SAINT JOAN OF ARC
Chapter 4 WAS JOAN INNOCENT OR GUILTY

As this result could have been produced by a
crapulous inferiority as well as by a sublime
superiority, the question which of the two was
operative in Joan's case has to be faced. It was
decided against her by her contemporaries after a
very careful and conscientious trial; and the reversal
of the verdict twenty-five years later, in form a
rehabilitation of Joan, was really only a confirmation
of the validity of the coronation of Charles VII. It is the
more impressive reversal by a unanimous Posterity,
culminating in her canonization, that has quashed the
original proceedings, and put her judges on their trial,
which, so far, has been much more unfair than their
trial of her. Nevertheless the rehabilitation of 1456,
corrupt job as it was, really did produce evidence
enough to satisfy all reasonable critics that Joan was
not a common termagant, not a harlot, not a witch, not
a blasphemer, no more an idolater than the Pope
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himself, and not ill conducted in any sense apart from
her soldiering, her wearing of men's clothes, and her
audacity, but on the contrary good-humored, an intact
virgin, very pious, very temperate (we should call her
meal of bread soaked in the common wine which is
the drinking water of France ascetic), very kindly, and,
though a brave and hardy soldier, unable to endure
loose language or licentious conduct. She went to the
stake without a stain on her character except the
overweening presumption, the superbity as they
called it, that led her thither. It would therefore be
waste of time now to prove that the Joan of the first
part of the Elizabethan chronicle play of Henry VI
(supposed to have been tinkered by Shakespear)
grossly libels her in its concluding scenes in
deference to Jingo patriotism. The mud that was
thrown at her has dropped off by this time so
completely that there is no need for any modern writer
to wash up after it. What is far more difficult to get rid
of is the mud that is being thrown at her judges, and



the whitewash which disfigures her beyond
recognition. When Jingo scurrility had done its worst
to her, sectarian scurrility (in this case Protestant
scurrility) used her stake to beat the Roman Catholic
Church and the Inquisition. The easiest way to make
these institutions the villains of a melodrama was to
make The Maid its heroine. That melodrama may be
dismissed as rubbish. Joan got a far fairer trial from
the Church and the Inquisition than any prisoner of
her type and in her situation gets nowadays in any
official secular court; and the decision was strictly
according to law. And she was not a melodramatic
heroine: that is, a physically beautiful lovelorn parasite
on an equally beautiful hero, but a genius and a saint,
about as completely the opposite of a melodramatic
heroine as it is possible for a human being to be.

Let us be clear about the meaning of the terms. A
genius is a person who, seeing farther and probing
deeper than other people, has a different set of ethical



valuations from theirs, and has energy enough to give
effect to this extra vision and its valuations in
whatever manner best suits his or her specific talents.
A saint is one who having practised heroic virtues,
and enjoyed revelations or powers of the order which
The Church classes technically as supernatural, is
eligible for canonization. If a historian is an Anti-
Feminist, and does not believe women to be capable
of genius Iin the traditional masculine departments, he
will never make anything of Joan, whose genius was
turned to practical account mainly in soldiering and
politics. If he is Rationalist enough to deny that saints
exist, and to hold that new ideas cannot come
otherwise than by conscious ratiocination, he will
never catch Joan's likeness. Her ideal biographer
must be free from nineteenth century prejudices and
biases; must understand the Middle Ages, the Roman
Catholic Church, and the Holy Roman Empire much
more intimately than our Whig historians have ever
understood them; and must be capable of throwing off



sex partialities and their romance, and regarding
woman as the female of the human species, and not
as a different kind of animal with specific charms and
specific imbecilities.
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