
Introduction 
At Chesterton’s Requiem Mass June 1936 
Catholic priest and crime author  Father 
Ronald Knox remarked: 
  

”All of this generation has grown 
up under Chesterton’s influence so 
completely that we do not even 
know when we are thinking Ches -
terton.” 
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Abstract: Few Christian 20th century writers have had more influence 
than C.S. Lewis (1898–1963). One exception is G.K. Chesterton 
(1874–1936) who in so many ways also was an inspiration for Lewis, his 
thought and vision, imagination, choice of audience, topics and themes.  
    As will be obvious, this article does not pretend to be a scholarly work. 
It is an attempted homage by a reader of both authors. Still, it may inspire, 
or at least provoke, true scholars to dig deeper.  
The article starts with an overview of the clear and obvious. Fortunately 
we know which books by Chesterton Lewis owned, and his notes in them. 
    However, he may have been inspired in more ways. What did Lewis 
himself say about this – and was he correct? As I show he was in error in 
Surprised by Joy about when first reading Chesterton. There may be other 
occasions he misremembered or did not directly mention what he had 
read.  
    What else by Chesterton may have influenced him? I believe it is more 
than he let on, from weekly essays to radio broadcasts. As Father Brown 
stated in The Song of the Flying Fish, a thing can sometimes be too close 
to be seen. It is easy to underestimate Chesterton as a cultural force, a 
power of vision and wisdom, humility and humor. And he left a hole when 
he wasn’t there anymore.  
    The absence of Chesterton may have inspired Lewis to take up the 
gauntlet he left in 1936. It may also have inspired his choice of audience. 
Even if Lewis was an academic and late in life professor, most of his writ -
ings were on a popular level. He made a point of talking and writing for 
the common people.  
    This leads to an attempted adventure in a land of the not so clear and 
obvious. It also opens for a large volume of Chesterton to be investigated, 
even a research program. A Terra Incognita with interesting areas to 
explore, but so difficult to map, that it is tempting to compensate with 
dragons in the margins. Hopefully other explorers will take up swords to 
slay them. 
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Of course Knox exaggerates, a certain 
sign he was influenced by Chesterton. 
Still, C.S. Lewis belonged to that genera-
tion. That is a starting point and motiva-
tion for this investigation. How certain 
can we be that Lewis was influenced by 
Chesterton? How much? In what way? 

I will suggest it was even more than he 
admitted or understood. 

One central source is of course C.S. 
Lewis himself. As well known, in his 
auto biography Surprised by Joy Lewis 
tells how he read Chesterton in hospital 
reco vering from trench fever, February 
1918.  

«It was here that I first read a volu-
me of Chesterton’s essays. I had ne -
ver heard of him and had no idea of 
what he stood for; nor can I quite 
understand why he made such an 
immediate conquest of me. It might 
have been expected that my pessi-
mism, my atheism, and my hatred 
of sen timent would have made him 
to me the least congenial of all aut-
hors. It would almost seem that 
Providence, or some ”second 
cause” of a very obscure kind, quite 
over-rules our previous tastes when 
It decides to bring two minds to -
geth er. Liking an author may be as 
involuntary and improbable as fal-
ling in love. I was by now a suffici-
ently experienced reader to disting -
uish liking from agreement. I did 
not need to accept what Ches terton 
said in order to enjoy it».1  

It was a meeting of intellect, imagination 
– and humour. 

«His humour was of the kind I like 
best – not ”jokes” imbedded in the 
page like currants in a cake, still 
less (what I cannot endure), a gene-
ral tone of flippancy and jocularity, 
but the humour which is not in any 
way separable from the argument 
but is rather (as Aristotle would 
say) the ”bloom” on dialectic itself. 

The sword glitters not because the 
swordsman set out to make it glit-
ter but because he is fighting for his 
life and therefore moving it very 
quickly. For the critics who think 
Chesterton frivolous or ”paradox-
ical” I have to work hard to feel 
even pity; sympathy is out of the 
ques tion. Moreover, strange as it 
may seem, I liked him for his good-
ness». 

The atheist Lewis had built an impreg-
nable fortress of reason. Or at least he 
imagined. For it was taken by suprise. 
What Lewis realized was that reason was 
far from everything, perhaps not even the 
most important. His discovery was basi-
cally how much it mattered that he enjoy-
ed what he read.  

In short, he was Surprised by Enjoy -
ment. 

At this time, Lewis definitely did not 
agree with Chesterton, even if apprecia-
ting his humour and what he later came 
to call his goodness. Of course there were 
other factors, like his imagination. They 
em braced in Elfland. One liaison was 
another author, George MacDonald 
(1824–1905): 

”In reading Chesterton, as in read -
ing MacDonald, I did not know 
what I was letting myself in for. A 
young man who wishes to remain a 
sound atheist cannot be too careful 
of his reading. There are traps eve-
rywhere – ”Bibles laid open, mil-
lions of surprises,” as Herbert says, 
”fine nets and stratagems.” God is, 
if I may say it, very unscrupulous.” 

MacDonald had baptized his imagina-
tion, Chesterton did the same for his 
intellect and perception, his vision and 
world view. 

It is a moving story. However, is it true 
that Lewis had never heard of Chesterton 
before? Had he really no idea at all of 
what he stood for?   



