  his k ind  of im agery and style 
and the type of his construction  are so  evidently connected with 
his historical in terests th a t exp lain ing the la tter m ay lead to  the 
elucidation of th e  former.

2. C h e s t e r t o n ’s n a t u r a l  b i a s .
There are  people for whom, m ore th an  for others, manhood 

is an extension of childhood. G. K- C hesterton was one of these 
and yet th is did not deprive his m atu re  mind of wealth and 
broadness.

If we now wish to pass in review  the causes which led 
G. K. C. to .be  in terested in the M iddle Ages, we m ust according!) 
begin by reca lling  his childhood and take into account, precise!) 
from his youngest years, his love of bright colours and of the 
picturesque, as well as the corresponding  d isgust with the 
drabness of the la te  V ictorian surroundings.

Boyhood over, we come across th e  friendship with Belloc 
whom C hester fell chose for guide in m atte rs  historical with such 
faith fu lness, th e  subsequent in terest in the „Old Religion" 
(together with the  epoch in which it had flourished in E ngland) 
and th e  desire to  reach th e  historical roots of w hat he did not 
like in the m odernity.

In  the  aesthetic part of G. K. C .’s a ttitu d e  to the epoch of 
troubadours, M aurice E vans l) will thus discover „a s tro n g  stra in  
of th e  P re-R ap haelite“ (in .particular a resem blance to D. G. 
R o sse tti), the influence of „the chivalric love code“ and, the

‘) In Gilbert Keith Chesterton, Cam bridge University Press 1939, p. 115.



aptest observation of all, a rich use of colour (The B allad of 
the W hite H orse).

There is also, here and there, some n a tu ra l affinity between 
C hesterton’s fram e of m ind and th a t of the m ediaeval m an. Las 
Vergnas discovers it in The M an Who W as T hursday  — not 
merely on account of the m otif of a dream , bu t because of the 
whole com bination of p ra ise  and buffoonery, so much as in a 
Gothic c a th e d ra l2). M oreover, there are  even occasional expres
sions and ways of putting- th in gs w here a resem blance to th e  
Scholastic mind at its best m igh t be detected.

B ut th a t refers, na tu ra lly , to  one aspect only of the  g reat 
w riter’s in terest in the epoch in question. To un derstan d  it to 
the full, one has to  delve into his general philosophy.

The point to grasp is the adherence to a perm anen t conception 
of Man. A series of basic sta tem ents about M an, which could 
seern quite com m onplace from* the trad itio nal view point, was 
however necessary  at, a tim e when all th a t had once been viewed 
as self-evident and axiom atic began to  be questioned. Thence their 
place in C hesterton’s thought. The sta tem en ts could be ranged  
under the follow ing parag raph s: M an is a reasonab le  and free 
being, a person; he is tied to his body in an essential way, lim ited 
physically and m orally, endowed with feelings, capable of sacrifice 
and sublim ity, cu lm inating  in religion.

With this background, C hesterton’s approach to  the M iddle 
Ages to a g reat extent consisted in a search (unconscious?) 
for such characteristics of th e  epoch as would fit th is  conception 
of m an and be sho>wn to have satisfied his corresponding  needs. 
It is no t the approach of a d isin terested  h is to rian  (if there is 
such a m an) which, by the way, C hesterton  never pretended to 
have. Nor can  we say th a t there w as any set ta sk  — even |n  an 
am ateurish way — to sound the m ediaeval problem s as a whole

2) R. Las Vergnas: Chesterton. Belloc, Baring, Sheed & W ard, 1938,
p. 16.



and p resen t them  to  the read ing  public. On the  other -hand, rather 
few of his contentions, even if often scattered about his w ritings, 
are  ground less and, com pared with other am ateurs in th is  field, 
he appears m ore fair. Anyhow, the approach such as it is, fulfilling 
to  a certain  extent the role of an A rbeithypothese  has helped 
to b rin g  to ligh t certain  neglected sides of th e  M iddle Ages. 
In other cases, G. K- C .’s efforts m ay look to  specialists like 
tak in g  pains to  b rin g  hom e tru th s  long known, but we cannot 
forget th a t he is after all a h igh-class journa list, figh ting  popular 
m isconceptions. Even scholarly research  was however more than 
once stim ulated  by am ateu rs  and th is m ay be the case with 
C hesterton  ’ s „med i a ev a 1 ism “ .

