Chesterton was preoccupied with fairy
tales. He wrote seven fulllength articles
defending them, and devoted a chapter in
his spiritual autobiography, Orthodoxy, to
emphasizing the pivotal influence they had
had on his thought. The phrase “fairy tale”
appears in his writing more than 500 times.
In every major work of Chesterton we find
fairies, knights, princesses, goblins, drag
ons, and similar characters in which fairy
tales abound. In journalism he uses fairy
tale imagery to discuss everything from
hunting to neo-paganism to international
relations. Nor was his interest in fairy tales
temporary. His first fairy tale, “Flickerflash”
(c. 1888), was penned around the time he
was 14 and his play about a princess in a
tower, The Surprise (1932), was written when
he was 58. Every decade of his life has mul-
tiple references to fairy tales, both in fiction
and non-fiction. We cannot understand his
thought until we understand his ideas
about fairy tales.

Because fairy tales were a perennial pre-
occupation of Chesterton’s, one can see his
core beliefs about them scattered liberally
throughout his work. However, his ideas are
most thoroughly explained in Orthodoxy. In
this work of apologetics we see how
Chesterton dramatically expands the spiri-
tual value of fairy tales from didactic stories
to the source of a philosophy that leads to
Christianity. Orthodoxy was written in 1908
as a response to a specific challenge. After
Chesterton had published Heretics various
critics had pointed out he had omitted to
proffer his own philosophy, and instead had
merely attacked other people’s ideologies, a
much simpler task. Chesterton responds in
his Introduction to Orthodoxy that it was
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“perhaps incautious” to point this out “to a
person only too ready to write books on the
The much-loved

book that resulted from this “provocation”

feeblest provocation.”’

is a series of interrelated essays which out-
line the thoughts which led to and which
support Chesterton’s belief in Christianity.

The fourth chapter of the book, “The
Ethics of Elfland”; is the clearest explana-
tion of Chesterton’s fairy tale philosophy.
He describes a process where, influenced by
the mental attitudes of fairy tales, he devel-
oped what he considered to be a reasonable
philosophy based on his experiences in life
and then discovered that Christianity had
been there first. With wry humor, he
remarks, “I was always rushing out of my
architectural study with plans for a new tur-
ret only to find it sitting up there in the sun-

light, shining, and a thousand years old.”
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The first conviction that fairy tales
sparked in Chesterton was “that this world
is a wild and startling place, which might
have been quite different, but which is quite
delightful.”’ Here, as elsewhere in his work,
his words reflect a continual sense of won-
der at what he refers to in another essay as
“the enigma of being alive.”* He writes in
Orthodoxy, “The sense of the miracle of
humanity itself should be always more vivid
to us than any marvels of power, intellect,
art, or civilization. The mere man on two
legs, as such, should be felt as something
more heartbreaking than any music and
more startling than any caricature.” His
work is soaked in this deep sense of wonder,
which is the first reason he values fairy
tales: “These tales say that apples were gold-
en only to refresh the forgotten moment
when we found out they were green. They
make rivers run with wine only to make us
remember, for one wild moment, that they
run with water.”

In Chesterton’s view one doesn’t step
through a portal to get to fairyland; rather,
one comes to a realization that one has
been there all along. With that idea of
remembering, Chesterton erases the bound-
ary between everyday life and fairyland:
“Every man has forgotten who he is. . . . All
that we call common sense and rationality
and practicality and positivism only means
that for certain dead levels of our life we for-
get that we have forgotten. All that we call
spirit and art and ecstasy only means that
for one awful instance we remember that we
forget.”” Similar quotes appear in The New
Jerusalem and The Everlasting Man, and in
the essay “The Fairy Tale” he makes explic-

it the idea that remembering means remem-
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bering that one is in fairy land: “I was sit-
ting the other day on a heap of stones in the
isle of Thanet, when I remembered that I
had forgotten. Not a straw had stirred; not
a bird had spoken; but my blood ran cold,
and I knew at once that [ was in fairyland.”®

If the boundary between real life and
fairyland is a matter of awareness and not of
geography, it is reasonable that Chesterton
calmly discusses the real world in terms of
magic: “The only words that ever satisfied me
as describing Nature are the terms used in the
fairy books, ‘charm,” ‘spell,” ‘enchantment.’
They express the arbitrariness of the fact and
its mystery. A tree grows fruit because it is a
magic tree. Water runs downhill because it is
bewitched. The sun shines because it is
bewitched.” He adds: “I deny altogether that
this is fantastic or even mystical.”

