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We all know them. They 
fight imaginary sword battles. 
They draw pictures of orcs 
and dwarves. Sometimes they 
even try to learn the elvish 
language. They seem, in fact, 
to dwell entirely in Middle 
Earth. They are children ob-
sessed with J.R.R. Tolkein’s 
The Lord of the Rings. Your 
student may not be quite this 
delusional, but many parents 
and teachers are familiar with 
at least a few of these symp-
toms—in their own child or 
someone else’s. They are not 
a danger to themselves or oth-
ers (unless in the course of a 
swordfight they knock a valu-
able Royal Doulton from the 
mantle piece or something, 
in which case you might want 
to send them to their room). 

In fact, the best thing to 
do is play along, and if you are 
creative enough, you might 
just be pleased with the results.

As a teacher, you often 
find yourself in need of il-
lustrations. There was a day 
(may it soon return) when you 
could appeal to a character or 
event in literature to explain 
the idea you were trying to 
get across, and you could be 
fairly confident all your stu-
dents would know what you 
were talking about. This was 

in the days, mind you, before 
the invention of video games.

Not only was there a time 
when students were well read, 
but they tended to read the 
same books. They shared com-
mon cultural reference points 
and could communicate better 
because of it. They were also 
easier to communicate with. 

Today, when a teacher 
needs an illustration, he can’t 
quote Shakespeare or Robert 
Frost—or Eliot. Appealing 
to lines out of Hemingway, 
Steinbeck, or Faulkner will 
do him no good, since no 
one would know what he was 
talking about. Instead, when 
a word picture is needed, the 
teacher is forced to reach for 
something out of a movie or 

a television program. It is 
the only thing he can be cer-
tain they will all understand. 

Outside the Bible (and 
even there it is a little dicey), 
there is only one exception 
to this rule: The Lord of the 

Getting Beyond The Lord of the Rings 
How to parlay an obsession with The Lord of the Rings into an interest in English literature. 

Rings—that, and possibly 
C. S. Lewis’ The Lion, the 
Witch, and the Wardrobe. It 
is admittedly a small canon, 
but it is a start. And let’s 
face it: it could be far worse.

Why these books? What is 
it about The Lord of the Rings 
and The Chronicles of Narnia 
that have the power to tear 
students away from the latest 
version of (and I may date my-
self here and forever relegate 
myself to the ranks of the 
uncool, but here goes) Mario?

Other books have been 
written, also in the fanta-
sy genre, that appeal to the 
imagination. Although many 
Christians do not like the im-
ages of witchcraft in them, 
the Harry Potter books have 

been extremely popular and 
probably play a similar, some-
what lesser, role among secu-
lar students. J. K. Rowling’s 
writing can be inventive and 
compelling. Her characters 

There was a day (may it soon 
return) when you could appeal 

to a character or event in lit-
erature to explain the idea you 

were trying to get across...
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are almost Dickensian, and 
the interplay between fairly 
clear examples of good and 
evil renders her plots under-
standable and exciting in a 
literary world which now fa-
vors stories that take place in 
an ambiguous moral universe.

No other book approach-
es The Lord of the Rings in 
terms of reader loyalty. I 
think there are several rea-
sons for this. There are three 
chief characteristics that set 
Tolkein’s great work apart. 
The first is authenticity, the 
second is reality, and the third 
is familiarity. Let me explain.

I say the books are au-
thentic because the reader 
grasps quickly that he has en-
tered a world that appears to 
have been there 
long before he 
ever entered it. 
There are civi-
l izat ions that 
have come and 
gone, languages 
that have been 
lost, and races of 
men (or some-
thing close to 
men) who once 
spoke them but 
w h o  a r e  n o w 
long dead—or are they?

Tolkein knew the power 
of words and spent his whole 
life immersed in the languag-
es of the West: Latin, Greek, 
German, Old Norse—and even 

(just for fun) Icelandic. He was, 
among other things, a profes-
sor of Anglo-Saxon. The lan-
guages of Middle Earth were 
his own creation and were 
written even before the sto-
ries that now grace the books.

In the beginning was  
the Word.

The reality—and the fa-
miliarity—of the stories comes 
from the fact that they speak 
to universal themes we all 
know, even if few of us could 
articulate them to ourselves. 
There is something about 
Frodo that is like us all, and 
we can laugh at and pity him 
for it. And there is something 
about Aragorn that we would 
like to become, although we 
know we never could. Gandalf 

is like our grandfather, old 
and wise, at once a familiar 
figure we could approach with 
a casual familiarity—and also 
a wizard who could strike us 
dead with a stare. Then there 

is Sam: the real hero of the 
story. These are fantastic char-
acters, and yet it seems like 
we have met them all before.