It is hard to believe. Chesterton was 
not a timid talent striving for solitude. He 
was a prominent, public figure. At times 
he was the talk of the town. By Feb ru ary 
1918 he had published more than 40 
books, political and theological works, 
biographies of well known authors, 
artists and politicians, highly imaginary 
novels, poetry and crime stories, many 
highly visible in railway kiosks.2 He had 
written weekly essays in leading newspa-
pers for almost two decades. Counting 
also minor newspapers like The New 
Witness, he published more than one 
hundred just in 1917. He was debating 
famous thinkers like George Bernard 
Shaw and H.G. Wells, in print and public. 
Periodicals had published hundreds of 
reviews and articles about him. There 
were even two biographies in England, 
and even two in other languages, though 
I would insist Lewis had not heard about 
the ones in Sweden and Poland.3 There 
were impersonations, parodies, and 
poems about him or dedicated to him. 
There was an abundance of anecdotes, 
amu s ing and amazing. Caricaturists 
loved him. 

Chesterton was in all papers, all the 
time, except for late 1914 to spring 1915. 
He had a serious illness, was un con scious 
for a period and did not pub lish anything 
for the next half year. When back, for 
some months he wrote mostly about the 
war and from an English per spective, 
which may not have interested a young 
Irishman much. 

Still, I just can´t believe Lewis had 
never heard of him. However, as this 
paper is not a study of my incredulity, we 
need more to build on. Fortunately there 
is an eyewitness to support me.  

The name is C.S. Lewis.  
His letter to Arthur Greeves, Novem -

ber 4 1917, is revealing:  

”I have often sat in amazed silence 
amid glib talk of Rupert Brooke, 
Mase field, Chesterton, Bottomley 
etc. But I suppose our steady nibb-
ling at older works is a safe-guard 
against 'crazes-deadly things that 
arise so easily about a new writer.” 

Note the adverb. Lewis had often listened 
to people talking about Chesterton who 
in many ways had become a household 
name, a part of the English literary scene-
ry, and in some way mythology. So much 
that he – often – was mentioned by initi-
als only, GKC – even in Norway. Here he 
was the favorite author of Sigrid Undset 
(1882-1949), the previous Norwegian 
win ner of the No bel Prize for Literature, 
like Jon Fosse a Catholic. She had even 
more books by Chesterton than Lewis 
had.4    

We do not know how Lewis really dis-
covered Chesterton. The best way to put 
it may be that it was impossible not to 
discover him. Noone remembers when 
they first discovered the sun. When Lewis 
wrote his autobiography almost 40 years 
later, he had simply forgotten how and 
when it happened. All he remembered 
was the first book. 

1. How did Chesterton influence 
Lewis: The Obvious 

1. Books in Lewis’ shelves 
C.S. Lewis (CSL) was familiar with a 
broad range of G.K. Chestertons’ (GKC) 
works, from apologetics to poetry.5   
Accord ing to his diary, he read George 
Ber  nard Shaw in 1926. In 1946, Lepanto 
is mentioned in Lewis’ essay Talking 
about Bicycles, and Heretics in his essay 
Kipling’s World in 1948.  

And there are more. This leads to 
another way to study the influence from 
GKC, simply by observing what CSL 
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him self underlined, marked and noted in 
these books.6 As Benson and Duncan ha -
ve shown, six books stand out: 

 
The studies by Benson (1991) and Dun -
can (2021) are highly recommended. 
How ever, such specifics give also reason 
to a caveat: Are we approaching this in a 
too narrow way?  

As CSL had an excellent memory for 
books, it is difficult to limit influence to 
his notes. And to be clear: Few wrote as 

memorably as GKC. His personality and 
paradox, thoughts and turn of phrase, are 
catching, like the common cold. As Kranz 
(1991) says with understatement, it is 
arguable that Lewis found ideas and even 
imagery from Chesterton, without mak -
ing notes. Lewis realized in general that 
his memory could be a problem: «I re -
mem ber everything I read, and bits of it 
pop up uninvited».9 With GKC it may 
even have been invited. 

One example Krantz provides is from 

Chesterton in Lewis's Library7 Notes and comments8

Fancies Versus Fads  
(London: Methuen, 1925),  
2nd ed.

Short index on rear cover ”rhyme like swimming or dancing” 
(p. 14), ”easy to please” (p. 16), ”past should be taught”  
(p. 175), ”the fact of a potato is poetical” (p. 77),  
”marriage” (p. 96) 
Listed pp. 234, 69, 82, 96-102, 86. 

George Bernard Shaw  
(London: Bodley Head, 1926), 
cheap edition. 

Underlined: ”Shaw's ability to bring out orig. and suggestive 
thoughts-turn of argument” (p. 67); ”debate with Shaw”  
(p. 77), ”socialism” (p. 81); ”equates with capitalism” (p. 87); 
”Shaw the least social of all socialists” (p. 183); ”Marx not 
with him” (p. 186); ”Shaw not a lover of the land as a  
patriot’or private owner” (p. 188); Major Barbara (p. 198); 
”light brown clothes and Bohemian” (p. 228); ”never a better 
popular economist [to] man in the street” (p. 248; whole page 
underlined).

Orthodoxy  
(London: Bodley Head, 1927), 
Weekend Library edition, small 
format. 

