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PREFACE AND
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The pleasure of revising a book originally written and published over twenty years prior stems from the opportunity to correct mistakes and delete outmoded interpretations, but also to measure the contribution it has made, if any, to the field. In the case of Tolkien, such an opportunity allows for the crucial addition of insights gleaned from the publication of his Letters, Unfinished Tales, the twelve volumes of The History of Middle-earth, several other editions and translations of Old English works, and two children’s stories, Mr. Bliss and Roverandom, as well as the critical and scholarly books that have appeared since 1979.

The first point made by Tolkien’s Art—that Tolkien wished to construct an overarching mythology that was embedded in all his published fiction except for the fairy-stories and his medieval parodies—has been legitimized by Tolkien’s letter 131, to Milton Waldman at Collins. That Tolkien wished to create this mythology for England, a nation he believed lacked any coherent mythology comparable to the Germanic or Finnish mythologies, is also attested in that important letter. Thus the title of this monograph—Tolkien’s Art: A Mythology for England—can be seen in its first edition to have anticipated the publication of letter 131 and, with it, Tolkien’s own analysis of how his corpus of creative writing fits into a discernible schema.

The second point made in this study—that Tolkien did not compartmentalize the writing of his scholarly or philological essays and notes and the writing of his fiction (that is, his professional contribution to medieval studies from his personal and private creating, or vice versa)—is also clear throughout Tolkien’s Letters and the plethora of critical essays and books that have been published by other scholars since 1979. In this regard, the more philological study of Tom Shippey’s The Road to Middle-earth, first published in 1982, several years after my own study, follows a course similar to my own. When Shippey’s book was revised in 1992, a subtitle was added to the cover of the paperback edition, How J.R.R. Tolkien Created a New Mythology. The argument that Tolkien created a mythology for England out of the literatures in Old and Middle English and also Old High and Middle German, Old Norse, Finnish, and Welsh, has now become clearly articulated on philological and literary grounds. A fuller annotated bibliography of items up to 1990 appears in Jane Chance and David Day’s “Medievalism in Tolkien: Two Decades of Criticism in Review,” published in an issue on Medievalism: Inklings and Others that I edited for Studies in Medievalism in 1991, pp. 375-88.

My argument in Tolkien’s Art focuses only on the Old and Middle English literature Tolkien taught and wrote about and the ways in which his knowledge of and familiarity with those poems and treatises affected both his more minor works and the mythology that connected his three major works, The Hobbit, The Lord of the Rings, and The Silmarillion—truly a tribute to England. Other Tolkien scholars have subsequently attempted to define the phrase “mythology for England” in varying ways, not, I assume, in an attempt to correct my argument (they do not cite this book) so much as to interpret and extend Tolkien’s obviously striking statement of intention in letter 131: among them, Jared Lobdell, England and Always: Tolkien’s World of the Rings (1981); Carl F. Hostetter and Arden R. Smith, “A Mythology for England,” in Proceedings of the J.R.R. Tolkien Centenary Conference, Keble College, Oxford, 1992, edited by Patricia Reynolds and Glen H. Goodknight, Mythlore 80 and Mallorn 30, in one volume (Milton Keynes, England: Tolkien Society; Altadena, Calif.: Mythopoeic Press, 1995), pp. 281-91; and Anders Stenström, “A Mythology? For England?” in the same Reynolds and Goodknight, pp. 310-14.

And similarly, following (or at least paralleling) my idea of tracing much of Tolkien’s own medievalization of his mythology by examining his scholarship on Beowulf and other Old and Middle English works, Tom Shippey, Andy Orchard, Bruce Mitchell, Jonathan Evans, George Clark, and others have extended our knowledge of the parameters of Tolkien’s learning and how it informed his fiction: in Shippey’s “Tolkien and the Gawain-poet,” in Reynolds and Goodknight, pp. 213-20; Mitchell’s “J.R.R. Tolkien and Old English Studies,” in Reynolds and Goodknight, pp. 206-11; Orchard’s “Tolkien, the Monsters, and the Critics: Back to Beowulf,” in Scholarship and Fantasy: Proceedings of the Tolkien Phenomenon, May 1992, Turku, Finland, edited by K.J. Battarbee, Anglicana Turkuensia, no. 12 (Turku: University of Turku, 1992), pp. 73-84; Evans’s “The Dragon-Lore of Middle-earth: Tolkien and Old English and Old Norse Tradition,” in J.R.R. Tolkien and His Literary Resonances: Views of Middle-earth, edited by George Clark and Daniel Timmons (Westport, Conn., and London: Greenwood Press, 2000), pp. 21-38; and Clark’s “J.R.R. Tolkien and the True Hero,” in Clark and Timmons, pp. 39-52.

It is gratifying to have such company in the argument I make in this book, whatever flaws it may have had; it is reassuring to find that time has validated a critical approach that may have seemed too new or too glib (or too lonely) at the moment I first offered it. (The recent reprinting of the chapter on The Lord of the Rings in Harold Bloom’s Modern Critical Interpretations volume on Tolkien is equally reassuring.) I have made a conscious attempt to acknowledge the views of other scholars throughout at appropriate moments as a means of thereby strengthening my own initial arguments or of rephrasing them where necessary.

Perhaps it is now impossible to discuss The Lord of the Rings or The Silmarillion in only one essay or chapter; certainly the importance of the latter as an original work of mythology has yet to be fully understood, especially given Christopher Tolkien’s monumental edition of The History of Middle-earth (1983-96) and the new collection edited by Verlyn Flieger and Carl F. Hostetter, Tolkien’s Legendarium: Essays on “The History of Middle-earth,” Contributions to the Study of Science Fiction and Fantasy, no. 86 (Westport, Conn., and London: Greenwood Press, 2000), which reveal how much remains to be analyzed about Tolkien’s methods of composition and the scope of his mythology. The shape of my comments on both works, especially The Silmarillion, in two chapters is appropriate only within the limitation implied by the book’s thesis, which relates back to the importance of Tolkien’s Beowulf essay. Because in so many ways The Silmarillion is indebted to the Finnish mythology of the Kalevala and to epic concepts of vengeance more akin to Old Testament justice than to New Testament mercy, my treatment in this study is by necessity less than complete.

Whether Tolkien would have approved of or agreed with such critical analyses of his own works is at this point moot; we do know he detested putting forward himself or publicity about himself and his personal life. As Rayner Unwin notes, “Tolkien was a very private person…. [H]e was a reluctant publicist” (in “Publishing Tolkien,” Mallorn 29 [1992)]: 42). And whether or not Tolkien’s works will stand the test of time is not within our lot to know, so that the Tolkien enthusiast’s need to defend Tolkien’s title of “author of the century,” as a result of the recent Waterstone’s poll of 25,000 readers in Great Britain in 1997, may be unnecessary and even gratuitous. A work like The Hobbit that has been translated into more than thirty languages or one like The Lord of the Rings, into more than twenty, has already demonstrated the virtues of both accessibility and elasticity, if not endurance. An author who has sold fifty million copies of his works requires no justification of literary merit.

Chapter l, ”The Critic as Monster: Tolkien’s Lectures, Prefaces, and Foreword,” was delivered in a shortened form as a paper at the Twelfth Annual Medieval Conference, Western Michigan University, Kalamazoo, Michigan, on 7 May 1977. Portions of chapter 2 were delivered as a paper (“The Role of the Narrator in Tolkien’s Hobbit: ‘The King under the Mountain’”) at Rice University’s English Department Reader-Response Colloquium, 3 February 1979; a slightly altered version of the same chapter appeared in North Dakota Quarterly 47 (Winter 1979): 4-17. The conclusion originated in a review published in the Zest section of the Houston Chronicle, Sunday 11 September 1977, p. 13. Permission to reprint the above has been granted. Permission to quote from Tolkien’s writings has been released by George Allen and Unwin (Publishers), Houghton Mifflin Co., and HarperCollins Publishers Ltd. (for extracts from Tolkien’s books); by the Observer (for extracts from a letter to the editor, published on 20 February 1938); and by Mrs. C. Meleck (for extracts from “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics,” first published in Proceedings of the British Academy, 1936). The Macmillan Press has granted permission to reprint the book (first published in Great Britain in 1979).

I am indebted to Rice University’s Fondren Library and Interlibrary Loan for heroic efforts to obtain works by and about Tolkien. Rice University and the English department generously provided a summer research grant in 1976 that permitted me to complete the first three chapters; they also provided graduate and undergraduate assistance in the checking of transcriptions and documentation and funds for the final typing of the manuscript. Sue Davis produced a nearly error-free typescript from my rough copy. My colleagues the late Professor Will Dowden, Kathleen Murfin, and Candy MacMahon charitably volunteered to help me read page proofs, for which I am very grateful. The Macmillan Press, especially Mr. Tim Farmiloe, Ms. Julia Brittain, and Mrs. Jean Kennedy, helped in many ways, not least of which was obtaining permissions on my behalf and producing this book so efficiently and well in such good time.

Thanks are extended to my good friend Jackie Boyd and to former graduate student (now colleague) Thad Logan for their care in reading portions of this work and making tough but necessary criticisms, and to Randel Helms, who commented in detail upon the first chapter and generally encouraged my progress with the book. I am especially grateful to those students and friends, Jay Rudin in particular, who supplied the stimulus for this study in the Lovett College course on Tolkien that I taught at Rice in the spring of 1976, and who wholly convinced me, had I any doubts left, that Tolkien is a major writer.

For the revision, I am additionally grateful to English department secretary Jamie Cook for correcting the scanned copy of the previous edition and to English department editorial assistant Theresa Munisteri for her able correcting of style. Thanks to the leave granted me by the Office of the Dean of Humanities for the spring semester 2001, I have been able to complete revisions in a timely manner. To Interim Humanities Dean Gale Stokes I am indebted for the funds to pay an indexer. I would also like to thank Michael and Kathleen Hague for their generosity in allowing me to use a portion of an image published previously in Michael Hague’s 1984 Hobbit for the cover art.

Note: Tolkien prefers certain spellings that are used where appropriate in this study—for example, Dwarves (not Dwarfs), Faërie, King of Faery (in “Smith of Wootton Major”), fairy-stories, sub-creation (not subcreation), and so forth; I have, however, capitalized the names of his species for consistency. The Fellowship of the Ring is abbreviated throughout as FR; The Two Towers as TT; The Return of the King as RK; The Lord of the Rings as LR. Citations from volumes are indicated in the text by means of parentheses and Arabic numbers for volume and page number(s).