The symbols in the sto-
ry distinguish it from other 
books as well. What more 
universal symbol is there than 
the Ring of Power? And what 
exactly does it represent? Is 
it meant to represent power 
and its corrupting influence 
only? Or can we apply it to 
more particular things, like 
weapons of mass destruction 
and other afflictions of mod-
ern society, like drugs? And is 
there any better symbol of the 
blessings and curses of the In-
ternet than the Palantiri: the 
Seeing Stones of Numenor?

Lewis’ stories have their 
own appeal, as evi-
denced by the fact 
that children have 
cherished them 
for decades. My 
own boys (I have 
three) have worn 
out several sets of 
The Chronicles of 
Narnia through 
repeated readings. 
The symbolism of 
the Narnia books 
is not as deep as 

that found in the stories of 
Middle Earth; their mean-
ing lies closer to the sur-
face. Their appeal is different, 
but, particularly for readers 

Tolkein knew the power of words and 
spent his whole life immersed in the  

languages of the West:  
Latin, Greek, German, Old Norse—

and even (just for fun) Icelandic.  
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in the early years, their ap-
peal can be just as strong.

The Lord of the Rings—
and to a lesser extent Lewis’ 
Narnia books and Space Tril-
ogy—offer an opportunity 
to introduce students to the 
wider world of English lit-
erature. An interest in a book 
naturally lends itself to an 
interest in the author. What 
was he like? What books did 
he read and how did they af-
fect his own stories? Asking 
these questions (and answer-
ing them) is a wonderful way 
of parlaying an interest in 
one book into a wider inter-
est in the world of books.

Tolkein, Lewis, and other 
members of the “Inklings” 
(the group of writers and Ox-
ford professors who met at 
The Eagle and Child tavern to 
read their books to each oth-
er) came to their work with a 
formidable background in the 
literature of Western Europe. 
Works such as Beowulf, of 
which the first readable trans-
lation in English was penned 
by Tolkein, is a good place 
to start. Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight is another, also 
translated by Tolkein. Other 
writings from the Norse, such 
as the Volsung Saga played an 
important part in Tolkein’s 
literary development. Stu-
dents will be edified as they 
see in the similar themes 

parallels  between these 
works and the Ring stories.

Other influences included 
the writings of George Mac-
Donald, particularly The Prin-
cess and the Goblin, Chester-
ton’s Everlasting Man—all 
of these could be made a part 
of a course in English. There 
are also many modern Chris-
tian writers who were influ-
enced by the Inklings, who 
would be worth putting on 
your students’ reading lists.

A student could also 
take note of the ways in 
which Tolkein’s writing dif-
fers from other English writ-
ers, such as Shakespeare, 
whose writing, Tolkein once 
said (probably because he 
considered him too mod-
ern), he “cordially” disliked. 

For me, it was the writ-
ings of G. K. Chesterton that 
served as my gateway into the 
world of English literature. I 
could be said to have been as 
obsessed with Chesterton as 
some of my students are now 
obsessed with Tolkein. But my 
interest in reading such great 
works as Orthodoxy, The Man 
Who Was Thursday, and The 
Everlasting Man transformed 
itself into an interest in the 
writers Chesterton quoted and 
criticized. I call this “following 
the links”—and our computer 
savvy generation of students 
certainly knows how to do that.
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Hugh of St. Victor’s Didascalicon: A Protestant Appropriation
by Gregory Soderberg

Out of all the sciences above 
named, however, the ancients, in 
their studies, especially selected 
seven to be mastered by those 

who were to be educated.  These 
seven they considered so to excel 

all the rest in usefulness that 
anyone who had been thoroughly 
schooled in them might afterward 

come to a knowledge of the 
others by his own inquiry and 
effort rather than by listening 

to a teacher.  For these, one 
might say, constitute the best 

instruments, the best rudiments, 
by which the way is prepared for 
the mind’s complete knowledge of 
philosophic truth.  Therefore they 

are called by the name trivium 
and quadrivium, because by 

them, as by certain ways (viae), a 
quick mind enters into the secret 

places of wisdom.1

This is one of the many 
jewels in Hugh of St. Victor’s 
Didascalicon: De studio leg-
endi (On the Study of Read-
ing), a twelfth-century work 
on theology and the liberal arts 
that marks a true high point 
in medieval thought.   Hugh 
drew on the vast resources 
of the ancient world and his 
Christian fathers in the faith 
as he discussed the various 
divisions of human knowl-
edge.2  His work reads like a 

1.  Hugh of St. Victor, Didascal-
icon, ed. Jerome Taylor (New York: 
Columbia UP, 1961), 87.

2.  He writes, “In this little work 
I have designed to inquire only into 
the divisions and the names of things, 
so that the reader might thereby be 
established in some beginning of 
knowledge merely,” 80.

card catalogue,3 and while his 
categories are suspiciously 
Platonic and Aristotelian, his 
tome stands as a testimony 
to the immense learning and 
theo-centricity that char-
acterized the medieval age.