Note on page 121 queries ”idea of content and cooperation”  
by saying ”p'haps should be consent?”  
Index on rear flyleaf: pp. 25, 60, 68, 81, 105, 107, 109, 174, 
184 ”easy to be a modernist”; pp. 205, 210 ”white post”,  
pp. 222, 226, 239 “loyalty to L": pp. 119-124-130. 

Robert Louis Stevenson 
(London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 1927)

Underlined: pp. 72, 73, 77, 82, 83, 92, 130, 132 ”least  
masculine of vices”: p. 240 [passage on this page gets an 
”alpha” mark]. 

St. Thomas Aquinas  
(London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 1933)

Underlined: pp. x, 35, 41, 47, 57, 60, 63, 65, 68, 73, 84, 91, 
94, 101, 107-108, 125, 126, 128, 129, 140-141, 150, 155, 172, 
182, 206, 219, 225, 233. 
Comments: ”pure Plato” [(p. 125); by the passage ”there are no 
bed things”]; exclamation marks by the passage ”the english 
Church was first a rebel against Catholic civilization” (p. 87); 
comment at the end of chapter four (p. 140; ”ho-ho”);  
question marks by the passage ”what is subjective must be 
stale” (p. 219). 

The Victorian Age in Literature 
(London: Butterworths, 1923), 
11th ed.

Underlined: pp. 30, 78, 102, 152 [a reference to George 
MacDonald], pp. 155, 170, 183, 199, 204-205, 242, 246. - 
short index on rear fly-leaf: ”the compromise” (pp. 30-102): 
”Victorian Age is Rationalism to the claim + a series of 
Rebellions” (p. 40).



St. Thomas Aquinas where Chesterton 
says that the nearest parallel to the fall is 
that «the world has been conquered by 
the great usurper», namely Satan, and has 
become «enemy territory». Lewis uses the 
same phrase in Mere Christianity, «ene -
my-occupied territory – that is what the 
world is».  

In many ways Lewis was Chesterton-
occupied territory, though he experienced 
it definitely as a friendly invasion.  

2. Lewis on Chesterton 
Lewis’ great love for Chesterton is obvio-
us in his scholarly work Allegory of Love: 
A Study in Medieval Tradition, published 
by Oxford University Press in 1935. Lew -
is sees Ludovico Ariosto (1474-1533) as 
the greatest Italian poet after Dante, and 
his poem Orlando Furioso so overwhel-
ming that he does not feel able to do it 
justice.  

«The Furioso, in its own peculiar 
way, is as great a masterpiece of 
construction as the Oedipus Rex. 
But nothing will finally explain, as 
no criticism of mine can adequately 
represent, the overwhelming achie-
vement of Ariosto. There is only 
one English critic who could do jus-
tice to this gallant, satiric, chival-
rous, farcical, flamboyant poem: 
Mr. Chesterton should write a 
book on the Italian epic”. 

Even if Lewis had not directly expressed 
his admiration, the text would be a wit-
ness. Passage after passage sounds almost 
as if Chesterton really did write the book: 

«Humanity does not pass through 
phases as a train passes through 
stations: being alive, it has the pri-
vilege of always moving yet never 
leaving anything behind».10  

[Pandarus] «is, above all, the prac -
ti cal man, the man who ‘gets things 
done’. It is his delight to manipula-

te that world of affairs from which 
Cryseide longs to be protected. 
Everyone has met the modern equi -
va lent of Pandarus. When you are 
in the hands of such a man you can 
travel first class through the length 
and breadth of England on a third-
class ticket; policemen and game-
keepers will fade away before you, 
placated yet unbribed; noble first-
floor bedrooms will open for you in 
hotels that have sworn they are 
absolutely full; and drinks will be 
forthcoming at hours when the rest 
of the world goes thirsty».11  

CSL also defended GKC from critics on 
several occasions. He expressed strong 
dislike for those who dismissed him as a 
frivolous or overly paradoxical writer. 
Lewis found it difficult to even feel pity 
for those who deemed GKC frivolous, let 
alone sympathize with them. He believed 
they missed the profound depth and logi-
cal rigor beneath Chesterton's distinctive 
style. His use of paradox and wit were a 
deliberate and effective way to expose the 
limitations of naturalistic, materialistic 
thinking and to reveal the deeper, ”tran -
scen dental” truths of Christianity.  

2. Parallels and influences 
It is hard to imagine that CSL was not 
inspired by GKC to speak up in public for 
Christianity to the common man. Ches -
ter ton was a bright beacon in an ever 
more secular Wellsian society showing at 
the same time a neoreligious foretaste of 
the postmodern, from Shaw to theoso -
phy. Lewis explicitly told how much he 
enjoyed Chesterton’s use of literature and 
logical arguments, paradox and wisdom.  

Naming a work The Pilgrims’s Re gress 
and writing letters of advice from a senior 
demon to his nephew on how to secure 
the damnation of a human, are truly 
Ches tertonian turns. It is to examine ideas 
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from unexpected, often paradoxi cal, and 
profoundly different perspectives, using 
wit and reason to illuminate old and 
show new, sometimes surprising, truths. 
In essence, The Screwtape Letters (1942) 
is an overturning of conventional thin-
king to reveal deeper truths, using wit 
and paradox to make the familiar new 
again.  

As Chesterton had put down his pen in 
1936, there was now only one English 
critic who could do justice to such an 
approach.  

