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Appropr iately perhaps for  a  b iography of  the larger- than- l ife  f igure,  the f irs t  th ing 

one not ices  about Joseph Pearce’s  Life  o f  G.K.  Chesterton  i s  i ts  impressive s ize .  I ts  

522 large pages make i t  over  twice the length of  Chester ton’s  own Autobiography .  

We mustn’ t  judge a  book by the s ize between i ts  covers,  but  if  the width of  the 

book’s  spine leads the reader  to  expect  a  ser ious s tudy of  Chester ton,  he may be 

disappointed.  

On 23 November 1996 The Sunday Telegraph  was surely r ight  to  cal l  th is  book (f i rs t  

publ ished in 1996,  re issued in th is  version in  2004) ‘a  fresh reminder  of  how good 

Chester ton could be’ .  However ,  this  praise  is  due to  the lengthy quotat ions from 

Chester ton’s  works generously (almost  haphazardly)  s trewn throughout ,  and not  to  

any special  analysis  or  insight  in to his  wri t ings given by Pearce.  Of course  Pearce 

deserves credi t  for  their  inclusion and arrangement in  the book,  but  having compiled 

so many words of  the great  man of  le t ters  i t  is  d isappoint ing that  Pearce d id not  use 

them bet ter  in  marshaling any consis tent  analysis  or  explanat ion of  Chester ton’s  

ideas,  which made him the s ingular  th inker and wri ter  that  he was.  

Even so,  Pearce asser ts  in  the Preface that  ‘ i t  was in  the depths  of  his  phi losophy 

and not  in  the speed of  h is  wit’  that  Chester ton’s  ‘genius resided’  (p.  v i i ) .  Pearce 

successful ly d isplays Chester ton as  a  ‘radical  th inker’  (p .  v i i i)  whose insights  

provided not  only piercing analysis  of  h is  own t ime but  remain prophet ical ly  

re levant for  ours  as  well .  This  is  i l lustrated in  h is  presentat ion of  Chester ton’s  

prescient  ins ight  in to,  for  example,  the looming future  conf l ic ts  between Germany 

and the rest  of  Europe,  as  wel l  as  the Arabs and Jews in  Palest ine.  However ,  

Pearce’s  professed goal  of  laying bare ‘ the depths of  h is  phi losophy’ remains most ly 

unreal ized,  for  he fai ls  to  offer  anything approaching a  penetrat ing analysis  of  

Chester ton’s  thought or  phi losophy.  In fact ,  the abundance of  b lock quotat ions 

s ignif icantly d isrupts  the f low of  near ly every chapter ,  so  that  the reader  is  lef t  

s t ruggl ing to  d iscern  Pearce’s  own voice or  the method of  h is  s tudy.  The biography 

therefore reads pr imar i ly  as  a  chronological  organizat ion of  Chester ton’s  more 
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memorable quotat ions.  This  makes in terest ing reading cer tain ly,  but  holds l i t t le  

value as  an explanat ion of  Chester ton’s  thought or  phi losophy.  I t  is  regret table  

therefore that  he chooses to  spend the bulk of  h is  t ime establ ishing the context  of  

Chester ton’s  wri t ings  at  the expense of  any reasonable a t tempt to examine their  

content .  I f  to  do one of  these well  a  b iographer  must  sacr if ice the o ther ,  i t  appears  

then that  Pearce has chosen the greater  of  two evi ls :  especial ly in a  s tudy which 

aims to reveal  the deep reservoirs  of  in terconnected knowledge concerning his tory,  

theology,  phi losophy,  pol i t ics ,  and many other  areas  of  human cul ture underneath 

the incis ive wit  of  such a  prodigious l i terary f igure.  

Two more minor  gr ievances also bear  mentioning.  Firs t ly,  i t  is  bothersome that  in  

such a  lengthy s tudy of  Chester ton many references to  quotat ions terminate  at  a  

secondary source such as  another  biography or  s tudy,  and are  not  t raced to  the 

or ig inal .  Secondly,  th is  gr ievance is  compounded by the publisher’s  choice to  

reference sources in  endnotes  instead of  footnotes .  Especial ly due to  i ts  large s ize,  

f requently having to thumb through hundreds of  pages to  f ind the source to  one of  

the many quotat ions f i l l ing the chapters  is unnecessar i ly labor ious and dis tract ing.  