The Didascalicon does 
not address educational the-
ory or pedagogy as we think 
of the terms.  His work is 
a map to guide the earnest 
student on an ever-ascending 
path up to conformity to the 
Divine Likeness: “This, then, 
is what the arts are concerned 
with, this is what they in-
tend, namely, to restore with-
in us the divine likeness.”4 

The observant reader 
will have noticed an echo of 
Dorothy Sayers in the first-
quoted passage (or rather a 
voice Sayers was echoing): 
“For the sole end is simply 
this:  to teach men how to 
learn for themselves; and 
whatever instruction fails to 

3.  I am indebted to C.S. Lewis:  
“At his most characteristic, medi-
eval man was not a dreamer nor a 
wanderer.  He was an organizer, a 
codifier, a builder of systems . . . . 
There was nothing medieval people 
liked better, or did better, than sorting 
out and tidying up.  Of all our modern 
inventions I suspect that they would 
most have admired the card index,” 
in The Discarded Image (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1964), 10.

4.  Didascalicon, 62.

do this is effort spent in vain.”5

It is unfortunate that 
Sayers did not footnote her 
classic essay.  Perhaps she had 
this very passage from Hugh 
in mind.  Then again, perhaps 
it is best that Sayers left us to 
dig through the thick layers 
of medieval thought for our-
selves.  It is the role of a miner 
that I wish to play in this 
foray into the Didascalicon.  
I sometimes feel that we in 
the Christian classical move-
ment are all tunnelling along 
through forgotten corridors 
and deserted halls.  And so I 
have dug up Hugh of St. Victor 
and hold him up to the light 
for all to see.  He does have 
some blemishes, indeed some 
cracks, but the light still danc-
es splendidly in his words.  

As I  turn the Didascali-
con over in my hands, pol-
ishing here and marvelling 
there, I will be simultaneously 
appreciating and appropriat-
ing.  I struggled with both of 
these terms in choosing my ti-
tle, but I feel that “appropria-
tion” is the more Biblical, and 
the most medieval, of the two.  
If something is worth appro-
priating, then it is first worth 
appreciating.  And as Hugh 

5.  Dorothy Sayers, “The Lost 
Tools of Learning,”  reprinted in 
Douglas Wilson,  Rediscovering the 
Lost Tools of Learning (Wheaton: 
Crossway Books, 1991), 164.

continued on next page
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 But why read?  Is this 
not the perennial question?  
It is certainly one I’ve en-
countered more than once 
in my teaching career: “But, 
Mr. Soderberg, why are we 
reading/studying/learning 
(you fill in the blank) ?”  This 
is not the ancient question of 
why we Christians are read-
ing pagan authors, or why 
we are reading witch-filled 
Narnia stories.  For Hugh, the 
question of why one would 
want to read great books was 
nonexistent.  Hugh assumed 
that his readers (unless they 
were lazy) would want to 
read classical literature and, 

more importantly, the Bible.
Hugh’s directions on 

reading flow out of his Chris-
tian worldview.  In discussing 
man, he writes: “In man are 
two things—the good and the 
evil . . . The good . . . requires 
to be restored by active ef-
fort.  The evil . . . requires to 
be removed, or . . . at least to 
be alleviated through the ap-
plication of a remedy.  This 
is our entire task—the resto-
ration of our nature and the 
removal of our deficiency.”7  

7.  Ibid., 52.

Hugh of St. Victor’s Didascalicon: A Protestant Appropriation
continued from page 4

continued on next page

appropriated Quintillian, Pla-
to, Cassiodorus, and Boethius, 
I will appropriate him from a 
Protestant perspective, and 
endeavor to draw conclusions 
that would shed a little more 
light in this particular cor-
ridor of the medieval world.  
I hope that my conclusions 
will specifically benefit those 
involved in the revival of 
classical Christian education.
 

Wisdom and the Restoration 
of the Imago Dei

“Not knowing and not 
wishing to know are far dif-
ferent things.  Not knowing, 
to be sure, springs from weak-
ness; but contempt of 
knowledge springs from 
a wicked will.”6  So begins 
the Didascalicon.  With a 
typical medieval fascina-
tion for naming, Hugh 
prepares to take his readers 
through a brief summary of 
human knowledge. There are 
two ways to acquire knowl-
edge: reading and meditation.   
Hugh is concerned, primar-
ily, with teaching students 
to read.  Three things are 
necessary in reading: (1) what 
to read, (2) in what order to 
read, (3) in what manner to 
read.  Hugh divides his book 
into two parts.  The first is con-
cerned with the “reader of the 
arts,” and the second with “the 
reader of the Sacred Scripture.”  