There may also be an echo of GKC in 
The Magician’s Nephew when Aslan 
plants Uncle Andrew headfirst in the 
ground like a tree. CSL obviously delights 
in the image of the arrogant, self-impor-
tant magician reduced to dumb vegeta-
tion, upside down and helpless. However, 
it may also be more than mockery and 
punishment, a way to make Andrew re -
pent. We know Lewis read Orthodoxy 
where Chesterton writes about standing 
on your head to see the world afresh. 

To continue with conjectures, there are 
also traces of Chesterton in the Narnia 
series. He delighted in the paradox of the 
child being wiser than the adult, the inno-
cent seeing more clearly than the clever. 
Lewis mirrors this with Lucy as the truest 
seer in The Lion, the Witch, and the 
Wardrobe and Prince Caspian. Her faith 
and vision are consistently truer than her 
older siblings. The inversion of wisdom 
from weakness and sight from simplicity 
are not quite uncommon in Chesterton. 

GKC loved the small that contains the 
infinite. In The Last Battle, the despised, 
tiny stable turns out to open into Aslan’s 
Country, more expansive than all of 
Narnia. The stable that is bigger inside 
than outside. This is classic GKC: turning 
contempt into wonder, the cramped into 
the cosmic. 

In these and other stories, Lewis ab -
sorb ed Chesterton’s imaginative method: 
the topsy-turvy vision where the seeming -
ly small is great, «the weak» is strong and 
«the wise» are fools.  

To be clear: Even if influenced, CSL 
was inspired by more than GKC. He pro-
bably read just as widely, not to mention 
wildly, however he had a thorough acade-
mic train ing and was careful not to spread 
him self as thinly as Chesterton. 

Still, the inspiration was very much 
there, and an admiration Lewis showed 
for few other writers. He openly acknow-
ledged that Chesterton was a frontrunner 
in doing apologetics.  

In a letter to Rhonda Bodle in 1947, 
Lew is insisted that ”The best popular de -
fense of the full Christian position I know 
is G. K. Chesterton’s The Everlasting 
Man”.12 23 December 1950, he commen-
ted to Sheldon Vanauken that ”The case 
for Christianity in general is well given by 
Chesterton; and I tried to do something in 
my Broadcast Talks”.13  

There are clear parallels in their argu-
ments. As Settecase (2025) explains, 
Ches terton defends what he calls ”mysti-
cism” against the ”morbid logician,” a 
natu ralistic materialist who believes that 
everything can be reduced to physics, as 
only matter exists. He argues that such 
materialism often leads to strict causal 
determinism if the mind is fully explained 
by physical processes. Chesterton insists 
that if this is true, then genuine rational 
deliberation is impossible, as the mind is 
determined by arational processes. This 
makes his critique powerful, not because 
it proves libertarian free will, but because 
it shows that strict physical determinism 
undermines reason itself. 

As Chesterton says in Orthodoxy, «It 
is absurd to say that you are especially 
advancing freedom when you only use 
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free thought to destroy free will. The  
de ter minists come to bind, not loose. 
They may well call their law the ”chain” 
of cau sa tion. It is the worst chain that 
ever fettered a human being».  

If free will is destroyed, the same goes 
for free thought and the possibility to 
understand if what you believe is based 
on reason.  

Sounds familiar? Indeed, this is the 
«Cardinal difficulty of Materialism» in 
Miracles. Lewis wisely does not point to 
Chesterton, but to a non-christian inspi-
ration in J. B. S. Haldane, biologist and 
professed secular humanist: 'If my mental 
processes are determined wholly by the 
motions of atoms in my brain, I have no 
reason to suppose that my beliefs are true 
. . . and hence I have no reason for suppo-
sing my brain to be composed of atoms.’ 
(Possible Worlds, 1927, p. 209). Haldane 
himself concluded that he was «compel-
led to believe that mind is not wholly con-
ditioned by matter».  

This leads to another line of thought 
by GKC in Orthodoxy: 

«The whole secret of mysticism is 
this: that man can understand eve -
ry thing by the help of what he does 
not understand. The morbid logici-
an seeks to make everything lucid, 
and succeeds in making everything 
mysterious. The mystic allows one 
thing to be mysterious, and every -
thing else becomes lucid. The deter-
minist makes the theory of causa-
tion quite clear, and then finds that 
he cannot say ”if you please” to the 
housemaid. The Christian permits 
free will to remain a sacred myste-
ry; but because of this his relations 
with the housemaid become of a 
sparkling and crystal clearness. He 
puts the sea of dogma in a central 
darkness; but it branches forth in 
all directions with abounding natu-
ral health». 

Sounds familiar? Again we recognize the 
direct influence on Lewis: 

Christian theology can fit in science, 
art, morality, and the sub-Christian 
religions. The scientific point of 
view cannot fit in any of these 
things, not even science itself. I be -
lieve in Christianity as I believe that 
the Sun has risen, not only because 
I see it, but because by it I see eve-
rything else.14   

Such influences are not difficult to discern 
when we look at the books we know 
Lewis read.  However, it is possible to 
make a case for Lewis reading more. 

3. Possible influence 
Of course Lewis may have read a lot 
more by Chesterton. An obvious choice is 
his autobiography. Perhaps less obvious 
are his more than 6 000 essays. 