INTRODUCTION

I was from early days grieved by the poverty of my own beloved country: it had no stories of its own (bound up with its tongue and soil), nor of the quality that I sought, and found (as an ingredient) in legends of other lands. There was Greek, and Celtic, and Romance, Germanic, Scandinavian, and Finnish (which greatly affected me); but nothing English, save impoverished chap-book stuff….

Do not laugh! But once upon a time (my crest has long since fallen) I had a mind to make a body of more or less connected legend, ranging from the large and cosmogonic to the level of romantic fairy-story—the larger founded on the lesser in contact with the earth, the lesser drawing splendour from the vast backcloths—which I could dedicate simply: to England; to my country. It should possess the tone and quality that I desired, somewhat cool and clear, be redolent of our “air” (the clime and quality of the North West, meaning Britain and the hither parts of Europe; not Italy or the Aegean, still less the East), and, while possessing (if I could achieve it) the fair elusive beauty that some call Celtic (though it is rarely found in genuine ancient Celtic things), it should be “high,” purged of the gross, and fit for the more adult mind of a land long steeped in poetry….

—J.R.R. Tolkien
Letter 131, to Milton Waldman
of Collins (c. 1951)

Before the publication of Tolkien’s biography and his letters, it was popularly believed that the Hobbit stories narrated to his children “conquered and remade Tolkien’s imagination” to the point of “reshaping even his responses to the literature he studied as Rawlinson Professor of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford,” as well as influencing his theories of mythological imagination implemented in his later creative works.1 But with the publication of these and other works by and about Tolkien, it has become clearer that the relationship may have operated the other way around, that is, with his fictional stories and his own developing mythology of Middle-earth reshaping his responses to medieval literature.

Indeed, Tolkien regarded himself, according to Humphrey Carpenter in his biography, not as “an inventor of story” but as a “discoverer of legend.”2 The earliest expression of Tolkien’s “discovery” in fact was a poem he had written in 1914 after a vacation in Cornwall, “The Voyage of Earendel the Evening Star,” later to become chapter 24 of “Quenta Silmarillion,” the long middle section of The Silmarillion. Such expressions were intended to provide a historical and poetic context for the private languages of Quenya (or High-Eleven) and Sindarin (or Common Elvish) that Tolkien had begun constructing in 1912, languages that he modeled upon Finnish and Welsh, respectively, and that were themselves inspired by his exploration of the Northern mythologies of the Elder (poetic) and Younger (prose) Eddas.3

This poem itself, however, had been inspired by a line from Cynewulf’s Old English Crist, “Eala Earendel engla beorhtost” (Behold Earendel [Evening Star], brightest of angels). “Earendel,” the “evening star” (also called “morning star”; in actuality, the planet Venus) that heralds the coming of day and the sun akin to John the Baptist announcing the arrival of Christ, was used by Tolkien as a model for Earendil (Quenya for “sea-lover”) the Mariner in the stories of The Silmarillion.4 Neither the Old English language in which Cynewulf’s poem was written nor its religious subject matter should come as a surprise to the Tolkien reader: Tolkien, a professor at Oxford and a “staunchly conservative Tridentine Roman Catholic” (in the words of Clyde Kilby),5 taught and published research on Old and Middle English literature. It is appropriate that the seeds for Tolkien’s “mythology for England” sprang from those medieval literary, religious, and cultural sources and the ideas in which his life was steeped.

Tolkien’s publications on medieval English literature and language began as early as 1922, with his Middle English Vocabulary published for use with Kenneth Sisam’s Fourteenth Century Verse and Prose, continued in 1925 with a joint edition of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, with E.V. Gordon, and were followed by an essay in 1929 on the Ancrene Wisse and Hali Meiðhad. These publications preceded The Hobbit (1937), which was begun as early as 1928-29, with Tolkien’s children having heard some episodes from it before 1930.6 Indeed, when asked about the sources of The Hobbit, Tolkien replied, in a letter published in the Observer on 20 February 1938, that it derived from “epic, mythology, and fairy-story.” Specifically, Tolkien acknowledges as his “most valued” source Beowulf, “though it was not consciously present to the mind in the process of writing, in which the episode of the theft arose naturally (almost inevitably) from the circumstances.” He adds that his tale of The Hobbit was consciously based on a “history of the Elves,” the unpublished Silmarillion. If Tolkien wished to develop a “mythology for England” akin to the Northern mythologies of the Eddas, what better way than to use those Old and Middle English works native to his country in fashioning his own works?

It is the general purpose of this study to show how his creative works reflect his interest in medieval English literature, especially Old English, as expressed through his scholarship on and critical studies of such works. Because his relatively minor fictive works reveal this dependence more clearly in some ways than his greatest, The Lord of the Rings, a larger proportion of the analysis than their literary value warrants will be devoted to discussions of The Hobbit, the fairy-stories “Leaf by Niggle” and “Smith of Wootton Major,” and medieval parodies like Farmer Giles of Ham. The minor works thus provide foils for the trilogy, in which medieval ideas metamorphose into art more successfully and subtly.

The Silmarillion, however, poses a critical problem in that it was begun in 1914, and although it might be viewed as an early and even minor work, it was not finished during Tolkien’s lifetime, existed in multiple recensions, and was only edited and published posthumously by Tolkien’s son Christopher in 1977, four years after the author’s death. It will, therefore, be treated as a late and even an unfinished work, both influenced by and influencing other literary works published throughout his life, and certainly no longer expressing only the interests and ideas of his youth. Indeed, in the twelve volumes of The History of Middle-earth edited by Christopher Tolkien and published between 1983 and 1996, we can see how The Lord of the Rings and The Silmarillion were carved out of multiple recensions of almost every book and chapter and from other, unused materials relating to the mythology of Middle-earth. As Christopher Tolkien declares in his foreword to The Silmarillion (1977), these “old legends (‘old’ now not only in their derivation from the remote First Age, but also in terms of my father’s life) became the vehicle and depository of his profoundest reflections. In his later writing mythology and poetry sank down before his theological and philosophical preoccupations: from which arose incompatibilities of tone.”7 Clearly source and influence become inextricably mixed in this particular work—and all Tolkien’s work.

The most important scholarly study by Tolkien with parallels in the creative works is his 1936 Sir Israel Gollancz Lecture entitled “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics” (published in 1936 in an academic periodical and reprinted much later in several well-known Beowulf-studies anthologies).8 Although required reading for any Beowulf student,9 it has not yet appeared on the required reading list for The Lord of the Rings, a work that many literary critics believe to be equal in greatness to the Old English epic and one that is gradually, through the work of Anglo-Saxonists writing on Tolkien, being perceived as extremely important in its influence on Tolkien’s mythology.10 In the Beowulf lecture Tolkien attempted to resolve the long-standing critical debate over whether the poem was “pagan” or Christian by concluding that it was both: Germanic heroic values and Christianity coexist within the epic.11 Tolkien’s own works grapple with the same conflict: Is a good warrior also a good man? Does a warrior owe primary allegiance to his lord (dryhten) or to the Lord God (Dryhten)?

It is the social role and religious image of the lord and king through which Tolkien expresses his deepest philosophical and theological ideas. Significantly, Tolkien refers to the hero Beowulf and not to the poem Beowulf in the title of his seminal article, “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics.”12 Why should the king Beowulf occupy such a central position in the title when the poem’s monsters chiefly demand Tolkien’s attention in the article? A pattern emerges upon an examination of the titles of other Tolkienian works. Either the title centers on the hero (“Beowulf,” The Hobbit, “Leaf by Niggle,” “Smith of Wootton Major,” The Adventures of Tom Bombadil, Farmer Giles of Ham) or, antithetically, on the hero’s chief adversary (“The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth Beorhthelm’s Son” The Lord of the Rings, The Silmarillion—the history of the Silmarils, symbol of the lowest human desire, that is, to appropriate things of value that belong to others).

The specific purpose of this study is to explore the reasons for this pattern of heroic conflict by tracing the development of the adversary (the dragon, the monster, the critic, the king) through Tolkien’s early works, culminating in the trilogy and The Silmarillion. Irresponsible lordship—like that demonstrated by Beorhtnoth in the Old English poem “The Battle of Maldon” and criticized in Tolkien’s verse drama, “The Homecoming”—most troubles Tolkien. The lord often commands his men to die for him, not out of a zeal to protect the tribe, but out of pride, to boost his own name. The subordinate, acting out of love and loyalty, obeys his lord but tragically so when such obedience results in unnecessary death. Responsible lordship, as exemplified in the sacrifice of one’s own desires on behalf of others, especially the tribe, represents a healing and even redemptive act—symbolized by Aragorn’s role in the House of Healing as he conveys the miraculous herb kingsfoil from wounded warrior to warrior and, of course, by God the Father’s role in offering his only son for sacrifice in order to heal humankind, Christ himself becoming, as medieval poets often called him, the archetypal Physician.13 The good lord, then, Tolkien usually casts in the role of healer or artist (healing and artistry both constructive acts, one physical and one spiritual)—but the evil lord he casts in the image of monster or dragon.14

The dragon in Beowulf, like Grendel, signifies the feond mancynnes (the enemy of mankind) and of God, so that the battle between Beowulf and the monsters on a higher level means that “the real battle is between the soul and its adversaries” (p. 73). The figure of the monster externalizes the evil within each soul. Hence in the article’s title, “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics,” Tolkien focuses upon the hero Beowulf and his adversaries—the monsters and the critics—and not upon the poem Beowulf. More anagogically, such a battle between a hero and a feond also signifies the conflict between humankind and its ultimate enemy, death. Tolkien imagines the Beowulf poet surveying past heroes so that he “sees that all glory (or as we might say ‘culture’ or ‘civilization’) end in night” (“Beowulf,” p. 73). As a result, in this world, as Germanic heroic values have it, “man, each man and all men, and all their works shall die” (“Beowulf,” p. 73). So the Beowulf  poet—who has composed a poem that we still read today, in translation and the original Anglo-Saxon, long after the poet has passed away—represents for Tolkien the hero of the title, an idea conveyed by the article’s last line and final metaphor. Tolkien expresses his confidence in the permanence of Beowulf, given its similar language, geographical setting, and nationality of the author—“it must ever call with a profound appeal”—only, however, “until the dragon comes” (p. 88). Even art will eventually perish before the final adversary of all creation, the antithesis of its Author—total annihilation. The dragon thus concretely realizes those allegorical personifications of Sin and Death whom Milton portrayed as the offspring of Satan’s mind in Paradise Lost.15 The figure of the dragon recurs, in varying form, throughout Tolkien’s works.