6.  Didascalicon, 43.

Hugh’s starting point sets 
him apart from other medi-
eval thinkers like William of 
Conches, who began his com-
mentary on Boethius’ De con-
solatione philosophiae with 
“natural knowledge” (scien-
tia) and proceeds to parse the 
various parts of knowledge.  
William equates “philosophy” 
with “wisdom” and finds the 
difference between the two 
only in etymology.  One is a 
Greek word, and the other 
Latin, but beyond that, they 
both describe the realm of 
man’s reason and knowledge.

As the translator and 
editor of the Didascalicon, Je-

rome Taylor notes in his 
introduction, “From such 
naturalistic rationalism 
Hugh’s thought is poles 
apart.  For Hugh, Wisdom 
is the second person of the 
trinitarian Godhead, and 

philosophy is pursuit of that Wis-
dom. ”8  William of Conche’s 
starting point, then, is the 
autonomous realm of rea-
son; whereas Hugh begins 
with a discussion of Wisdom, 
which he later brings into 
a more trinitarian context:

This, then, is what the 
arts are concerned with, 
this is what they intend, 

namely, to restore within 
us the divine likeness, a 
likeness which to us is 

a form but to God is his 

8.  Ibid., 17.

But why read?  Is this not 
the perennial question?  
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nature.  The more we are 
conformed to the divine 
nature, the more do we 

possess Wisdom, for then 
there begins to shine 

forth again in us what 
has forever existed in the 
divine Image or Pattern, 
coming and going in us 
but standing changeless 

in God.9

The end (telos) of reading, 
therefore, is nothing less that 
the restoration of the imago dei.  

The Classical Tradition

The Didascalicon stands 
squarely in the classical tradi-
tion.  It is not a medieval trea-
tise on how to teach the classics 
or the trivium, but 
a work following 
in the tradition of 
Christian didactic 
(didascalic) litera-
ture which, “begins 
with Augustine and 
continues through 
B o e t h i u s ,  C a s -
siodorus, Isidore 
of Seville, Bede, Al-
cuin, Rhabanus Maurus, and 
the late Carolingian masters, 
including John the Scot.”10

He was most definitely not 
operating in a historical vacu-
um.  One thinks even further 
into antiquity to Quintillian, 
that master of rhetoric, whose 
Institutio Oratoria is a far-

9.  Ibid., 61.
10.  Taylor, “Introduction” to 

Didascalicon, 3.

ranging tome on the mechan-
ics and philosophy of rheto-
ric.  But it is no mere hand-
book.  It is a program for life.  

Quintillian writes: “I on 
the other hand hold that the 
art of oratory includes all 
that is essential for the train-
ing of an orator, and that it 
is impossible to reach the 
summit in any subject unless 
we have first passed through 
all the elementary stages.  I 
shall not therefore refuse to 
stoop to the consideration of 
those minor details, neglect 
of which may result in there 
being no opportunity for more 
important things, and pro-
pose to mould the studies of 

my orator from infancy . . .”11  
Quintillian is not interested in 
one rhetoric course sometime 
in high school or college.  He is 
writing about the inculcation 

11.  Quintillian, Institutio 
Oratoria, trans. H. E. Butler (London: 
Harvard UP, 1920), I.Pr.3-5.

of a rhetorical worldview.12

The medieval didacti-
cists imitated Quintillian in 
the scope of their works.  To 
speak of one thing, they real-
ized, is to speak of all things.  
One cannot simply talk about 
mathematics without relation 
to the “music of the human 
body,” the nine openings in 
the human body, and the four 
progressions of the soul.  Of 
course, one simply must men-
tion what Boethius or Capella 
said about the matter, and 
before we know it, we’ve wan-
dered into a Platonic theory 
of the soul and a theory of 
epistemology.  The medievals 
understood that knowledge 

cannot be compart-
mentalized.  In giving 
instruction to young 
readers, they were 
laying out a project 
for a lifetime of study.  

Cassiodorus fol-
lows Quintillian as he 
sets forth a program 
for the training of a 
monk, which in the 

medieval world was synony-
mous with a learned and well-
read Christian.  He summariz-
es “Divine and Secular Letters” 
as he presents his own reading 
plan for the monks in his scrip-

12.  Quintillian quotes Cicero: 
“In my opinion no one can be an 
absolutely perfect orator unless he has 
acquired a knowledge of all important 
subjects and arts.” II.xxi.14-17.