The wonder and delight caused by
inhabiting a magical world, Chesterton
writes, led to lasting gratitude for existence
in such a universe. When Chesterton was a
teenager he wrote a letter to a friend, oppos-
ing pessimism by noting, “You should never
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look a gift universe in the mouth.
later he wrote that he never quite aban-
doned religion, even in his darkest and
most confused years, clinging to it with
“one thin thread of thanks.”" As he writes
in Orthodoxy:
The test of all happiness is gratitude;
and I felt grateful, though I hardly
knew to whom. Children are grateful
when Santa Claus puts in their stock-
ings gifts of toys or sweets. Could I not
be grateful to Santa Claus when he put
in my stockings the gift of two miracu-
lous legs? We thank people for birthday
presents of cigars and slippers. Could 1
thank no one for the birthday present
of birth?"

Eventually this gratitude led Chesterton
to consider the existence of God. As he put
it, “I had always believed that the world
involved magic: now I thought that perhaps
it involved a magician.”” This idea of God
as a magician was also connected to the idea
of God as an artist: “I came to feel as if
magic must have a meaning, and a meaning

must have someone to mean it. There was
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something personal in the world, as in a
work of art.”"*

Gratitude engendered an obedience
that was still closely connected with won-
der, as Chesterton explains in what he calls
his second conviction born of fairy tales,
that “before this wildness and delight one
may well be modest and submit to the
queerest limitations of so queer a kind-
ness.”” This theme is repeated throughout
the chapter. In one of his most famous quo-
tations, Chesterton argues that “the proper
form of thanks . . . is some form of humili-
ty and restraint: we should thank God for
beer and Burgundy by not drinking too
much of them.” He adds, “We owed, also,
an obedience to whatever made us.”'
Obedience is possible, and indeed, wise, in
this wild and delightful world. There are
rules in fairyland. Chesterton notes that
“fairy godmothers seem at least as strict as
other godmothers. Cinderella received a
coach out of Wonderland and a coachman
out of nowhere, but she received a com-
mand—which might've come out of

Brixton—that she should be back by
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twelve.”" Chesterton writes that, brought

up on fairy tales, he was not surprised that

life, too, had rules and consequences.
Such, it seems, was the joy of man,
either in elfland or on earth; the hap-
piness depended on not doing something
which you could at any moment do
and which, very often, it was not obvi-
ous why you should not do. Now the
point here is that to me this did not
seem unjust. If the miller’s third son
said to the fairy, “Explain why I must
not stand on my head in the fairy
palace,” the other might fairly reply,
“Well, if it comes to that, explain the
fairy palace.” If Cinderella says, “How
is it that I must leave the ball at
twelve?” her godmother might answer,
“How is it that you are going there till
twelve!”"

In a world of wonder, Chesterton writes
that he “did not feel disposed to resist any
rule merely because it was mysterious.
Estates are sometimes held by foolish forms,

the breaking of a stick or the payment of a

peppercorn: I was willing to hold the huge
estate of earth and heaven by any such feu-
dal fantasy. It could not well be wilder than
the fact that I was allowed to hold it all.””
When we turn from considering Orthodoxy
to looking at Chesterton’s other writing we
discover that fairy tales consistently hold
center stage in his perspective of the human
drama. In fact, he goes so far as to insist that
a fairy tale motif contains his entire moral
universe. Chesterton argues that fairy tales
sum up the four possible human responses
to moral challenges:
Through all my own dreams, especially
waking dreams, there run and caper
and collide only four characters, who
seem to sum up the four ultimate types
of our existence. These four characters
are: St. George and the dragon, and
the Princess offered to the dragon, and
the Princess’s father, who was (if I
remember right) the King of Egypt.
You have everything in those figures:
active virtue destroying evil; passive
virtue enduring evil; ignorance or con-
vention permitting evil; and Evil.”