In Tolkien’s prose nonfiction, especially the lectures and forewords, the “monster” is the critic-scholar who prefers history and philology to art for art’s sake, reflecting by his choice a ratiocination sterile, stale, and dead, in contrast to the alive and joyful imagination of the artist-hero with whom Tolkien identifies. Although Tolkien was himself a philologist and learned and then taught various early languages that formed and inspired many of his own invented languages, he kept hidden from his colleagues at Oxford for a very long time his own creative writing. Only late in his life was it revealed how prolific a writer he had been, not of scholarly and philological articles and books acceptable to the university at which he worked, but of the stories and epics for which he has attracted fifty million readers. This analogy between Tolkien and the Beowulf poet is explored in chapter 1 of this study, “The Critic as Monster: Tolkien’s Lectures, Prefaces, and Foreword.”

In chapter 2, “The King under the Mountain: Tolkien’s Children’s Story,” the monster is the dragon Smaug in his role of King under the Mountain guarding Dwarf treasure in The Hobbit. But more sentient “monsters” populate this children’s story—Thorin the Dwarf-king, the Master of Dale, and the Elvenking. Their heroic antagonist is the Hobbit artist Bilbo, who as the story progresses becomes increasingly skillful in his role as burglar. In addition, the pompous narrator (criticized as an aesthetic flaw in studies of the novel) also emerges as a human monster whose critical and patronizing comments subvert the impact of the very story he narrates. Thus, this children’s story fictionalizes the ideas in Tolkien’s lectures on Beowulf and the fairy-story.

In chapter 3, “The Christian King: Tolkien’s Fairy-Stories,” the adversary is depicted as a more abstract monster: the critical neighbor Parish in “Leaf by Niggle” and the unskilled but pretentious Master Cook in “Smith of Wootton Major.” Interestingly enough, the artist as hero (Niggle and Smith) attempts to emulate the pattern of the archetypal artist, Christ as the Word, who is represented in the stories as the Second Voice in “Leaf” and Alf the King of Faery in “Smith.” Sacrificing one’s art in order to help one’s neighbor or renew society resembles the greatest sacrifice—of Himself—offered by the Son of God. In these stories Tolkien fictionalizes ideas from his fairy-story lecture and the Ancrene Wisse.

In chapter 4, “The Germanic Lord: Tolkien’s Medieval Parodies,” Tolkien’s excursions into mimesis in the parody of the Breton lay (“The Lay of Aotrou and Itroun”), Middle English romance and fabliau (Farmer Giles of Ham), Old English alliterative verse (“The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth Beorhthelm’s Son”), and the imram, or “voyage” (“Imram”), define the king in chivalric terms as a lord motivated by excessive pride to the detriment of his tribe and himself. His subordinate, whether a ceorl (a man, that is, a free man) or a knight, represents a mock hero who symbolizes the lower class rebelling against the aristocratic nonsense of the chivalric code. The “monster” assumes a social as well as moral dimension. The parodies are modeled upon various kinds of medieval genres and specific works, Breton lays, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the Canterbury Tales, “The Battle of Maldon,” and “The Voyage of Saint Brendan.”

In chapter 5, “The Lord of the Rings: Tolkien’s Epic,” Sauron as archetypal and abstract Evil projects a monstrous adversary far more terrifying in his formlessness than the lesser adversaries described as leaders and kings—Saruman, Denethor, Boromir. (Sauron’s fragmented self symbolizes the divisiveness of his evil; his Eye searches the countryside while his Lieutenant as his Mouth addresses the free peoples at the Gate to Mordor.) Monsters whose evil suggests a more physical viciousness like wrath, gluttony, or avarice reflect this in their form—Balrog, Shelob, Gollum. In contrast, the human and Elven kings who battle these monsters function more as servants than as masters—especially Aragorn, long disguised as the humble ranger Strider. The medieval conflict between the Germanic value of valor in battle to support one’s lord, an expression of the virtue of obedience and love, and the Christian virtue of charity in sacrificial acts to support one’s neighbor and God Tolkien reconciles finally through the sacrificial (Christian) act of the free peoples, who heroically battle (in Germanic fashion) Sauron’s Lieutenant to divert attention from the real threat to Sauron, the humble servant Sam who aids Frodo in his trek toward Mount Doom. This sacrificial act in macrocosm counterpoints Gollum’s sacrifice of himself in battle with Frodo to save his master or lord—the Ring, to whom he has sworn fealty. However, Gollum’s battle with Frodo is motivated not by the loving desire of the subordinate to support his lord but instead by his selfish desire to become his lord—an act of disobedience. In contrast, the battle with the Lieutenant is motivated by the love of the masters and kings, specifically Gandalf and Aragorn, a love directed toward those seemingly unimportant halflings Sam and Frodo, who are themselves servants of the free peoples. The trilogy thus unifies many of the themes and concepts found in the minor works of Tolkien, which were themselves influenced by various medieval English poems and his own scholarship on them.

Finally, in the conclusion Tolkien’s posthumous Silmarillion will be examined as a “Book of Lost Tales,” a mythological collection whose emphasis on philology and history and whose debt to the Northern mythologies mark it as a work belonging to an early stage in the development of Tolkien’s art, but whose emphasis on the vexed role of the creator of the Tengwar and Silmarils—Fëanor, Noldorin prince and greatest of the children of Ilúvatar—brings this early work into line with Tolkien’s latest work. Creation of art carries with it both joy in expression and desire for its possession and keeping. Further, this work’s biblical (Old Testament) sense of justice thematically anticipates the contrasting and more specifically Christian ethos found explicitly or implicitly in Tolkien’s other works. Nevertheless, it does exhibit the same religious themes of pride and fall and the same images and symbols of bad kingship analyzed in those previous works, especially in the figures of Melkor, Sauron, Fëanor, and Ar-Pharazôn, but without the buttressing of Germanic heroic and chivalric concepts. As its mythology inspired the writing of later works and as its publication ensures a complete history for the Middle-earth described in so many of Tolkien’s greatest works, it constitutes an appropriate coda to Tolkien’s life as a philologist and historian, philosopher and theologian—and artist and mythologist.


Chapter 1

THE CRITIC AS MONSTER

Tolkien’s Lectures, Prefaces, and Foreword

Nonetheless I think it was a mistake to intrude Language into our title in order to mark this difference [between “Lit.” and “Lang.” in English Departments], or to warn the ignorant. Not least because Language is thus given, as indeed I suspect was intended, an artificially limited and pseudo-technical sense which separates this technical thing from Literature. This separation is false, and this use of the word “language” is false.

The right and natural sense of Language includes Literature, just as Literature includes the study of language of literary works.

—J.R.R. Tolkien, “Valedictory Address
to the University of Oxford, 5 June 1959”

When Tolkien delivered the Sir Israel Gollancz Memorial Lecture of 1936, he changed the course of Beowulf studies for the next sixty-five years and also permanently altered our understanding of the Old English poem. As a scholarly essay, “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics” sought to demonstrate the coexistence of Germanic and Christian elements in the poem, especially in the figures of its monsters, Grendel and the dragon, formerly viewed as peripheral to the work’s main theme and structure. By so arguing, the essay provoked a controversy over its Germanic and Christian aspects that continues to be debated today, although in more subdued fashion. As a work of prose nonfiction by a great writer, however, the article has only recently begun to claim the attention of scholars interested in explaining the shape of Tolkien’s mythology, although it has never been analyzed as a work of creative art in itself (a seeming non sequitur, given its prosaic and scholarly shape and form).1

This study seeks to illuminate the way in which the Beowulf poem and article so fully catalyzed Tolkien’s imagination that few of his creative works escaped its explicit or implicit influence. Tolkien’s article chiefly centers on three points. First, what he calls “Beowulfiana”—meaning the accretion of Beowulf-related studies—is “poor in criticism, criticism that is directed to the understanding of a poem as a poem.”2 Previously, according to Tolkien, scholars of Old English had investigated only Beowulf’s historical, folkloric, or philological importance and had not perceived the literary merits of the poem. This problem—which has been attributed by some Tolkien scholars to the curriculum battle between “Lang.” and “Lit.” factions within the British university—is not entirely appropriate here: that conflict positioned those who believe in the superiority of philology as a subject of the curriculum against those who advance literature as a priority, especially those who would relegate “Anglo-Saxon” to a status lower than other branches of study.3 The myopic scholars in Tolkien’s essay, who are mostly hypercritical or judgmental philologists and historians primarily interested in the past history of words and old stones and artifacts, but not in the powerful effect that works of art and words used for rhetorical effect can have on the reader’s sensibility, will be termed “critics” in this study for the purpose of analyzing this Tolkien essay on Beowulf.

Second, the responsibility for this lapse in aesthetic judgment rests solely with the critic lacking that mythic imagination that the poem evokes and not with the poem itself. Third, when the critic does then examine the poem as a poem he wholly misunderstands it. To illustrate these points, Tolkien cites W.P. Ker (an Anglo-Saxon scholar cited in a passage by another Anglo-Saxon scholar, R.W. Chambers), who believes that Beowulf’s weakness lies in placing “irrelevances” at the center and “serious things” on the outer edges (p. 59). By “irrelevances,” Tolkien explains, Ker means the monsters and by “serious things,” presumably the poem’s historical and legendary background.

Such an adversarial relationship between the Beowulf poet, the Beowulf critic, and the Beowulf monsters so captures Tolkien’s imagination that he entitles this article “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics,” that is, with the name of the hero and his adversaries listed as subject and not the poem. If Beowulf as the hero battles with monsters (Grendel and the dragon) and with the critics who have misunderstood him (W.P. Ker and R.W. Chambers), then, Tolkien fantasizes, the critics must be adversaries, or monsters—just as Tolkien the fantasist and fiction writer, by defending Beowulf, must be the hero. This implicit fantasy is carefully developed through a series of metaphors in this article and becomes explicit in his Andrew Lang Lecture of 1938, on the subject of fantasy and fairy-stories.

The problem with this fantasy is that Tolkien himself as a critic remained interested in the history and philology of Anglo-Saxon and Middle English, as is evident from his prefaces to critical editions and translations of medieval works; he also used his knowledge of Anglo-Saxon and Germanic philology to construct his invented languages and his mythology of Middle-earth. Indeed, as Tom Shippey has noted, Tolkien thought philology itself was a speculative, imaginary venture in its attempt to reconstruct Primitive Germanic and Prehistoric Old English by means of tracking sound changes.4 How then can Tolkien identify with the hero opposing monstrous evil when, as philologist, he also occupies the role of the monster-critic?