Hugh of St. Victor’s Didascalicon: A Protestant Appropriation
continued from page 5

Quintillian is not interested in 
one rhetoric course sometime 
in high school or college.  He 
is writing about the inculca-

tion of a rhetorical worldview.
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torium: “I was driven by divine 
charity to this device, namely, 
in the place of a teacher to pre-
pare for you under the Lord’s 
guidance these introductory 
books; through which, in my 
opinion, the unbroken line 
of Divine Scriptures and the 
compendious knowledge of 
secular letters might with the 
Lord’s beneficence be related  
. . . since through them one 
learns the indicated origin of 
both the salvation of the soul 
and secular knowledge.”13

Cassiodorus is an excel-
lent early example of how 
Christians should appropriate 
the classics (in whatever field).  
In effect, he shows us how to 
plunder the pagans.  Reading 
pagan authors is valuable, 
he and the other medieval 
didacticists argue, but read-
ing does not stop there.  We 
must read beyond the pagans 
as we read the Scriptures.   

As Augustine put it, “still 
we ought not to give up music 
because of the superstition of 
the heathen, if we can derive 
anything from it that is of use 
for the understanding of Holy 
Scripture . . . Nay, but let every 
good and true Christian un-
derstand that wherever truth 
may be found, it belongs to 
his Master; and while he rec-
ognizes and acknowledges the 

13.  Cassiodorus Senator, An 
Introduction to Divine and Human 
Readings, trans. Leslie Weber Jones, 
(New York: Columbia UP, 1946), 68.

truth, even in their religious 
literature, let him reject the 
figments of superstition.”14  
Hugh follows in Augustine’s 
wake in one of the most pow-
erful metaphors in the Didas-
calicon: “The writings of phi-
losophers, like a whitewashed 
wall of clay, boast an attractive 
surface all shining with elo-
quence; but if sometimes they 
hold forth to us a semblance 
of truth, nevertheless, by mix-
ing falsehoods with it, they 
conceal the clay of error, as it 
were, under an over-spread 
coat of color.  The Sacred 
Scriptures, on the other hand, 
are most fittingly likened to a 
honeycomb, for while in the 
simplicity of their language 
they seem dry, within they 
are filled with sweetness.”15

Medieval Trivial Pursuit

The medievals were in 
love with naming the world.  
Most of the time, they simply 
repeated the labels and appela-
tions of the classical authors, 
but they were so enraptured 
by the neatness of tidy divi-
sions and exact terms, that we 
may indulge them.  Hugh im-
mediately begins cutting away 
in the Didascalicon, and does 

14.  On Christian Doctrine in 
Great Books of the Western World, ed. 
Robert Maynard Hutchins (Chicago: 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc., 1952), 
646.

15.  Didascalicon, 102.

not finish until he has left the 
world in a thousand pieces.  
He leaves us to put the jigsaw 
puzzle back together again.

He, like most medievals, 
was in love with numbers.  
There are three powers of the 
soul, three manners of things, 
three works, four progressions 
of the soul, four quadrivial arts, 
four parts of arithmetic, three 
parts of music, three parts of 
geometry, seven sciences, and 
so forth.  It is important to real-
ize that the medievals believed 
they were simply discovering 
the divine order inherent in 
creation.  God, the Ultimate 
Mathematician, had placed nu-
merous correspondences and 
patterns in the world, and it is 
our job to see and order them.

When Hugh finally begins to 
discuss the trivium and quadriv-
ium, he has established the fol-
lowing divisions among the arts:

Philosophy
          Theoretical
 Theology
 Physics
 Mathematics
           Arithmetic
           Music
           Geometry
           Astronomy
          Practical
 Solitary
 Private
 Public
          Mechanical
 Fabric making
 Armament
 Commerce
 Agriculture
 Hunting
 Medicine
 Theatrics

Hugh of St. Victor’s Didascalicon: A Protestant Appropriation
continued from page 6
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          Logical
 Grammar
 Argument

           Demonstration
           Probable Argument
  Dialectic
  Rhetoric
         Sophistic

Notice first that nothing 
is too trivial to be included in 
Hugh’s grand summary of the 
arts.  Hunting, fishing, and 
geometry, how marvelous 
is man’s ingenuity!  Rather, 
how marvelous is the world 
which God created, and we 
have discovered bit by bit.  
There are no knowledge-
bytes in the medieval 
worldview, but a defi-
nite sense of building, 
block by block, a mar-
velous edifice of hu-
man understanding.

The trivium is 
certainly included in 
this structure.  Hugh 
summarizes the trivi-
um neatly: “Grammar 
is knowledge of how to speak 
without error; dialectic is 
clear-sighted argument which 
separates the true from the 
false; rhetoric is the discipline 
of persuading to every suit-
able thing.”16  He also discuss-
es the quadrivium at length.

But the trivium and qua-
drivium are not Hugh’s con-
cerns in the Didascalicon.  
For him, the primary distinc-
tions are the four branches of 
knowledge: theoretical, practi-
cal,  mechanical, and logical.  

16.  Ibid., 82.

Within these genera, Hugh 
believes, all aspects of human 
art find their proper place.  

