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The Precious and the Pearl:
The Influence of Pearl

on  the Nature  of the O ne R ing

N o a h  K o u b e n e c

I t  i s  p e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t  i r o n i c  a t t r i b u t e  o f  J .R .R .  T o l k i e n 's  sub-crea ted  
u n iv erse  th a t th e  p o w er of th e  O ne R ing, th o u g h  a critically  im p o rta n t idea  in 

th e  L egendarium , is chron ically  un d efin ed ; aside from  its ab ility  to m ak e  m o s t of 
its w earers  invisible, the  d is tin g u ish in g  a ttribu tes  th a t m ak e  it a R ing  of P ow er 
are  im precise. A  p o p u la r  position  (if w e ju d g e  from  P eter Jackson 's  re im ag in ing  
of T o lk ien 's  vision), a n d  in d eed  one backed  u p  b y  m a n y  of the  texts of M id d le - 
ea rth  them selves, w o u ld  suggest th a t the  p rim a ry  ability  of Is ild u r 's  Bane is the 
p ro m ise  of m ilita ry  p o w er an d  em pire . T h ro u g h o u t its  h is to ry , the  R ing  is a 
cata lyst for conquest, em b o ld en in g  the  w earer a n d  k in d lin g  th o u g h ts  of 
g reatness. In  The Lord o f  the R in g s  [LotR], for instance, B orom ir focuses on  ju s t this 
a ttrib u te  at the  C ouncil of E lrond  w h en  h e  p roposes th a t th e  O ne R ing be p u t to 
w h a t h e  considers good  use: "W h y  sho u ld  w e n o t th in k  th a t th e  G reat R ing  h as 
com e in to  o u r h a n d s  to serve u s  in  th e  v e ry  h o u r of need?  W ie ld ing  it th e  Free 
L o rds of th e  Free m a y  su re ly  d efea t th e  E nem y" (LotR  II.ii.260). Yet a close 
exam ination  of T o lk ien 's  n o tio n  of th e  R ing 's  g rea test p o w er reveals a v ision  th a t 
is m a rk ed ly  d ifferent, one th a t shares som e sign ifican t sim ilarities w ith  th e  them e 
of Pearl, a M id d le  E nglish  d ream  v ision  th a t tells th e  sto ry  of a m an , the  Jew eler, 
w h o  is be reav ed  b y  the  loss of h is  dau g h te r, re fe rred  to  in the  p o em  as h is 
"P earl."  A s w e shall see, th o u g h  T o lk ien 's  ca reer-spann ing  tran sla tio n  of th is 
m ed ieva l m aste rp iece  w as p rim a rily  re la ted  to  h is  in te rests  in  philo logy , the 
d ream  v is ion  also affected  T olk ien  on  a concep tual a n d  them atic  level, exerting  a 
po w erfu l in fluence on  the  n a tu re  of th e  O ne R ing  an d  th e  ring -bearers.

In  th e  preface  to  S ir  Gawain and the Green K nigh t, Pearl, and S ir Orfeo, 
C h ris to p h er T olkien  exp la ins th a t h is fa ther h a d  been  invo lved  w ith  th e  p o em  to 
som e degree  since h is  au th o rsh ip  of an  essay  for th e  in tro d u c tio n  of E.V. 
G o rd o n 's  tran sla tio n  of Pearl, on  w h ich  th e  tw o  co llabora ted  after th e ir 1925 
pub lica tion  of a Gawain  tran sla tion . T o lk ien 's  le tte rs ind ica te  th a t h is  tran sla tion  
of Pearl w as an o n go ing  project, an d  th a t it took  p lace in  p ara lle l w ith  the 
com position  of h is  m ore  fam ous w orks of M idd le -ea rth . In  a S eptem ber 1944 
le tter to  h is  son C hris topher, th e  au th o r m en tio n s fleeting ly  th a t h e  "m u st try  an d  
g e t on  w ith  th e  P earl" (94) confirm ing  th a t even  a t th is  early  p o in t h e  h a d  been
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e n g r o s s e d  in  t h e  p o e m  f o r  s o m e  t im e .1 O v e r  t w e n ty  y e a r s  la te r ,  in  1965 , T o lk ie n  

w a s  s t i l l  w o r k i n g  o n  h i s  t r a n s la t io n ;  in  a  l e t t e r  to  R a y n e r  U n w in  h e  w r i te s :  " I  

w a n t  to  f in is h  o f f  Gawain a n d  Pearl, a n d  g e t  o n  w i t h  t h e  Silmarillion" (Letters 363). 

T h e s e  tw o  d o c u m e n t s  a lo n e  c o n f i r m  t h a t  h e  w a s  p r e o c c u p ie d  w i t h  t h e  p o e m  fo r  

m u c h  o f  h i s  w r i t i n g  life , d u r i n g  a  p e r io d  t h a t  c o r r e s p o n d e d  w i t h  t h e  c o m p o s i t io n  

o f  m o s t  o f  t h e  w o r k s  o f  h i s  L e g e n d a r iu m .

D e s p i te  t h e  f a c t  th a t ,  a s  A . K e i th  K e l ly  a n d  M ic h a e l  L iv in g s to n  h a v e  

r e c e n t ly  o b s e r v e d ,  Pearl c le a r ly  " f a s c in a t e d  T o lk ie n  fo r  m u c h  o f  h i s  l ife  b o th  

s p i r i tu a l ly  a n d  p r o f e s s io n a l ly "  (91), s u r p r i s i n g l y  l i t t le  s c h o la r s h ip  h a s  b e e n  

w r i t t e n  c o n c e r n in g  th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  t h e  Pearl-poet o n  T o lk i e n 's  f ic t io n .  E v e n  

m o r e ,  t h e  m a jo r i ty  o f  t h e  e x ta n t  c r i t ic i s m  o n  th e  s u b je c t  f o c u s e s  n o t  o n  Pearl, b u t  

o n  th e  a r g u a b ly  m o r e  f a m o u s  Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. M ic h a e l  D .C . 