3. S u b j e c t  D e l i m i t a t i o n
This much about the approach. W ith regard  to the range 

of the  sub ject itself, for G. K- C. the  M iddle Ages begin after 
A. D. 1000, their end fa lling  around th e  usually  accepted dates. 
As to  the  lim itation  in space, the w rite r’s in terest (or, for that 
m atter, know ledge) did not extend beyond W estern Europe, with 
the  exception of the chap ters, devoted to  the  N ear E ast in „The 
N ew  Jerusa lem ”. In sp ite  of his ¡interest in  P oland, i t  would be 
hard  to  find any proof a t all of his being acquainted with the 
m ediaeval h isto ry  of C en tra l-E aste rn  Europe. In a general way, 
w hatever be w rites in the way of social or general history of the 
M iddle A ges, ra ther refers p rim arily  to E ngland . If we bear this 
in m ind, we shall be less prone to accuse him of inaccuracies.

And now  a review  of the  m ediaevalist theses, ranged  after 
the above-m entioned hum ain ist conceptions. It will help us to  wind 
up our study on the  sam e m otives which we took for s ta rtin g  
point and give it som e uniform ity.

4. M e d i a e v a l  H u m a n i s m
a) The M iddle Ages show us M an, in G. K- C.’s perspective, 

first as th e  reason ing  s tuden t and organizer of reality. The author



of S t. Thomas A qu inas  enhances the  epoch of the g re a t Doctor 
as one of reason. The Schoolmen a re  shown as its  cu ltivators. 
Logic is one of the favourite subjects s) . The Doctor, surnam ed 
Angelicas, is, to  his distinguished m odern b iographer, ra th er first 
of all the defender of hum an reason, of science and a fair 
debater, dauntless in his appreciation of no n-C hristian  th inkers.

Since m an needs no less than  tru th , the m ediaeval people 
looked after n o  less a thing. They eared  for ideas as ideas 4), no t 
merely for ideas better or w orse adapted  to their time.

A ccepting th e  need of do'gma in religion, the  m ediaeval 
people could have a healthy doubt in other m atte rs , show ing the 
power of com m on sense in th e  e p o ch 5). The above-m entioned 
love of logic m ay be seen in m any th ings, in th e  grow th of the 
Gothic much less „w ild“ than some nineteenth  cen tu ry  w riters 
were fond of b e liev in g ’) or even in the ho rro rs of the  Inqu i
s i t io n 7); their in tellectual a ttitu de  w as shown in the search for 
sense in l i fe 8) in th e  ra tional and p lan n in g  activ ities ’) or in the 
appreciation of the h ierarchical order of ends and m eans in the 
Schoolmen, in D an te’s preference for clear id e a s 10) .

All these observations find their com pleting  cou n terp art in 
the em phasis on the  prom otion of lea rn in g  and cu ltu re  by the 
Church, especially by the m onks and such „m onkish“ k ings as 
Alfred the G reat.