 
Platonizing and  
Theologizing

It is at this point that a 
Protestant appropriation will 
part company with Hugh.  He 
worries that readers will object 
to his placement of “food and 
drink” under the art of Medi-
cine, while he earlier placed 
them under Hunting.  Hugh’s 
world is entirely too tidy. The 
medievals erred in multiply-

ing scholastic distinctions.  
Underlying Hugh’s entire 
project, we will find a subtle 
Platonism.  Thus he states 
that only theoretical knowl-
edge (theology, mathematics, 
physics) can rightly be called 
wisdom, because “it studies 
the truth of things.”17  Solo-
mon would have none of this.  
Undoubtedly wisdom has theo-
retical dimensions, but others 
have convincingly argued that 
the biblical concept of wisdom 
is much more organic and 

17.  Ibid., 73.

earthy.  Is it any wonder that 
the wisest men who walked the 
earth (Christ and Solomon) 
left us words about plowing, 
sowing, fishing, making love, 
and the endless cycles of sea-
sons?  Whether knowingly or 
not, the medievals must have 
felt the tension between their 
intellectualistic version of the 
faith and the biblical texts, and 
so turned the Song of Solomon 
into a grand allegory (to take 
the most notorious example).

As a corrolary of this in-
cipient Platonism, we find in 

Hugh a denigration 
of the imagination.  
After relating how the 
soul must “degenerate” 
through the process 
of contact with “bodily 
images,” he states, 
“Imagination, howev-
er, is sensuous mem-
ory made up of the 
traces of corporeal ob-

jects inhering in the mind; it 
possesses in itself nothing certain 
as a source of knowledge.”18  The 
Christian reader, then, must as-
cend out of the muck of imagina-
tion and bodily images into some 
sort of Platonic stratosphere.  For 
Hugh, “understanding is pure and 
certain knowledge of the sole prin-
ciples of things—namely, of God, 
of ideas, and of prime matter, and of 
incorporeal substances.”19

To Hugh’s credit, he saw 

18.  Ibid., 67.
19.  Ibid., 66.

continued from page 7
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There are no knowledge-bytes 
in the medieval worldview, 

but a definite sense of building, 
block by block, a marvelous edi-

fice of human understanding.
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himself as consistently Christian, but he was juggling chainsaws, 
and cut off more than one finger in the process.  As Protestants, 
we must reject any hint of Platonism which, in education, tends 
to show up in logic stage.  (One could argue that the medievals 
remained primarily at the logic stage in philosophy and theol-
ogy.  However, until we can write poetry like they did, we should 
keep our mouths shut and learn a lesson or two).  While we 
read Hugh in his more Platonic moments, we must remember 
that he saw his readers progressing through stages of knowl-
edge and wisdom that mirrored God’s wisdom and knowledge. 
Though his language is Platonic, his worldview is theocentric.  

Hugh is not only concerned with “Secular Letters.”  That 
is merely groundwork to prepare us to study “Sacred Letters.”  
There are three types of men who read the Scriptures:  those 
who seek riches or honor and those who delight in the “mar-
vels” of Scripture, and the third group who read the Scrip-
tures, “so that they may forthrightly demolish enemies of the 
truth, teach those less well informed, recognize the path of 
truth more perfectly themselves, and understanding the hid-
den things of God more deeply, love them more intently.”20  
It is this sort of reader that Hugh wished his readers to be, 
and it is this sort of reader that Hugh himself strove to be.

To the patient and persevering reader, the Didascalicon 
offers us a window into the medieval mind, and through that 
mind, a vista into the vast learning of antiquity.  To those of 
us dedicated to “rebuilding the ruins” and “recovering the 
lost tools of learning,” surely we should be eager to learn 
from one who was himself engaged in the same task. One 
day, may our children’s children say of us as Hugh said of 
those who study Scripture “precisely”: “Surely the devotion 
of these persons deserves praise and is worthy of imitation.”21

Now, therefore,  let  us ask Wisdom that it  may deign 
to  shine  in  our  hearts  and to  cast  l ight  upon i ts  paths 
for us, that it may bring us “to its pure and fleshless feast.”22  

20 . Ibid., 134.
21.  Ibid., 134.
22.  Ibid., 151.  Fittingly, Hugh ends his book with a quotation from the 

Latin Asclepius, part of the Corpus Hermeticum.  Nothing was beyond Christian-
ization for the medievals!

Gregory Soderberg has taught humanities at Cary Christian School for 
five years.  He holds a BA from New St. Andrews College, a MA in Church His-

tory from the University of Pretoria, and is postgraduate research student 
at Trinity Theological College.  Other musings (and cute pictures of his chil-

dren) can be found at http://studyandliturgy.wordpress.com.

