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dispossessing of Sharkey from his illgot holdings requires nothing
at all the reader cannot conceive of himself as doing. Hobbits
turn out to be very human. Gollum too is a hobbit,

I may have seemed to imply that there are not intelligent,
literate readers who find hobbits silly, or even hate them. This
is certainly not the case. Condemations of Tolkien's work range
in tone from the shrill to the supercilious. Astonishingly, one
frequently hears a note of anger, sounded early by Edmund Wilson
in "0o, Those Awful Orcs." The Nation magazine went so far some
time ago as to equate hobbitism and AMERICAN-IMPERIALIST-AGGRES-
SION in Vietnam. Sometimes it seems as if something very impor-
tant were being threatened by Tolkien. He asserts the value of
honor, bravery, justice—the reality of free will and responsibil-
ity-—the existence of a benevolent and watchful deity—the neces-
sity and relevance of moral absolutes. It is as if we were felt
to be in danger of losing our new found sophistication and freedom,
In danger of sliding back through the age of disilluslon, to the
age of reason, to the age of belief. That danger is hardly les-
sened, apparently, even if such unsophisticated assertions as Tol-
kien makes are enclosed in a "fairy story" written by an aging
English philologist. Most of my 'practical" friends find Tolkien
unreadable, There are undoubtedly thorough-going new-leftists who
understand Tolkien and approve of him—] have met none., Responses
to The Lord of the Rings are remarkable, It might even be that
an examination of the reasons for its popularity would tell us as
mich about the bumping forces in our chaotic national dark as any
number of public opinion polls.
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(continued from page 9)

seeing a disproportionate medieval element in contemporary ro-
mancers. Nevertheless, I do think & medieval impulse can le-~
gitimately be detected in the writers I have named in my open-
ing 1list, even if only absorbed at second-hand from Scott and
Morris,? but I would not underrate other roots and influences
which are also operative. Indeed, I mean my title to apply

only to those three writers of twentieth-century romance whom

I have discussed in this paper. I don't want to suggest that
they be regarded as transplanted medieval authors, for they are
part of our age however uncomfortable they often felt in it, and
they speak directly to us. Rather I would submit that their
imaginations are inspired by their reading of medieval literature
so that they re-shape and re-write medieval material and con-
ventions for the pleasure and profit of a contemporary audience.

ENDNOTES

lgesides a host of popular articles,see the Tolkien num-
ber of Mankato State College Studies (February, 1967), and the
critical anthology edited by Neil D. Isaacs and Rose A. Zimbardo,
Tolkien and the Critics (Notre Dame Press, 1968).

2In his essay, "On Stories," in C. S. Lewis, ed. Essays
Presented to Charles Williams (Oxford, 1947; William B. &erd-
mans, 1966), p. 104. Eddison's four romances, in the order in
which I recommend they be read, are: The Worm OQuroboros (1926),
A Fish Dinner in Memison (1941), the posthumous Mezentian Gate
(1958), and Mistress of Mistresses (1935). All have recently
been reprinted in paperback by Ballantine Books.

3Sylvia Townsend Warner, T. H. White (Viking Press, 1968),

It is relatively easy to create a secondary universe. One
need only change the sun from red to green and all else will fol-
low, But it is quite another thing to make that universe ring
true. The problem is particularly difficult if the secondary uni-
verse is heroic. Heroism is not very fashionable. Tolkien hit
upon a brilliant solution to the problem of bridging the gap be-
tween the two worlds when he created the hobbits, In their solid-
down-to-earth childishness, in their wonder, delight, fear, and
terror, the 20th century reader finds a guide who makes middle
earth accessible without the necessity of suspension;, or of disbe-
lief. It is the hobbits who take us there and back again.
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! John Crowe Ransom, "Philomela," Poems and Essays
1955), page 30,
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2 E. R. Eddison, The worm OQuroboros (New York, 1962).
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J. R. R. Tolkien, "On Falry-Stories," Tree and Leaf (Boston,
1965).
4 J. R. R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings (Boston, 1954-55),
5

The Nation,

CCV (October 9, 1967), pages 332-334,
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p. 133; the italics are White's. This biography quotes lib-
erally from White's diaries and letters and from the unpublished
"Book of Merlyn."

4For White's psychoanalysis of Lancelot and Guenever, see
Warner, op, cit., pp. 148-152.

5Compare Robert Henryson's fifteenth-century poem, The
Testament of Cresseid, 11. 141-270.

6There are seven of these Narnia stories: The Magician's
Nephew (1955); The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe (1950);
Prince Caspian (1951); The Voyage of the Dawn Treader (1952);
The Silver Chair (1953); The Horse and His Boy (1954); and
The Last Battle (1956).