If is not difficult to  oppose various con trary  facts to  alm ost 
every one of the alleged item's; bearin g  in m ind the real am ount

•5) Chaucer and His Age, p. 221.
*) What's Wrong with the W orld , III, 10.
5) On M onsters in The Uses of D iversity  and Avow als and Denials, 

p. 114.
») W illiam Cobbet, p. 154.
7) Heretics, p. 16.
8) Pageants and Dress in The Uses of Diversity.
») Eugenics and Other Evils, p. 91.
io) On Two Allegories in The Thing.



of superstition , narrow ness, credulity etc. in this age which 
C hesterton praises for its breadth, balance and intellect. The low 
level of experim ental sei ence, sural 1 num ber of exceptions like Roger 
Bacon, often a com plete refusât to tre a t it as such, is another 
obvious objection. W hat we need however is the realisa tion  that 
C hesterton  not so much forgets th e  dark sides, as, by show ing 
the brigh t ones, tries to m ake the picture com plete and put into 
it the essen tia l factors, believing th a t the philosophie framework, 
outlined for hum an science by A quinas was a th ing  m ore im por
tan t to  consider th an  the  scarcity  of the  concrete achievem ens of 
th is sam e science.

b) So now on to the second g rea t paradox, ca lling  the Middle 
Ages ,,a free country“ . It is no good a ttem p ting  to verify 
C hesterton’s records of social facts of history. As alw ays with 
G. K- C .( it is his deep-going excavations info th e  foundations 
of the cultu re  th a t reveal to him its v ital tendency even if this 
tendency be betrayed by practical institu tions.

Thus, at the very s ta rt we m ust put som eth ing that may 
seem rem ote from everyday consequences: the essential victory 
over fa ta lism  which followed the  spread of C hristian ity . The bare 
fact of h av in g  a belief in som e spiritual values m ay have m ade 
for a grow th of freed o m 11). The trem endous sense of self
responsibility  brings in a creative atm osphere: m an can contend 
with cosm os and with him self, he can hope and build. This 
superior wisdom  w as flung by Alfred in the weary faces of the 
heathen followers of G uthrum  in The B allad of the W hite Horse. 
It is the  sense of self-responsibility which m akes it possible for 
people to bind them selves and expect others to be bound by their 
declara tions and pledges . (the philosophy of the vow) 12) 
In fact a slave, as soon as he sw ears som e kind of allegiance, 
paves the way for his future em ancipation, however remote:

" )  Fancies versus Fads,■ p. 184.
12) The Superstition of Divorce, p. 94, 67 ss.



te is treated like a m an who answ ers for his words, n o t any 
pore like a chattel.

Thus we find Chesterton em phasizing the  im portance of the 
Christian insistence on  m an’s m etaphysical freedom , basically  
Htai, even if it w as for a long tim e insufficiently fruitful on the 
jiocial plane. N ineteenth century liberalism , though politically 
bo outspoken about liberty, w as paralysed because in its case 
pe philosophical basis  w as poor.

It is such correct, if theoretical calcu lation , th a t seem s to 
lave m ade G. K- C. assum e practical liberation as follow ing it. 
fo what extent m ediaeval life fell short of it is a m atte r of 
toinmon ('though not alw ays exact) inform ation. In any case, 
¡here is no denying the  severe obstinacy of serfdom  and the darker 
tides of feudalism , softened by C hristian ity , but p ractically  no t 
tea 11 y liquidated until a later epoch. Som e such concession on 
ihe part of the  w riter would have been necessary.

Apart from these, there are  less sublim e foundations of 
mediaeval freedom: in som e cases the ignorance of the people 
&f that epoch could be h e lp fu l13).

In som e th ings, th e  m ediaeval s ta te  w as m uch less oppressive 
than the  com plicated m odern m achinery.

These points seem less controvertib le than  the preceding 
ones.

The W est alw ays joined a keen sense of personality  to that 
bf freedom. The m ediaeval period of its h istory  works out such 
Embodiments of both those elem ents as the ju ry , the conception 
bf liber et legalis homo, the economic protection of individual 
independence in the guilds.

-c) A few words m ore specifically about the person. The 
Maximum of possible insistence on the  w elfare of the soul is 
Essentially declaratory of the care bestow ed on. the person, even

is) It was the learned who promoted the Roman Law — partly  an 
¡instrument of oppression — the common people built • the Common Law.

