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F r o m  t h e  I n e l u c t a b l e  W a v e  t o  t h e

R e a l i z a t i o n  o f  I m a g i n e s  W o n d e r :
T o l k i e n 's  T r a n s f o r m a t i o n  

of P s y c h ic  P a in  in t o  A r t

J o h n  R o s e g r a n t

"The  Prim al  Desire  at  the  heart  of Faerie [is] th e  rea lization , 
in d e p e n d e n t of th e  conceiving m in d , of im ag in ed  w o n d e r"  ("O n Fairy- 

sto ries" [OFS] 35). W ith  these psychologically  soph istica ted  w o rd s, T olkien  n o t 
on ly  n a m e d  a desire, b u t also dep ic ted  a sta te  of consciousness in  w h ich  th is 
desire  can com e to fru ition . For these  w o rd s  cap tu re  a paradox : the  desire  a t the 
h e a rt of Faerie is to  h av e  an experience th a t is bo th  sub jec tive—imagined 
w o n d e r—a n d  ob jective—realized independent of th e  conceiving m in d . T olkien is 
say ing  th a t to en te r Faerie, it is necessary  to  h ave  one foot in  subjectiv ity  an d  the 
o th er foot in  objectivity.

T his v ision  of T o lk ien 's  b ea rs  a s trik ing  sim ilarity  to  th e  B ritish 
p sy choana ly st D.W . W inn ico tt's  descrip tion  of transitional objects an d  transitional 
phenomena. For exam ple, W inn ico tt s ta ted  th a t in  ad d itio n  to  th e  in te rn a l w o rld  
an d  the ex ternal w o rld , " th e  th ird  p a r t of th e  life of a h u m a n  b e in g  [...] is an  
in te rm ed ia te  area of experiencing, to  w h ich  in n er rea lity  an d  ex ternal life b o th  
con tribu te . It is an  a rea  th a t is n o t challenged , because  no  claim  is m a d e  on  its 
beha lf except th a t it shall exist as a resting -p lace  for th e  in d iv id u a l engaged  in  
th e  p e rp e tu a l h u m a n  task  of keep in g  in n e r an d  o u te r rea lity  separa te  an d  yet 
in te rre la ted "  (Playing and Reality 2). In  describ ing  th e  d ev e lopm en ta l o rig in  of 
th e  tran sitiona l object in  infancy, W inn ico tt sta ted , " I t com es from  w ith o u t from  
o u r p o in t of v iew , b u t n o t so from  th e  p o in t of v iew  of th e  baby. N eith e r does it 
com e from  w ith in ; it is n o t a h a lluc ina tion" (5). A n d  W inn ico tt clarifies th a t he  
is " s tu d y in g  th e  substance  of illusion, th a t w h ich  is a llow ed  to  th e  infan t, an d  
w h ich  in  ad u lt life is in h e ren t in  a rt an d  re lig ion" (3).

By " tran sitio n a l"  experience W inn ico tt m ean s  experience  th a t is 
tran sitio n a l b e tw een  th e  experience of M e a n d  th e  experience of N ot-M e. H is 
thesis is th a t it is p sychologically  im p o rtan t to  h ave  th e  capacity  for experience 
th a t is ne ith e r en tire ly  located  in  external, objective rea lity  (the N ot-m e), no r 
en tire ly  located  in  in ternal, p riva te  rea lity  (Me), b u t in s tead  in teg ra tes o r b lends 
th e  N o t-m e a n d  th e  M e. The capacity  for such  tran sitio n a l experience is 
im p o rtan t b o th  in  ea rly  deve lo p m en t an d  la te r life, because  it h e lp s  to  m an ag e
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th e  anx ie ty  of b e in g  a u n ita ry  in d iv id u a l in  a m u ltitu d in o u s  w o rld , an d  because  
it h e lp s  create a rich  an d  in te restin g  life.

W inn ico tt p ro p o sed  th a t tran sitiona l experience becom es im p o rtan t in  
early  d ev e lopm en t a t th e  p o in t w h en  the  in fan t beg in s to realize  th a t he /sh e  is a 
separa te  in d iv id u a l in  a la rger w orld . At b irth , the  in fan t does n o t c learly  
d ifferen tia te  h im /h erse lf from  th e  care tak ing  env ironm en t. W ith  g o o d -en o u g h  
m o th e rin g  (w hich  n o w ad ay s  w e w o u ld  call go o d -en o u g h  pa ren tin g , since the 
fa ther can fulfill th is ro le as well), th e  ch ild 's  n eed s  for n u rtu ra n c e  are m e t in  
tim ely  en o u g h  fash ion  th a t the  child  does n o t h ave  to  confron t the  idea  th a t 
h e /sh e  is a d ep e n d e n t b e in g  w ho  canno t su rv ive  w ith o u t th e  efforts of som eone 
ex ternal to  h im /h er. O ver tim e, w ith  cognitive m a tu ra tio n  an d  experience of 
sm all en o u g h  d isap p o in tm en ts , the  in fan t b eg in s to  recognize th e  difference 
be tw een  in n er an d  o u te r realities. To to lera te  a n d  m an ag e  th is difference, the 
ch ild  beg ins to  create illu so ry  experience  th a t w e can th in k  of as n e ith e r in ternal 
n o r external, o r as b o th  in te rna l an d  ex ternal a t th e  sam e tim e.

T he m ost fam iliar exam ple of such  in fan tile  illu so ry  experience is the 
tran sitio n a l object, such  as a be loved  T eddy  B ear o r L inus van  P e lt 's  secu rity  
b lanket. Such an  object is tran sitiona l be tw een  th e  N o t-m e a n d  the  M e because  
it is b o th  a th in g  in  objective reality , an d  a creation  of th e  b ab y  w h o  h a s  im b u ed  
it w ith  m ean in g  an d  im portance. A ny  p a re n t of a child  w ith , say, a secu rity  
b lan k e t know s th a t w h ile  it is defin ite ly  a b lanket, it is n o t " ju st a b lanket."  The 
tran sitio n a l object assum es g rea t im portance  for th e  b ab y  because  by  be in g  bo th  
th e ir creation  an d  separa te  from  th em  a t th e  sam e tim e, it show s th a t it is 
possib le  to  secure ly  in teg ra te  these  realities th a t h av e  b een  new ly  recogn ized  as 
separate .

T ypically , ch ild ren  lose in te rest in  the ir tran sitiona l objects over tim e, 
e ither fo rge tting  th em  com pletely  or rem em b erin g  th em  fo n d ly  b u t n o  longer 
n e e d in g  th em  in o rd e r to  feel secure. B ut tran sitiona l experience rem ains 
im p o rtan t th ro u g h o u t th e  life span , because  peop le  of all ages confron t th e  task  
of b o th  d ev e lop ing  as separa te  in d iv id u a ls  an d  in teg ra tin g  them selves in to  a 
w o rld  m u ch  la rg er th a n  them selves. W inn ico tt th o u g h t th a t o ld e r ch ild ren  en te r 
tran sitio n a l space w h en  th ey  p lay , an d  th a t relig ion, art, an d  cu ltu re  m ore  
b ro ad ly  take  p lace in  a d u lt tran sitiona l space. A ll of these  areas of life pa rtak e  of 
b o th  th e  objective w o rld  an d  the  subjective w orld , an d  all of th em  fail if they  
becom e too m u ch  objective o r too  m u ch  subjective. For exam ple, "a rt"  th a t is 
d o m in a ted  b y  th e  w ay  o ther peop le  see th ings w ith  n o  tran sfo rm atio n  by  the 
a rtis t w o u ld  sim p ly  be  an  object; "a rt"  th a t is d o m in a ted  b y  th e  a rtis t 's  v ision  
w ith  n o  connection  to th e  w o rld  of o th er peop le  w o u ld  be  m ad n ess . T olkien 
ad d re ssed  th e  tran sitio n a lity  of a rt in  h is  ow n  te rm s w h en  h e  rep u d ia te d  the 
concept of th e  w illin g  su sp en sio n  of disbelief. " .. .th is  [the w illing  su spension  of 
disbelief] does n o t seem  to  m e  a good  descrip tion  of w h a t h ap p en s . [...] [T]he
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'su b -c rea to r ' [...] m akes a S econdary  W o rld  w h ich  yo u r m in d  can en ter. In s ide  
it, w h a t he  re la tes is 't r u e ' [...]. You there fo re  believe it w h ile  you  are, as it w ere, 
in s ide"  (OFS 52). T hus, successful sto ry te lling  req u ires  successful in teg ra tio n  of 
th e  s to ry te lle r 's  m in d  w ith  the m in d s  of th e  audience. T olkien  cap tu red  bo th  
sides of th is w ith  an o th e r sta tem en t ab o u t th e  essence of Faërie: "Fan tasy , the 
making or glimpsing  of O ther-w orld s, w as th e  h e a rt of th e  desire  of Faërie" (55; 
italics added ).