7william Blissett, "Despots of the Rings," South Atlantic
Quarterly Vol. 58 (Summer, 1959), p. 449.

8Reference is made parenthetically to J. R. R. Tolkien,
The Lord of the Rings (Ballantine, 1965); Roman numerals refer
to the individual volumes of the romance: I, Fellowship of the
Ring; II, The Two Towers; III, The Return of the King. Also
see John Tinkler's article, "Old English in Rohan,” in Issacs
and Zimbardo, op. cit., pp. 164-169. Many readers have noticed
that the list of dwarf names in the Poetic Edda (and quoted by
Snorri Sturluson in his Prose Edda) has supplied the name for
numerous Tolkien characters, including Gandalf.

9hat counts, of course, is the medieval inspiration, not
necessarily accuracy of medieval scholarship. C. S. Lewis,

for example, considered Scott's medieval books his weakest
efforts.,
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miraculous than nature's own into "Kubla Khan." Lowes tells
us concerning that poem and "The Ancient Mariner™ that by

following Coleridge's divagations we shall come in contact with

alligators and albatrosses and auroras and Antich-
thones; with biscuit-worms, bubbles of ice, bas-
soons, ané breezes; with candles, and Cain, and the
Corpo Santo; Dioclesian, a King of Syria, and the
daemons of the elements; earthquakes, and the Eu-
phrates; frost-needles, and fog-smoke, and phos-
phorescent light; gooseberries, and the Gordonie
lasianthus; haloes and hurricanes; lightnings and
Laplanders; meteors, and the Old Man of the Moun-
tain, and stars behind the moon; nightmares, and
the sources of the Nile; footless birds of Paradise,
and the observatory at Pekin; swoons, and spectres,
and slimy seas; wefts, and water-snakes, and the
Wandering Jew.s

Though Tolkien must still wait for his Lowes before we shall
learn how words and images flowered into scenes like Rivendell
and characters like Galadriel, Bilbo's remark at the end of
the Rings suggests a similar originating richness. The One
Ring, says he, managed to get itself mixed up with many other
things:
and the Horsemen, and Southrons, and oliphaunts...and caves

and towers and golden trees, and goodness knows what besides."b
For both Coleridge and Tolkien the world is composed of "a num-

ber of things" and all capable of setting the creative nature
to work.

It is this originating depth of the "Mariner"” and the
Rings that appears to be the chief element in the profundity
of impact of the two pieces. The wedding guest in the poem
heard and saw signs of the wedding party but was transfixed
to his stone seat by the story the old man poured out. Many
readers of Tolkien have felt a similar hypnotic hold upon
their attention. One reader wrote that "from the moment I
took the first volume from the shelf to the time when the
last page was finished, I reluctantly stirred only to eat.”
"It is detrimental to people's health,” he facetiously added,
"to publish such books." Apparently he would not have made
to to a wedding party either. A friend told me that two
surgeons in New York City had been so completely caught by the
"glittering eye" of Tolkien they were letting their patients
languish until the story was completed. 1In England I saw ten
and eleven-year-old youngsters do a dramatization of the Rings
with such intensity and obvious belief in its reality that
their audience was spellbound.

A mysterious recurring torture forces the Mariner to re-
peat his story on occasions. Though not with the same result,
Frodo suffers a similar recurring burden growing out of his
long and momentous journey. The Mariner alone on the becalmed
sea and feeling the curse in the dead men's eyes was like
Frodo at the bottom of Mount Doom: "No taste of food, no
feel of water, no sound of wind, no memory of tree or grass
or flower, no image of moon or star are left me. 1 am naked
in the dark...and there is no veil between me and the wheel
of fire" (111, 215). And later, as with the Mariner, when
danger no longer threatened, Frodo said, "I am wounded with
knife, string, and tooth, and a long burden,” (III, 238) a
burden which never left him entirely as long as he was in Mid-
dle Earth and at times was as stark as that of the Mariner.

A comparison, indeed, of the two burdens may throw some light
on the magnitude of the Mariner's agony, for it seems most
insufficient to see no meaning beyond the simple release of
the Mariner on his repeating his story. Ths burden in both
cases seems ultimately no less than cosmic.