E



if th e  la tte r term  w as com paratively  less used. C hesterton show 
how  som e conditions favoured this personalism  avant la lettr 
in m ediaeval society: the type of work of the craftsm an, th 
pow er and rootedness of sm all com m unities and local loyaltiei 
private  property (though un justly  distributed and too thiinl 
sp read ). On the other hand, too little account is taken by hii 
of the  great, som etim es crush ing  power .of custom  and conventior 
charac teristic  of prim itive com m unities, which in som e way 
w ere certa in ly  unfavourab le to person alist developm ent. The simp] 
fact of the lim itation in the choice of a career m ust have warpe 
no end of vocations when the son of a serf had to  rem ain a sei 
and the  daugh ter of a m erchant so often could n o t'm a rry  „abov 
her s ta tio n “ . This by way of exam ple of the possib le objection 
in th is section.

d) G. K- C .’s book on A quinas shows his u n d e rs ta n d s  
of the  Thom istic rehabilita tion  of the body, th a t essential elemer 
of 'the hum an person. The victory of St. Thom as over the Manichee 
(under w hatever shape) paved the w ay for a sound hum anisn 
In spheres of life less exalted than  philosophy, this profoundl 
C hristian  respect for the righ ts of m an ’s  „lower half“ was mor 
easily perceptible: thence probably C hesterton’s appreciation fc 
the old, nay also  m ediaeval pastim es of the tavern: beer, goo 
food, hum an ta lk  and com panionship, dances on the green, lov 
of song  and  all the associations of M erry E n g la n d 14). For it i 
an  epoch w here th a t „m ystical m ateria lism “ characteristic  c 
C atholicism  w as strongly , if subconsciously, present in the mind 
and doings of the people. From  the sam e source sp ran g  the lov 
of sym bol, heraldry , ritual, m um m ery and, h ighest of all, lifcurgj 
Deeply understood w as the  need of m aterial „exterioriz-ation“ c 
inw ard experience. N aturally , the incom pleteness of the  Thom isti 
victory -and the s tren g th  of th e  Au.gustin.iain trend have, converse!) 
to be carefully  ho rn  in m ind. And one cannot forget the certai-i

i*) Fancies versus Fads, p. 16/17.



am ount of unnecessary  self-to rtu ring  and unw holesom e contem pt 
for the flesh th a t m ust have gone a long  with the  m ore sound 
and m oderate asceticism.

e) M an’s lim itations w ere also  at hom e in the  epoch of sm all 
com m unities (bu t breeding som etim es g rea t id e a s 15) and g rea t 
art) 16), and much m ore so, one  would th ink , in th e  epoch of the 
sm all and alm ost hom ely P to lem aic un iverse and of th e  narrow  
scope of m ateria l possibilities in com fort, com m unication etc. 
But w hatever the extent of p ra ise  given by G. K- C. to 
particu larism , one m ust ask: w ere such sm all fram es alw ays good? 
Wais every parochialism  fujl oif th e  u n d e rs tan d in g  th a t it w as 
a p a r t of a g rea t European organ ism ? Did there no t very often 
go with it ac tual narrow ness and ignorance? It is enough for 
the m om ent to  realize  th a t there m ust hav e  been both possibilities.

f) T hat m uch m ore d ram atic  of m a n ’s lim itations, the  m oral, 
was w isely borne in m ind. „M iddle Ages w ere g re a t for they 
believed in th e  Fall of M an” . Sin, o rig ina l and individual, w as 
recognized and called by its nam e, even, if ram pan t. This precious 
feeling of unshaken ethical criteria m ade the innum erab le a n ti
clerical sa tires  sound  and innocuous for the  foundations of .the 
system : m onks were laughed a t n o t because they w ere m onks 
but because they w ere not- m onkish enough. Such recognition  of 
m ediaeval realism  in its ta k in g  account of hum an  im perfection 
rem ains valid under all c ircum stances. The objection a ris in g  here 
concerns ra ther the  point w hether the  ethical criteria w ere really 
alw ays so  unshaken and the m oral no tions so uniform . H ow  m any 
curious local „ad ap ta tio n s“ of th e  un iversal code w ere possible 
in th is society often only half-em erg ing  from the  triba l .stage! 
These observations will do by w ay of com m entary on th e  tru th  
(on th e  whole unquestionable) of the un ity  of m oral outlook in 
the M iddle Ages.

