SAINT JOAN OF ARC
Chapter 31 UNBROKEN SUCCESS ESSENTIAL IN THEOCRACY

To forge such a chain she needed to be the King, the
Archbishop of Rheims, the Bastard of Orleans, and
herself into the bargain; and that was impossible. Fr

t on until the English were gone, and then had to
shake the dust of the court off her feet, and retire to
Domréemy as Garibaldi had to retire to Caprera.
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This, | think, is all that we can now pretend to say
about the prose of Joan's career. The romance of her
rise, the tragedy of her execution, and the comedy of
the attempts of posteri

In which we think changes like the fashion of our
clothes, and that it is difficult, if not impossible, for
most people to think otherwise than in the fashion of
their own period.
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This, by the way, is why children are never taught
contemporary history. Their history books deal with
periods of which the thinking has passed out of
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fashion, and the c

er unconscious Protestantism. The truth sticks in our
throats with all the sauces it is served with: it will
never go down until we take it without any sauce at
all.
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But even in its simplicity, the faith demanded by Joan
IS one which the anti-metaphysical temper of
nineteenth century civilization, which remains
powerful in England and America, and is tyrannical in
France, contemptuously refuses her. We do not, like
her contemporaries, rush to the opposite extreme in a
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recoil from her as from a witch self-sold to the deuvil,
because we do not believe in the devil nor in the
possibility of commercial contracts with him. Our
credulity, though enormous, is not boundless; and our
stock of it is quite used up by our mediums,
clairvoyants, hand readers, slate writers, Christian
Scientists, psycho-analysts, electronic vibration
diviners, therapeutists of all schools registered and
unregistered, astrologers, astronomers who tell us
that the sun is nearly a hundred million miles away
and the Betelgeuse is ten times as big as the whole
universe, physicists who balance Betelgeuse by
describing the incredible smallness of the atom, and a
host of other marvel mongers whose credulity would
have dissolved the Middle Ages in a roar of sceptical
merriment. In the Middle Ages people believed that
the earth was flat, for which they had at least the
evidence of their senses: we believe it to be round,
not because as many as one per cent of us could give
the physical reasons for so quaint a belief, but



because modern science has convinced us that
nothing that is obvious is true, and that everything that
IS magical, improbable, extraordinary, gigantic,
microscopic, heartless, or outrageous is scientific.

| must not, by the way, be taken as implying that the
earth is flat, or that all or any of our amazing
credulities are delusions or impostures. | am only
defending my own age against the charge of being
less imaginative than the Middle Ages. | affirm that
the nineteenth century, and still more the twentieth,
can knock the fifteenth into a cocked hat in point of
susceptibility to marvels and saints and prophets and
magicians and monsters and fairy tales of all kinds.
The proportion of marvel to immediately credible
statement in the latest edition of the Encyclopaedia
Britannica is enormously greater than in the Bible.
The medieval doctors of divinity who did not pretend
to settle how many angels could dance on the point of
a needle cut a very poor figure as far as romantic



credulity is concerned beside the modern physicists
who have settled to the billionth of a millimetre every
movement and position in the dance of the electrons.
Not for worlds would | question the precise accuracy
of these calculations or the existence of electrons
(whatever they may be). The fate of Joan is a warning
to me against such heresy. But why the men who
believe in electrons should regard themselves as less
credulous than the men who believed in angels is not
apparent to me. If they refuse to believe, with the
Rouen assessors of 1431, that Joan was a witch, it is
not because that explanation is too marvellous, but
because it is not marvellous enough.
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For the story of Joan | refer the reader to the play
which follows. It contains all that need be known
about her; but as it is for stage use | have had to
condense into three and a half hours a series of
events which in their historical happening were spre

eir circle than Shakespear knew about Falconbridge
and the Duke of Austria, or about Macbeth and
Macduff. In view of things they did in history, and
have to do again in the play, | can only invent
appropriate characters for them in Shakespear's
manner.
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