That Tolkien was capable of embracing seemingly contradictory positions has been attested by Clyde Kilby by means of a trait that he describes as “contrasistency”: “I felt that Tolkien was like an iceberg, something to be reckoned with above water in both its brilliance and mass and yet with much more below the surface. In his presence one was aware of a single totality but equally aware at various levels of a kind of consistent inconsistency that was both native—perhaps his genius—and developed, almost deliberate, even enjoyed. The word, if there were one, might be ‘contrasistency.’”5 For his biographer Humphrey Carpenter, this doubleness takes the form of a divided self. Tolkien provides an illustration of both concepts in the foreword to The Lord of the Rings, in which he establishes himself as a Frodo-like hero in his artistic role and, in his critical role pontificating upon the meaning of his own work, as a Saruman or Sauron-like monster. This divided self surfaces throughout Tolkien’s fictive works and exists as a symbolic badge of fallen and imperfect human nature. Human nature is good—but also evil, as Beowulf is Germanic—but also Christian. We turn, first, to an examination of the stages in Tolkien’s development of his fantasy—and Fantasy—in the lectures.

I. THE LECTURES: THE SCHOLARS W.P. KER AND ANDREW LANG AS MONSTERS

Tolkien in the Beowulf article defends the “irrelevances” of the poem—the monsters—responsible for that structural “disproportion” so disliked by Ker. Seeing instead a “balance” expressed as “an opposition of ends and beginnings … a contrasted description of two moments in a great life, rising and setting; an elaboration of the ancient and intensely moving contrast between youth and age, first achievement and final death” (“Beowulf,” p. 81), Tolkien argues that the monsters reflect threats to Beowulf at two crucial moments in his life. As a young man the hero appropriately aids the Danish king Hrothgar by successfully battling with the monster Grendel in the first half, or the “rising moment,” of the poem; and in the second half as an old king he aids his Geats, so he thinks, by battling with the dragon in the “setting moment” of the poem and of his life.

As an adversary the Old English monster possesses three significations for Tolkien. In a Germanic sense, the monster functions thematically as feond mancynnes, the enemy of humankind with whom such monsters ally in Nordic mythology—chaos, unreason, death, and annihilation. Because the monster battles only with “man on earth” it conveys the ancient theme “that man, each man and all men, and all their works shall die…. [The Beowulf poet] sees that all glory (or as one might say ‘culture’ or ‘civilisation’) ends in night” (“Beowulf,” p. 73). In a Christian sense, the Germanic monster represents the enemy of God as well as of humankind, sin, and spiritual death. Although the poem should not be read as an allegory of the miles Christi who battles the Adversary with his breastplate of righteousness and shield of faith inherited from Ephesians 6, still, the battle assumes Christian proportions: Tolkien notes that “there appears a possibility of eternal victory (or eternal defeat), and the real battle is between the soul and its adversaries” (“Beowulf,” p. 73). In a modern sense, finally, the monster signifies the adversary of the Beowulf poem: the critic who misunderstands it because of his predilection for history and philology instead of art, for dead ratiocination instead of live imagination. Allegorically the monster represents the final adversary of humankind, the dragon Death fought by the artist with the weapon of his art in the hope that its eternal life will defeat this dragon—as John Donne notes, in other words, “Death, thou shalt die.”

Although Tolkien develops the first two significations through plain expository prose, this last signification he develops through a cumulative rhetorical sequence of five allegorical and metaphorical exempla interspersed throughout the article. The first exemplum portrays the poem Beowulf as a medieval hero on a journey-quest whose initiation is hampered by those allegorical guides supposedly helping him. Those guides of history, philology, mythology, archaeology, and laography (folklore) represent the interests of modern scholars that stifle communication between the poem and its readers:

As it set out upon its adventures among the modern scholars, Beowulf was christened by Wanley Poesis—Poeseos Anglo Saxonicae egregium exemplum. But the fairy godmother later invited to superintend its fortunes was Historia. And she brought with her Philologia, Mythologia, Archaeologia, and Laographia. Excellent ladies. But where was the child’s name-sake? Poesis was usually forgotten; occasionally admitted by a side-door; sometimes dismissed upon the door-step. “The Beowulf,” they said, “is hardly an affair of yours, and not in any case a protege that you could be proud of. It is an historical document.” (“Beowulf,” pp. 52-53)

Poesis, or poetry-for-poetry’s sake, as a humble and male servant (rather than an arrogant female master or superior) is denied access to the hero because he seems a pedagogical churl: the ladies sneer that “Only as [a historical document] does [Beowulf] interest the superior culture of to-day” (“Beowulf,” p. 53; my italics). In his lowly status Poesis (or the poem Beowulf) resembles other humble Tolkienian heroes or guides of heroes—Farmer Giles, Niggle, Smith, and the Hobbits from their agrarian background. In contrast, the ladies as effete scholars ally with such arrogant adversaries as King Augustus Bonifacius, Tompkins, Nokes, the Lord of the Rings, Sauron himself, and his former master Morgoth, or Melkor—and the superior culture of today.

In his next exemplum Tolkien switches focus from poem to poet and transforms the supposedly helpful godmother and guides into “friends” and “descendants” who misunderstand and abuse the poet (called merely “a Man”). The conflict centers now on a tower of old stones taken from a house of his father that the Man has built to “look out upon the sea”—that is, figuratively to see better or to gain perspective or wisdom. But the friends and descendants view the tower differently: not interested in farsightedness and perceptivity, they refuse even to climb the steps and instead gaze myopically at their old stones. Wishing “to look for hidden carvings” or to seek “a deposit of coal under the soil” (“Beowulf,” p. 55), they seem as materialistic and shortsighted as the Dwarves of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings. Their myopia mirrors their lack of spirituality: they fulfill their destructive, selfish inclinations by pushing over the tower, digging under its soil, and generally disregarding the moral and legal rights of the tower builder. The parable intimates that modern students and readers (“friends,” so-called) and even modern scholars (“descendants”) prefer discovery of its sources and influences (the stone blocks’ hidden carvings and coal deposits) to enjoyment and use of the whole poem (tower) in order to attain insight about life (to climb its steps and view the sea). Their “sensible” source-hunting overwhelms the tower builder’s delight in the “non-sensical tower,” as the friends term it. Unfortunately, the tower builder remains wholly alone, his friends more unkind than any enemies, his descendants more distant and alien than any strangers.

In the third exemplum the critic metamorphoses into the monster of the jabberwock, an unnatural creature that symbolizes the perversion of those students and critics—the “friends” and “descendants” in the first two exempla. This creature creates cacophony through a “conflicting babel” of opinion: “For it is of their nature that the jabberwocks of historical and antiquarian research burble in the tulgy wood of conjecture, flitting from one tum-tum tree to another” (“Beowulf,” p. 56). They no longer constitute a physical danger to others because of their myopia, which resembles that of the “friends” and “descendants”: “Noble animals, whose burbling is on occasion good to hear; but though their eyes of flame may sometimes prove searchlights, their range is short” (“Beowulf,” p. 56). Such shortsightedness hints at a greater spiritual danger to the jabberwocks as well as to others, for the “conflicting babel” of their opinions reminds us of the confusion of tongues at the Tower of Babel as the epitome of the sin of pride (and of course in the previous exemplum the critics in their pride destroyed the tower of the artist). Pride and selfishness, myopia, a “conflicting babel” of opinion, de-structiveness, chaos—all characterize the critic, truly a monster.

By the fourth exemplum—actually, a metaphor—Tolkien can finally identify the conflict he has portrayed abstractly thus far as a “battle” between hero and monster, in this case, a real critic, an Anglo-Saxon philologist: “[Chambers] gives battle on dubious ground” (“Beowulf” p. 65). Chambers misunderstands the poem, or “battles” with it, because he argues that the story of Ingeld, for example, remains a real center of Beowulf, its monsters mere “irrelevances” (“Beowulf,” p. 59). However, because Tolkien has depicted Beowulf and its poet as protagonists (knight, tower builder) and the critic as antagonist (false female guide, false friend and tower destroyer, jabberwock), it becomes clear that Chambers “gives battle on dubious ground” as a monster rather than as a hero, whose role is occupied here by the true and humble friend of the poem, Poesis itself, or (we might say) Tolkien, defender of myth. Ironically, Chambers as critic-monster specifically opposes the monsters of Beowulf—his adversary is as well Grendel and the dragon.

Further, the actual battle may not resemble a heroic contest between two opponents so much as the murder of an innocent animal in the scientific laboratory of the experimenting vivisectionist. The critic opposes the Beowulf monsters because as a rational being he misunderstands and dislikes what he would call “frivolity,” meaning “flight of fancy.” Yet for Tolkien, “A dragon is no idle fancy” but “a potent creation of men’s imagination” (“Beowulf,” p. 64). Beowulf’s dragon, in Tolkien’s opinion, can be criticized only because it does not seem “dragon enough, plain pure fairy-story dragon” (“Beowulf,” p. 65). As a personification of malice, greed, and destruction, or the evil side of heroic life, Beowulf’s dragon symbolizes draconitas, an abstract idea and generic type rather than a concretely depicted, individualized monster (“Beowulf,” p. 65). For Tolkien, a “plain pure fairy-story dragon” should not be explained or it will die; so its defender, like the critic, “unless he is careful, and speaks in parables, … will kill what he is studying by vivisection, and he will be left with a formal or mechanical allegory, and, what is more, probably with one that will not work. For myth is alive at once and in all its parts, and dies before it can be dissected” (“Beowulf,” pp. 63–64). The rational human or the critic seems not only a monster but a murderer, a homicide like Grendel.

As such, the critic exercising his rational faculty must still battle with the artist who delights in his imaginative faculty, for “[t]he significance of a myth is not easily to be pinned on paper by analytical reasoning. It is at its best when it is presented by a poet who feels rather than makes explicit what his theme portends; who presents it incarnate in the world of history and geography, as our poet has done” (“Beowulf,” p. 63). Although the poet may die, his work, like the dragon a “potent creation of … imagination,” will live on, mutely battling with misunderstanding critics and the ravages of time and death. In the last lines of the article, Tolkien claims of Beowulf that it will “ever call with profound appeal” to those who live in England and speak English because of its similar origin and language “until the dragon comes” (“Beowulf,” p. 88). That final critic in Tolkien’s fifth and final metaphor is the last dragon—complete chaos, complete annihilation and darkness.