W ith  h is concep tualiza tion  of tran sitiona l p henom ena , W inn ico tt gave 
u s  a tool bo th  to  u n d e rs ta n d  h o w  peop le  can develop  to  live a rich ly  experienced  
life, an d  w h a t h a p p e n s  w h en  th is d eve lopm en t is dera iled . Even th e  luck iest of 
u s  h av e  tim es w h en  w e find  it d ifficu lt to  in teg ra te  in n e r a n d  o u te r rea lity  
com fortably . T he risk  of n o t be in g  able to  im bue  ex ternal rea lity  w ith  en o u g h  
in n e r m ean in g  is alienation , th e  experience of a loneness in  a cold u n ca rin g  
w orld ; th e  risk  of n o t b e in g  able to  im b u e  in n e r rea lity  w ith  en o u g h  ex ternal 
m ean in g  is m adness , the  insistence th a t th e  w o rld  is as one w an ts it to  be.

A s th e  read e r w ill a lread y  h ave  noticed , W inn ico tt u se d  d ifferen t te rm s 
to  refer to  d iffe ren t aspects o f transitionality : tran sitio n a l objects, tran sitiona l 
experience, an d  tran sitiona l space. Transitional object refers to  w h a t an  objective 
observer sees as a concrete th ing , a lth o u g h  for th e  experiencer it h a s  tran sitiona l 
qualities; transitional experience refers to  the  subjective experience of such 
p henom ena ; transitional space m etap h o rica lly  n am es these  p h en o m en a  as 
ex is ting  in  a th ird  location  in  ad d itio n  to th e  m o re  fam iliar ex ternal an d  in te rna l 
w orlds . Since tran sitiona l space is flexible an d  can develop  in  m a n y  directions, 
it is also re fe rred  to  as potential space.

So in  W inn ico ttian  term s, T o lk ien 's  s ta tem en t ab o u t the rea liza tion  of 
im ag in ed  w o n d e r m ean s  th a t Faerie  exists in  p o ten tia l space. But w h a t abou t 
T o lk ien 's  sta tem en t th a t one of th e  th ree  g rea t benefits p ro v id ed  b y  fa iry  stories 
is recovery , w h ich  h e  defines as " 'se e in g  th in g s as w e are  (or w ere) m e a n t to  see 
th e m '—as th ings apart from  ourselves" (OFS 67; italics added )?  At first g lance he  
seem s to  be  describ ing  som eth ing  d ifferen t h e re  from  h is  descrip tion  of the 
p rim a l desire  a t th e  h e a rt of Faerie, a n d  som eth ing  opposite  to  tran sitiona l 
phenom ena : a clarification of a n d  em phasis  on  separateness: "W e sh o u ld  m eet 
th e  cen tau r an d  th e  d ragon , an d  th en  p e rh a p s  su d d en ly  beho ld , like the  ancien t 
sh epherds, sheep, an d  dogs, a n d  h o rs e s—an d  w olves" (67).

In  fact, though , I th in k  th a t T o lk ien 's  concept of recovery  is also a 
descrip tion  of a tran sitio n a l p h enom enon , b u t a t an  a d u lt level th a t show s 
g rea te r d ifferen tia tion  an d  in teg ra tion  th an  th e  tran sitio n a l object of infancy. 
T he clear-seeing of recovery  is an  experience of separa tion  a n d  sim u ltaneously  
of closeness because  th e  separa te  object is loved. L et m e  clarify  th is b y  a look at 
th e  Valar.

Mythlore 35.2, Spring/Summer 2017 135



John Rosegrant

F rom  th e  p erspective  of th e  Valar, th e  creation  of A rd a  is a b eau tifu l 
exam ple  of " th e  realization , in d e p e n d e n t of the  conceiving m in d , of im ag in ed  
w o n d er."  A t th e  in v ita tion  of Ilú vatar, th e  V alar jo in  in  com posing  th e  cosm ic 
m usic. W h en  th e  cycles of ha rm o n y , d iscord , an d  in teg ra tio n  are  com pleted , the 
V alar beh o ld  A rd a  as an  im m ateria l v is io n - im a g in e d  w onder. T hen  Ilú vatar 
says "Eä! L et these th in g s Be!" (Silmarillion [Silm.] 20) an d  A rd a  takes on  physical 
form ; h e re  w e h ave  rea liza tion  in d e p e n d e n t of the  V alar's conceiving m inds.

O n ly  th e  E lves an d  M en, th e  C h ild ren  of Ilú vatar, a re  crea ted  w ith  no  
in p u t from  th e  Valar, an d  so un like  the  re s t o f creation , th ey  ex ist for th e  Valar 
as " th in g s ap a rt from  [them ]selves." T his ap a rtn ess  is em p h as ized  b y  th e  sto ry  
of A ulä 's  creation  of th e  dw arves, w h ich  in  W inn ico ttian  te rm s w e can 
u n d e rs ta n d  as an  effort to too -g rea tly  im pose  in te rn a l w ishes on  th e  ex ternal 
w orld . Ilu v a ta r dem o n s tra te s  to A ulä th a t th e  dw arv es h e  crea ted  can h av e  life 
on ly  w h en  A ulä is d irec tly  concen tra ting  on  g iv ing  it to  them , an d  th ey  can on ly  
do  as h e  th inks; th ey  h ave  no  independence . T hen, in  an o th e r m o m en t of 
rea liza tion  in d e p e n d e n t o f th e  conceiving m in d , Ilú va ta r g ran ts  th e  dw arves 
in d e p e n d e n t life.

A ulä h a d  crea ted  the  d w arves because  h e  co u ld n 't s tan d  to w ait any  
longer for th e  F irstbo rn ; like all th e  "g o o d " Valar, h e  w as deep ly  an d  
affectionately  invo lved  w ith  the  C h ild ren  o f Ilu v a ta r even  before  th ey  app ea red . 
A lth o u g h  th ey  d id  n o t k n o w  in advance  th e  tim e of th e  F irs tb o rn 's  appearance , 
th ey  a lread y  considered  th e ir w elfare  an d  deb a ted  w h e th e r to  allev iate  M elko r's  
m a rrin g  of the  w o rld  in  p rep a ra tio n  for the ir com ing. V arda crea ted  b rig h te r 
stars to illum ina te  th e  d ark n ess in  w h ich  th ey  w o u ld  aw aken . A n d  w h en  O rom ë 
finally  en co u n te red  th e  Elves, h e  "w as filled  w ith  w o nder, as th o u g h  th ey  w ere  
beings su d d e n  an d  m arve llous a n d  unforeseen ; for so it shall ever be w ith  the 
Valar. F rom  w ith o u t th e  W orld , th o u g h  all th ings m ay  be fo re th o u g h t in  m usic  
o r fo reshow n  in  v ision  from  afar, to  those  w h o  en te r verily  in to  E ä each  in  its 
tim e shall be  m e t a t u n aw are s  as som eth ing  n ew  an d  un fo re to ld "  (Silm. 49). This 
is a clear descrip tion  of the  sense of w o n d e r an d  love th a t for T olkien  is a crucial 
aspect of seeing  th in g s "as  w e are  m e a n t to  see them ." T he V alar fu r th e r show  
th e ir love a n d  care b y  in v itin g  th e  Elves to  dw ell w ith  th em  a n d  be  ta u g h t by  
th em  in  V alinor. In  fact, th e  V alar love the  C h ild ren  so m u ch  th a t th ey  clothe 
them selves in  th e ir fo rm  (Letters 260).

So w h en  T olkien  ta lks ab o u t "see ing  th ings [...] as a p a rt from  
ourse lves" h e  is n o t im p ly in g  a n y th in g  like separa tion  or alienation . Feeling  
separa te  w o u ld  m ean  "seeing  th ings" as o n ly  a sense percep tion . For Tolkien, 
"see ing" is seeing  w ith  love. F eeling  com pletely  separa te  can on ly  h a p p e n  if one 
does n o t p u t en o u g h  o f oneself in to  th e  w orld .

M elko r's  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  the C h ild ren  o f Ilú va ta r illu s tra tes  the 
opposite  danger: p u tt in g  too  m u ch  of oneself in to  th e  w o rld . M elko r's  desire
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w as to  enslave, co rrup t, a n d  contro l E lves an d  M en. A lth o u g h  for theological 
reasons it w as im p o rtan t to  T olk ien  to  stress th a t M elkor (evil) cou ld  n o t create, 
b u t on ly  co rrup t, h is  co rrup tion  of Elves (and  p e rh a p s  m en) w as pow erfu l 
en o u g h  to  m ake  an en tire  race, th e  orcs. B ut th e  orcs w ere  n o t tru ly  in d ep en d e n t 
of M elko r's  w ill, o r la te r of S auron 's , so th a t w h en  th e  R ing  w as destro y ed  an d  
S auron  d im in ished , h is  crea tu res ra n  ab o u t w itlessly . W h a t M elkor d id  w ith  the 
orcs h e  d id  to an  ex ten t w ith  the en tire  w orld , im b u in g  it w ith  h is  evil so th a t all 
of A rd a  is M o rg o th 's  R ing. In  all these  e x am p le s—enslav ing  the  C hildren , 
fo rm in g  th e  orcs, im b u in g  A rd a  w ith  h is  e v il—w e see th a t a crucial aspec t of 
M elko r's  evil w as th a t h e  strove to im pose  h im se lf so th a t th e  O th e r w o u ld  no  
longer be  tru ly  O ther.