As GKC stated in the introduction to 
Orthodoxy, «even a bad shot is dignified 
when accepting a duel». And he did 
accept daily duels, decades before any X 
or Facebook. In fact, he wrote too much 
to always hit the target. Even if not 
omniscient, Chesterton seemed omni -
present.  

It is safe to trust that CSL did not read 
any book by GKC before the Great War. 
It is harder to believe that he did not read 
any essay or poem. The most obvious 
candidate is Chesterton’s weekly column 
in The Illustrated London News which he 
had begun in 1905 and kept going to 
1936, except from some breaks due to 
travel or illness.  

And The ILN was not a magazine one 
needed to buy or subscribe to read. Like 
Punch and The Graphic, it was a highly 
visible piece of middle-class print culture 
in Britain. By 1910 its circulation was 
around 300 000 copies per issue, very 
large for a pictorial weekly.15 During 
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WWI the magazine became especially 
popular because of its lavish illustrations 
and photographs from the front. Its circu-
lation rose, possibly to over 400,000 dur -
ing the war years.16   

«Despite its name, The Illustrated 
London News contained an eclec-
tic and rich collection of world 
news with features on science and 
discoveries (from natural science to 
technological advancements), art 
and culture, political events, and a 
special focus on the royal fami-
ly».17   

Because it was expensive with heavy, 
glos sy paper and large format, it had a 
prestige aura. Buying or subscribing was 
a small marker of status. Part of its appe-
al was precisely that it could be browsed 
casually. Large illustrations made it sui-
table for skimming, even if one didn’t 
read every article.  

With illustrations of Empire news, big 
public spectacles and cultural commenta-
ry like Chesterton’s, it was considered 
”safe” content in semi-public spaces like 
libraries, at practices from dentists to doc -
tors, in railway stations and gentlemen’s 
clubs. Even if Lewis did not visit the lat-
ter, it is hard to believe he never came 
across ILN at other places as a teenager 
and young man in Belfast and later 
Oxford, in a railway station or in a colle-
ge common room.  

Whether those columns had any deep 
influence is less certain, since Lewis him-
self never mentioned them. His conscious 
turning point was the book-length 
Chesterton, not the journalistic, even if he 
later made notes in his collections of 
books with Chesterton’ essays. 

To explore this, one needs to read 
through G.K. Chesterton’s more than  
1 000 ILN columns from about 1910 to 
1936 and find those that echo themes 

C.S. Lewis later made central. I have to 
admit that I have not done this, as it is 
more a task for doctorates than an article.  

Even if we cannot point to Lewis jot-
ting ”read Chesterton in ILN today”, the 
thematic overlap is striking. Chesterton’s 
weekly paradoxes about progress, scien-
ce, theology, literature, myths, education, 
humility, children, sin, and smallness con-
taining greatness were precisely the soil in 
which Lewis’s imagination came to flou-
rish. 

Chesterton’s long-running journalistic 
presence created a cultural environment 
saturated with paradoxical inversions: 
the greatness of smallness, the insight of 
children, the blindness of the clever, and 
the dangers of progress divorced from 
objective standards. Lewis’s later fiction 
and apologetic prose consistently deploy 
these same rhetorical patterns, suggesting 
at minimum a shared imaginative reper-
toire. 

While Lewis never credited the ILN 
essays, their ubiquity in British middle-
class culture between 1910 and 1936, 
even if Chesterton may have been less of 
a household name after the First World 
War, makes it historically plausible that 
they formed part of his imaginative back -
ground and apologetic voice. At mini-
mum, it demonstrates how two of the 
twentieth century’s most influential 
Christian writers employed a common 
grammar of inversion, turning strength 
into weakness, smallness into greatness, 
and the ordinary into the miraculous, as a 
means of rendering theological truth both 
memorable and credible. 

Chesterton’s Illustrated London News 
columns of the 1920s and 30s carried the-
mes Lewis later developed in his own 
apologetics. A few key points of possible 
influence stand out: 
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1. The defense of ”common sense” 
against reductionism 
Many ILN essays of the 1920s stress that 
materialism, progress-worship, or fashio-
nable psychology miss something essenti-
al about ordinary human reason and 
experience. Lewis’s argument in Miracles 
about the ”cardinal difficulty of natura-
lism” is almost a systematic reworking of 
Chesterton’s journalistic intuition: you 
can’t explain reason away without also 
undermining your own case.  

2. The critique of ”progress” as a false 
idol 
Titles like The Zigzag of Progress or The 
Presumption of Progress (1925) show 
Chesterton repeatedly warning against 
blind faith in modernity. Lewis would 
take this further in works like The 
Abolition of Man, where he argued that 
surrendering timeless moral truths to the 
myth of ”inevitable progress” leads to 
disaster. 

3. The defense of the imagination and 
myth 
Chesterton urged readers to ”read the 
myths correctly” (1923) and to respect 
the spiritual insights of story and symbol. 
Lewis built on a similar understanding in 
his apologetics, stressing that Christianity 
is the ”true myth” – a story that became 
fact. 
 
 
 

4. The concern with freedom and 
determinism  
Chesterton poked fun at the ”morbid 
logician” and the determinist who redu-
ces humans to machines. Lewis would 
sharpen this into a formal argument from 
reason, especially in Miracles. 

5. The recovery of Christendom 
Essays such as The Case for Christendom 
(1925) anticipate Lewis’s efforts to descri-
be a ”mere Christianity”: a cultural and 
spiritual center that could withstand secu-
larism. 