Fairy tales also reflect human existence
because they generally involve a quest and a
battle, which happen to be exactly what life
itself involves. Fairy tales remind the reader
of this moral truth: life is a battle of deadly
seriousness. Chesterton writes that he
believes “that the simplified and symbolic
version of life, which depicts it, under the
image of love and war, as a quest with a
prize (especially a princess), is nevertheless a
true version of life; that it is an enlightening
symbol and a legitimate simplification.””

For Chesterton, the truth of good litera-
ture comes from this focus on life as a quest
with battles: “And it is, I think, the abstract
truth that any literature that represents our
life as dangerous and startling is truer than
any literature that represents it as dubious
and languid. For life is a fight and is not a
conversation.”” Chesterton often connects
ethical behavior and fairy tale battles, such
as in this quote from an essay on politics:
“There are plenty of inhuman monsters in
the modern world. . . . The only real differ-

ence between fairy tale and modern fact is



this: that in the fairy tales the monsters are
fought. That is one of the very many superi-
orities of fairy tales.””

Chesterton goes even further and argues
not only that we should fight monsters
because life is like a fairy tale, but asserts
that the fairy tale is a fundamentally reli-
gious and ubiquitous one. The elements of
“deepest reality” and “essential religion” are
collected in one outline of a classic tale:
“that Man is sent forth by an authority that
is good, like King Arthur or a fairy god-
mother, into a world that is wonderful, but
contains dangers and temptations, like drag-
ons and wizards; that he is sent upon a quest
or trial; that is, that he is judged by the same
authority that sent him forth. That is the
story at the heart of all healthy life and liter-
ature.”” Once again Chesterton argues that
fairy tale images can best depict the moral
structure of the universe.

Fairy tales are also uniquely valuable to
Chesterton because they are the intersec-
tion of two crucial elements of life for him:
wonder and democracy. Wonder already
has been discussed in detail, as it is an
essential part of Chesterton’s philosophy
and a primary reason for the importance he
places on fairy tales. Democracy is an equal-
ly vital idea for Chesterton. For him the
word goes beyond politics to represent
instead a fundamental belief in the value
and sanity of the ordinary person. The prac-
tical upshot of this belief is that the ordi-
nary person should rule himself: “In short,
the democratic faith is this: that the most
terribly important things must be left to
ordinary men themselves—the mating of the
sexes, the rearing of the young, the laws of
the state. This is democracy; and in this I
have always believed.””’

Chesterton is interested in what is com-
mon and therefore fairy tales resonate with
his ideology because they are common in
multiple ways. They are told by the com-
mon folk, they are full of common sense,
and they involve common things.”* He
writes, “Fairy tales are as normal as milk or
bread. Civilization changes; but fairy tales
never change. Some of the details of the

fairy tale may seem odd to us; but its spirit

is the spirit of folkllore; and folklore is, in
strict translation, the German for common
sense. . . . The fairy tale means extraordinary
things as seen by ordinary people.”” This
commonness is why, Chesterton tells us,
“the old fairy tale makes the hero a normal
human boy.”* The common folk tale has a
hero from among the common folk. This is
also why Chesterton refers to fairy tales as
“the oldest and gravest and most universal
kind of human literature.”” There is always
some element of the ordinary in a fairy tale.
A princess may be present, true, but she has
to kiss a frog. A prince may go on an adven-
ture, but the adventure happens in the
woods. Most fairy tales involve woodcutters,
fishermen, shoemakers, and other ordinary
folk as characters, often as protagonists.
Fairy tales are also common when consid-
ered from a historical perspective:
Even in the mere matter of physical
fact the fairy tales are much more of a
picture of the permanent life of the
great mass of mankind than most real-
istic fiction. . . . Fairy tales deal with
that life in fields and huts and palaces,
the simple relations with the ox and
with the king which actually are the
experience of the greatest number of
men for the greatest number of cen-
turies. The real farmer in most real
places really does send his three sons
out to seek their fortune; he knows
uncommonly well that they will not get
it from him.”
Some reflection on this idea shows that