"Seeing th in g s as a p a rt from  ourse lves," then , does n o t m ean  re la ting  
to  th e  O ther on  one ex trem e as separa te  an d  d is in te rested , o r on  ano ther ex trem e 
b y  con tro lling  it. I t m ean s  re la ting  to th e  O ther w ith  love of its o therness. T olkien 
sum s all th is  u p  in  th e  d ra f t of a le tte r d a ted  Oct. 14, 1958: "T he u n c o rru p te d  
Valar, therefore , y ea rn ed  for th e  C h ild ren  before  th ey  cam e a n d  loved  th em  
afterw ards, as crea tu res 'o th e r ' th a n  them selves, in d e p e n d e n t of th em  an d  their 
a rtis try "  (Letters 285). In  W inn ico ttian  term s, th is  is re la ting  to  th e  O th e r in  
tran sitio n a l space, w h ere  th e  ex ternal w o rld  a n d  the  in te rn a l w o rld  are  bo th  
separa te  a n d  in teg ra ted . U n like  th e  b a b y 's  tran sitiona l object, th is  is tran sitiona l 
space ap p ro p ria te  to  ad u lth o o d , w h en  separa te  in te rn a l an d  ex ternal w o rld s  are 
c learly  recognized .

Fr o z e n  Sy m b o l s  a n d  t h e  In e l u c t a b l e  W a v e

A  h a llm ark  of tran sitio n a l experience an d  tran sitiona l space is the 
recognition  th a t th in g s can have  m u ltip le  m ean in g s a n d  th a t d iffe ren t peop le  
can h av e  d iffe ren t p o in ts  of v iew ; th is is w h y  W innico tt also called  tran sitiona l 
space "p o ten tia l space." T he opposite  of tran sitio n a l/p o ten tia l experiencing  is to 
experience th ings as solid, u n c h an g in g  facts. If one is fu lly  inves ted  in  the 
ex ternal w orld , one d is reg a rd s  feeling  a n d  fan tasy  in  favor of ra tio n a l facts; if 
one is fu lly  in v es ted  in  the  in te rn a l w o rld , one experiences o n e 's  fee lings and  
fan tasies as them selves be in g  ra tiona l facts.

Both in te rn a l conflict an d  psychic  trau m a  p ro d u ce  th o u g h t an d  
experience th a t feel like concrete fact in  th is w ay. In trac tab le  conflicts center 
a ro u n d  th o u g h ts/em o tio n s/fan tas ies  th a t a re  too fr ig h ten in g  to  face op en ly  an d  
directly , a n d  in s tead  m an ifest them selves in repe titive  m a lad ap tiv e  sym ptom s 
or p a tte rn s  of behav io r. Psychic tra u m a  can re su lt in  u n c h an g in g  re ­
experiencing  of th e  trau m a  in  th e  repe titive  fa iled  a ttem p t to  m as te r it (Freud, 
Beyond 16). P art of the  p rocess of reso lv ing  conflicts o r hea lin g  from  trau m a  is to 
m ove these experiences in to  p o ten tia l space w h ere  one can d iscover n ew  w ays 
of u n d e rs ta n d in g  a n d  h an d lin g  them .
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W inn ico tt's  ideas ap p ly  to crea tiv ity  b ro ad ly  conce ived—to the 
p o ten tia l in  all of u s  to  live rich, creative liv e s—b u t th ey  also ap p ly  to  artistic  
crea tiv ity  per se. In  th e  case of artists, a reas of th e  m in d  th a t a re  d ifficu lt to 
experience in  p o ten tia l space can re su lt in  b locked  or u n sa tis fy in g  artistic 
p rod u c tio n . E ven artists  w ho  are  often  com fortab le  w ith  tran sitiona l 
experiencing  can h ave  tim es, o r areas of th e ir m in d , w h ere  tran sitiona l 
experiencing  is b locked  d u e  to in te rn a l conflict o r experiences of trau m a. In  
these  areas, ra th e r th an  creating  sym bols th a t h av e  m u ltip le  m ean ings, th ey  m ay  
create "frozen  sym bols" (Lasky 19-20) th a t h av e  fact-like im m utab ility . Such 
sym bols on ly  u n freeze  w h en  th ey  can be b ro u g h t in to  p o ten tia l space an d  u se d  
creatively.

T o lk ien 's  d ream  of th e  ine luctab le  w ave w as such  a frozen  sym bol. In  
T o lk ien 's  fu llest descrip tions of th e  d ream  h e  also tells h o w  h e  u n fro ze  the 
sym bol. In  a le tte r d a te d  June 7, 1955 h e  w rote:

I have w hat some m ight call an Atlantis complex. [...] I m ean  the terrible 
recurrent d ream  (beginning w ith  m em ory) of the G reat Wave, tow ering 
up , and com ing in  ineluctably over the trees and green fields. (I 
bequeathed it to  Faramir.) I d o n 't th ink I have h ad  it since I w rote the 
'D ow nfall of Nú m enor' as the last of the legends of the First and Second 
Age. (Letters 213)

In  a le tte r d a ted  Ju ly  16, 1964 h e  w rote:

W hat I m ight call m y Atlantis-haunting. This legend or m yth  or dim  
m em ory of some ancient history has always troubled  me. In  sleep I had  
the d readful d ream  of the ineluctable Wave, either com ing out of the 
quiet sea, or com ing in  tow ering over the green inlands. It still occurs 
occasionally, though  now  exorcized by w riting  about it. It always ends 
by surrender, and I awake gasping ou t of deep water. (Letters 347)

T olkien  e lab o ra ted  on  th e  m ean in g  of "A tlan tis-haun ting" in  a le tter of Sept. 25, 
1954: " th e  A tlantis trad itio n  [...] seem s to  m e so fu n d am en ta l to 'm y th ica l 
h is to ry '—w h e th e r it h a s  an y  k in d  of basis in rea l h is to ry  [...] is n o t re le v a n t— 
th a t som e version  of it w o u ld  h av e  to  com e in"; m ean in g  com e in  to T o lk ien 's  
m y th o lo g y  (Letters 198).

W e can g lean  several p sychologically  im p o rtan t m ean in g s  from  these 
descrip tions:

1. T he A tlantis/W ave sym bol com plex w as im p o rtan t to T olkien  from
a very  early  age.

2. T he sym bol recu rren tly  tro u b led  h is d ream s, w ith o u t changing .
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3. The A tlantis/W ave com plex sym bolized  T o lk ien 's  experience of
passive  su rren d e r to  ov erw h elm in g  im p erso n a l force.

4. T he sym bol w as so fu n d am en ta l to  h im  th a t h e  k n ew  h e  w o u ld
h av e  to  p u t it in to  h is  m ytho logy .

5. P u ttin g  th e  sym bol com plex in to  h is  m y th o lo g y  b y  w ritin g  the
"T he D ow nfall of N u m en o r"  (w hich  hencefo rth  I w ill call "T he
D ow nfall") w as psychologically  h ea lin g  for Tolkien.

In  1955 h e  re p o r te d  th a t h e  no  longer h a d  th e  d ream  a t all. At the  la te r da te  of 
1964 h e  rep o r ted  th a t th e  d ream  d id  still occasionally  recur, b u t it w as clearly 
less freq u en t an d  less troub ling ; h e  h a d  "exorcised" it. Indeed , after th is  tim e the 
im age of a g rea t w ave becam e flexibly available for T olkien  to  u se  as a m etapho r: 
In  a le tte r from  A u tu m n  1970 h e  d escribed  th e  h o u se  in  w hich  h e  w as liv ing  as 
"co n ten ted  a n d  qu ie t b u t a t th e  sam e tim e a b it su rp rised , as if it h a d  been  
d u m p e d  h e re  b y  a w ave w hile  asleep, a n d  d id  n o t feel su re  w h ere  it w as" (Letters 
405); an d  in  a le tte r of Jan. 24, 1972, after the  d ea th  of h is  w ife, T olkien  w ro te  
" su d d e n ly  I feel like a castaw ay on  a b a rre n  is lan d  u n d e r  a h eed less  sky after 
th e  loss of a g rea t sh ip " (Letters 416).

T olkien  w ro te  versions of "T he D ow nfall" in  several w orks: "T he Fall 
of N u m en o r,"  "T he L ost R oad ," "T he N otion  C lub P apers ,"  "T he D ro w n in g  of 
A n ad û n ê," "T he A kallâbe th ,"  an d  the  A p p en d ices  to  Lord o f the Rings. A lth o u g h  
som e versions are m ore  com plete  th a n  o thers, all a re  basically  consistent. Boiled 
d o w n  to its essence, th e  key  e lem en ts are  th e  follow ing: T he V alar rew a rd  a 
g ro u p  of h u m a n s  for th e ir services aga in s t M orgo th  b y  g ran tin g  th em  long  life 
an d  th e  is lan d  of N ú m en o r to  live on  w ith in  sigh t of E ressea in  th e  U n d y in g  
L ands; th e  V alar fo rb id  th e  N ú m e n órean s  to  set foot in  th e  U n d y in g  L ands; 
u n d e r  th e  in fluence of Sauron, th e  N ú m e n órean  k in g  hub ristica lly  invades 
E ressea in  the  vain  h o p e  of a tta in in g  im m orta lity ; Ilú va ta r re sp o n d s  b y  sen d in g  
a g rea t w ave th a t destroys th e ir a rm ad a  an d  sinks N u m en o r; p rio r to th is 
calam ity  E lend il's  fa th er A m and il tr ied  to  sail to  V alinor to p rev en t it b u t failed  
an d  w as nev er seen again; a sm all g ro u p  of m en  u n d e r  the  lead e rsh ip  of E lendil, 
w h o  w ere  fa ith fu l to th e  Valar, escapes to  M idd le -ea rth .