is) Cfr. The Napoleon of N otting  Hill, p. 75
1«) St. Francis of Assisi, p. 49.



g )  S im ilarly  th e  in ext of the E verlasting  M a n ’s  characteristics: 
the  need of feelings w as m ore a t  hom e iin th e  epoch of Courtly 
Love. C o n tras tin g  e. g. the spontaneous and hum ble m ediaeval 
Scots w ith their Calvimistie, overrationalized sons, G. K. C. speaks
of  m irth  and pardon, of laugh ter and tears and tru ce“ and of
„...the kind and careless knights th a t rode with the heart of 
B ruce“ 17) .

R adically  opposed to  it in his eyes is not only the cold ta lk  of 
p redestina tio n  hut the  m echanized w orld of m odern m ass industry  
or D arw in ist „p itiless“ science (!). The hum an w arm th of innum er
ab le  m ediaeval tav e rn s  which w as brought in a while ago  in 
connection with m an ’s body is here relevant with its powerful 
call on  im ag inations lo ng ing  for ,,a tim e with a h ea rt“ .

H ere  th e  necessary correction would consist in po in tin g  .out, 
first, that- m odern science has relieved a trem endous lot of hum an 
sufferings (e. g. in th e  m edical field) p ro g ress in g  hand  in  hand 
w ith m odern hu m anitarian ism . I f  hum am itarianism  has often 
proved in som e th ings shallow , naive and „unhierarch ical“ , 
s im ilar draw backs could be detected in m ediaeval sentim ental 
ou tgrow ths. So w h at could resist criticism  is no t so much the  
co n tras tin g  of facts as of conceptions. The m ediaeval conception 
of m an in G. K. C.’s view afforded a better scope and deeper roots 
for hum an feelings, especially joy; and such conception of m an 
as is im plied in the schem es of m odern science is indeed dry, 
to  say the least.

h) The need of sacrifice which the  „ rea lis ts“ of la te r tim es 
denied in m an  wa-s consisten tly  enoouraiged when his life was 
so often com pared to  a m in ia tu re  W ay of the Cross. Not only 
in th is  w ere the M iddle Ages above u tilitarian ism : we spoke 
before oif their in terest in tru th  for tru th ’s s a k e 18) .

17) The Queen of Seven Swords, Sheed and W ard, 1946, p. 50.
is) W hat’s W rong with the World, III, 10.



i) The real scope for sacrifice w as th us offered by religion, i t  
is viewed as the  g igan tic  m otor of activity' in th e  m ediaeval w orld, 
which in the life of St. F ra n jis  is shown in its m ost sublim e form, 
the  love of God, m obilizing m an’s w hole e n e rg y 1S) . F rom  it flows 
all the sp irit of social com passion of the  fria rs and m onks ait their 
best, by it a re  m arshalled people’s aesthetic and in tellectual 
endeavours- N ew  tru th s  are unfolded by it from  old s to res and 
used for the b u ild in g  of a full h u m a n ism 20) w here M an, reconciled 
to  nature, faces her as his s is te r21). The essence of C h ristian  
philosophy ,thus developed, proves to  be realistic  and faithful to 
re a lity 22); constructive, hopeful and preservative  of values. R el
igion estab lishes also  a stab le hierarchy of values which in tu rn  
m akes for a sunny atm osphere in life  provided w ith a finafl aim  
and  a glorious m e a n in g 23) . There w as in th is life, no tw ith stand in g  
th e  gloom of som e aspects ,a lot of calm , C hesterton  believes; 
and  the absence of a constan t, fierce com petition m akes ft seem 
to  have been viewed alm ost like a d a n c e 24).

