
NO INST IT UT IONAL AFFILIAT ION LOG  IN

B R O WS E

 Chesterton, Dostoevsky, and Freedom
Mark Knight
English Lit erat ure in Transit ion, 1880-1920
ELT Press
Volume 43, Number 1, 2000
pp. 37-50
ARTICLE

View Cit at ion

In lieu of  an abst ract , here is a brief  excerpt  of  t he cont ent :

Che s te rton, Dos toe vs ky, and Fre e dom Mark Knig ht Roe hampton Ins titute , London IN THE 19 70 s , Cardinal
Albino Luciani, who was  late r to  be come  Pope  John Paul I, pe nne d a pos thumous  le tte r to  G . K. Che s te rton
as  part of a s e rie s  of article s  he  was  writing  at the  time . In this  le tte r he  illus trate d one  of the  points  that he
was  making  about Che s te rton with re fe re nce  to  Ivan Karamaz ov from Dos toe vs ky's  The  Brothe rs  Karamaz ov
.1 For many, the  ide a of conne cting  Che s te rton with Dos toe vs ky is  a s trang e  one . While  Che s te rton is  s e e n
to have  re je cte d the  mode rnis m of his  conte mporarie s  in favour of traditional value s , Dos toe vs ky has  be e n
appropriate d by s ome  as  a fig ure he ad for the  twe ntie th-ce ntury e xis te ntial re be l. Althoug h G ary Wills  is
willing  to  e nte rtain the  ide a of linking  the  two authors , he  conclude s  that s uch atte mpts  will prove  fruitle s s :
"We  look for 'mode rnity' and the  popular pe s s imis m e ve n in the  unlike lie s t place s  and g o away s adde ne d
whe n Ras kolnikov is  not found lurking  in Flambe au (whos e  me re  name  s hould te ll us  how far the s e  tale s  are
in the ir inte nt from Dos toie vs ki's )."2 Howe ve r, thos e  who re je ct the  pos s ibility of a conne ction be twe e n
Che s te rton and Dos toe vs ky ig nore  the  fact that Che s te rton re fe rre d to  the  Rus s ian nove lis t in g lowing
te rms . This  article  will e xplore  this  furthe r, be g inning  with an e xamination of the  e vide nce  that Che s te rton
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had re ad s ome  of Dos toe vs ky's  work, and the n moving  on to  cons ide r one  particular the me  that re s onate s
throug h the  writing s  of both authors . Che s te rton made  two dire ct re fe re nce s  to  Dos toe vs ky in his  writing  .
The  firs t is  to  be  found in an article  e ntitle d "On the  Unanimity of Opinion" in the  Illus trate d London Ne ws , 6
April 19 12. The  s e cond is  found twe nty-two ye ars  late r, in a re vie w of Nicholas  Be rdyae v's  s tudy of
Dos toe vs ky. At firs t we  mig ht be  te mpte d to  dis mis s  the  two re fe re nce s . Che s te rton wrote  about a numbe r
of di e re nt write rs  and thinke rs , many of whom he  dis cus s e d at g re at le ng th. Ye t we  cannot dis mis s
Che s te rton 's  re fe re nce s  to  Dos toe vs ky s o  e as ily, for, in concluding  his  re vie w 37 ELT 43 : 1 20 0 0  of
Be rdyae v's  book, Che s te rton made  a dramatic  claim conce rning  Dos toe vs ky's  s ig nificance : "He  was  one  of
the  two or thre e  g re ate s t nove lis ts  of the  nine te e nth ce ntury."3 In contras t to  France  and G e rmany,
Dos toe vs ky's  re putation in Eng land de ve lope d re lative ly late . One  of the  primary re as ons  for this  was  the
time  it took for his  work to  be  trans late d into Eng lis h. While  many of his  writing s  had be e n trans late d into
Fre nch and G e rman by 189 0 , the  firs t comple te  s e t of Eng lis h trans lations  did not appe ar until Cons tance
G arne tt s ys te matically trans late d and publis he d Dos toe vs ky 's  work be twe e n 19 12 and 19 21. Althoug h
e arlie r Eng lis h trans lations  e xis te d, the y we re  not of a particularly hig h quality: "Viz ate lly had is s ue d
trans lations  of s e ve ral of the  nove ls  by Fre de rick Whis haw in the  1880 's , and two of the m had g one  into a
third e dition. But by the  time  Edward [G arne tt] came  to  write  about Dos toe vs ky in 19 0 6  the y we re
unprocurable  and Dos toe vs ky almos t forg otte n. . . ."4 The  lack of an ade quate  Eng lis h trans lation me ant that
Dos toe vs ky was  larg e ly re s tricte d to  thos e  who could re ad his  writing s  in anothe r lang uag e . One  of the
pe ople  who e ncounte re d Dos toe vs ky in this  manne r was  Robe rt Louis  S te ve ns on. In 1886 , a e r re ading  a
Fre nch trans lation of Crime  and Punis hme nt, he  wrote  a le tte r to  John Adding ton S ymonds  de s cribing  the
impact that the  nove l had made  upon him: "Ras kolnikov is  e as ily the  g re ate s t book I have  re ad in te n ye ars ; I
am g lad you took to  it. Many find it dull; He nry Jame s  could not finis h it: all I can s ay is , it ne arly finis he d me ."5
He le n Muchnic  has  arg ue d that Dos toe vs ky's  popularity flouris he d in the  wake  of Cons tance  G arne tt's
trans lations . Althoug h not e ve ryone  like d Dos toe vs ky's  work, the  le ve l of e nthus ias m was  s u icie ntly hig h to
e s tablis h his  re putation in Britain: "On the  whole , admiration of Dos toe vs ky was  arde nt not to  s ay e xce s s ive ;
within four ye ars  a e r the  publication ofThe  Brothe rs  Karamaz ov [in 19 12] it re ache d the  proportion of a
cult."6  Colin Crowde r e laborate s : This  Dos toe vs ky cult, which flouris he d be twe e n 19 12 and 19 21, was  the
product of a numbe r of...
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