W h a t w as it ab o u t w ritin g  "T he D ow nfall" th a t w as psycholog ically  
h ea lin g  for Tolkien? F irst of all, th e  sto ry  of "T he D ow nfall" is m u ch  m ore  
com plex th a n  T o lk ien 's  recu rren t d ream , a n d  b y  th u s  en rich ing  a n d  e labo ra ting  
th e  A tlantis/W ave sym bol T olk ien  w as m o v in g  in to  tran sitio n a l space w h ere  the 
sym bol w as less rig id  a n d  fact-like. S im ilarly, w ritin g  th e  d ream  in to  form s 
in ten d ed  for an  aud ience  w as a m ove to  tran sitio n a l space, w h ere  the  sym bol 
w as no  longer T o lk ien 's  alone b u t w as in ten d ed  to  be in teg ra ted  w ith  th e  larger 
com m un ity  of m inds.
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A dd itionally , the  p a rticu la r w ays th a t T olkien  e labo ra ted  on  h is  d ream  
show  h im  s tru g g lin g  to  tran scen d  an d  u n d e rs ta n d  h is  A tlantis/W ave com plex. 
T he e lem en t of a sm all g ro u p  o f N ú m e n órean s  su rv iv in g  in troduces h o p e  w here  
th e  d ream  p re sen ted  on ly  h ope less  su rren d er. I t add itio n a lly  show s th a t the 
h o p e  arises for peop le  w ho  live well, in  th e  m an n e r T olkien  in ten d ed  w ith  h is 
descrip tions of re la tin g  to  th e  O ther (d iscussed  above).

M ost im p o rtan tly , T olkien  show s th a t h u b ris  w as the  cause of "T he 
D ow nfall."  O n  one level, th is  is s im ply  good  sto ry telling . B ut on  an o th e r level it 
ra ises th e  possib ility  th a t conflict over h u b ris  w as an  im p o rtan t unconscious 
m ean in g  of T o lk ien 's  A tlantis/W ave com plex, an d  therefo re  th a t "T he D ow nfall" 
w as psychologically  hea lin g  because  in  th e  process of w ritin g  it T olk ien  ga ined  
in s ig h t in to  h is  conflict over h u b ris . A s a first step  in  fu r th e r deve lop ing  th is 
idea, le t u s  take  a closer look a t h o w  w ritin g  "T he D ow nfall" u n froze  T o lk ien 's  
creativ ity .

"T h e  D o w n f a l l "  W a s  M i d w i f e  t o  T h e  L o r d  o f  t h e  R i n g s

By m o v in g  h is  d ream  of th e  ine luctab le  w ave in to  tran sitio n a l space, 
T olkien  freed  h im se lf of an  anx iety  a n d  m a d e  an im p o rtan t ad d itio n  to  the 
h is to ry  of M idd le -ea rth . B ut h e  also d id  m uch , m u ch  m ore. T he d ream  ap p ears  
to  h av e  b een  on ly  th e  consciously  v isib le aspect of a conflict over h u b ris  th a t w as 
inh ib itin g  T olkien  in  w ritin g  an d  p u b lish in g  from  h is legendarium , in  particu la r 
The Lord o f the Rings.

In  a le tte r of Jan. 14, 1956, T olkien  described  h o w  h e  go t to  th e  p o in t 
th a t he  cou ld  w rite  The Lord o f the Rings:

A nd I saw tha t I w as meant to do it (as G andalf w ould  say), since w ithout 
thought, in  a 'b lu rb ' I w rote for The Hobbit, I spoke of the tim e betw een 
the Elder Days and the D om inion of Men. O ut of tha t came the 'm issing 
link': the 'D ow nfall of Nú m enor', releasing some h idden  'com plex'. 
(Letters 232)

If w e take  a close look a t th e  h is to ry  of w ritin g  "T he D ow nfall," w e can 
see h o w  T olkien  u se d  it to  re lease h is  com plex: T olkien  w ro te  versions of "T he 
D ow nfall" d u rin g  p e rio d s  w h en  h e  w as either m ak in g  h is  leg en d a riu m  public  
o r felt b locked  in  d o in g  so, w h ich  are  tim es w h en  w e can in fer th a t any  feelings 
of h u b ris  ab o u t h is  creation  w o u ld  be especially  p ro m in en t for h im : tim es of 
pub lica tion  are  w h en  an  au th o r feels m ost exposed; tim es of creative inh ib ition  
occur w h en  an  au th o r feels m o s t conflicted  ab o u t creating.

T he table  on  th e  facing  p age  show s th e  co rrespondences in  tim e 
be tw een  T o lk ien 's  w ritin g  of versions of "T he D ow nfall,"  th e  pub lic  s ta tu s  of 
o th er p a rts  of T o lk ien 's  leg en d a riu m  (The Hobbit, The Lord o f the Rings, a n d  The 
Silmarillion), an d  T o lk ien 's  health .
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THE "DOWNFALL OF NÚMENOR" WAS MIDWIFE TO THE L O R D  O F  T H E R I N G S *

DATE DOWNFALL PUBLIC STATUS OF 
HOBBIT/LORD OF THE 
RINGS/ SILMARILLION

HEALTH

1936/1937 "Fall of Nú menor" 
written

Hobbit going public

Nov. & 
Dec. 1937

"The Lost Road" 
submitted to 
publisher

Silmarillion papers also 
submitted; begins writing 
LotR

Aug. 1938 Near nervous 
breakdown

1945-1946 "Notion Club 
Papers" written 
12/1945-first half 
1946; "Drowning of 
Anadune" written 
early 1946

Stuck writing LotR 
early 1945-Sept. 1946

Feb./March 1946 ill 
from worry; 
Mar.-Apr. 1946 
near real nervous 
breakdown

Feb./Mar.
1948

Takes 3 weeks off 
for health at advice 
of doctor

Autumn
1948

Writing
"Akallabeth"

Writing Appendices to 
LotR

*Dates taken from Scull & Hammond

Scull & H am m o n d  tell u s  th a t th e  first version, "T he Fall of N u m en o r,"  
can  be  ro u g h ly  d a te d  to  1936 or possib ly  1937 (2.283). This is ab o u t the  tim e 
w h en  The Hobbit, o rig inally  com posed  for p riva te  p leasu re  an d  th e  p leasu re  of 
T o lk ien 's  ch ild ren , w as g o ing  public: a lth o u g h  it w as n o t ac tua lly  p u b lish ed  
u n til S ep tem ber 1937, Susan  D agnall read  it in  ea rly  1936, it w as sub m itted  for 
pub lica tion  in  O ctober 1936 an d  accep ted  th a t D ecem ber, a n d  T olkien  received 
p roo fs in  F eb ru a ry  1937 (2.393-395). T hus, "T he Fall of N ú m en o r"  coincided  
w ith  T o lk ien 's  first m ajor pub lic  exposu re  of leg en d a riu m -re la ted  m ateria ls.

The Hobbit h a d  ra p id  success an d  T o lk ien 's  p u b lish e rs  quickly  
clam ored  for a sequel. T olkien  su b m itted  "T he L ost R oad ," th e  n e x t version  of 
"T he D ow nfall,"  in  N ovem ber 1937 for considera tion  as a possib le  fo llow -up  to 
The Hobbit (Scull & H am m o n d  2.562), so h e  m u s t h ave  b een  w ritin g  it in  1937. 
T olkien  su b m itted  a version  of The Silmarillion a t th e  sam e tim e, an d  ac tua lly  
b eg an  w ritin g  The Lord o f the R ings in  D ecem ber 1937 (2.530). T hus, "T he L ost 
R oad" co incided  w ith  considerab le  exposu re  a n d  an tic ipa ted  exposu re  of the 
legendarium .