Chesterton is right. Even the items which are

enchanted in fairy tales are quite ordinary. A
fairy tale might tell of a poisoned apple or a
magic ring or a flying horse, but apples,
rings, and horses are all everyday items. A
reader does not need to know about hydro-
statics or theoretical mathematics or recent
discoveries in linguistics to be able to under-
stand fairy tales; they really are democratic.
A true democrat, at least one with a
modicum of optimism, must also believe in
the sanity of ordinary folk, and that com-
mon sense is, in fact, common. This idea
appears repeatedly in Chesterton’s work in
connection with fairy tales. In his essay
“The Dragon’s Grandmother” Chesterton
describes himself putting down a modern
psychological novel and picking up Grimm
instead because, “Here at least, here at last,
one could find a little common sense.”” He
argues that the modern novel demonstrates
all that is wrong with modern fiction
because modern fiction fails to value the
sanity of the common person.
.. . [Flairy tales in their essence are
quite solid and straightforward; but . . .
this everlasting fiction about modern
life is in its nature essentially incredi-
ble. Folklore means that the soul is
sane, but that the universe is wild and
full of marvels. Realism means that the
world is dull and full of routine, but
that the soul is sick and screaming. The
problem of the fairy tale is what will a
healthy man do with a fantastic world?
The problem of the modern novel is—
what will a madman do with a dull

world? In the fairy tales the cosmos

V. The Cross is laid upon Simon of Cyrene.
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goes mad; but the hero does not go
mad. In the modern novels the hero is
mad before the book begins, and suf-
fers from the harsh steadiness and
cruel sanity of the cosmos.”

Chesterton repeatedly asserts that “fairy-
land is nothing but the sunny country of
common sense.””’ He consistently connects
fairy tales both with common sense and
with the ordinary person.

With Chesterton’s regard for the ordi-
nary person, he is naturally annoyed when
their literature is disregarded. This unfortu-
nate attitude is not just snobbish, it is fool-
ish because whoever holds it will miss a
valuable source of truth: “But a tradition is
generally a truth; so long as the tradition is
sufficiently popular; and even if it is almost
vulgar.”” This elevation of the ordinary and
the traditional is so pervasive in Chesterton
that he extends it to the ordinary items of
home and hearth. This reverence for com-
mon things also connects back to his idea of
democracy.

That kitchen chair may truly be called
(as they say in the colleges) the Chair of
Philosophy. I stride up and down the
room, rejoicing in the divine meaning
of chairs. I wave away, with wild ges-
tures, that merely dingy and spiteful
democracy which consists in declaring
that every throne is only a chair. The
true democracy consists in declaring
that every chair is a throne.”

Chesterton views this imaginative re-see-
ing of common objects as a fundamental
aspect of a fundamental genre. To see again
the excitement of domesticity and the fun
of furniture means to see the world as it
really is.

The experience of seeing again is an
important one for Chesterton, who goes so
far as to argue that it is necessary to save civ-
ilization. He asserts: “I'm confident that
there is no future for the modern world,
unless it can understand that it has not
merely to seek what is more and more excit-
ing, but rather the yet more exciting busi-
ness of discovering the excitement in things
that are called dull.””

What are the practical consequences of
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this philosophy? How would adopting
Chesterton’s fairy tale philosophy affect our
everyday lives? Among the many practical
implications, I will point out the two most
important. First, we can be more aware of our
magical world that is filled with inexplicable
and beautiful things. Second, we must never
forget our quest. We can never have an ordi-
nary day because we are in fairyland fighting
dragons. As Chesterton put it: “A man in
fairyland goes forth to seek his fortune as a
man on earth goes out to save his soul. The

excitement vastly improves the landscape.””

Jennifer Overkamp teaches literature and writing
at St. Gregory the Great Seminary in Seward,
Nebraska.
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