What I Learned in the Nursery
G. K. Chesterton

My first and last philosophy, that which I believe in with unbroken certainty, I learnt in the nursery...
The things I believed most then, the things I believe most now, are the things called fairy tales.
They seem to me to be the entirely reasonable things. They are not fantasies: compared with them
other things are fantastic. Compared with them religion and rationalism are both abnormal, though
religion is abnormally right and rationalism abnormally wrong. Fairyland is nothing but the sunny
country of common sense. It is not earth that judges heaven, but heaven that judges earth; so for
me at least it was not earth that criticized elfland, but elfland that criticized the earth. I knew the
magic beanstalk before I had tasted beans; I was sure of the Man in the Moon before I was certain
of the moon. This was at one with all popular tradition. Modern minor poets are naturalists, and talk
about the bush or the brook; but the singers of the old epics and fables were supernaturalists, and
talked about the gods of brook and bush. That is what the moderns mean when they say that the
ancients did not "appreciate Nature," because they said that Nature was divine. Old nurses do not
tell children about the grass, but about the fairies that dance on the grass; and the old Greeks could
not see the trees for the dryads.

But I deal here with what ethic and philosophy come from being fed on fairy tales. If I were
describing them in detail I could note many noble and healthy principles that arise from them. There
is the chivalrous lesson of "Jack the Giant Killer"; that giants should be killed because they are
gigantic... There is the lesson of "Cinderella," which is the same as that of the Magnificat -- exaltavit
humiles. There is the great lesson of "Beauty and the Beast"; that a thing must be loved before it is
loveable. There is the terrible allegory of the "Sleeping Beauty," which tells how the human creature
was blessed with all birthday gifts, yet cursed with death; and how death also may perhaps be
softened to a sleep. But I am not concerned with any of the separate statutes of elfland, but with the
whole spirit of its law, which I learnt before I could speak, and shall retain when I cannot write. I am
concerned with a certain way of looking at life, which was created in me by the fairy tales, but has
since been meekly ratified by the mere facts.

This elementary wonder, however, is not a mere fancy derived from the fairy tales; on the contrary,
all the fire of the fairy tales is derived from this. Just as we all like love tales because there is an
instinct of sex, we all like astonishing tales because they touch the nerve of the ancient instinct of
astonishment. This is proved by the fact that when we are very young children we do not need fairy
tales: we only need tales. Mere life is interesting enough. A child of seven is excited by being told
that Tommy opened a door and saw a dragon. But a child of three is excited by being told that
Tommy opened a door. Boys like romantic tales; but babies like realistic tales -- because they find
them romantic. In fact, a baby is about the only person, I should think, to whom a modern realistic
novel could be read without boring him. This proves that even nursery tales only echo an almost
pre-natal leap of interest and amazement. These tales say that apples were golden only to refresh
the forgotten moment when we found that they were green. They make rivers run with wine only to
make us remember, for one wild moment, that they run with water. I have said that this is wholly
reasonable and even agnostic. And, indeed, on this point I am all for the higher agnosticism; its
better name is Ignorance. We have all read in scientific books, and, indeed, in all romances, the
story of the man who has forgotten his name. This man walks about the streets and can see and
appreciate everything; only he cannot remember who he is. Well, every man is that man in the
story. Every man has forgotten who he is. One may understand the cosmos, but never the ego; the
self more distant than any star. Thou shalt love the Lord thy God; but thou shalt not know thyself.
We are all under the same mental calamity; we have all forgotten our names. We have all forgotten
what we really are. All that we call common sense and rationality and practicality and positivism only
means that for certain dead levels of our life we forget that we have forgotten. All that we call spirit
and art and ecstasy only means that for one awful instant we remember that we forget.
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