T he w ritin g  of the  n ex t versions, "T he N o tion  C lub P ap ers"  a n d  "The 
D ro w n in g  of A n a d u n e / ' o verlapped : T olkien  w ro te  th e  fo rm er b e tw een  
S ep tem ber 1945 an d  th e  first h a lf  of 1946 (Scull & H am m o n d  2.662), a n d  the
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la tte r in  ea rly  1946 (2.228). T his co incided  w ith  the  long  h ia tu s  from  early  1945 
u n til S ep tem ber 1946 d u rin g  w h ich  T olkien  w as stuck  in  w ritin g  The Lord o f the 
Rings, m ak in g  no  p ro g ress  on  it. (The co rrespondence  in  tim e m a y  h ave  been  
even  tighter: on  D ecem ber 18, 1944 [Letters 105], w h ich  is im m ed ia te ly  
su b seq u en t to  T o lk ien 's  last p ro g ress  on  The Lord o f the Rings u n til after the 
h ia tu s , h e  seem s to refer to  "T he N o tion  C lub P ap ers"  as "m y  d im ly  p ro jected  
th ird  [novel]," a lth o u g h  it is u n c lea r h o w  m u ch  th o u g h t h e  w as p u tt in g  in to  it 
a t th e  tim e.) T olkien  read  "T he D ro w n in g  of A n ad û ne" to  th e  Ink lings in  A ugust 
1946, a n d  th en  finally  re su m ed  w ritin g  The Lord o f the Rings in  la te  S eptem ber 
(Scull & H am m o n d  2.538). "T he N o tion  C lub P ap ers"  is w ritten  ab o u t a club 
m u c h  like th e  Ink lings, in c lu d in g  characters p a rtia lly  based  on  specific Ink lings 
in c lu d in g  T olkien  h im self, an d  it m a y  be th a t T olk ien  fo u n d  it p articu la rly  
free ing  to  th u s  w rite  ab o u t the  ine luctab le  w ave in  a context so closely connected  
to  h im self. H ow ever th is m a y  be, T olkien  ap p ea rs  to  h ave  b een  inh ib ited  in  
w ritin g  The Lord o f the Rings b y  in te rn a l factors d u rin g  th is period , a n d  these 
versions of "T he D ow nfall" ap p ea r to  h ave  been  th e  crucial ones for "re leasing  
[Tolkien's] h id d e n  'com p lex '"  ab o u t w ritin g  The Lord o f the Rings.

T olkien  w ro te  th e  final version  of "T he D ow nfall," "T he A kallâbeth ," 
in  A u tu m n  1948, a t th e  sam e tim e th a t h e  w as w o rk in g  on th e  A p p en d ices  to  The 
Lord o f the Rings. By th is tim e  h e  ap p ea rs  to  h av e  w o rk ed  th ro u g h  h is  com plex: 
The Lord o f the Rings w as largely  com plete, a n d  th e  A kallâb e th  w as in  final 
en o u g h  fo rm  th a t C h ris to p h er in c lu d ed  it in  th e  p u b lish ed  Silmarillion.

I h ave  in c lu d ed  in  th e  above table  n o tes  on  T o lk ien 's  m e n ta l an d  
physica l hea lth  d u rin g  th e  p e rio d s in  question . I t is risk y  to  m a k e  too m u c h  of 
th e  tim in g  of T o lk ien 's  ailm ents, since h e  w as afflicted a t so m a n y  occasions 
d u rin g  h is  life. N evertheless, it is w o rth  n o tin g  in  particu la r th a t d u rin g  the 
p e rio d  w h en  The Lord o f the Rings lay  fallow  an d  T olkien  w as w o rk in g  on  "T he 
N o tion  C lub  P apers ,"  h e  h a d  an  ep iso d e  w h en  h e  w as "ill from  w o rry "  an d  
an o th e r w h en  he  w as "n ea r a real n e rv o u s  b reak d o w n ."  T hese ep isodes are 
certa in ly  consisten t w ith  the  id ea  th a t T o lk ien 's  com plex b e h in d  th e  ine luctab le  
w ave w as seriously  deb ilita ting .

W riting  "T he D ow nfall" m a y  n o t h av e  been  th e  on ly  tim e th a t T olkien 
freed  h im se lf from  a frozen  sym bol. G arth  h a s  a rg u e d  th a t a sim ilar p rocess of 
tran sfo rm in g  trau m atic  m em o ry  b y  in co rp o ra tin g  it in to  h is  w ritin g  enab led  
T olkien  to  overcom e a block in  w ritin g  The Lord o f the Rings from  D ecem ber 1943 
to  A pril 1944 (see especially  309-311). W orld  W ar II, an d  in  p a rticu la r the 
in v o lvem en t of T o lk ien 's  sons C h ris to p h er an d  M ichael in  the w ar, s tirred  u p  
T o lk ien 's  m em o ries  of h is  o w n  w ar experience to  an  ex ten t th a t inh ib ited  h is 
creativ ity . H e  w as finally  able to  resu m e w ritin g  The Lord o f the R ings by  
in teg ra tin g  these  m em ories in to  th e  chap te rs  ab o u t F rodo  a n d  S am 's ap p roach  
to  M ordor. T olkien  sen t these  chap te rs to  C h ris to p h er as he  com pleted  them ,
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an d  th is im m ed ia te  sh a rin g  w as likely  a p a r t of h is  p rocess of sh ifting  from  
iso la ted  trau m atic  m em o ry  to  sh a red  tran sitio n a l experience.

T o l k i e n 's  C o n f l i c t  O v e r  H u b r i s

T he chrono logy  dem o n s tra te s  th e  tru th  of T o lk ien 's  s ta tem en t th a t 
w ritin g  "T he D ow nfall" freed  h im  from  a com plex, a n d  ind ica tes th a t the 
com plex cen te red  a ro u n d  a conflict over h u b ris . To fu rth e r develop  th is  id ea  w e 
n eed  add itio n a l ev idence  th a t T olkien  s tru g g led  w ith  a sense of h u b ris . A nd  
in deed , T olkien  ap p ea rs  to  h av e  s tru g g led  m ig h tily  w ith  a feeling  th a t w ritin g  
an d  p u b lish in g  h is  leg en d a riu m  a n d  The Lord o f the Rings w as hubristic .

T o lk ien 's  concept of sub-crea tion  m a y  be u n d e rs to o d  as a defense 
aga in s t an y  possib ility  th a t in  h is  creativ ity  h e  w as over-reach ing , as an 
assu rance  th a t ra th e r th an  u su rp in g  any  p o w er from  G od th e  F ather, h e  w as 
h o n o rin g  G od b y  u s in g  skills th a t G od  h a d  g iven  h im  a n d  em u la tin g  G o d 's  
creative acts. T olkien  first w ro te  of sub-creation  in  h is  p o em  " Mythopoiea," the  
re lev an t lines of w h ich  h e  qu o ted  in  "O n  Fairy-stories":

T hough now  long estranged,
M an is no t w holly lost nor w holly changed.
Dis-graced he m ay be, yet is no t de-throned, 
and  keeps the rags of lordship once he ow ned,
Man, Sub-creator, the refracted Light 
th rough  w hom  is splintered from  a single W hite 
to  m any hues, and endlessly com bined 
in  living shapes that m ove from  m ind  to  mind.
T hough all the crannies of the w orld  w e filled 
w ith  Elves and Goblins, though  w e dared  to build  
Gods and  their houses out of dark  and light, 
and  sow ed the seed of dragons — 'tw as our right 
(used or m isused). The right has no t decayed: 
w e m ake still by the law  in  w hich w e're m ade. (OFS 65)

So T o lk ien 's  be loved  Elves, G oblins, D ragons, even  th e  G ods (Valar) 
th a t h e  w ro te  about, w ere  n o t h is  creations b u t m ere ly  sp lin te rs  of G o d 's  single 
light. T olkien  h a d  th e  rig h t to  m ak e  them , because  h is m ak in g  th em  w as m im etic  
of G o d 's  m ak in g  of all C reation . T olkien  m a d e  these  p o in ts  m ore  p ro saica lly  in  
"O n  Fairy-stories": "F an tasy  rem ain s a h u m a n  righ t: w e m ake  in  o u r m easu re  
an d  in  o u r derivative  m ode, because  w e are  m ade: an d  no t o n ly  m ad e , b u t m ad e  
in  the im age an d  likeness of a M aker" (66).

T o lk ien 's  th eo ry  of sub-crea tion  w as en o rm o u sly  im p o rtan t to  h im , so 
m u ch  so th a t h e  sta ted  " th e  w ho le  m a tte r  [his legendarium ] from  b eg in n in g  to 
en d  is m a in ly  concerned  w ith  th e  re la tion  of C reation  to  m ak in g  an d  su b ­
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crea tion" (Letters 188). The correct u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  re la tion  of sub-crea tion  
to  C reation  w as v e ry  im p o rtan t to  Tolkien, an d  h e  defen d ed  it s trong ly  in  the 
sam e letter, w ritten  to  P eter H astings, a re ad e r w ho  th o u g h t th a t T olkien  h a d  
over-reached  b y  w ritin g  ab o u t re in carn a tio n  (in th e  case of Elves), som eth ing  
th a t G od h a d  n o t a lread y  p u t in to  the  w orld : "W e differ en tire ly  ab o u t the 
re la tion  of sub-crea tion  to C reation . I sh o u ld  h av e  said  th a t libera tion  'fro m  the 
channels th e  creator is k n o w n  to h av e  u se d  a lread y ' is th e  fu n d am en ta l function  
of 'su b -crea tio n ,' a tr ib u te  to  the  in fin ity  of H is  po ten tia l variety , one of the  w ays 
in  w h ich  in d eed  it is exh ib ited" (188). T olkien  is re -asse rtin g  h e re  th a t w h en  he  
w rites  ab o u t som eth ing  fantastical, h e  is n o t in  conflict w ith  G od  b u t is h o n o rin g  
G od.