In the contemporaneous Andrew Lang Lecture of 1938, “On Fairy-Stories,” Tolkien develops more explicitly the earlier implicit fantasy concerning the adversarial relationship between the artist and the critic in the Beowulf article through a contrast between himself as lover of fairy-stories and the analyst and compiler of fairy-stories in the archetypal critic Andrew Lang. In the short preface to his Andrew Lang Lecture Tolkien sketches the “overbold” lover of fairy-stories as a medieval romance hero seeking “a rash adventure,” a “wandering explorer” who grows inarticulate in trying to report the “richness and strangeness” of the land.6 Such an adventurer need not have “studied them professionally,” for only a childlike wonder will result from these adventures in Faërie. To approach Faërie as a professional seeking not wonder but information, like any lost adult on a trip, is to “ask too many questions” so that the gates to Faërie will be shut and the keys lost (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 3).

Such a professional was Andrew Lang, who collected fairy-stories in twelve books of twelve different colors appearing in print as early as 1889. Because Lang’s “collections are largely a by-product of his adult study of mythology and folk-lore” (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 36; my italics), he includes in his books selections inappropriate to the true fairy-story, such as travelers’ tales, dream tales, and beast fables, all in some way connected with the primary (real or adult) world. Lang regards a fairy-story as a means to an end rather than an end in itself—interesting as an example of the monkey’s heart topos, but not interesting as a story. Lang’s interests are scientific (at least in intent): “[T]hey are the pursuit of folklorists or anthropologists: that is of people using the stories not as they were meant to be used, but as a quarry from which to dig evidence, or information, about matters in which they are interested” (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 18). In addition, Lang so misunderstands the nature and purpose of fairy-stories that he intends his collections only for literal children, to be used to satisfy both the “belief” in and “appetite” for marvels of the young (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 36).

But “belief” and “appetite” must be distinguished. As a child Tolkien experienced a desire for dragons (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 41) but not for belief: “[A]t no time can I remember that the enjoyment of a story was dependent on belief that such things could happen, or had happened, in ‘real life’” (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 40). Further, Tolkien truly came to love fairy-stories only as an adult. “It is parents and guardians,” he admits, who like Lang (the latter addresses his collections to these parents because they and not their children possess the money to purchase them) “have classified fairy-stories as Juvenilia” (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 44). Both the parent and the scientist assume only the child can experience a desire for marvels.

Although Tolkien warns that “[t]he process of growing older is not necessarily allied to growing wickeder[,] … the two do often happen together” (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 44). To combat this tendency, adults must not play at being children who have never grown up but instead regain an innocence or wonder similar to that of the child in Wordsworth’s “Intimations of Immortality.” This wonder allows the adult to escape from the weariness of living in the primary world, in the twentieth century with its burgeoning scientific and materialistic values, and to experience the sudden joyous “turn” of the eucatastrophic happy ending available in what Tolkien defines as the “sub-creation” of the secondary world—in “Literature” as the antithesis of “Drama.” The latter is preferred by the critic because Drama reveals the dyscatastrophe inherent in tragedy and because, from the critic’s point of view, it sheds the pretense that a secondary world exists beyond the primary one (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 51). In the secondary world of fantasy Tolkien can realize his own “happy ending”—the overthrow of the arrogant British critic—which he cannot realize in the real world.

At the time the Lang lecture on fairy-stories was written, Tolkien had completed and quotes a portion of a significant poem, “Mythopoeia,” that emblematizes the artist as Philomythus, “Lover of Myth,” and the critic, a scientist, as Misomythus, “Hater of Myth.” Although the poem was not published until 1988, with the second edition of Tree and Leaf, containing “On Fairy-Stories” and “Leaf by Niggle,” it reflects allegorically a debate between the two types of men embodied in Tolkien and C.S. Lewis, with C.S. Lewis the dedicatee—the man who calls myths “worthless lies” even when myths are “breathed through silver.”7

This monstrous critic in the Beowulf lecture and the adult and scientific fairy-story collector in the fantasy lecture find satiric expression in the mock translator of a supposed obscure Latin work, Tolkien’s medieval parody Farmer Giles of Ham (1949). As a critic, the mock translator defends his decision to translate the “curious tale” into English for a historical reason: it provides a glimpse into “life in a dark period of the history of Britain, not to mention the light that it throws on the origin of some difficult place-names.”8 As an afterthought the translator adds a lesser, literary reason, probably one that would appeal to a child interested in marvels but certainly not to an educated adult: “Some may find the character and adventures of its hero attractive in themselves.” The translator’s interest is literary only in the sense that discussions of sources and influences are literary; he disparages the sources of the tale “derived not from sober annals, but from the popular lays” (Farmer Giles, p. 7). Superior in his respect for and fidelity to the fact and truth of geography and history, the translator denigrates the author’s skimpy geographical knowledge (“[I]t is not his strong point”) and his acquaintance with recent contemporary history (“For him the events that he records lay already in a distant past”). Ironically, he exposes his own supercilious ignorance of truth when he grudgingly admits that this author’s voice must be authentic and the account true, for “he seems … to have lived himself in the lands of the Little Kingdom.” Medieval literature, much of it anonymous, highly stylized, and conventional, rarely reflected the autobiographical experience of any writer.

This critic’s instructive and apologetic preface smacks of presumption. He seeks to guide the reader’s response to the work and to interfere with the artist’s relationship with his reader. Given Tolkien’s distaste for the role of critic, what role does he assume in the prefaces and forewords to his own editions and translations of medieval works and to his own artistic works, especially The Lord of the Rings?

II. THE PREFACES AND THE FOREWORD: TOLKIEN AS MONSTER

As an artist Tolkien portrays himself as a hero and the artistic process as a journey-quest very like that of the Beowulf poem in the first exemplum of the Beowulf article or like Frodo’s in The Fellowship of the Ring. In the introductory note to Tree and Leaf (written when “On Fairy-Stories” and “Leaf by Niggle” were published together in 1964–65), Tolkien identifies himself as a childlike but heroic Hobbit who wrote these two works “when The Lord of the Rings was beginning to unroll itself and to unfold prospects of labor and exploration in yet unknown country as daunting to me as to the Hobbits. At about that time we had reached Bree, and I had then no more notion than they had of what had become of Gandalf or who Strider was; and I had begun to despair of surviving to find out” (Tree and Leaf, p. 2). This analogy between the role of the artist in the primary world and the role of the hero in the secondary world continues in the foreword to The Lord of the Rings: “In spite of the darkness of the next five years [1939–45], I found that the story could not now be wholly abandoned, and I plodded on, mostly by night, till I stood by Balin’s tomb in Moria. There I halted for a long while.”9 The artist is the hero, especially a medieval romance hero.

If so, then the artist’s editor and translator, like Sam, must serve as a kind of squire or yeoman to this knight. In prefaces to editions and translations of medieval works by others, Tolkien performs such service by rendering the text accurately or translating the work faithfully. He refuses to interject any interpretation of the work that might interfere with the relationship between artist and reader and contribute to misunderstanding—he refuses to act like a critic. In the preface to Sir Gawain, Tolkien and E.V. Gordon stress the importance of reading the poem “with an appreciation as far as possible of the sort which its author may be supposed to have desired.”10 This goal may be attained by establishing a pure text with a full glossary that determines, “as precisely as possible, the meaning of the author’s actual words (in so far as the manuscript is fair to him)” (preface to Sir Gawain, p. vii). In the prefatory note to Tolkien’s own edition of the Corpus manuscript of the Ancrene Wisse (his former student Mary B. Salu also translated the poem in an edition with his preface), Tolkien explains with a minimum of critical fuss only those editorial notations necessary for the reader’s benefit (retention of manuscript punctuation, changes in the treatment of abbreviations, acknowledgments, etc.).11 Such self-effacement remains necessary because critical assertions may divert the reader from the poem itself, a warning presented in Tolkien and Gordon’s preface to the Sir Gawain edition: “Much of the literature that begins to gather about Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, though not without interest, has little bearing on this object, and many of the theories held, or questions asked, about the poem have here been passed over or lightly handled—the nature and significance of the ‘test’; the sources, near and remote, of the story’s elements and details; the identity, character life and other writings of the author (who remains unknown); his immediate motive in writing this romance; and so on.”12 Tolkien wants the poem itself and not the scholar’s discussions of anthropology, archaeology, or history to remain at center stage.

Translations in this light become more problematic because of the danger of misreading and thereby incorrectly rendering the text; the possibility of subverting the reader—and the artist—increases. Thus, the first task of the translator must be the ascertainment of meaning in the original. In his preface to the translation of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, The Pearl, and Sir Orfeo, Tolkien declares that “a translator must first try to discover as precisely as he can what his original means, and may be led by ever closer attention to understand it better for its own sake” (preface to translation of Sir Gawain, p. 7). So, in his preface to Mary B. Salu’s translation of the Corpus manuscript of the Ancrene Wisse, Tolkien first certifies the authenticity of the manuscript used in the translation and its value for the translator and reader (here, few scribal alterations because of the scribe’s familiarity with the language ensure the possibility that the original intention of the artist will be preserved in this translation), and then applauds the success of the translation in rendering idiom, that mixture of “cultivated speech” and “colloquial liveliness” characteristic of its author.13 The translator does not compete with the artist but collaborates; in this manner, valuable works in unknown languages can be given continuing “life,” as is The Pearl in Tolkien’s posthumously published translation. Translation is justified in the preface because “The Pearl certainly deserves to be heard by lovers of English poetry who have not the opportunity or the desire to master its difficult idiom” (preface, Tolkien’s translation of Sir Gawain, Pearl, and Sir Orfeo, p. 7).

Yet earlier, in the 1940 prefatory remarks to the Clark Hall translation of Beowulf, Tolkien cautioned that no translation is “offered as a means of judging the original, or as a substitute for reading the poem itself,”14 especially if the poem, like Beowulf, is “a work of skilled and close-wrought metre” (Clark Hall, Beowulf, p. ix). Such a translation helps a student only by providing “an exercise for correction” rather than “a model for imitation” (Clark Hall, Beowulf, p. xvi). If a student does not return to the original, s/he risks misunderstanding and even disliking the poem, like the critic who condemned Beowulf as “only small beer” because s/he had used an incompetent translation (Clark Hall, Beowulf, p. ix). Thus, while a “translation may be a useful form of commentary” on the poem, as Tolkien admits in the preface to his Pearl-poet translations (preface, Tolkien’s translation of Sir Gawain, Pearl, and Sir Orfeo, p. 7), it still remains a commentary by the critic and not necessarily by the artist and can become an act of presumption. Tolkien confesses that his own continued close study of poems like Sir Gawain, Pearl, and Sir Orfeo allowed him to learn more about them “than I knew when I first presumed to translate them” (preface, Tolkien’s translation of Sir Gawain, Pearl, and Sir Orfeo, p. 7; my italics).