A gainst the  assets, presented by G. K. C., s tan d  the  heavy 
shortcom ings of the concrete shape of m ediaeval relig ion which 
have been the scandal of la te r tim es. I t  is no t the  easy objections 
(concerning e. g. superstitions which are  perhaps am unavoidable 
accom panim ent to  relig ion in epochs cu ltu ra lly  low) th a t are  
conspicuous here. Forem ost am ong m any difficulties seem to  com e 
to  th e  mind the tem poral claim s of the representatives of the 
sp iritual society which the Church is. The tru e r it is th a t the 
Church righ tly  defended th e  person from th e  encroachm ents of 
the S ta te  in questions spiritual, the  g rea te r the  m istak e  of the 
Churchm en who obtruded upon th e  tem poral sphere — an a ttitu de

is) St. Francis of Assisi, p. 14.
*o) St. Thomas Aquinas, pp. 25, 34, 40—41.
si) St. Francis of Assisi, p. 38.
92) St. Thomas Aquinas, p. 212 ff.
93) Chaucer and His Age, p. 273 ff.
9p lb., p. 149.



rejected by m ore m odern  C atholic conceptions. C hesterton knew 
th a t very well — perhap s he  had no opportunity  to  discuss it. 
As to  the e terna l „w hy” in , W hy has not C hristian ity  succeeded 
better, we know  his answ er about the m ediaeval city hav ing only 
been o u tl in e d “ ) . W hat rem ains after too short a ttem pts is some 
g rea t p lan  like th a t of th e  unfinished C anterbury Tales in 
C haucer and. H is A ge , w ith  the difference th a t even the outline 
is now  obliterated.

To th is m ain answ er would be subordinated the  particular 
exp lanations which follow if one asks, in tu rn , w here w as the 
realization  of th is  o r  th a t aspect of m ediaeval religious hum anism , 
since instead of it th in g s  often seemed ait th e  /best underdevelopped, 
n a tu re  viewed askance, etc.

5. F u r t h e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  m e d i a e v a l  
c i v i 1 i z a  t i o  n; i t s  d e c 1 i n e

F u rth e r review  of the  characteristics of th e  m ediaeval era, as 
em phasized by C hesterton , m ay beg in  w ith a feature  which again 
resu lts  from  the  basic hum anistic  in terests, registered  before: the 
dem ocratic sp irit.

This will be followed by a consideration  of m ediaeval object
ivism  and umiwersalism.

To G. K. C. dem ocracy is th e  n a tu ra l resu lt of the tendency 
tow ards freedom  and he  believed th a t such a tendency resulted 
in n o  less a th in g  in som e aspects of m ediaeval life. W hat he 
accordingly claim s is th e  existence of a dem ocratic self-govern
m ent in tow ns “ ). This or the  kindred charitable in terest in the 
p lain  m an ’s d ign ity  and righ ts  w as reflected in the  dem ocratic 
sp irit of the  first F ranciscans 27) , in  th e  grow th of popu lar culture,

“ ) The New Jerusalem, Chaptex XII.
2«) A Short H istory of England, p. 86 ff
27) Heretics, p. 273.



¡especially a r t 2S) , ini th e  p o pu lar in itia tive  -s) in  various m ovem ents, 
«v*an in the popu lar •ailiainoe w ith the crow n (w here such could 
¿be found) against the m agnates.