It sh o u ld  be clear th a t in  p o sition ing  h im self as a sub -crea to r Tolkien 
w as n o t ex p ressing  a sense of abjection or im potence. R ather, h e  w as decla ring  
th e  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  G od th e  F ather in  w h ich  h e  cou ld  com fortab ly  w ork , a 
re la tio n sh ip  in  w h ich  no  io ta  of h u b ris  could  be  found : in  n o  sense a challenger, 
in  no  sense crea ting  som eth ing  in d ep en d e n tly  from  th e  fa ther-figure, b u t ra th e r 
sho w in g  h is connection  to  th e  fa ther-figu re  b y  crea ting  as h e  w as created.

A lthough  T olk ien  w as ex p ressing  h is C atholic fa ith  in  h is  fo rm u la tion  
of sub-creation , h e  w as exp ressing  h is  fa ith  in  a m an n e r u n iq u e  to  h im . C learly  
it w as n o t m a n d a to ry  in  C atho lic ism  to  com e u p  w ith  such  a fo rm u la tion  or to 
in v es t it w ith  such  im portance , o r every  C atholic  w o u ld  h ave  done  so already . 
By crea ting  th is p a rticu la r expression  of faith , T olkien d em o n s tra ted  the 
im portance  to  h im  of av o id in g  an y  sem blance of hubris.

T o lk ien 's  le tte rs con tain  a n u m b e r of descrip tions of h o w  m o m en ts  of 
creation  felt to  h im . A s befits h is  id eas ab o u t sub-creation , T olkien  often  
d isav o w ed  perso n a l responsib ility  for w h a t h e  w ro te . W e a lread y  saw  th is in  the 
le tte r of Ja n u a ry  14, 1956 (Letters 232), q u o ted  above, w h ere  T olkien  said  h e  w as 
"m ean t"  to  w rite  L o rd  of th e  R ings. H ere  are o th e r exam ples: " It w o u ld  be id le  
to  p re te n d  [...] th a t I h av e  n o t a p leasu re  in  praise, w ith  as little  v an ity  as fallen 
m a n  can m an ag e  (he h a s  n o t m u ch  m ore  share  in  h is  w ritings th an  in  h is 
ch ild ren  of th e  body , b u t it is so m eth in g  to h av e  a function)" (Letters 122); "T he 
m ere  sto ries [ . ]  arose in  m y  m in d  as 'g iv en ' th in g s [ . ]  alw ays I h a d  th e  sense 
of reco rd in g  w h a t w as a lready  'th e re ', som ew here: n o t of 'in v en tin g '"  (Letters 
145); "p a r ts  seem  (to m e) ra th e r revea led  th ro u g h  m e th an  b y  m e" (Letters 189); 
"I h av e  long  ceased to  invent [ ...] I w ait till I seem  to kn o w  w h a t rea lly  h ap p en ed . 
O r till it w rites  itself" (Letters 231); " [the  A ppendices] w ill be a b ig  volum e, even 
if I a tten d  on ly  to  th e  th in g s rev ea led  to  m y  lim ited  u n d ers tan d in g !"  (Letters 248); 
an d  describ ing  h is response  to  a m an  w h o  said  " 'O f course you  d o n 't  suppose, 
do  you, th a t y o u  w ro te  all th a t book  yourself? '": "P u re  G andalf! [...] I th in k  I 
said: 'N o , I d o n 't  su ppose  so any  longer.' I h ave  n ev er since been  able to  suppose  
so" (Letters 413). To these  sta tem en ts  w e m u s t ad d  T o lk ien 's  fam ous claim  ab o u t
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h o w  h e  beg an  The Hobbit w h ile  g rad in g  exam s: "O n  a b lan k  leaf I scraw led: 'In  
a ho le  in  the  g ro u n d  th ere  lived  a hobb it.' I d id  n o t a n d  do  n o t k n o w  w hy" 
(Letters 215), as w ell as h is  rep ly  to G.B. S m ith  w h o  h a d  asked  w h a t T o lk ien 's 
E arend il verses w ere  about: "I d o n 't  know . I'll try  to  f in d  o u t"  (C arpen te r 75).

A s th e  apogee of th is a ttitu d e  to  h is  w riting , consider T o lk ien 's  
com m ent in  a le tte r of June  7, 1955: "Take th e  Ents, for instance. I d id  n o t 
consciously  in v en t th em  a t all. T he chap te r called  'T reeb ea rd ' [...] s tands, w ith  
an  effect on  m yself (except for lab o u r pains) a lm ost like re ad in g  som e one e lse 's 
w ork . A n d  I like E nts n o w  because  th ey  do  n o t seem  to have  an y th in g  to  do  w ith  
m e" (Letters 211-212). H ere  T olkien n o t o n ly  d isavow s responsib ility  for creating  
Ents, b u t expresses h is  p leasu re  in  "see ing  [them ] as th in g s ap a rt from  
[him ]self." T his is a b eau tifu l exam ple  of tran sitiona l experiencing , w h ere  " th e  
m ak in g  or g lim psing  of O th e r-w o rld s"  becom es th e  m ak in g  and g lim p sin g  of 
O ther-w orlds.

A ll th e  above passages are  descrip tions of artistic  in s p ira tio n —litera lly  
"b e in g  b rea th ed  in to" w ith  th e  im plica tion  th a t all th e  a rtis t is d o in g  is se tting  
fo rth  som eth ing  th a t w as p u t in to  him ; T o lk ien 's  m e tap h o r of g iv ing  b ir th  in  the 
las t passage  is a d irec t expression  of th is (an d  I b o rro w ed  th e  m e tap h o r for the 
title  of the  above Table). In  m a n y  relig ions, in sp ira tio n  is u n d e rs to o d  as com ing 
from  th e  gods; in  C hris tian ity , in sp ira tio n  com es from  th e  H o ly  Spirit. T o lk ien 's 
rep ea ted  descrip tions of in sp ira tio n  are  th u s  co n g ru en t w ith  h is concept of su b ­
creation . O ne of th e  psychological functions of experienc ing  o n e 's  c reations as 
in sp ired  is to  p ro tec t oneself from  th e  te rro rs  of c la im ing  the  w ork  as o n e 's  ow n. 
A n d  desp ite  T o lk ien 's  efforts to  position  h im se lf w ith o u t h u b ris , h e  k n ew  these 
terrors: A fter rece iv ing  qualified  app recia tion  of The Silmarillion from  Stanley  
U nw in , T olkien  w ro te , "I h av e  su ffered  a sense of fear a n d  bereavem en t, qu ite  
rid icu lous, since I le t th is p riva te  a n d  be loved  n o n sen se  out; an d  I th ink  if it h a d  
seem ed  to  yo u  to  be n o n sen se  I sho u ld  h av e  felt rea lly  c ru shed"  (Letters 26); an d  
sho rtly  before  p u b lica tion  of The Lord o f the R ings h e  w ro te , "I am  d read in g  the 
pub lication , fo r it w ill be im possib le  n o t to  m in d  w h a t is said . I h ave  exposed  
m y  h e a rt to  be sho t a t" (Letters 172).

H ere to fo re  I h av e  been  d em o n s tra tin g  one side of T o lk ien 's  conflict 
over hubris: h is  defense aga in s t h u b ris  w ith  h is th eo ry  of sub-crea tion  an d  h is 
experience of in sp ira tion . T olkien  also show ed  u s  the  o th er side of th is conflict, 
o p en  h u b ris  an d  its consequences, w h ich  h e  described  in  the  le tte r to  W aldm an  
in  late 1951: "sub-crea tive  desire  [...] m a y  becom e possessive, c ling ing  to  the 
th in g s m ad e  as 'its  o w n ', th e  sub-crea to r w ishes to  be th e  L o rd  a n d  G od of h is 
p riv a te  creation. H e  w ill rebel aga in s t th e  law s of th e  C reato r"  (Letters 145). 
T olkien  of course illu s tra ted  th is in  th e  character of M elkor, b u t th e  character 
w h o  rea lly  b rin g s it alive, because  w e k n o w  h im  before h e  is overcom e w ith  
h u b ris , an d  w e see th e  m o m en ts  th a t h u b ris  overtakes h im , is Fëanor.

Mythlore 35.2, Spring/Summer 2017 145



John Rosegrant

Fëano r w as "o f all th e  N o ld o r [...] th e  m o s t sub tle  of m in d  an d  the m ost 
sk illed  in  h a n d "  (Silm. 64). H is  m o th e r w as so ex h au sted  b y  g iv in g  h im  b irth  
th a t h e r  sp irit left h e r b o d y  and , m o s t u n u su a lly , chose n o t to  re tu rn . H is  father, 
F inw ë, la ter rem arries; curiously , The Silmarillion does n o t speak  of Fëan o r's  
g rief ab o u t lo sing  h is  m o ther, b u t em p h asizes h is d isp leasu re  a t h is  fa ther for 
rem arry ing , a n d  it is th e  la tte r th a t o th e r observers focused  on: "In  those 
u n h a p p y  th ings w h ich  la ter cam e to  pass, a n d  in  w h ich  Fë anor w as the  leader, 
m a n y  saw  th e  effect of th is  b reach  w ith in  th e  h o u se  of F inw ë" (65). This 
em p h as is  on  Fëa n o r 's  em o tiona l rebellion  ag a in s t h is fa ther serves to  d ra w  our 
a tten tion  to  it as a sign of h is d ev e lop ing  hubris.