Although Tolkien’s editions and translations attempt to render the original as closely as possible with the greatest respect for the artist and his work of art, his early scholarly articles seem to ignore the literary merits of the medieval work under discussion and focus on its philological and historical features. In the 1929 essay on “Ancrene Wisse and Hali Meiðhad,” Tolkien confesses that “my interest in this document [Ancrene Wisse] is linguistic.”15 Like the “translator” of Farmer Giles, Tolkien disparages the literary interests of other students of the work and rather defensively if modestly defends his decision to focus on its extraliterary features: “[I]t is very possible that nothing I can say about it will be either new or illuminating to the industrious or leisured that have kept up with it [literature surrounding the Ancrene Wisse]. I have not” (“Ancrene Wisse,” p. 104). A judgmental and defensive critic here like some of the scholars lambasted by Tolkien in the Beowulf article, Tolkien is also an analyst of sources and influences in the introduction to the volume containing his translations of two of the Pearl poet’s poems and Sir Orfeo. Here Tolkien reveals that research into the sources of Sir Gawain “interests me” although “it interested educated men of the fourteenth century very little” (introduction, Tolkien’s translation of Sir Gawain, Pearl, and Sir Orfeo, p. 17). In short, Tolkien perfectly fulfills the role of the critic he so cleverly denigrates in the Beowulf and fairy-story lectures (themselves, by the way, for all their support of the creative process and art for art’s sake, as critical, analytical, and interpretive as any work of literary criticism).

Tolkien displays a fictional self, a persona, divided by two different interests, art and philology (or literary criticism), which tug him first one way, then another. This figuration of the philologist posturing as an artist (or vice versa) has been described, by one of his students, S.T.R.O. d’Ardenne, in commenting on Tolkien’s being awarded the C.B.E. “for services to literature,” as part of the humorist’s strategy: “[Tolkien’s] literary works and fiction, quite unique in English Literature, brought something new into English letters: a humorist caught at his own trick!”16 This type of split self also emerges in the personae dramatized in all three of Tolkien’s mock prefaces to creative works—one by an “editor” in The Adventures of Tom Bombadil, one by a “translator” in Farmer Giles of Ham, and one by an “artist” in The Lord of the Rings. The “editor” of Hobbit songs by Bilbo, Sam, and their descendants in the first preface traces the chronology of the songs (based on historical evidence from the trilogy) and notes linguistic peculiarities of these songs as would any editor (in particular, strange words and rhyming and metrical tricks absorbed from the Elves). In addition, as a literary critic, Tolkien denigrates individual songs: “[S]ome are written carelessly in margins and blank spaces. Of the last sort most are nonsense, now often unintelligible even when legible, or half-remembered fragments”17 By stressing the value of these songs only as historical and linguistic documents, the “editor” uses the poems as a means to his own end.

That this “editor” is actually the artist Tolkien himself parallels the concept of the split self that also appears, with greater subtlety, in Farmer Giles of Ham. The critic in Farmer Giles of Ham is a “translator” rather than an editor and hence capable of even greater acts of presumption against the artist’s tale. Throughout the preface this Farmer Giles “translator” makes mistakes in his scholarship that undermine his authority and reveal his human flaws. When he analyzes the character of the age with which the Latin work deals, he says that his information comes from “historians of the reign of Arthur,” presumably from a “sober annal”; but, in fact, instead of “history,” he paraphrases a “popular lay” by the fictional artist (in fact, also Tolkien) at whom he scoffs throughout. Compare the “translator’s” Gawain-poet-like remark, “What with the love of petty independence on the one hand, and on the other the greed of kings for wider realms, the years were filled with swift alternations of war and peace, of mirth and woe” (Farmer Giles, p. 7), with scholar Tolkien’s own translation of the introductory lines of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: “where strange things, strife and sadness, / at whiles in the land did fare, / and each other grief and gladness / oft fast have followed there” (Tolkien, trans. Sir Gawain, lines 15–18, in Tolkien’s translation of Sir Gawain, Pearl, and Sir Orfeo, p. 25).

As “translator” and artist of Farmer Giles, Tolkien, of course, is appropriating the posture (and the lines) of the Gawain poet, who appears in the guise of a “historian” to talk about the founding of Britain. A borrower and imitator like many medieval artists, ironically this “translator” of Farmer Giles also functions like the modern literary critic he reproaches when he unknowingly disparages Aeneas, the lord of “well-nigh all the wealth in the Western Isles” in Sir Gawain (Tolkien, trans. Sir Gawain, line 7), by attributing the instability of the years to “the greed of kings for wider realms.” The translation’s inaccuracies and self-deceptions transcend the useful if unfactual fancies of the artist: the critic becomes a mirror-image of the artist he denigrates. When the critic attempts to undercut the false fiction and the pride of his medieval artist (“the original grandiose title has been suitably reduced to Farmer Giles of Ham” [Farmer Giles, p. 8]), his own falsity and pride are themselves undercut by the real artist, Tolkien, in this superb satire. The humble vernacular title and the crude subject matter ascribed to this “curious tale” reflect not only the true character of the artist but also that of the critic. Both actually project the two sides of Tolkien.

In Tolkien’s own foreword to The Lord of the Rings, the artist and the critic initially seem to alternate voices, first one addressing the reader, then the other. Professor Tolkien the historian in the appendices and prologue to The Lord of the Rings also acts like an Andrew Lang in collecting, classifying, and organizing historical and philological information about a nonexistent species and world—but ones created by J.R.R. Tolkien the artist. Such a mask enhances the verisimilitude of the secondary world of Middle-earth, very like the mask of Gulliver provided by Swift in the preface to Gulliver’s Travels as a kind of passport authenticating the travels of the central hero. In this case, because there are two “masks,” the artist and critic clash dramatically with one another or battle as do hero and monstrous adversary in Beowulf. If the artist in his creative travails may be described as a Hobbit-like romance hero on a journey-quest to the Crack of Doom, then the critic in his interruptions of the artist’s work may be described as a Sauron-like monster jeopardizing the quest.

Initially the professor of Old English and the artist were the same. Just as Tolkien the man in the primary world became attracted to an earlier age—the Middle Ages—instead of finding interest in the twentieth century, so Tolkien the sub-creator in the secondary world became attracted to its earlier age: of The Lord of the Rings Tolkien confesses that “the story was drawn irresistibly towards the older world, and became an account, as it were, of its end and passing away before its beginning and middle had been told” (LR, 1:viii). The problem in both worlds is that the Sauron-like critic or scholar in Tolkien interferes with artistic progress—a moving forward on the quest for completion. In the primary world the teaching and research of Professor Tolkien prevented much artistic progress on the sequel during the years 1936–45.18 In the secondary world, creation halted altogether after the completion of The Hobbit while Tolkien the philologist attempted to complete the mythology and legends of the Elder Days, although “I had little hope that other people would be interested in this work, especially since it was primarily linguistic in inspiration and was begun in order to provide the necessary background of ‘history’ for Elvish tongues” (LR, 1:viii; my italics).

In the foreword Tolkien’s critical voice insists on analyzing very rationally the artistry of The Lord of the Rings in opposition to the simple, humble, and emotional artist’s voice that refers the reader to the text itself rather than to any critical assertions. For example, the critic asseverates that the events taking place in the primary world, specifically the Second World War, had no impact on those in the secondary world of the trilogy: “If it had inspired or directed the development of the legend, then certainly the Ring would have been seized and used against Sauron; he would not have been annihilated but enslaved” (LR, 1:x). Certainly the fantasy with its secondary world boasts a happy ending alien to the reality of the primary world, but that does not mean the artist can protect the secondary world he creates from any contamination by the primary world. The critic’s voice seems to grow more shrill, more dictatorial: “[I]t has been supposed by some that ‘The Scouring of the Shire’ reflects the situation in England at the time when I was finishing my tale. It does not. It is an essential part of the plot, foreseen from the outset, though in the event modified by the character of Saruman as developed in the story without, need I say, any allegorical significance or contemporary political reference whatsoever” (LR, 1:xi; my italics). This voice of the rational man so concerned with truth warns the reader not to “define the process” wherein an author is affected by his own experience because such hypotheses constitute mere “guesses from evidence that is inadequate and ambiguous” (LR, 1:xi).

Yet on the same page, Tolkien quietly reveals that “[b]y 1918 all but one of my close friends were dead” (LR, 1:xi)—as a consequence of the First World War instead of the Second World War, true, but also a fact that startles and moves the reader. While the critic may reject haphazard guesses about the artist’s life and its relation to his work because of inadequate evidence, the artist elicits directly the irrational, speculative, imaginative response from his reader. The latter is the same speaker who wishes to “try his hand at a really long story that would hold the attention of readers, amuse them, delight them, and at times maybe excite them or deeply move them” (LR, 1:ix), no doubt as we are moved by the revelation about the loss of youthful friends in the war. Like Beowulf, portrayed in Tolkien’s essay as a medieval hero battling dragonlike scholars who refuse to read it as a work of art, Tolkien the artist must rely on what might be termed the equivalent of the poem’s godfather, named Poesis, which Beowulf’s false allegorical guides spurn: “As a guide I had only my own feelings for what is appealing or moving” (LR, 1:ix; my italics).

The conflict between the two voices intensifies, with the reader caught in the middle, for the critic adopts the rhetorical mask of the artist in order to sway the reader and, in a sense, triumphs over the artist. Tolkien announces that The Lord of the Rings cannot be allegory, first, because “I cordially dislike allegory in all its manifestations”; second, because “I think that many confuse ‘applicability’ with ‘allegory’”; and, third, because “the one resides in the freedom of the reader, and the other in the purposed domination of the author” (LR, 1:xi). It is ironic, then, that Tolkien as artist employs not just a metaphor but an extended metaphor, an allegory, when, in the foreword, he compares his writing labors to those of Frodo the quest-hero; he has also confessed his domination by his critic-self during the years 1939–45. It is perhaps a similar domination by this critic that forces the persona to announce that “this paperback edition and no other has been published with my consent and co-operation. Those who approve of courtesy (at least) to living authors will purchase it and no other” (LR, 1:xiii). In fact, it was because Houghton Mifflin had violated a legal provision limiting the number of copies of proof sheets that could be brought into the country that Ace had issued its unauthorized edition; further, according to Kilby it was this unauthorized edition by Ace that made Tolkien famous.19 Of course, in the primary world Tolkien the man suffered financially from the unauthorized publication of the trilogy by Ace Books, even though Ace finally tendered remuneration to him,20 but, in this fictional projection of the “drama” of the real or primary world, the heroic artist is overcome, so to speak, by the monstrous avarice of the critic.