Then we can say that both these stories are indebted to
antiquity and particularly the overcharged atmosphere and
broadside thrust of much medieval writing. Tolkien's exten-
sive dependence upon Norse and other mythologies is every-
where apparent. And Lowes makes clear Coleridge's indebted-
ness to a world of reading much of which harks far backwards.
Not only did Coleridge adopt the ancient ballad stanza for
his poem, but in the earliest version he filled the whole
with archaisms and "antique" spelling. House points out the
Gothic affiliations of the "Mariner."8 1In Tolkien's case I
would think no one would seriously question that the machi-
nations of the Ringwraiths through their master Sauron pro-
duce-a horror outstripping,for our century at least, the

"Aragorn's affairs, and the White Council, and Gondor,

Gothic ones of Horace Walpole, "Monk" Lewis, and Clara Reeve.
Sometimes description itself, apart from action, conveys hor-
ror. The desolation before the gates of Mordor is an example.
"Here nothing lived, not even the leprous growths that feed
on rottenness. The gasping pools were choked with ash and
crawling muds, sickly white and grey, as if the mountains had
vomited the filth of their entrails upon the lands about."
(IT, 239) It is not unlike Coleridge's "thousand thousand
slimy things," his sweating dead bodies, and the rotting deck
of his ship above the rotting sea, horrible in any period but
partaking unguestionably of Gothicism.

Again, both accounts are highly imaginative journeys which
carry the principals to vast and unknown areas over which they
are led, or driven, by strong and often unknown forces. Their
direction is sometimes unsure and their movements uncertain.
Destiny seems suspended over them. Both learn a greater ap-
preciation of natural and supernatural worlds. Both feel the
permeative terror of nature and, on the other hand, its mater-
nalizing strength. To neither of them will food and water
ever taste the same, for they discover as few men ever do
their more than natural goodness and life-givingness. They
both anticipate their homegoing with joy, but they go back
realizing that a new dimension has been added to their out-
look. "Though I may come to the Shire," says Frodo on his
way home, "it will not seem the same; for I shall not be the
same" (III, 268). The Mariner is likewise saddened by the
plangent effect of changes in his innermost parts. Their
souls have traveled on "a wide wide sea"” which had the effect
of shedding new light on land and water, earth and sky, and
men and things.

In neither the poem nor the story is the chief adventurer
fundamentally heroic. House says that the Mariner is "not a
great adventurer, though he has a great spiritual experience,”
words 1 believe equally applicable to Frodo. Discovering the
dminous quality of the One Ring, Frodo laments: "I am not
made for perilous quests, I wish I had never seen the Ring:
Why did it come to me? Why was I chosen?' (I, 70) Later, at
the Council of Elrond, when the full implication of the One
Ring fell upon him, Frodo could feel nothing but a great

ead, "as if he was awaiting the pronouncement of some doom
that he had long forseen and vainly hoped might after all ne-
ver be spoken. An overwhelming longing to rest and remain at
peace...filled all his heart" (I, 284). 1In the Mariner's case
he came to the point of envy of his dead fellow sailors, but
Death had lost the throw of dice and he was therefore con-
demned to the status of Life-in-Death, a status not unlike
that of Frodo as he approaches Mordor and Mount Doom. It
can be added that Frodo and Sam's experience in that place
involved the same sidereal loneliness in Mordor that the
Mariner experienced on the ship with the dead sailors lying
about him.

Both stories, again, are alike in being at once clear,
sharp narratives and at the same time bearing rich but myste-
rious meaning that seems capable of infinite interpretation.
One may wonder almost endlessly why the specter-ship appears
just long enough for the mariners to see the two figures casting
dice and one triumphing over the Mariner as her victim, but
the fact that it happens is clear enough. Both stories rise
above allegory into myth and thus offer themselves to a wide
field of view. It is commonly agreed that both have a rich
moral, or even religious, underlay. While no one will claim
that his explanation of either is final or wholly comprehen-
sive, it is not chance that makes the best interpretations of
each no less tham a strongly moral one. The Rings, says
Michael Straight, "illuminates the inner consistency of reality.”
Very much the same comment on the "Mariner" is made by House:
"Its imagery, both of religion and of the elements, goes deep
below the surface of what we may happen to remember or happen
to have seen."” Says Dorothy E. K. Barber of the Rings: "The
basis...is the metaphor 'God is light.'" "I have never found
a reader of Tolkien," says Guy Davenport, "who did not see
what blackened the Dark Lord or why the ring of power must be
destroyed, yet many of them were not aware that the gift of
their understanding is millennia old, given them anew by a
man who knows that there are some things that cannot be al-
lowed to fade." Coleridge had dreamed of a great poem in
which he might record and unify all human knowledge and wis-
dom. The few pages of the "Mariner" suggest something of
this broad spectrum, and I think we can say that beyond doubt
Tolkien endeavors to inculcate wisdom if not actual knowledge.
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