Fëa n o r 's  skill w as such  th a t he  dev ised  an im p ro v ed  w ritin g  system , 
lea rn ed  h o w  to m a k e  gem s m o re  b eau tifu l th a n  those  n a tu ra lly  occurring , an d  
even tua lly , of course, c rea ted  th e  S ilm arils th a t p rese rv ed  the lig h t of the  Two 
Trees. A fter crea ting  th em  Fëano r fell in  love w ith  them : "T he h e a rt of Fëanor 
w as fast b o u n d  to  these  th in g s th a t h e  h im se lf h a d  m ad e"  (Silm. 67). W ith  the 
em p h as is  p ro v id ed  b y  "h e  h im self," T olkien m ak es  su re  w e no tice  th a t n o w  
Fëa n o r 's  p r id e  an d  h u b ris  beg in  to overm atch  h im . Soon "Fëano r beg an  to  love 
th e  Silm arils w ith  a g reed y  love [...] h e  se ldom  rem em b ered  n o w  th a t th e  ligh t 
w ith in  th em  w as n o t h is  o w n " (69).

W h en  M elkor an d  U n g o lian t d estro y  th e  Tw o Trees, Y avanna p lead s 
th a t it is b ey o n d  h e r  p o w er to  rem ake them , b u t th a t w ith  th e ir lig h t from  the 
S ilm arils she could  recall th em  to life. Fëano r re sp o n d s  th a t h e  could  n ev er again  
m a k e  th e  like of th e  S ilm arils, " a n d  if I m u s t b reak  them , I shall b reak  m y  heart, 
an d  I shall be  sla in  [...]. T his th in g  I w ill n o t do  of free w ill" (78-79). It is th en  
d iscovered  th a t M elkor a n d  U n g o lian t h av e  a lread y  sto len  th e  Silm arils, s lay ing  
F inw ë in  th e  process. T he n a rra to r sta tes th a t there fo re  "all one it m a y  seem  
w h e th e r Fëano r h a d  said  yea o r n a y  to  Y avanna; yet h a d  h e  sa id  yea a t th e  first 
[...] it m ay  be th a t h is  after deeds w o u ld  h ave  b een  o th er th an  th ey  w ere" (79). 
H is  after d eed s  w ere, of course, th e  o a th  th a t h e  a n d  h is  sons took " to  p u rsu e  
w ith  vengeance an d  h a tre d  to  th e  en d s of th e  W o rld  Vala, D em on, Elf o r M an 
[...] w hoso  sho u ld  [...] k eep  a S ilm aril from  th e ir possession" (83), as w ell as the 
en tire  re su ltin g  trag ed y  of the  Elves. By sw earing  the ir oath , Fëano r an d  h is  sons 
lock them selves in to  a repetitive , u n ch an g eab le  p a tte rn  of conflict. T hey  have 
destro y ed  p o ten tia l space.

So it  is n o t M elko r's  k illing  of th e  Two T rees an d  th e ft of th e  S ilm arils 
th a t causes d isaster; ra th er, d isaste r re su lts  from  Fë a n o r 's  response, h is  p rid e  
an d  h u b ris . C ou ld  T olkien  h ave  asserted  an y  m ore  strong ly  the  d angers  of 
artistic  h u b ris  th a n  b y  th u s  p lac ing  it a t th e  core of h is legendarium ?
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H u b r i s  a n d  t h e  Fa t h e r

I h av e  a lread y  h in te d  above th a t T o lk ien 's  conflict over h u b ris  w as 
lin k ed  to  fa ther-figures: h is  concept of sub-creation  w as an effort to  position  h is 
crea tiv ity  p ro p e rly  v is-a-vis th e  creativ ity  of G od  th e  Father, an d  a first sign  of 
Fëa n o r 's  h u b ris  w as h is  em otional rebellion  aga in s t h is  fa ther for rem arry ing . 
W h a t ab o u t T o lk ien 's  re la tionsh ip  w ith  h is  ac tua l fa ther?

T olkien  d a te d  h is  d ream  of th e  ine luctab le  w ave to  th e  earliest d ay s he  
can rem em ber, su g gesting  th a t a ch ildhood  experience of h u b ris  w as a lready  
p a r t  of h is  personality . Because w e on ly  h av e  frag m en ta ry  in fo rm ation  abou t 
T o lk ien 's  ea rly  ch ildhood , w h a t fo llow s is necessarily  ten tative; how ever, bo th  
b iog raph ica l an d  tex tua l d a ta  are consisten t w ith  th e  idea  th a t th e  y o u n g  T olkien 
h a d  anxieties ab o u t over-reach ing , linked  to th e  d ea th  of h is  father.

T o lk ien 's  earliest m em ories da te  to  la te  in h is  th ird  an d  early  in  h is 
fo u rth  year, ab o u t the  age w h en  h e  experienced  the  first of a series of d ram atic  
traum as: separa tion  from  h is  fa th er a n d  h is  fa th e r 's  su b seq u en t d ea th  before 
th ey  ever saw  each o th er again . For m y  p u rp o ses  w h a t is im p o rtan t ab o u t these 
m em ories is n o t th e ir h isto rical, factual tru th , b u t w h a t th e y  tell u s  abou t 
T o lk ien 's  em otional life. L ike m a n y  peo p le 's  earliest m em ories, T o lk ien 's reco rd  
seem ing ly  triv ia l events; such  m em ories ap p ea r to  be  re ta in ed  because  th ey  
sym bolize em o tionally  sign ifican t life them es (F reud, Screen). M em ory  is 
m alleab le  a n d  can be affected  by  suggestion  (Loftus). T herefore, a lth o u g h  w e do 
n o t k n o w  if T o lk ien 's  earlies t reco rd ed  m em ories rep re sen t h is to rica l tru th , an d  
w e do  n o t k n o w  if th ey  becam e im p o rtan t to  h im  a t th e  ages h e  rem em bers, it is 
reasonab le  to assum e th a t th ey  rep re sen t em o tiona lly  sign ifican t them es from  
h is  ea rly  life.

T o lk ien 's  earliest m em ories th a t w e k now  of inc lude  tw o  w h e re  the 
exact da te  is uncerta in : h e  rem em b ered  ru n n in g  in  fear th ro u g h  lo n g  d ead  g rass 
after a ta ran tu la  b it h im , a lth o u g h  h e  d id  n o t rem em ber th e  ta ran tu la  (C arpen ter 
13); an d  h e  rem em b ered  b e in g  ho rrified  to  see an  a rchdeacon  ea t corn  in  native  
fash ion  (G ro tta  19). H e  ascribed  a m em o ry  of b a th in g  in  th e  In d ian  O cean  to  h is 
second  year, a lth o u g h  m em ories from  such  an  ea rly  age are ra re  a n d  are  likely  
to  be m isd a ted  or p a rtly  constructed  la te r in  life. T o lk ien 's  earliest m em ories th a t 
can  be  d a te d  w ith  certa in ty  com e from  late  in  h is  th ird  year. H e  h a d  a fa in t 
m em o ry  of a long  tra in  jo u rn ey  in  N ovem ber 1894, an d  of ru n n in g  back  from  
th e  sea to  a b a th in g  h u t (C arpen ter 15). H e  recalled  a c learer im age from  
C hris tm as 1894: "M y firs t C h ris tm as m em o ry  is of b laz in g  sun, d raw n  curtains, 
an d  a d ro o p in g  eu ca ly p tu s"  (Letters 213). H is  o th er earliest m em ories are  from  
ju s t before  an d  d u rin g  h is  tr ip  to  E ngland , w h en  h e  w as a y o u n g  four-year-o ld : 
in  late M arch  o r ea rly  A pril 1895 h e  w a tch ed  h is  fa ther p a in t "A.R. T olkien" on 
th e  lid  of a cabin  tru n k  (Scull & H a m m o n d  1.3), a n d  from  th e  voyage itself th a t 
sam e A pril h e  rem em b ered  d a rk  peop le  d iv in g  in to  th e  w ate r to  collect coins
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th ro w n  from  th e  sh ip , an d  a city on  a h ill w h ich  la ter in  life h e  rea lized  m u s t 
h av e  been  L isbon (Tolkien Family A lbum  18).

Several em otionally  sign ifican t th in g s are  n o tab le  ab o u t these 
m em ories: F irst, n o n e  of th em  involve d irec t in te rac tion  w ith  people; th is 
suggests th a t a lread y  a t an  early  age T olkien  w as p ro n e  to feelings of 
a loneness/loneliness/loss. Second, the  o n ly  perso n  im p o rtan t in  T o lk ien 's  life to 
ap p ea r in  these  m em ories w as h is father; an d  th ird , th e  m em ories of h is  fa ther 
an d  of th e  voyage all concern  the tim e of separa tion  from  h is  father. T his cluster 
of m em ories ind ica tes th a t T o lk ien 's  loss of h is  fa th er w as a m ajo r o rg an ize r of 
h is  em otions. F inally , w e m ay  w o n d e r if m em o ry  of th e  sea voyage th a t carried  
T olkien  aw ay  from  h is  fa th er is one of the  roo ts of h is  d ream  of th e  ineluctab le  
w ave.