As he often did in person, Tolkien in this foreword is trying to say several things at the same time, often appearing to contradict himself, a mode of behavior that Clyde Kilby has labeled (as we have seen) as “contrasistency.” Underlying this polysemous manifestation by Tolkien in conversation was, first, Tolkien’s perception of some underlying idea or relationship that his listener did not grasp, but often failing to be fully communicated;21 second, as Kilby puts it, “I became convinced that Professor Tolkien was suffering in an accentuated way, because of his genius, from some of the inner conflicts belonging to us all.”22 One such conflict was Tolkien’s own insecurity about his work: “I have never had much confidence in my work,” he writes to Kilby, and even now when I am assured (still much to my grateful surprise) that it has value for other people, I feel diffident, reluctant as it were, to expose my world of imagination to possibly contemptuous eyes and ears”; at the same time, Kilby remarks on his perfectionism: “But if Tolkien was critical of others he was even more critical of his own writings. Few authors ever denigrated their own works more than he.”23

So also Tolkien, behind the mask of his persona, wishes to alert the reader to a key theme of The Lord of the Rings without actually saying so. He does this in a very clever way. At the end of his long and difficult journey-quest Frodo suddenly refuses to relinquish the Ring to the flame—he clings, Gollum-like, to his Precious. He has been affected by his long possession of this material object created by the Dark Lord, and it makes him selfish. Similarly, at the end of his quest in the foreword, the artist succumbs to his dark side, of which the critic is an emblem, and in a sense refuses to give up his own creation: “Nonetheless, for all its defects of omission and inclusion, [The Lord of the Rings] was the product of long labor, and like a simple-minded hobbit I feel that it is, while I am still alive, my property in justice unaffected by copyright laws” (LR, 1:xii). As a Hobbit he accordingly compares the pirate publisher to “Saruman in his decay.” In the secondary world of the fantasy, Gollum unintentionally saves the fallen Hobbit from himself by biting off his ring finger and forcing him to give up that Ring he loves most in an act that also saves Middle-earth. But who saves the fallen artist in the primary world? As Tolkien the critic noted, the Ring would never have been destroyed in the real world, hence the fallen artist might never be saved. Perhaps the critic saves the artist from himself by biting off his ring finger: by interpreting the trilogy specifically as nonallegory, he alerts the reader to possible “purposed domination” by the critic in the foreword and forces him to read the text more carefully to see if it is indeed allegorical. (That is, just as the author may guide the reader’s response by creating an allegory, as Tolkien has in the foreword, so the critic may guide his response by claiming that it is not an allegory.) Fortunately, the reader’s quest does not end on the last page of the foreword when the artist-Hobbit seems to succumb to his own greed, nor at the end of the Ring’s life at the Crack of Doom in the trilogy when the hero-Hobbit succumbs to his greed, but instead at the end of The Lord of the Rings when the servant-Hobbit Sam returns to the Shire and announces simply, in the last words of the work, “Well, I’m back.” The real hero spurns the Ring out of love for and obedience to his master, Frodo, and demands neither “courtesy” nor “payment” because, unlike fallen man, Sam suffers neither the sin of pride nor the sin of avarice. In this secondary world the innocent artist in Tolkien can also come “back” like Sam and be reborn as the author of Hobbit song. At the end of his own journey-quest the reader realizes the artist has triumphed over the critic at last.

As a Frodo-like Hobbit on the way to Mount Doom, the reader must exercise his own free will when tempted by others—such as the Dark Lord or Gandalf or the critic—to guide his responses when he puts on the Ring (that is, when he reads The Lord of the Rings). Only the reader can decide whether the work has “inner meaning,” despite the critic’s proclamation that “it has in the intention of the author none. It is neither allegorical nor topical” (LR, 1:x). By so doing the reader helps to rescue the artist from the critic.

That the artist and critic may be the same figure in the dramatic foreword or the same man in the real world is an idea rehearsed for Tolkien in Beowulf, where the hero Beowulf never fully realizes his most awesome adversary is the monster of pride within himself, and by Tolkien in the Beowulf essay in which the critic never fully realizes he himself is a monster like the irrelevant monsters he ignores. Many of these ideas derive from the Christian culture imbuing those medieval works of literature Tolkien loved and studied all his life.

III. GOD’S WORD: SATAN AS CRITIC

For Tolkien, the critic figure based upon the monster Grendel or the dragon typifies Satan, as the artist figure based upon the hero Beowulf typifies the Creator. This myth of literary roles springs from the book of Genesis as a preface or foreword to the Word of God and the book of Revelation, the “rising” and “setting” aspects of the Bible related to the “rising” and “setting” moments and balanced structure of Beowulf. Paradoxically, the rising of the first book actually involves a fall—of man—as the setting of the last book involves his rising—or redemption. Because of the Fall instigated by Satan, humankind suffers a split self, with one side a monster and one side a hero—one side a child and one side an adult (“growing up” is necessary only in a world subjected to mutability, sickness, and death, all consequences of the Fall). So divided, humankind longs for another world where all may be whole. This world we experience only briefly on earth when a godlike sub-creator fashions a secondary world analogous to the Other World. In this secondary world of art, the word, like the Word of God (the Bible, especially Revelation), provides redemption (“recovery” through joy) for the world-weary fallen adult. Unfortunately, the critic attempts to interfere by guiding the reader away from fantasy and literature toward Drama, a form that mirrors the reality and sorrow of the primary world, just as Satan tries to lure humankind away from the eternal good of the Other World by offering the temporal good of this world. Satan also tries to dominate the free will of the reader by imposing his own interpretation of that literature or drama. This myth Tolkien constructs in the two lectures, his “Genesis” and “Revelation,” and applies in the foreword to The Lord of the Rings in particular.

The concept of Satan as critic first surfaces in the Beowulf article. Just as God in Genesis first creates Eden as a paradise arousing Satan’s envy, so in Beowulf, Tolkien notes, the artist as tower builder (that is, Hrothgar) constructs Heorot so that “its light spread over many lands” (“lixte se leoma ofer landa fela”) in parody of “fiat lux” in Genesis, arousing the envy of the monster Grendel: “Grendel is maddened by the sound of harps” (“Beowulf,” p. 88). This music signals the peace and joy of community denied to that exile suffering the mark of Cain. Grendel is the critic of light as Hrothgar and the scop are its artists: “[T]he outer darkness and its hostile offspring lie ever in wait for the torches to fail and the voices to cease” (“Beowulf,” p. 88).

Similarly, the human Beowulf-critic arrogantly tries to muffle the artist’s voice by using the poem as a means to an end—as a demonstration of his superior understanding of Old English history and linguistics. Preferring knowledge to wisdom, the critic resembles the monstrous serpent who tempts Eve with the desire to be Godlike by eating of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Such knowledge is pursued in The Lord of the Rings, for example, by Saruman, the perverted Wizard (teacher? sage?) who gazes myopically into the palantír (ironically meaning “far-sighted”) in a vain attempt to boost his own knowledge and power and to emulate the Dark Lord Sauron. Saruman exchanges for his previous wisdom mere knowledge (“all those arts and subtle devices, for which he forsook his former wisdom”), never realizing those “which fondly he imagined were his own, came but from Mordor.”24 Appropriately Saruman inhabits the citadel named Orthanc, “Cunning Mind” in the language of the Mark but in Elvish the monstrous name “Mount Fang,” to underscore the exact nature of the Wizard’s perversion or “fall.” (Even Sauron originally misused Elven wisdom in creating the rings as a means to the end of self-aggrandizement.) Saruman, like the wily serpent of Eden, uses his own voice to dissuade others from courses of action not beneficial to him, literally when challenged by Gandalf and his followers on the steps of Orthanc, but more figuratively through his surrogate voice, “Wormtongue,” when his evil counsel demoralizes Théoden in the hall of Rohan. Significantly, by the end of the trilogy Saruman has become “Sharkey” and Wormtongue his beast “Worm,” both names connoting the cold-blooded and animal nature of the monster.

To the portrait of Satan as a critic of the creation God’s work, Tolkien adds the portrait of Christ as its heroic defender—the Word of God, or the archetype of the human artist—in the paired works “On Fairy-Stories” and “Leaf by Niggle” that comprise Tree and Leaf. Tolkien even mentions the Fall in the former through the “Locked Door” theme: “Even Peter Rabbit was forbidden a garden, lost his blue coat, and took sick. The Locked Door stands as an eternal temptation” (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 33). The critic longs to explore the “Tree of Tales” like the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil—with its “intricately knotted and ramified history of the branches” related to the philologist’s study of the “tangled skein of language” (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 19; my italics). Unlike the critic, the artist Niggle in “Leaf by Niggle” merely wishes to portray accurately a single leaf. The humble, self-effacing, and imaginative artist contrasts with the proud, ambitious, and analytic critic. This is one reason why Tolkien dramatically combines the analytic and ambitious prose essay of the critic, “On Fairy-Stories,” with the humble, self-effacing, and imaginative prose tale of the artist, “Leaf by Niggle,” in one volume entitled Tree and Leaf. In the introductory note to Tree and Leaf, Tolkien claims there are three additional reasons for the two works to be combined in one book: their common leaf/tree symbolism, their interest in the theme of sub-creation, and their dates of origin, 1938–39, concurrent with the beginning of The Lord of the Rings (Tree and Leaf, p. 2).

The title of Tree and Leaf appropriately mirrors the mythological difference between the two works and their genres and roles, one an essay, written by a scholar, and one a fairy-story, written by an artist. For there were two trees in Eden, the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil and the Tree of Life. The wood of the latter was used for the cross upon which Christ was crucified to redeem humankind. And “Leaf by Niggle,” as Tolkien explains in the introductory note to Tree and Leaf, was inspired by the felling of a great tree by its owner, “a punishment for any crimes it may have been accused of, such as being large and alive” (Tree and Leaf, p. 2). The tree destroyed wantonly by its equally fallen owner in our fallen world suggests the loss of the Tree of Life, a. metonymy for Eden, by its gardener, Adam; it also reminds us of the similar destruction of the trees of Fangorn by Saruman, in the second volume of The Lord of the Rings, The Two Towers, although he does not own them, to use the wood in scientific experiments and to build machines for future destruction. Saruman’s destructive act provokes the wrath of the Ents and thus leads to his “fall,” as they attack and imprison him, symbolically, in Orthanc (“Cunning Mind”). But the loss of Tolkien’s beloved tree in Leaf by Niggle leads to its artistic resurrection as a leaf by the artist Niggle (or, in other words, leads to the story entitled “Leaf by Niggle,” by the artist Tolkien), who eventually creates or restores a whole tree, then a “sub-creation,” or another world. This is the Tree of Life, a metonymy for the paradise Niggle is permitted to inhabit eternally by the story’s end.