Although Sandra Bo-
swell’s book, Protocol Mat-
ters, is a double entendre, 
it’s not one with a risqué or 
indelicate meaning in either 
sense. In fact, both meanings 
are precisely germane. Proto-
col, how one conducts oneself 
in the company of others, does 
indeed matter, it is important. 
Also, the book is a compendi-
um of matters or issues about 
establishing a “protocol” or 
social event for the purpose 
of instructing students in 
proper etiquette and customs.

Proper etiquette is an-
other means of demonstrat-
ing love through our actions. 
Knowing the proper thing to 
do in a wide variety of social 
situations can help put others 
at ease as well as ourselves. 
Boswell has done an out-
standing job of addressing 
the vast array of potential 
social issues that most people 
encounter in life, and pro-
vides explicit directions on 
how to navigate each of them.

Boswell begins by ad-
dressing protocol training, 
explaining what it is and why 
it is important. She continues 
by emphasizing how to teach 
protocol in the home and 
ultimately how to establish 
a protocol training program 
at school that addresses stu-
dents in an age-appropri-
ate fashion (a la trivium).  

Book Review: 
Protocol Matters
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She explains not only how to 
set up a protocol program, but 
provides extensive details of 
who is to do what and when 
so that such a program 
is a delight and blessing 
to the students as well 
as a necessary cultural 
learning experience.

The book provides 
anecdotes from per-
sonal experiences from 
her years as a protocol 
instructor in a classical 
Christian school as well 
as from personal experiences 
in every day life. Some are em-
barrassing for the unnamed 
parties while others are quite 
amusing. She even has a sec-
tion on how to graciously and 
effectively handle rude people.

The procedures for mak-
ing proper introductions are 
always an important first step 
for getting a group together 
for an event and Boswell cov-
ers the various possible per-
turbations that can arise in so-
cial situations. Table settings 
and manners are described 
for casual family style meals 
to formal dining occasions, in-

cluding the number of cours-
es, what they typically are, 
when there may be a fork on 
the “spoon side” of the plate, 

and more. For that matter, 
how many of us would know 
the difference between the 
glasses used to serve a white 
or a red wine? When may one 
excuse oneself from the table 
once the meal has begun? Is 
it required that all men rise 
when a woman leaves the 
table? The answers to these 
questions and several others 
are surprisingly not what I 
would have intuitively expect-
ed prior to reading this book.

Clothing is often described 
throughout the Bible, and it is 
generally done in a context-
appropriate manner. In our 

postmodern, relativistic cul-
ture, anything seems to go at 
any time or any place, includ-
ing wearing pajamas for shop-

ping at the supermar-
ket. We have forgotten 
what the proper cloth-
ing is for various con-
texts. Protocol Matters 
calls us back to our civil 
Christian roots describ-
ing proper attire as the 
Bible does, in a context-
appropriate manner.

This is a very prac-
tical book, which means it 
has a lot of detail, but it is 
formatted in a manner that 
allows the reader to locate 
and peruse that portion that 
may be of immediate interest. 
It is a highly valuable book 
and a necessity not only for 
Christian schools that want 
to engender godly conduct 
in their students, but also for 
homes where parents want to 
learn themselves and  instruct 
their children how to be com-
fortable and help others to be 
comfortable through the use 
of proper godly courtesies. 
After all, protocol matters. 

B o o k  R e v i e w :  Teenagers and Manners 

 
Protocol Matters:  

Cultivating Social Graces in Christian  
Homes and Schools  

by Sandra Boswell 

Moscow, ID: Canon Press, 2006, pp 231, $18

reviewed by Patch Blakey

Captain Blake V. “Patch” Blakey, USN (Ret.), graduated from the U. S. 
Naval Academy.  When later assigned to the U.S. Naval War College he earned a 
a master’s degree in political science. He served tours on 8 different vessels and 

retired from the U.S. Navy in 1995.
 Patch and his wife, Debbie, have four children, and operate an alpaca farm 

as a side business.  For the past 12 years, Patch has served as the  
Executive Director for the Association of Classical & Christian Schools (ACCS). 
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B o o k  R e v i e w :  Teenagers and Classics 

One of the advantages 
of being a classical 
school is our empha-

sis on a “Great Books” cur-
riculum for our upper school. 
Whereas many schools ignore 
the classics because modern 
schools are too politically cor-
rect or because the students 
are not able to handle them, 
we treasure the insight and 
wisdom gleaned from these 
literary giants.