To w hat extent such theses m ay be accepted is a m atte r of 
special enquiry, applicable particu larly  in  the case  of the  first 
chapters of A  Sh ort H istory of E ng land . A num ber of G. K. C.’s 
statem ents in terestin g  us here w ere form ulated  w ith reg ard  to 
his ow n country, although, conversely, in m any cases they w ere 
nevertheless m eant to  be tru e  for all Europe. W hat one  m ay say 
here is th a t however unden iab le  the  trend , th e  figh t which it had 
To carry on against the feudal set-up and the  w eight of a fast- 
. grow ing plutocracy w as so  h ard  th a t its achievem ent m ust be 
limited to  a m oderately successful attem pt.

C ertain th ings in m ediaeval econom y flowed p a rtly  from  the 
sam e regard  for the o rd inary  m an, partly  from the objectivism  
of th a t civilization. Thus arose the  protection of the poor and 
freedom, in guild leg islation , w as in a w ay saved by  being qua
lified; a m em ber’s power could not grow  beyond a certain  lim it — 
in th is way the sam e lim it w as safeguarded  for h is neighbour.

J u s t as individuals are  restricted  in com plete self-expansion, 
so are the nations in th is pre-R enaissance Europe. This tro u 
blesome continent had n o t yet reached the  fever of nationalism  
and som ething is recognized above th e  p a rticu la r  claim s of 
.nations. The leaders of 'the w hole of E urope — as th ere  exist 
such people — see unavoidably m ore of its problem s th an  the  
ra ther „local“ k in g s 30). Thence th e  b read th  of th e  c ru sad in g  
outlook. The unity of Europe is alive and it includes E ng land  — 
still far from her fu tu re  insularity . Expecially in tellectually  'the 
un derstan d in g  between nations is flourish ing. Except for the  
grave objection p o in tin g  to  th e  inability  of m ediaeval C hristians

28) The Humour of K ing Herod, in The Uses of Diversity.
2») The Youle Log and the Democrat, ib.
so) St. Thomas Aquinas, p. 59.



to  refrain  from w ars, we m ay leave unquestioned th is .praise of 
the superior un ity  of W estern Christendom , which w as certainly 
a g rea t achievem ent.

B u t am azing ly  soon after those vital cu rren ts  began to 
underm ine the resistance of the m ore „reactionary“ feudalism  
(in social and political m atters) and augustin ism  (in philoso
phical and relig ious m atters) the po ten tial greatness of the  m e
diaeval civilization received a few deadly blows.

The earliest of these w as struck at the  battle of El H attin , 
in 1187; and w ith th is  failu re  of the  crusades, G. K- C. believes, 
the h e a r t of W estern C hristendom  broke, no  longer able to  recover.

W hat cam e after it only availed itself of the enfeebled E uro
pean organism : the B lack D eath in 1348 ruined it by half, and
ch an g in g  to  a revolutionary extent th e  economic and social condit
ions, dealt ano ther such blow.

The grow th of nationalism , not sufficiently checked by the 
P o p e s 31), w as on e  m ore factor — and the  end of the era drew 
near.

About the  end of the m ediaeval epoch m any reservations 
have  been m ade since the golden days of unqualified adoration 
of the change; am ong the reservations m ade by Chesterton may 
be m entioned the  rem ark  th a t the  lead in g  C hristian  principles 
rem ained (theoretically?) still largely  the sam e in the sixteenth 
century, which proves their streng th  and sense. ,

N a tu ra lly  ,m any th in gs did not rem ain the sam e and E ngland 
in p a rticu la r underw ent an unprecedented social and economic 
transform ation .

It m ay ju s t as well be added at once th a t the  process of th is 
transfo rm atio n  w as only partia lly  com pleted in the sixteenth 
century  and h ad  a som ew hat different character than  the Short

»>) The Resurrection of Rome, p. 115— 120.



H istory of E ng land  suggests, though the  p ic tu re  does have a lot 
of tru th  in it.