So while Chesterton’s ILN pieces are 
lighter, more satirical and topical, per-
haps they planted seeds Lewis later culti-
vated in a more philosophical and literary 
form. It may be less that Lewis ”borro-
wed” arguments, than that he absorbed 
Chesterton’s posture: defending sanity, 
ima gi nation, and freedom of mind  
against the narrowing pressures of 
modern materialism.  

More specific suggestions  
Chesterton’s 1920s ILN journalism was 
weekly, playful, and topical. Lewis, a 
generation younger, took the same anti-
reductionist, anti-idolatry, pro-reason, 
pro-myth instincts and gave them sharper 
philosophical and literary form.  

To be more specific here is a compari-
son table mapping just a few of Ches ter -
ton’s ILN articles of the 1920s only to 
Lewis’s writings, sorted by theme so the 
parallels stand out: 
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As it is perhaps more probable that Lewis 
read Chesterton after his conversion in 
the late 1920s, Chesterton’s later essays 
may be an even more interesting area to 
explore. They continue many of the the-

mes of the 1920s, but with sharper focus 
as Europe darkened.  

Here’s a parallel table mapping his 
1930s essays against C.S. Lewis’s works: 

 

Chesterton (ILN, 1920s) Lewis (Books & Essays) Shared Theme

Science and Common Sense, 
Mar 17, 1923 
The Logic of Unbelief,  
Oct 20, 1923  

Miracles (1947), ch. 3  
”The Cardinal Difficulty of 
Naturalism”  
Is Theology Poetry? (1945) 

Reason vs. Naturalism –  
reductionism undermines rational 
thought.

The Zigzag of Progress,  
Feb 21, 1923 
The Presumption of Progress, 
Dec 19, 1925 

The Abolition of Man 
(1943)  
Historicism (in Present 
Concerns)  
Is Progress Possible? 
(1958) 

Progress & Modernity –  
critique of ”progress” as an idol 
without fixed truth.

The Legends of Merlin,  
Sep 8, 1923 
Reading Legends and Fairy 
Tales,  
Oct 27, 1923 

Myth Became Fact (1944)  
Surprised by Joy (1955) 

Imagination & Myth –  
myth as bearer of truth; 
Christianity as the ”true myth.”

The Case for Christendom,  
Nov 7, 1925  
On Miracles and Agnosticism, 
Jul 7, 1923 

Mere Christianity  
(1942–44 BBC talks)  
Christian Apologetics 
(1945) 

Christendom & Culture –  
the enduring common inheritance 
of Christian faith.

What is Necessarry? And to 
What?,  
Nov 10, 1923 
The Complexities of History,  
Jul 21, 1923 
The Monster Called Man,  
Oct 31, 1925

The Problem of Pain 
(1940)  
The Funeral of a Great 
Myth   
(1955)

Freedom & Fatalism –  
human freedom as indispensable 
for love, responsibility, reason.

Modern Doubt and 
Questioning,  
Feb 13, 1926 
The Blank State of the Modern 
World,  
April 3, 1926 
Funerals Are for the Living,  
Dec 5, 1925 

Learning in War-Time 
(1939)  
The Discarded Image 
(1964) 

Civilization & Humility –  
warning against arrogance; every 
age has blind spots.
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This brief list of suggestions is like Lewis’ 
«Space Trilogy» not based on rocket sci-
ence. It is easy to speculate and construct 
connections where there are none. Lewis 
himself criticizes in Fernseeds and Ele -
phants scholars who claimed to detect 
hid den sources or unconscious influences 
behind his writings. His experience was 
that they all were wrong, as such critics 
often display more creativity than know-
ledge. Lewis insists that personal testimo-
ny about one’s own inspirations should 
carry more weight than speculative theo-
ries imposed by outsiders. 

Lewis often says he did not read many 
newspapers at all, and he disliked ephe-
meral journalism. His reading habits lea-
ned toward older literature, theology, 
phi losophy, fantasy and science fiction, 
rather than the daily or weekly press. 

So the suggestions here may well be 

dragons. The parallels we notice may not 
require direct exposure to the ILN 
columns. Those same ideas are developed 
in books like Orthodoxy (1908), Heretics 
(1905) and The Everlasting Man (1925). 
These are the works Lewis himself names. 

At such a moment it is hard not to go 
medieval and look at Occams razor. When 
presented with competing hypotheses 
about the same prediction and with equal 
explanatory power, one should prefer the 
hypothesis that requires the fewest 
assumptions.   

Suggested simple method for further 
study 
The simplest way to proceed with further 
studies i to follow three steps:  
1) Start with an essay by GKC, 2) see if 
CSL has closely matching ideas or images 
in his books or essays, 3) if so, give the 

Chesterton (Essays, 1930s) Lewis (Books & Essays) Shared Theme

The Breakdown of the 
Materialist System,  
Jan 3, 1931 
Democracy and the Modern 
Spirit,  
Jul 16, 1932 

The Abolition of Man 
(1943)

Critique of Ideology –  
exposing the dangers of intel- 
lectual fashions and educational 
propaganda.

On Assuming too much in 
Debate,  
Aug 22, 1931 
«Be Logical» – As The Moderns 
See It,  
June 27, 1931 

Mere Christianity  
(1942–44 BBC talks)  
Christian Apologetics 
(1945) 

Defending Orthodoxy –  
faith as rational, historical, and 
culturally essential.

