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Christensen: An Ace Mystery: Did Tolkien Write His Own Retraction?

Gentlemen:

of Middle Earth. It is absurd and— because its victims
are children— vicious. They are exploited by adults
who concoct such tasteless performances and by wellmeaning ladies in the community who apparently lack
standards of judgment, literary discrimination, and
sensitivity to chi Idren.
FM radio station KPFK often provides programs of
great public interest and of wide literary appeal.
Apparently the manager has doubted that quality is
sufficient inducement for listeners, for In the fall
of 1968 he distributed leaflets advertising a series
of readings from The Hobbit. The pitch was to listen
to a work by a "controversial" writer, by a "fascist."
I objected to the inclusion of such questionable biographical material and was invited to make a tape for
broadcast denying the allegation. Such a tape would
only have added fuel, and I could only answer that a
response to an irresponsible charge is fruitless.
No excuse can be manufactured for what is happening in the West, and I fear elsewhere, but the reason
is obvious: The Hobbit is current and the name is
synonymous with profit for those willing to exploit
it.

I am happy to accept your voluntary offer to
pay full royalties on a II copies sold of the
Ace editions of THE LORD OF THE RINGS trilogy,
even though you have no legal obligation to
do so.
You may advise those who may be interested of
our amicable arrangement.
Yours sincerely,
(signed J. R. R. Tolkien)^
Could Tolkien have written that letter? I think
not. He might have agreed to it, for the sake of ending
debate and assuring royalties, but he could not have
written it. The tone is not his. The letter writer
is abject, servile, hewing to a legalistic line. The
facts are not those that can be sifted from the various
publications and understood from Tolkien’s published
comments. And the text of the letter is not in his
style: it lacks his personal voice, his characteristic
use of subjunctives, his normal way with prepositions,
and his methods of medial sentence modification. In
addition it refers to The Lord of the Rings as a
"trilogy," a term he abominates for his work and would
not be Ii keIy to use.
I suggest that Tolkien merely signed a release
prepared by an American lawyer in Ace’s employ, and I
urge that this letter not be admitted to the canon of
Tolkien writings.

YAH

Much space has been given in the Tolkien Journal.
Publishers’ Weekly, and National Observer to the dispute
between Tolkien and Ace Books over royalties. We
recognize his voice in the letter quoted by Richard
Plotz in TJ_: "[The law] says in effect [that] if any
property is left unguarded, by inadvertence or otherwise,
a person who appropriates it cannot be called a thief,
even if he can be shown to have known to whom the
property in justice belonged."^ We also accept as
his the "Statement from the Author" found on the back
cover of the BaIlantine editions of The Hobbit and
Lord of the Rings: "This paperback edition, and no
other, has been published with my consent and cooperation. Those who approve of courtesy (at least) to
living authors will purchase it, and no other." But
can we accept as his the letter that Ace Books attributes to him in a press release early in 1966? The
press release, announcing that an agreement has been
reached with Tolkien, concludes with this citation:

NOTES
^Tolkien JournaI Vol. I, No. 2 (1965), pp. 1-2.
^Tolkien Journal Vol. II, No. 2 (1966), unpaged.
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