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Chesterton, Dostoevsky, and Freedom Mark Knight Roehampton Institute, London INTHE 1970s, Cardinal
Albino Luciani, who was laterto become Pope JohnPaull,penned aposthumous letterto G. K. Chesterton
as partofaseries ofarticles he was writing at the time. In this letter he illustrated one ofthe points that he
was making about Chestertonwithreference to Ivan Karamazovfrom Dostoevsky's The Brothers Karamazov
.1Formany, the idea ofconnecting Chestertonwith Dostoevskyis astrange one.While Chestertonis seen
to have rejected the modernismofhis contemporaries infavour oftraditional values, Dostoevskyhas been
appropriated bysome as afigurehead for the twe ntieth-ce ntury existential rebel. Although Gary Wills is
willing to entertainthe idea oflinking the two authors, he concludes thatsuch atte mpts will prove fruitless:
"We look for 'modernity' and the popularpessimismeveninthe unlikeliest places and go awaysaddened
when Raskolnikovis notfound lurking in Flambeau (whose mere name should tellus how farthese tales are
intheirintentfromDostoievski's)."2 However, those who reject the possibilityofa connectionbetween
Chestertonand Dostoevskyignore the fact that Chestertonreferred to the Russian novelistinglowing
terms. This article will explore this further, beginning with an examination ofthe evidence that Chesterton
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had read some of Dostoevsky's work, and then moving onto considerone particular theme thatresonates
through the writings of both authors. Chesterton made two directreferences to Dostoevskyin his writing .
The firstis to be found inan article entitled "Onthe Unanimityof Opinion" inthe Illustrated London News, 6
April1912. The second is found twe nty-two years later,inareview ofNicholas Berdyaev's studyof
Dostoevsky. At first we might be tempted to dismiss the two references. Chestertonwrote aboutanumber
ofdifferent writers and thinkers, manyofwhomhe discussed atgreat length. Yet we cannotdismiss
Chesterton's references to Dostoevskyso easily, for,in concluding his review 37 ELT43:12000 of
BerdyaeVv's book, Chesterton made a dramatic claimconcerning Dostoevsky's significance: "He was one of
the two orthree greatestnovelists ofthe nineteenth century."3 Incontrastto France and Germany,
Dostoevsky's reputationin England developed relatively late. One ofthe primaryreasons for this was the
time ittook for his work to be translated into English. While many of his writings had beentranslated into
Frenchand Germanby 1890, the first complete setof Englishtranslations did notappearuntil Constance
Garnett systematicallytranslated and published Dostoevsky's work between 1912 and 1921. Although
earlier Englishtranslations existed, theywere notofa particularly high quality: "Vizatelly had issued
translations ofseveralofthe novels by Frederick Whishaw in the 1880's, and two ofthemhad gone into a
third edition. But by the time Edward [Garnett] came to write about Dostoevskyin 1906 theywere
unprocurable and Dostoevskyalmostforgotten...."4 The lack ofanadequate English translation meant that
Dostoevskywas largelyrestricted to those who could read his writings inanotherlanguage. One ofthe
people who encountered Dostoevskyinthis mannerwas Robert Louis Stevenson. In 1886, afterreading a
FrenchtranslationofCrime and Punishment, he wrote a letterto John Addington Symonds describing the
impactthat the novelhad made uponhim: "Raskolnikovis easilythe greatestbook I have read intenyears;|
amglad youtook to it. Many find it dull; He nry James could notfinishit:all I cansayis, it nearlyfinished me."5
Helen Muchnic has argued that Dostoevsky's popularity flourished inthe wake of Constance Garnett's
translations. Although noteveryone liked Dostoevsky's work, the levelofenthusiasm was sufficiently high to
establish his reputationin Britain: "On the whole, admirationof Dostoevskywas ardent notto sayexcessive;
within four years afterthe publication ofThe Brothers Karamazov[in1912] itreached the proportionofa
cult."6 ColinCrowderelaborates: This Dostoevsky cult, which flourished between 1912 and 1921, was the
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