The Truth of Medieval Times, 
January 18, 1930  
Living for the Future,  
May 31, 1930 

Is Progress Possible? 
(1958)  
The Weight of Glory 
(1941) 

Value of Tradition & Learning – 
defending classical culture  
against utilitarianism.

The Creeds and the Modernist, 
May 17, 1930

Mere Christianity  
(1944)

Christendom & Modern Crisis – 
facing secularism and cultural 
decline with a call to hope.

Bolshevist Bash,  
Nov 19, 1932 
Bragging about Nazi Vices,  
Aug 11, 1934 

The Funeral of a Great 
Myth  
(1955)  
That Hideous Strength 
(1945) 

Totalitarianism & Myth –  
exposing false utopias of left and 
right; warning against dehumani-
zing systems.
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benefit of the doubt to the hypothesis of a 
Chestertonian influence upon Lewis. If 
the ideas or images are found in works by 

Chesterton we know Lewis read, then he 
probably did not have them from some 
other essays by Chesterton. 

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4

Read an essay. Has CSL similar 
ideas or images?

Are they clearly pre-
sent in works we 
know he read?

If yes: CSL has probably 
not read that essay 
If no: CSL has probably 
read that essay 

The result may be that it is unnecesary to 
bring in more of Chesterton writings than 
what Lewis himself notes. Still, even if we 
should not multiply explanations unne-
cessarily, we should also follow logic and 
evidence wherever it takes us, even 
beyond parsimony.  

It is hard to believe that Lewis never 
read any more of Chesterton than he ex -
plicitly stated, and a good place for furth -
er study is his Illustrated London News 
articles. Hopefully other explorers will 
bravely slay any dragons I have conjured 
and make a safer map to maneuvre by.  
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Appendix  
 

Titles owned by Lewis Pub. Edition When read? First mentioned by Lewis

Tremendous Trifles  1909 1951 1918

The Everlasting Man 1925 1926 

George Bernard Shaw 1909 1926 Summer of 1926

Wine Water and Song 1915 1922 1925 or 1926

The Man Who Was Thursday 1908

Father Brown Stories

Alarms and Discursions 1910 1924

All Things Considered 1908 1925

Ballad of the White Horse 1911 1926 1950, The Literary 
Impact of the Authorised 
Version

Collected Poems 1927 1927 1946, Lepanto in Talking 
about Bicycles 
1950, A Hymn in The 
Pains of Animals 

All is Grist 1931 1931

Fancies Versus Fads 1923 1925 Mid to late 
1930´s

Heretics 1905 1928 1948, Kipling’s World

Manalive 1912 1936

The Man Who Knew Too 
Much 

1922 1922

The Napoleon of Notting Hill 1904 1928

Orthodoxy 1908 1927 Mid to late 
1930´s

The Poet and the Lunatics 1929 1929

Robert Louis Stevenson 1927 1927

St. Francis of Assisi 1923 1923

St. Thomas Aquinas 1933 1933

Avowals and Denials 1934 1938 1942, In A Preface to 
Paradise Lost

The Thing 1929 1946

The Uses of Diversity 1920 1920
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Chesterton in Lewis's Library18 Notes and comments19

Alarms and Discursions  
(London: Methuen, 1924), 3rd ed.

None

All is Grist (London: Methuen, 1931). None

All Things Considered  
(London: Methuen, 1925), 16th ed. 

Short index on rear flyleaf ”only two ways of 'succee-
ding'” (p. 23) and ”exceptions must be exceptional”  
(p 217).

Avowals and Denials  
(London: Methuen, 1938), 2nd ed. 

None

Ballad of the White Horse  
(London: Methuen, 1926), 8th ed. 

None

Collected Poems  
(London: Palmer, 1927), 2nd ed.

None

Fancies Versus Fads  
(London: Methuen, 1925), 2nd ed.

Short index on rear cover ”rhyme like swimming or 
dancing” (p. 14), ”easy to please” (p. 16), ”past should 
be taught” (p. 175), ”the fact of a potato is poetical” 
(p. 77), ”marriage” (p. 96): [and listings with no indica-
tion of particular quotations for the following pages] 
pp. 234, 69, 82, 96-102, 86.

George Bernard Shaw  
(London: Bodley Head, 1926),  
cheap edition. 

The following passages are underlined: ”Shaw's ability 
to bring out orig. and suggestive thoughts-turn of  
argument” (p. 67); ”debate with Shaw” (p. 77), ”socia-
lism” (p. 81); ”equates with capitalism” (p. 87); ”Shaw 
the least social of all socialists” (p. 183); ”Marx not 
with him” (p. 186); ”Shaw not a lover of the land as a 
patriot or private owner” (p. 188); Major Barbara  
(p. 198); ”light brown clothes and Bohemian” (p. 228); 
”never a better popular economist [to] man in the  
street” (p. 248; whole page underlined).

Heretics (London: Bodley Head, 1928), 
Weekend Library, cheap edition. 

Index on rear flyleaf: ”et.seq. Smiths and Signal boxes” 
[listings for pages], pp. 72, 143, [also, typographical 
corrections noted throughout].

Manalive (London: Arrowsmith, 1936) None

The Man Who Knew Too Much  
(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1922). 