C hesterton  is of course prim arily  in terested  in th e  re lig ious, 
transform ation . If his views of the  Reform ation seem  extrem e, 
again  one m ust hear in m ind th a t they w ere a reaction ag a in st 
the extrem e of m any centuries’ unreserved approval. If the  view s 
on M an and universe m atter so' furiously, as one sees G. K. C. 
discovering, it could not he- indifferent w hat view s trium phed 
with Luther, even if the trium ph w as accom panied hy  so  m any 
useful and im portan t acquisitions and realizations like the  over
seas discoveries, th e  Revival of L earn ing  etc. The essential th in g  
would alw ays be the question on w hat lines the L earn in g  w ould 
be conducted and if its beg inn ing  included th e  public b u rn in g  of 
A quinas’ works, it m eant forsak ing th e  sound solu tions of the 
greatest schoolm en and th e  greatest H ellenes, their logic, their 
realism , their balance.

And, since  it w as im perative th a t in tellect should regain  its 
place of preference if hum an dignity  and hum an aim s w ere to 
be safeguarded at all, hence appeals to logic and for logic recur 
in G. K. C.’s w ritings, at the cost of sound ing  an tiquated , scholastic 
and un — E nglish in his countrym en’® ears.

From  sim ilar sources flowed the  determ ination to  carry  out 
certain  program m es, even if they sounded too revolutionary  to 
some and too m ediaeval to  o thers: th e  D istribu tist L eague w as 
m eant to  save certain  values which in G. K- C.’s eyes deserved 
restoring.

So it w as indifferent to  G. K- C .’s th in k in g  w hether the p ro
gram m e of d istribu tism  struck  people as up-to-date. It w as 
supposed to help MAN. (In  the quality  of s tu d en ts  of th e  p ro 
gram m e and of its author, however, w e m ay observe w ith in terest 
th a t the  ideal peasan t Of C hesterton’s D istribu tis t L eague does 
seem roughly equivalent t& his of—defended peasan t of the  M iddle 
Ages, ju s t as his sm all trad esm an  to  the m ediaeval c ra ftsm an ).



W hat shall we sa y  then, finally, of Chesterton and the M iddle 
Ages?

F irs t let us cope with the sim pler kind of critics who believe 
in un lim ited adm iration  of th e  w riter for this epoch. I t is not 
difficult to  show  how far he w ould be from  such position, how 
ready to  adm it not only m ediaeval cruelty  or prim itivism  b u t even 
the  u ltim ate  general fa ilu re  of the  g re a t a ttem pt to  build a Civitas  
Dei. In his la te r years  he form ally, if not quite consistently, 
disclaim ed such uncritica l e n th u s ia sm 32).

No m ore however could we reduce 'the m ediaevalist in terests 
of G. K. C. to  th e  purely aesthetiiztng a ttitu d e  of a Rossetti. This 
a ttitu d e  in C hesterton  s tan ds m erely for one and no t too consi
derable p a rt of his em otional approach. It w as present in the 
early  works: The Napoleon of N o ttin g  H ill and The B allad  of the 
W hite H orse, though even there  it w as vastly  different from e. g. 
the  early  creation  of M orris.

All the  tim e th e  ph ilosophizing power of his m ind w as alive 
and s tro v e  — w ithout ta k in g  th is  for its un ique or prim ary task  — 
to  reach  a p ictu re of the  M iddle A ges on  the  background of-the 
general hum an values we have surveyed. If those values could 
not b e  found there, not all the  rom ance of the  epoch could redeem  
th is lack. If, on th e  con trary , they  w ere there, h e  w as ready to 
un dertak e  their restoration'.

The fault, if any, in the controversy, lies with the opponent, 
says G. K. C.: it w as not because people like Chesterton started  
looking for phantom s: it w as because their foes felt th e ir own 
m isery so acutely th a t even the  m em ory of 'the long-forgotten past 
arose as a consolation — as the poem  „M ediaeualism “ pu ts it:

„W e w en t no t ga th ering  ghosts; but the shriek of your sham e
has arisen

O ut of you r ow n black Babel loo loud; and it woke the dead"

32) The Resurrection of Rome, p. 145.