The distinction between the two trees and between Satan and Christ was amplified in the Middle Ages to include as well a distinction between the Old Man and the New Man, or the child, a typology Tolkien also uses in “On Fairy-Stories” to distinguish the adult-critic from the child-reader. For example, in the Cursor Mundi, Christ, the Second Adam, rests as a newborn child on the top of a faded tree (the Tree of Knowledge around which an adder is wrapped) reaching to the sky, at whose roots is buried Abel, slain by Cain who resides in Hell.25 This image of the New Man, the novus homo, underscores the idea of rebirth and spiritual regeneration, which Saint Augustine in De Doctrina Christiana describes as the new skin of the snake revealed after it has wriggled out of its old skin, of the vetus homo, or the Old Man. Saint Augustine means that we should exchange the life of the senses, of the body or the Old Law, for the life of the spirit, of the soul or the New Law of Christianity.26 That Saint Augustine’s Old Man and Tolkien’s old, wary critic might be the same becomes more convincing within the context of the same passage, wherein Saint Augustine also blames the Old Man for adhering to the letter in reading the Bible instead of preferring the spirit, or an understanding of figurative signs and expressions of allegory.

Interestingly, Tolkien as a reader (or critic) refers to himself as an “old” and “wary” man in the foreword to The Lord of the Rings: “I cordially dislike allegory in all its manifestations, and always have done so since I grew old and wary enough to detect its presence” (p. xi; my italics). Elsewhere in his letters Tolkien defines allegory as the “particular” and “topical.” It is clear that “allegory” for Tolkien is an elastic term that can be stretched to include any story, including that narrative of our own lives in which we participate: “In a larger sense, it is I suppose impossible to write any “story” that is not allegorical in proportion as it “comes to life”: since each of us is an allegory, embodying in a particular tale and clothed in the garments of time and place, universal truth and everlasting life” (letter 163, to W.H. Auden, p. 212). If so, then why does Tolkien as critic condemn the use of allegory in his foreword to The Lord of the Rings?

Throughout Tolkien’s works the concept of oldness is linked with literalness and knowledge as an end in itself. First, like this Old Man, Tolkien’s critic in the foreword to The Lord of the Rings prefers “history, true or feigned, with its varied applicability to the thought and experience of readers” (LR, 1:xi), to allegory. Second, Tolkien also condemns the Old Man, or the adult, in his essay “On Fairy-Stories,” whereas he glorifies that symbolic child, or New Man in each human being still able to receive “grace”—to be transported by the “word” of the sub-creator to the other world of Faërie, where the reader experiences the eucatastrophe of the happy ending of fantasy. Tolkien does caution that “[t]he process of growing older is not necessarily allied to growing wickeder, though the two do often happen together” (“On Fairy-Stories,” p. 44). Finally, in The Lord of the Rings the old and wary Saruman disintegrates into dust at death, whereas the aged Gandalf, his good counterpart, dies as the Gray (puts off the Old Man) so as to be reborn as the White (puts on the New Man).

The New Man, as the archetype of Christ, symbolizes the incarnation of the Word of God in human form, a divine communication by the penultimate artist, God, to his “reader,” fallen or Old Man, a metaphor, made explicit by Saint Augustine: “How did He come except that ‘the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us’? It is as when we speak. In order that what we are thinking may reach the mind of the listener through the fleshy ears, that which we have in mind is expressed in words … by means of which it may reach the ears without suffering any deterioration in itself. In the same way the Word of God was made flesh without change that He might dwell among us” (Augustine, De Doctrina, 1.13, p. 14). Elsewhere in De Doctrina Saint Augustine reveals that the often allegorical Word of God is incarnated in the “flesh” of parable27 as is perfect love and truth in Christ the Word. This Word corresponds to the word of man, especially when the latter communicates the truth hidden in that parabolic Word eloquently and clearly by using the tropes, styles, and rules of rhetoric. The reader discerns the truth by applying the four-fold allegorical method of exegesis to the text.

Just as Tolkien’s critic in the foreword cannot abide allegory—a sign of his “oldness”—Tolkien himself in the Beowulf article associates allegory (as distinct from myth) with that abstraction and rational analysis of which the critic, rather than the artist, is fond. Further, the bad artist in both the foreword and the Beowulf article is accused of dominating the reader by using allegory instead of myth. This does not mean Tolkien disliked figurative expression, of which allegory is one kind. Indeed, he constructs the central fantasy of the Beowulf article through the use of figurative expressions—allegorical and metaphorical exempla. Defining allegory very narrowly, Tolkien notes that The Pearl, for example, is not an allegory but is allegorical, a differentiation hotly debated by Pearl critics in the past.28 Allegory must be confined (as Tolkien reveals in the introduction to his translation of The Pearl) to “narrative, to an account (however short) of events; and symbolism to the use of visible signs of things to represent other things or ideas…. To be an ‘allegory’ a poem must as a whole, and with fair consistency, describe in other terms some event or process; its entire narrative and all its significant details should cohere and work together to make the end…. But an allegorical description of an event does not make that event itself allegorical” (introduction, Tolkien’s translation of Sir Gawain, Pearl, and Sir Orfeo, p. 18). This distinction between symbolism and allegory remains a modern one; Saint Augustine would not have quarreled with Tolkien. Note also that Tolkien’s fellow Inkling C.S. Lewis knew of his friend’s dislike of allegory but preferred to define the word in a wider sense: “I am also convinced that the wit of man cannot devise a story in wh. the wit of some other man cannot find an allegory…. Indeed, in so far as the things unseen are manifested by the things seen, one might from one point of view call the whole material universe an allegory…. It wd be disastrous if anyone took your statement that the Nativity is the greatest of all allegories to mean that the physical event was merely feigned.”29

It is interesting to note that Tolkien’s conception of the secondary world created by the artist in his fantasy depends upon allegory: human art corresponds to the art of God and the secondary world of Faërie resembles the other world of Heaven. In “On Fairy-Stories” Tolkien shows that the process of reading a fantasy imitates the process of reading (and living by) the Word of God. The Christian experiences joy in “reading” the happy ending or eucatastrophe of human history in the birth of Christ just as s/he enjoys the “happy ending” of the story of the Resurrection. Similarly, s/he “escapes” from this world into the “secondary world” of fantasy to experience as a child the joy of Recovery, as the Christian escapes from this world after death into the other world of Heaven to experience as a child eternal joy: for the Christian, life with its happy ending is a Divine Comedy, as Dante shrewdly noted. This message is imparted to the grieving father of The Pearl in a dream in which he confronts his lost child (or soul), after which his spirits are themselves lifted in a happy ending that invokes Revelation. It is a work Tolkien chose appropriately to translate into modern English. The child must be the novus homo or the New Man, a type of Christ, who is lost and then found by the Old Man, the father, as a type of Adam. Art then heals the split in the self by renewing the fallen individual. Just as the Old Man puts on the New Man, so the adult regains the child by reading fantasy and the critic becomes the artist by creating art, as Tolkien himself did. Indeed, about him S.T.R.O. d’Ardenne notes: “Tolkien belonged to that very rare class of linguists, who like the Grimm Brothers could understand and recapture the glamour of ’the Word,’ In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the word was God.’”30 Unfortunately, in the primary world humankind is neither wholly critic nor artist, linguist or literary interpreter, adult or child, but both.

A metaphor for the loss of unified sensibility caused by the Fall, the split self or the antithetical pair reflects that rivalry—even fratricide—between the sons of Adam, Abel and Cain, that results in the murder of Deagol by Sméagol. The split self, division, homicide, symbolizes the quality of existence in the land ruled by Sauron, Mordor or Morðor, the Anglo-Saxon word for murder or slaying. The split self and the pair link many of Tolkien’s fictional characters: Tídwald the old churl argues with the young minstrel Torhthelm in “The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth Beorhthelm’s Son”; Niggle the artist is irritated by his neighbor Parish the gardener in “Leaf by Niggle”; Alf the humble apprentice serves Nokes the arrogant Master Cook in “Smith of Wootton Major”; and, of course, Thëoden and Denethor rule as good and evil leaders, opposites like Denethor’s good and evil sons, Faramir and Boromir, in The Lord of the Rings. The divided self of Bilbo—half Baggins, half Took—cannot decide whether to act as a grocer or a burglar in The Hobbit, just as Gollum argues with his other self, Smeagol, in the trilogy.

Within the context of medieval Christianity, then, the split self constitutes a badge of fallen human nature as both good and evil. But this favorite theme of Tolkien’s art finds other contexts: in that of medieval literature, the conflict can be sketched as a Germanic heroic battle that can also be interpreted as a Christian allegory. Within the context of twentieth-century literary history in the twenties and thirties, the conflict projects the support of one school of artists for the art-for-art’s-sake movement and one school of literary critics for the New Criticism in reaction to the nineteenth-century view of art and criticism as socially, historically, linguistically, culturally useful, both views Germanic in nature.31

Within the context of the “history” of Tolkien’s own life, the war between the critic and the artist or the professor of Anglo-Saxon and the Christian reflects antithetical interests never completely reconciled. As his biographer Carpenter admits, “There were not two Tolkien’s, one an academic and the other a writer. They were the same man, and the two sides of him overlapped so that they were indistinguishable—or rather they were not two sides at all, but different expressions of the same mind, the same imagination.”32 This quality of “contrasistency” was (as noted above) also acknowledged by scholar Clyde Kilby, who came to know Tolkien in the last years of his life. It is possible that the two sides did meet only in the fantasy world of Tolkien’s art, where the critic is redeemed by the artist and the best warrior is the most sacrificial and gentle. So Beowulf—a poem Tolkien greatly loved that depicted clashes between Germanic and Christian values, battles between hero and monsters, and a contrast between the “rising” and “setting” moments of the protagonist’s life—remains amazingly and joyfully a single, unified, and balanced poem.
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