None

The Napoleon of Notting Hill (London: 
Bodley Head, 1928), later edition.

None

Orthodoxy (London: Bodley Head, 
1927), Weekend Library edition,  
small format. 

Note on page 121 queries ”idea of content and coope-
ration” by saying ”p'haps should be consent?” Index on 
rear flyleaf: [pages listed] pp. 25, 60, 68, 81, 105, 107, 
109, 174, 184 ”easy to be a modernist”; pp. 205, 210 
”white post”, pp. 222, 226, 239 ”loyalty to L”:  
pp. 119-124-130.

The Poet and the Lunatics  
(New York: Dodd Mead, 1929)

None
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Chesterton in Lewis's Library Notes and comments

Robert Louis Stevenson  
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1927)

Underlined pp. 72, 73, 77, 82, 83, 92, 130, 132 ”least 
masculine of vices”: p. 240 [passage on this page gets 
an ”alpha” mark]. 

St. Francis of Assisi  
(Jondon: Hodder and Stoughton, 
1923).

None

St. Thomas Aquinas  
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1933)

Underlining: pp. x, 35, 41, 47, 57, 60, 63, 65, 68, 73, 
84, 91, 94, 101, 107-108, 125, 126, 128, 129, 140-141, 
150, 155, 172, 182, 206, 219, 225, 233. 
Comments: ”pure Plato" [(p. 125); by the passage 
”there are no bed things”]; exclamation marks by the 
passage ”the english Church was first a rebel against 
Catholic civilization” (p. 87); comment at the end of 
chapter four (p. 140; ”ho-ho”); question marks by the 
passage ”what is subjective must be stale” (p. 219). 

The Thing (London: Sheed & Ward, 
1946)

None

Tremendous Trifles (London: Methuen, 
1920), 6th ed. inscribed W. Hodkin 
Sheffield 15 Dec. 1951. (A second copy 
– also London: Methuen, 1920) 

Comments: ”the time machine must have broken down. 
It must p.o. be visited: opening its mouth indefinitely 
for ever" (p. 25); ”a delicious Dickensian touch”  
(p. 34).

The Uses of Diversity (London: 
Methuen, 1920)

None

The Victorian Age in Literature 
(London: Butterworths, 1923), 11th ed.

Short annotation in response to Chesterton's question 
about whether there was ever a villian that Dickens kil-
led: ”R. Riderhood” (p. 120). 
Passages underlined: pp. 30, 78, 102, 152 [a reference 
to George MacDonald], pp. 155, 170, 183, 199,  
204-205, 242, 246.  
Short index on rear fly-leaf: ”the compromise”” 
(pp. 30-102): "Victorian Age is Rationalism to the 
claim + a series of Rebellions” (p. 40). 

Wine Water and Song (London: 
Methuen, 1922), 12th ed. 

One letter changed from «get into the wine» «get into 
mine». May not be by Lewis.

Lewis also owned a copy of Maisie 
Ward's Gilbert Keith Chesterton 
(London: Sheed & Ward, 1944)

None
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Notes 

1 Surprised by Joy, pp. 153-54 
2 The authoritative list is in Hasnes. By the end of his life Chesterton had published 83 books, 30 pamphlets, 
around 180 short stories and fables, six novels, four plays, over 1 000 poems and over 6 000 essays and arti-
cles (annually more than a hundred). He even wrote the entry on Charles Dickens and part of the entry on 
Humour in the 14th edition (1929) of the Encyclopædia Britannica. 
3 Hasnes mentions around 3 000 articles on Chesterton in periodicals, though some written after his death. 
4 Danbolt noted 43 books by Chesterton in the shelf behind her writing desk. In 1931 she translated The 
Everlasting Man to Norwegian, two years earlier she had used parts of her Nobel Prize to support her  
stepdaughter’s translation of The Catholic Church and Conversion. 
5 Especially Benson and Duncan  
6 Benson and Duncan are again must-reads here 
7 Benson, pp. 361-62 
8 According to handwriting expert Charlie Starr most notes and comments are by Lewis (Duncan 2021). 
9 Kranz, p. 326, from C.S. Lewis at the Breakfast Table, James, T. Como (ed.), London 1980, p. xxiii and p. 
47.  
10 The Allegory of Love, Oxford University Press, 1968, p. 1.  
11 Ibid, p. 190. 
12  Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, Vol. 3, p. 72. 
13 Collected Letters, Vol. 2, p. 823 
14 C.S. Lewis, “Is Theology Poetry?” in The Weight of Glory, HarperOne, 1980, p. 140. 
15 ILN had already reached ~300,000 a week by the high-Victorian peak (1860s), with special numbers  
selling far higher – https://www.portrait.gov.au/people/the-illustrated-london-news? 
16 Exact yearly figures for ILN 1910–40 are patchy in open sources as audited circulation for magazines was 
less systematic than later, but the order-of-magnitude is clear.  Leary (2011) notes ILN ”continued to inno-
vate and soar in popularity well into the twentieth century,” covering the Titanic, WWI, and Tutankhamun in 
the 1910s–20s when Lewis was discovering Chesterton –  https://www.britannica.com/topic/Illustrated-
London-News 
17 The British Newspaper Archive, https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/titles/illustrated-london-
news/? 
18 Benson, pp. 361-62 
19 According to handwriting expert Charlie Starr most notes and comments are by Lewis. 

 
 
 
 
 