You will find Russian 
authors in our modern clas-
sic repertoire—au-
thors like Fyodor Dos-
toevsky. In Crime 
and Punishment, 
the main character, 
Raskolnikov, starts his 
journey with a very 
man-centered per-
spective. Echoing the 
German philosopher Nietz-
sche, he believes that the 
truly great persons’ “will to 
power” makes them exempt 
from social norms. He plots 
the per fect  murder of  a 
r e p u l s i v e  p a w n  b r o k e r 
woman—first to show that 
he is exempt from social 
norms, and second, as re-
venge against God for handi-
capping his brilliance with his 

poverty.
Although Raskolnikov is 

able to carry out his murder 
without getting caught, he 
ultimately gets caught by his 
conscience and by the mes-
sage of a simple, suffering 
peasant girl. Although she is 
not as brilliant as the great 
Raskolnikov, her reading of 
the account of Lazarus’ resur-
rection jars Raskolnikov into 
considering the necessity of 
being spiritually re-born.

After he confesses his 

crime and does his time in 
Siberia, Raskolnikov has a 
dream of what the world 
would be like if everyone 
thought like he did (what 
we would call a Hobbesian 
vision—human life would be 
nasty, brutish and short). In 
contrast to his destructive, 
self-centered worldview is the 
Gospel—personified by the 

suffering peasant girl. He sees 
how the world only continues 
through self-sacrifice and 
love. Although Raskolnikov 
had performed many generous 
deeds to others, he had never 
truly grasped the importance 
of the richness of these Gos-
pel virtues until he saw them 
lived out by the suffering peas-
ant girl.

Crime and Punish-
ment is not a distinctively 
Christian book. You will not 
find it sold in any “Christian 

bookstore.” It only 
quotes the Lazarus ac-
count once, and you 
have to read about 300 
pages before you read 
this snippet from the 
Gospel of John. And yet,  
Dostoevsky does more 
to teach us about the ne-

cessity of being God-centered 
and the perils of being man-
centered than any modern 
Christian author.

The challenge we face 
is to resurrect classics like 
Crime and Punishment in 
our current cultural climate. 
Thankfully, we have seen God 
bless the lives of our students 
with a curiosity and a love of 
these Great Books.

Todd Wagenmaker, the current headmaster of Providence Chris-
tian Academy in St. Louis, MO, is an ordained Presbyterian minister 
in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church as well as an immigration law-

yer and member of both the Missouri and Michigan bar. He and his wife 
have six children, all of which attend Providence Christian Academy.

 

Crime and Punishment
 

by Fyodor Dostoevsky
 

Various editions and translations available such as
New York: Random House, 1993, 608 pages, $20

reviewed by Todd Wagenmaker
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From the Pen of Patrons

Douglas Wilson replies:

It is with pleasure that I stand corrected by Leslie Moeller.  But the misunderstanding I was operating un-
der is, I believe, a common one, and so I appreciate Mrs. Moeller making this clarification.  In the recov-
ery of classical and Christian education there is a lot of work to do—more than enough to go around—and 
it is a pleasure to be working together.

The autumn issue of CLASSIS featured a couple reviews of Wisdom and Eloquence and a re-
sponse by the authors of the book, Robert Littlejohn and Charles Evans.  Below is a letter re-
ceived, and a brief response, regarding a point raised in that issue, reprinted by permission.

October 3, 2007

Dear Mr. Blakey,

I write in response to the very helpful review of Wisdom and Eloquence: a Christian Paradigm for 
Classical Learning, recently published in Classis. We, at the Society for Classical Learning wish to address 
a small issue in the review that we believe will lead to misunderstanding about our organization. Douglas 
Wilson characterizes differences between the authors of Wisdom and Eloquence and ACCS as differences 
between SCL and ACCS. We believe any such differences to be those of the authors and not of SCL. 

While both Littlejohn and Evans were instrumental in founding SCL, our organization is governed by an 
independent board of K–12 and University educators. Robert Littlejohn only recently joined this board 
and Charles Evans is not presently a member. Further, the vast majority of our members are educators 
at ACCS schools and many hold views of classical learning quite similar to those expressed by Douglas 
Wilson.

We would respectfully submit that the difference between ACCS and SCL is that ACCS is an association 
of schools, similar, perhaps, to the National Association of Independent Schools or the Association of 
Christian Schools International, offering accreditation, among other services to its member schools. SCL, 
on the other hand, is a learned society, similar, perhaps, to the American Psychological Association or the 
American Scientific Affiliation; offering to individual members forums for the exchange of ideas, research 
and best practices related to classical learning. 

We appreciate the work of ACCS and most of our board members serve at ACCS schools, attend your 
annual conference, and sponsor their faculty in attending your conference. Our desire is to partner with 
ACCS in the promotion of high quality teaching and learning in the classical and Christian tradition. So 
we would, likewise, welcome all educators at ACCS schools to become members of SCL and/or attend 
our annual conference. Anything you could do to correct this potential misunderstanding would be most 
appreciated. 

Very truly yours,

Leslie Y. Moeller
Chairman, Society for Classical Learning
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