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The Rediscovery of the Middle Ages™

ne movement called the Enlightenment, growing
Tnut from the Renaissance and culminating in the
eghteenth century but still widely alive today in its
multifarious afrer-effects, has for its reverse side the
Endarkenment of the Middle Ages. Those two phe-
nomena are two sides of one thing. Without the
Endarkenment as background, there would have been
in the foreground a notable luminescence, indeed, but
not the Enlightenment. If it had not been for the
modern break with the mediaeval mind, the rejection
of it as irrational and darkly unprogressive, modern
rationalism could not possibly have seemed brightly
rational nor modern progressivism wonderfully pro-
gressive. The immense submission of philosophy dur-
ing the past three centuries to the concepts and
methods of physical science — surely an outstanding
episode in the history of human superstition — could
not have appeared enlightened if the meaning of chir-
teenth-century thought had not become fully en-
darkened.

Accordingly, the lightening of the Endarkenment
has proceeded in equal pace, since the end of the
cighteenth century, with the darkening of the In-
lightenment. The latter has descended stage by stage
from the Wits of the aristocratic age to the populace,
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and to populace-minded writers, of the present tine
it has sunk from a flare of select spirits to a “gloony
light much like a shade” of widespread dying embes
For the beacons of the Enlightenment turned outt:
be mainly brilliant bonfires. After usefully destroyir;
much accumulated rubbish, they bequeathed to t:
nineteenth century a sinking spiritual twilight. A}
ready, however, the rediscovery of the Middle Ag
had begun. The history of this movement will sor:
day be written, from its first Romantic gropings tois
culmination in (perhaps) the twenty-first centun,
But if the story is fully told it will have to be twe
sided. It will show the descent of Rationalism fre
Hume, let's say, to Professor Dewey and Earl (Be
trand) Russell, and the rise of spiritual reason frox
the shadowy haze of Coleridge to the daylight ¢
A. E. Taylor, Von Hiigel, and Maricain.