What Pearce does offer  the reader  is  a  chronological  progression through GKC’s l ife  

and wri t ings .  In  th is  h is  energy is  spent  reconstruct ing the var ious l ife-set t ings from 

which Chester ton’s  work and thought arose,  and in  doing so always seems to prefer  

anecdote over  analysis .  The resul t  is  the  reader is  guided in to the c ircumstances  

surrounding,  but  not  the substance of ,  Chester ton’s  penetrat ing thought .  I f  we are  to  

be sympathet ic  to  Pearce’s  s tudy,  then his  book is  worth  reading for  anyone 

in terested in  Chester ton’s  l ife  and personal i ty,  as  i ts  greatest  v ir tue is  i ts  focus on 

key re la t ionships GKC held with others  — outstandingly with his  wife Frances (a 

neglected focus in  previous s tudies) ;  h is  brother  Ceci l ;  Cathol ic  inf luences and 

fr iends such as  Hila ire  Bel loc,  Maurice Bar ing,  and Fathers  Vincent McNabb,  Ronald 

Knox and John O’Connor;  and of  course h is  great  in te l lectual  sparr ing par tners  

Bernard  Shaw and H.  G.  Wells .  Such a chronological  approach as Pearce takes 

through GKC’s publications and re la t ionships may help the reader  to  trace the 

in tel lectual  and spir i tual  development of  h is  mind and phi losophy;  however ,  

Pearce’s  commentary on such development is  sorely lacking and leaves  the  reader  to  

t ie  together  the tangled threads from lengthy quotat ions with insuff ic ient  assis tance 

from the biographer .  

In the end,  what Pearce del ivers  to the reader  is  made more transparent  when i t  is  

learned that  — l ike Chester ton — Pearce was an adul t  conver t  to the Roman Catholic  

Church whose conversion was great ly inf luenced by the wri t ings of  Chester ton 

himself .  I t  seems not  unreasonable  to see th is  as  the reason why Pearce’s  s tudy reads  
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more l ike a  t r ibute p iece from a grateful  fo l lower than a cr i t ical  or  even par t icular ly 

insightful  presentat ion of  A Life  o f  G.K.  Chester ton ,  as  the book’s  subt i t le  c la ims.  

Pearce redeems al l  of  Chester ton’s  faul ts ,  and so comes off  more as admirer  than 

biographer .  I t  may be that  in  th is  s tudy — the f i rs t  in  a  long l ine of  Pearce’s  post-

convers ion books — he is  repaying a  personal  debt  of  praise  to  a  type of  spir i tual  

fa ther .  I f  this  is  indeed the case,  i t  i s  unsurpr ising that  Pearce not  only chose 

Chester ton as  the topic  of  h is  f i rs t  post-conversion publicat ion,  but  that  he 

understands the ‘ fai th’  of  th is  por t ly  genius to  be ‘absolutely central  to  h is  l i fe  and 

to an understanding of  his  character’  (p.  x) .  And despi te  Pearce’s  own great  spir i tual  

debt  to  Chester ton,  in  th is  he  is  not  mis led.  Especial ly when viewed together  with 

cer tain key re la t ionships  l ike those with Bel loc,  O’Connor ,  Knox,  Bar ing,  McNabb 

and others ,  Chester ton’s  l i fe  journey and career  might well  be understood as  a  

journey to and through Rome.  The spir i tual  journey may be best  descr ibed by 

Chester ton himself ,  who — ever  the poet  — once asked,  ‘ If  seeds in  the b lack ear th 

can turn in to such beaut i fu l  roses  what might  not  the heart  of  man become in i ts  long 

journey towards the s tars? ’  (p.  x i) .  

Final ly,  as  regards the main  t i t le ,  Wisdom and Innocence ,  Pearce does wel l  to  

h ighl ight  these two qual i t ies  as  central  to  the personal i ty and wri t ings of  th is  

d is t inguished man of  le t ters .  Br i l l iant ly and memorably depicted  by Chester ton in  

h is  s leuthing pr ies t ,  Father  Brown,  these character is t ics  are ones  Pearce re turns  to 

again  and again throughout h is  s tudy.  With repeated emphasis  Pearce shows that ,  

though engaged in some of  the most  controversia l  topics  of  h is  day,  Chester ton 

uniquely embodied — in a  way that  Bel loc,  for  example,  though equal ly  embroi led in  

controversy,  d id not  — the unl ikely combinat ion of  shrewd wisdom and dove- l ike 

innocence that  Jesus commended for  those who would fo l low him: ‘Behold,  I  am 

sending you out  as  sheep in  the midst  of  wolves,  so  be wise as  serpents  and innocent 

as  doves’  (Matt .  10:16) .  
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