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LITERARY CONTRIBUTIONS. 

THE MISSION OF CHIVALRY. 

First Prize Oration Delivered at the Pennsylvania Inter .. 
collegiate Oratorical Contest by H. 8. Bodder, 1900. 

The historic past is replete with les
sons for the prophetic future. Times 
without number, the hand that unlocks 
the casket of history alike unrolls the 
scroll of prophecy. 

Destiny points to the finger-boards 
erected by forgotten nations, and bids us 
look and learn. 

The civilization of the nineteenth cen
tury may not only find light for guid
ance in the experience of the past; but 
when, in sincere inquiry, we scrutinize 
the different cycles of the world's devel
opment we find that many of our insti
tutions and ideals are neither more nor 
less than the fruitage of the seed sown 
in an earlier period. 

The centuries which proved to be es
pecially rich in world thought are knowll 
in history as the Middle Ages,-a period of 
harassing doubt, of dark superstition and 
of dire oppression. But out of the dark-

ness came a hand that subdued the chaos 
and ou t of demons molded men. The 
efficacy of this refining power lay in the 
spirit of chivalry. 

Chivalry is not, as many sllppose, the 
dream of romance, but belongs to real 
history. It was the direct product and 
culmination of feudalism. 

During the twelfth century, among the 
vine clad hills of sunny France, it blos
somed forth as the flower of the sys
tem of vassalage which gave form to 
society in the Middle Age. 

The dominant feature of chivalry was 
its system of knighthood. Every bar
onial castle of the wealthier nobles 
was a school of chivalry. The child 
at the age of seven became a page 
and at the age of fourteen the page be
came a squire. Having passed anoth
er seven years of sound training, he was 
at length ready for the long desired de
gree of knighthood. 

The candidates spent the night in fast
ing and prayer and the next morning 
took the oath of knighthood amid cere
monies so impressive, "That when they 
rose, knighted from kneeling, some were 
pale as at the passing of a ghost, some 
flnshed and others dazed, as one who 
wakes half blinded at the coming of a 
light." Bearing in mind the origin of 
chi valry, its dominant features, and char
acteristic ideals, we shall be able to ap
preciate its mission. 

Its mission was first a social one. 
Chivalry did not destroy war, but it 
tended to soften its natural rough ness and 
cruelty. The knight who, upon hearing 
that his mortal enemy was in want of 
wine, stopped the seige, sent him a cask 
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from his own supplies and then contin
ued the war, was simply carrying out the 
true spirit of chivalry. 

About the middle of the third crusade, 
the Christian hero of that crusade-Rich
ard the Lion Hearted-became ill, and as 
he lay in his tent, his body was racked 
by a vehement fever. When his enemy, 
Saladin, the mighty chief of the Sara
cens, learned this, he sent him the 
choicest fruits to tempt his palate, and 
the most cool and delicious drinks to 
quench his burning thirst. Thus the 
spirit of the age established between these 
two hostile warriors a communication 
which, though transient, was neverthe
less as amicable as if there had never ex
isted any strife between the crescent and 
the cross. 

One of the redeeming virtues of chiv
alry was that it laid the basis of the in
dulgent treatment of prisoners practised 
in our own system of warfare. 

Another gem iu the crown of knight
hood was its respect for woman. From 
early boyhood, the page was taught to 
regard every "lady" as a being to whom 
arioration was due and toward whom he 
was to act on all occasions with the ut
most modesty and respect. Then and 
there was born the spirit of American 
chivalry, the ideal of whose beautiful 
womanhood is virtue; and whose voice 
but a few weeks ago debarred from the 
halls of Congress Brigham H. Roberts be
cause he breathed the poisonous atmos
phere of polygamy. 

In the second place, the mission of 
chivalry was an intellectual one. It was 
but natural that the system of chivalry 
should be a means of education. The 
age was characterized, by its differences 
of opinion, and as one has said, "Differ
ence of opinion begets doubt, doubt be-

gets inquiry, inquiry eventually leads to 
truth, and fortunate is he who comes to 
his knowledge by the sure method of 
honest doubt." 

It helped to kindle a spirit of meta
physical discussion, and scholastic phil
osophy with its love of contention began 
to speculate upon the mysterious ques
tions of metaphysics and theology. 
Even in the subdued light of untrained 
reason, there arose the subtle problems 
of the reality of universal ideas, ontology 
and freedom of the will. Imperfect as 
this philosophy was, it was a vast im
provement upon the ignorance of the 
preceeding ages. "Our public libraries 
are cemeteries of its departed reputation, 
the dust accumulated upon its untouched 
volumes speaks as forcibly as the grass 
that waves over the ruins of Babylon, and 
yet we cannot pretend to deny that An
selm, Abelard, Thomas Aquinas and 
Duns Scotus were men of acu te under
standing-the giants of their own gener
ation." 

Another fact by which chivalry elo
quently pleads its cause with us to-day is 
that it developed a speech and a litera
ture. The frozen and corrupt Latin had 
been serviceable enough for the stereo
typed use of the church and the dry, 
monotonous exercises of the universities, 
but the living spirit of chivalry demand
ed something more responsive to its voice 
and more plastic to its touch; and the 
knight finding this in his mother tongue 
triumphantly ushered in the French, 
Italian, English and German languages 
and literature. 

It was a time when conflicting ideas 
were seething in the minds of men, and 
when the poetic muse burst open the 
flood gates of the more gifted souls, there 
poured forth roaring torrents of chi val-
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ric verse which, as th ey subsided, were 
followed by th e bubbling streams of sim
ple heartfelt lays. Imbued with the 
spirit of poetry, chivalry flourished on 
the verdant plains of its infancy, and in
spired one of the sons of France to pro
duce the "Romant de la Rose." The 
echoes of its voice were heard beyond 
the snow crowned Alps, and the tender 
heart of Dante respond ed with the sub
limesentimentand the emphatic cadences 
of the "Divine Comedy." It drifted over 
the waters, bade Chaucer sing its praises 
in melodious verse, and when he had em
bodied its very essence in the vivid de
lineations of the "Canterbury Tales," 
crowned him the "Father of English 
Poetry." 