Among the distinguished thinkers who in the twe
tieth century are retrieving the meaning of the Midd:
Ages with a fullness of enlightenment not possibl
before, Mr. Christopher Dawson, if not the most pow:
erful and penetrating, is the most comprehensive and
to use a popular term, the most “social-minded”. Con
petent in many fields of learning, he brings all k
knowledge to bear on the problem of society: b
studies the origin and growth, the values, sins, a
prospects, of Occidental culture. And for him d
chief crisis in the plot of the whole complex dram;
occurs in the height of the Middle Ages; ie., t
period from the tenth to the thirteenth century. Fo
1t was just then, he claims, and not under the Roy:
Empire, that Europe first became Europe. It was orly
then that she achieved a cultural pattern sufficiendy
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comprehensive to bring into fruigfgl co-olpc.ratlon :;g
her great inheritances, racial, political, rehgious, :am
intellectual. And though that harmony was transie
in its outward form, the lesson of SUbsequcqtli“sifor[y’
according to Mr. Dawson, is that the ess:et:ltm 0 te zie
mediaeval pattern must now be restudied, resurln_ ,
and carried on if Europe is again to achieve ang/t hing
like a real unity. The e{{traordmary vitality ofhl:,tirc;gsa
in the past four centuries, th_e very energy \;1. lﬁ h :m
produced those assertive sectional mnterests whic non—
threaten to destroy or debgse her civilization, was geed
erated by Europe as a society, and can be mz}mtmél <
and controlled only if that society is reconstitute
form. o )
m(:\(/llianawson’s present book, consisting of fiu;) cssayg
on various aspects of mediaeval culgurc, should be rea
as a transition from his The Making of ﬁ.’urotp;;{ {o a;
work on the Middle Ages which, so his p]1(1 1slu:rr
announce, is still in preparation. Hcre: hc“ma es C egf
that the Middle Ages, so far from being “the ages of
Faith in the sense of unquestioning sub'rncllssn?n ro
authority and blind obedience”, were 2 pen'o1 oh :r? -
itual struggle and incessant mental and socia d.c. gm;‘
The restoration of contact with the main trahltl(]); o
Greek thought — which had been lost in_the gu;
Ages, not through the working of Chugx;;pxty o
because of the internal deg:a o l:{oman civi lZ:lthI’lM'
is not only one of the chic n_1edmeval ach;zvc{nf:l?::
“It is a turning-point in the history of wor lcw: @
tion, for it marks the passing of the :lge— ong (Jﬂ
premacy of Oriental and eas.tern—l\/ledxtclrmrllcml\. "
wure and the beginning of the mtfallectual ead %‘r/s' hip
the West.” The quick absorption by the West -
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Graeco-Arabic science in the twelfth and thireent
centuries is an extraordinary event. The “modern et
rors” of the new thinkers were loudly condemned be
traditionalists and there was 2 real danger that Westen:
culture would be sacrificed, like the culture of Isln.
to a conflict between theology and science. This ws
prevented, however, by “the eagerness and intellecru:l
courage” of the contemporary leaders of Christi
thought.
But Mr. Dawson knows that the greatest achieve-
ment of the Middle Ages was not intellectual sy-
thesis, much less ecclesiastical organization: it was:
“deepening of the spiritual life by a new type of
religious experience”. This grew out from a fusion of
the lofty mysticism of the East with Western rel-
gious humanism and found its concrete expression in
what may be called, as the author says, “the passion of
the humanity of Christ”, This acme of the medisers
cultural harmony is all too briefly treated by th
author. And the reader js surprised to find him de-
claring in his chapter on “The Romantic Tradition"
that if we wish to find “the quintessence of the mediac-
val spirit, we cannot do better than to follow te
cxample of the Romantics and look for it in the age
and country of the Troubadours”. He shows el
where that the courtly idealism of the Troubadours,
Arabic in its origin, was essentially materialistic and
anti-religious in its spirit; which mediaeval Christin-
ity, by reason of its catholic scope, was able to attach
and to transmute in 2 manner that looks miraculous.
Why, then, call the Provencal idealism “the quintes-
sence of the mediaeval spirit”’? Apparently becaus
Mr. Dawson is here anxious to demonstrate that “the
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rediscovery of the Middle Ages by the Romantics is
an event of no less importance in the history of LEuro-
pean thought [the iralics are the reviewer’s ] ’r;han the
rediscovery of Hellenism by the Humanists” of the
Renaissance, However, his book culminates in an ex-
cellent essay on The Vision of Piers Iflo'wmmz, a pgel}:
deeply typical of the Middle Ages just because }t is
dominated by “the passion of the humanity of Christ :
Mr. Dawson does not say, but l.le leads the. reviewes
t say, that that religious experience, re-animated in
modern form and again guiding philosophy, wqu\d be
the chief light to enlighten our darkened Enlighten-
ment. _ .
The Enlightenment, though rooted in the Renms—.
since, grew rapidly away from the best spirit of that
period. There is a deep gulf between the Cartesian
rationalism and that catholic philosopl}y, af:lnc'vcd in
the Middle Ages but not yet fully and imaginationally
humanized, which underlies the great arc of the
Renaissance — the poetry, for i.nsmn(.:e, of Spenser,
shakespeare, and Milton. Now, in various passages of
Mr. Dawson’s works he shows a disposition to deny
the distinctiveness of Renaissance humamsm_, to merge
itinto the rationalistic humanitarianism which was its
bastard offspring. To lose the spirit of the Rem::;sanc"f
in regaining that of the Middle Ages would be mos:
unfortunate. And the root of the trouble (it plainly
appears in his present book) is that he‘.llgs not Iyrj,
discerned a thoroughly internal cause of the (1?(:-“",
of the mediaeval harmony as distinct from subsidiai,
factors —a deficiency comparable with those inhere:.
causes of decline which n his previous books he dis
covered in previous civilizations. Consequently in hi
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view the mediaeval culture seems so very exceptiond
that it quite overshadows the Renaissance, wherein
the sources of decline are very patent to him. But
fortunately Mr. Dawson’s thought is still in process
of development and may fill in its lacunae. And b
present book is packed with vital facts and ides
which Americans, in particular, stand very much in
need of. For the stream of American civilization ~ ris-
ing in the decline of the Renaissance and cut off from
the mediaeval spirit except in its narrow Puritan fom,
then suddenly broadening out in the lacer eighteenth
century — has been exceptionally shallowed and dark-
ened by the Enlightenmem..Our great universities, in
New York and elsewhere, which unlike Oxford and
Paris have no mediaeval “foundations”, may perchance
brighten and deepen their wide-flowing radiance if
they foster within their walls the study of Mr. Daw-
son’s works.

G. R. ELLIOTT