T extual ev idence ind ica tes th a t "T he D ow nfall" w as in  p a r t a w o rk ing - 
th ro u g h  of T o lk ien 's  feelings ab o u t h is  father. In  the basic e lem en ts of th e  sto ry  
w e see fou r fa ther figures: T he K ing  of N ú m enor, th e  fa ther of h is  people, w ho  
in  th e  w ish  to  avo id  d ea th  com m its an  act of fata l h u b ris ; Iluvatar, G od the 
F ather, w h o  p u n ish e s  th is hubris; E lendil, th e  fa ther of th e  su b seq u en t line of 
N ú m e n órean  roya lty  on  M idd le -ea rth , w ho  is a llow ed  to  escape; an d  A m andil, 
E lend il's  father, w h o  o u t of go o d  m otives also com m its an  act of h u b ris  an d  is 
lost. Taken together, these  elem en ts rep re sen t a com plex of feelings link ing  
father, death , an d  p u n ish m e n t for hubris.

A dd itionally , one version  of "T he D ow nfall,"  "T he L ost R oad ," w as 
p rim arily  a w ork  ab o u t fa ther-son  re la tionsh ips. A s T olkien  described  it, " the  
th re a d  w as to  be  th e  occurrence tim e an d  aga in  in  h u m a n  fam ilies [...] of a fa ther 
an d  son called  b y  n am es th a t cou ld  be in te rp re ted  as B liss-friend an d  E lf-friend" 
(Letters 347). T he au to b iog raph ica l relevance of th e  sto ry  is overt, as h a s  been  
n o ted  b y  C h ris to p h er T olkien  (Lost Road 57) an d  Scull & H am m o n d : A lboin, the 
son in  th e  first pair, h a s  lan g u ag e  in terests, school career, a n d  professional 
in te rests  v e ry  like T olkien 's .

R igh t aw ay  in  T o lk ien 's  p ro p o sed  th re a d  w e no tice  an  indefin ite  
qu a lity  to these characters: each fa ther-son  p a ir  w as to  m erg e  w ith  each  in  n am e  
an d  m otivation , ra th e r th an  b e in g  w ho le  clearly  defined  in d iv id u a ls . T his 
m e rg in g  is especially  no ticeab le  be tw een  th e  first son, after h e  g ro w s u p , a n d  h is 
o w n  son. T heir n am es are  even  h a rd  to  d is tin g u ish  v isua lly  an d  phonetically : 
A lbo in  a n d  A udoin . T hey  h ave  sim ilar experiences h in tin g  a t th e  dow nfall of 
N ú m enor. A n d  tellingly , they  h ave  these  experiences w h ile  d ream ing . 
E ventually , A lboin  h a s  a d ream -com e-true  in  w h ich  he  encoun te rs the 
N ú m e n órean  E lendil w h o  gives h im  the  choice w h e th e r to  trave l back  in  tim e or 
no t. A lbo in  chooses to  trave l back  an d  in d o in g  so becom es Elendil, w hile  
A udo in  becom es E len d il's  son H eren d il. T hus, A lbo in 's  d ream  seem s to  change
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b o th  h im  an d  h is  son in  reality . A ll these  fea tu res  are consisten t w ith  a la rgely  
no n v erb a l w ish  to  re tu rn  to  an  earlie r tim e w ith  h is  idealized , lost father.

To repea t, these  inferences ab o u t early  ch ildhood  are  tentative. 
H ow ever, T o lk ien 's  b iog raphy , h is  earliest rep o rted  m em ories, an d  tex tual 
ev idence  from  "T he D ow nfall" all converge in  in d ica tin g  th a t T olkien 
re sp o n d ed  to  sep a ra tio n  from  h is  fa ther w h en  h e  w as th ree  an d  to  h is  fa th e r 's  
su b seq u en t dea th  w h en  h e  w as fou r by  d ev e lop ing  anx ie ty  ab o u t over-reach ing .

W e can specu la te  ab o u t th e  m ore  p recise  fo rm  of T o lk ien 's  reaction  to 
h is  fa th e r 's  d ea th  by  considering  typ ica l d eve lopm en ta l issues for ch ild ren  
a ro u n d  the  age T olkien  w as a t th a t tim e. E rikson  (251-258) considered  th is to  be 
th e  stages w h en  d ev e lo p m en t of au to n o m y  an d  in itia tive are  central; a b o y 's  loss 
of h is  fa th er a t th is  age deprives h im  of a strong  figu re  w ith  w h o m  to iden tify  
an d  can th u s  in terfe re  w ith  h is  sense of au to n o m y  an d  initiative. T he tran sitio n  
from  the  th ird  to  th e  fo u rth  y ear is also typ ica lly  w h en  th e  child  is in  the  early  
O ed ip a l phase , w h en  cognitive a n d  em otional m a tu ra tio n  are  such  th a t ch ild ren  
beg in  to feel riva lrous w ith  each  p a re n t for th e  love of th e  o ther. If a b o y 's  fa ther 
d ies at th is  age, th e  boy  m a y  experience h im se lf to  be  an  "O ed ip a l v ictor" w ho  
h a s  the m o th e r  all to  h im self. It is com m on for y o u n g  ch ild ren  to unrealistica lly  
b lam e them selves for calam ities th a t befall them , so such  an  O ed ip a l v ictor m a y  
feel guilty , as th o u g h  h is  riva lrous feelings h a d  caused  the  fa th e r 's  death . A long 
these  lines, w e m a y  specu la te  th a t T olkien  re sp o n d e d  to th e  d ea th  of h is  fa ther 
b y  deve lop ing  inh ib ition , sham e, an d /o r g u ilt ab o u t ap p ro p ria te  feelings of 
rivalry , com petition , au tonom y , an d  in itia tive, a n d  th a t th is conflict w as the 
o rig in  of h is  com plex a ro u n d  hubris.

O f course, w e do  n o t h ave  T o lk ien 's  o w n  associations to  confirm  or 
d isp rove  th is reconstruction . B ut even  if w e set it aside  as too  speculative, 
T o lk ien 's  "associations" in  th e  fo rm  of h is  m em o ries  a n d  w ritin g s do  su p p o rt 
th e  in te rp re ta tio n  th a t h is  com plex a ro u n d  h u b ris  w as focused  on  w orries  abou t 
over-reach ing  in  re la tion  to fa ther-figu res m o re  generally . W riting  "T he 
D ow nfall" re leased  h is  com plex because  it enab led  T olkien  to p lay  in 
tran sitio n a l space w ith  h is  concerns th a t h u b ris  w o u ld  be  p u n ish e d  b y  fa ther- 
figures, an d  lack  of h u b ris  rew ard ed .

C o n c l u s i o n

In  h is  e luc ida tion  of the  psycholog ical fo u n d a tio n s of Faerie, T olkien 
described  th e  p rocess of en te r in g  w h a t W inn ico tt n a m e d  transitional space, the  
fo u n d a tio n  of creative liv ing  in  general, a n d  artistic  creativ ity  specifically. The 
opposite  of tran s itio n a l sp ace—an d  therefo re  the opp o site  o f F ae rie—is a space 
of concrete, m a te ria l fact. In trapsych ic  conflict an d /o r experiences of trau m a  
situa te  a p e rso n  in  th is k in d  of fac tual space w h ere  creative liv ing  an d  artistic  
crea tiv ity  canno t occur. T o lk ien 's  d ream  of th e  ine luctab le  w ave ap p ea rs  to  have
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sym bolized  an  in trapsych ic  conflict over h u b ris  th a t h e  developed  in  response  
to  th e  trau m a  of h is  fa th e r 's  death , such  th a t h e  unconsc iously  inh ib ited  h is 
crea tiv ity  so as n o t to th rea ten  h is re la tio n sh ip  w ith  fa ther-figures. By w ritin g  
"T he D ow nfall" T olkien  "exorc ised" th e  d ream  so th a t it n o  longer tro u b led  h im , 
an d  m ore  im p o rtan tly  "re leased  [the] h id d e n  com plex" so th a t h e  could  
com plete  The Lord o f the Rings.

In  T o lk ien 's  ju stification  of "E scape" as one  of th e  m ain  benefits of 
fa iry -sto ries (OFS 69-75), h e  focuses on  th e  value  of escap ing  from  u n p le a sa n t 
m ate ria l realities of the  m o d e rn  w orld . T his h a s  left h im  o p en  to  charges of 
anach ro n ism  a n d  avo idance  of m o d e rn  realities. B ut I th ink  these  charges are 
invalida ted , a n d  T o lk ien 's  concept of E scape m a d e  m ore  p ro fo u n d , if w e see it 
as a m e tap h o r for "escap ing" a concrete, m ate ria l sta te  of m in d —in  o th er w ords, 
for f in d in g  or re -fin d in g  tran sitiona l space. T olkien  w en t th ro u g h  th is p rocess in  
h is  ow n  artistic  creation, an d  all of h is  oeuvre th a t is set in Faerie o r a t its 
b o u n d a rie s  d raw s h is re ad e rs  in to  th is process. P e rh ap s p a r t of h is  appea l is th a t 
h e  h e lp s  peop le  m ove from  th e ir ow n  ineluctab le  w aves to th e  rea liza tion  of 
im ag in ed  w onder.
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