Lastly, the mission of chivalry was a 
moral one. Chivalry was not religion, 
but it began to pave the way for it. It was 
the first of those beacon lights wh ich be
tokeued the approach of the mighty hosts 
of spiritual warriors, who in the ceaseless 
march of Time have enlisted in the ser
vice of Christ and bared their bosoms to 
the thirsty · steel so that ullconquered, un
sullied, unrivalled, there might be borne 
aloft in triumph the banner of the cross. 

The houor of the knight was dearer to 
him than all the world. It was his all. 
He knew if he violated this honor it 
meant for him defeat, disgrace, death; and 
yet how beautifully solemn was the vow 
with which he pledged himself to relieve 
the poor, support the weak and comfort 
the comfortless! Has Christianity any 
more real or beautiful morality than this? 
Do you venture the assertion that chival
ry never attained its end? Conceded; 
but neither has Christianity ever devel
oped the pefect man. 

Chivalry set up ideals, which had their 
effect upon the life of man though its 

goal was never reached. The perfect 
gentleman is just as rare to-day as was 
the perfect knight in those days. What
ever may have been the moral deficien
cies of chivalry, its fundamental princi
ples were truly commendable. While it 
often made the knight a plunderer, it 
likewise made him a man of honor; while 
its environment made him seek individ
ual honor, its binding oath diffused the 
broad spirit of altruism; while its tourna
ments made him slay man, it made him 
worship woman; while it~ wealth made 
a thousand fools, its virtue made the man. 

Chivalry had its destined calling and 
fulfilled it well. It lopped off the vitia
ating excrescences of the social body and 
purged the foul corruption from its veins. 
It called into the unfathomable depths of 
chaos, and Cosmos answered the call. 
It transformed the demon of hate into 
the winged cherub of love. It erected 
the first literary monnments of England, 
France and Germany, and they have not 
been disintegrated by the ravages of 
time. It saturated the whole atmos
phere of philosophy with the benign dew 
of altruism. And thus, notwithstanding 
the deficiencies of its system and the 
non-realization of its ideals, as the ocean 
of years rolls on it will ever be admitted 
that the mission of chivalry was a noble 
one, that it was in deed and in truth the 
prototype of modern ci viI ization no less 
than the paragon of its own age. 

THE TRUE MISSION OF OUR COL
LEGES. 

The pursuit of all mankind is happi
ness. There is no other basis upon which 
any tenable theory of training for youth 
may be built, except that the training 
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received tends in the highest degree 
toward those conditions of mind and body 
which will best serve to bring happiness 
to the individual educated and to those 
about him. That, at least, is the ideal 
toward which colleges must move with 
ever-quickening strides. It is worth while 
just at the close of the nineteenth centu
ry, to step aside from the beaten paths 
and consider what may be worth the stu
dent's attention, as calculated to best fit 
him for his place in the world. We 
know that there has been a decided prog
ress dnri ng the quarter which closes the 
century, yet there has been some criti
cism. It is with this thought in mind 
that we are questioning if the best has 
been done in our colleges and if they 
have performed their mission. For who 
of us has not seen graduates from the 
best colleges who are but ghastly mutila
tions of what God intended them, pieces 
of gorgeous patchwork, with forms of 
culture stuck to the outside of them and 
dangling in the wind. With all the orig
inal freshness and beauty and bloom of 
nature abstracted and nothing conspicu
ously left but the works of the tools of 
awk ward and haggling teachers. Such 
results being manifold, it is evident that 
the methods employed by some colleges 
are erroneous, which will become mani
fest when the true relations of the college 
to the student are set forth. To do this 
better, we will first define education, then 
show how this development is obtained, 
and lastly the relations of colleges to this 
developmen t. 

Man is a creature endowed with living 
powers which are originally and vitally 
affiliated. Education is a drawing out 
of these powers or capacities; it is the 
development in symmetry and harmony 
of the inherent and latent capabilities of 

the soul. The successful accomplish
ment of this dcvelopment has always 
been the perplexing problem of educators, 
and in the solving of it every college has 
adopted methods in which it has hoped 
to surpass other colleges. Some use their 
students as the potter do~s his clay. But 
development is not a moulding; it IS a 
growth which is the result of use, and 
will be proportionate to this use. To 
the student, then, there can be but one 
royal pathway to success, and that is 
study. By this is not meant time spent 
in leisurely elegance, but persistent, severe 
and vigorous application, study which 
gives birth to a discipline which is not 
found in flowery beds of indolence and 
ease, but at the goal of steep and rugged 
paths, and which tempts the scholar to 
prosecute his further studies into mid
night vigils. vVhere or how he secures 
this discipline is of minor moment. One 
fact, however, is evident; it is not con
fined to oUI' schools of learning. For 
many a man may be a Cincinnatus and 
abandon his plow in the furrow to sway 
the sceptre of an empire and guide her 
through the storm; or he may be a jour
neyman printer in Boston and send his 
kite into the crackling skies and compel 
the lightning of heaven to yield to his 
untutored philosophy. These were faith
ful students in the University of Common 
Sense, and are but examples of that vast 
number of young men who in the strug
gle of a laborious manual occupation are 
doing more to develop their energies and 
"to give the world the assurance of a 
man," than many a student whose name 
is enrolled on the catalogue of the best 
university of the land. Fine education
al advantages, improved methods and se
lect curricula are therefore not the pass
ports to ideal development and human 