D r o u t ,  f o r  in s ta n c e ,  s p e n d s  m u c h  o f  h i s  a r t ic le ,  " T o lk ie n 's  M e d ie v a l  S c h o la r s h ip  

a n d  i ts  S ig n if ic a n c e ,"  d i s c u s s in g  th e  a d m i t t e d l y  a b u n d a n t  c o n n e c t io n s  b e tw e e n  

T o lk ie n  a n d  Sir Gawain, b u t  o n l y  m e n t io n s  Pearl in  p a s s i n g  o r  a s  o n e  c o m p o n e n t  

o f  t h e  m a n u s c r i p t  t h a t  i n c lu d e s  Sir Gawain. T h is  e m p h a s i s  is  p e r h a p s  

u n d e r s t a n d a b le  g iv e n  th e  f o r m e r  w o r k 's  g r e a t e r  p o p u l a r i t y  a n d  i ts  s ig n if ic a n c e  

a s  " T o lk ie n 's  f i r s t  m a jo r  p u b l i s h e d  w o r k "  (125). T o  b e  s u r e ,  s c h o la r s  h a v e  

a c k n o w le d g e d  Pearl a s  a  g e n e r a l  s o u r c e  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n  to  T o lk ie n ,  b u t  t h e  l a r g e r  

a v e n u e  o f  a  c o n n e c t io n  a m o n g  th e  p o e m , t h e  r in g - b e a r e r s ,  a n d  th e  t h e m e s  o f  

o b s e s s io n  a n d  d e a t h  h a s  b e e n  le f t  u n e x p lo r e d .  I n  J.R.R. Tolkien: Author o f the 
Century, fo r  e x a m p le ,  T o m  S h ip p e y  n o te s  t h e  s im i la r i ty  o f  e le m e n t s  o f  Pearl to  

T o lk i e n 's  im a g in e d  g e o g r a p h y .  S h i p p e y  e x p la in s  t h a t  t h e  E lv e n  k i n g d o m  o f  

L o r ie n  m a y  b e  s e e n  a s  T o lk ie n 's  o w n  v e r s io n  o f  " t h e  s t r a n g e  la n d ,  t h e  'n a m e le s s  

l a n d ',  w i t h  i ts  b r i l l i a n t  t r e e s  a n d  s h in in g  g r a v e l"  (197), w h e r e  t h e  J e w e le r  s t a n d s  

a s  h e  lo o k s  to  t h e  N e w  J e r u s a le m . S h i p p e y 's  d i s c u s s io n  o f  t h e  m a t t e r  o f  Pearl a n d  

th e  L e g e n d a r i u m  d o e s  n o t  v e n tu r e  b e y o n d  th e  b o r d e r s  o f  L o r ie n ,  h o w e v e r ,  w i th  

t h e  e x c e p t io n  o f  a  d i s c o u r s e  o n  th e  d i a lo g u e  o f  T r e e b e a r d  a n d  i t s  s t r u c tu r a l  

s im i l a r i t y  to  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  Pearl in  Road to Middle-earth. K e l ly  a n d  L iv in g s to n  

o b je c t  to  S h i p p e y 's  v ie w s  o n  L o r ie n  a n d  Pearl w h i l e  a r g u in g  fo r  t h e  p o e m 's  

s ig n i f ic a n c e  to  T o lk i e n 's  w o r k  in  g e n e r a l .  E v e n  so , t r e a tm e n t  o f  t h e  s u b je c t  is  

b r ie f ,  w i t h  o n l y  o n e  p a r a g r a p h  o f  t h e  e s s a y  p o i n t i n g  o u t  c o n n e c t io n s  b e tw e e n  

Pearl a n d  T o lk ie n 's  w r i t in g .  I n  h e r  200 5  d i s s e r ta t io n ,  " A p o c a ly p s e  a n d  M e m o r y  in  

'P e a r l ' , "  R e b e k a h  L o n g  a ls o  m a k e s  r e f e r e n c e  to  Pearl a s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  in f lu e n c e  o n  

T o lk ie n ,  b u t  h e r  a r g u m e n t  d e a l s  p r i m a r i l y  w i t h  i ts  r e la t i o n  to  h i s  e s s a y  " T h e  

N a m e le s s  L a n d "  a n d  h i s  th e o r ie s  o f  m e d ie v a l i s m ,  r a th e r  t h a n  w i t h  i ts  d i r e c t  

c o n n e c t io n s  to  t h e  L e g e n d a r iu m .  S te f a n  E k m a n 's  200 9  Tolkien Studies a r tic le ,  

" E c h o e s  o f  Pearl in  A r d a 's  L a n d s c a p e ,"  m a k e s  a  c ru c ia l  s t e p  in  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f

1 For further examination of this early work on Pearl, see Shippey's "Tolkien and the 
Gawain-poet."
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an a ly z in g  th e  Pearl-poet's in fluence  on  T olkien, b u t it is on ly  one scho larly  effort 
w h e re  m a n y  are  w arran ted . Since w e h ave  long  u n d e rs to o d  T o lk ien 's  d eb t to 
m ed ieva l lite ra tu re  such  as th e  Poetic Edda, The Volsunga Saga, an d  Gawain, it is 
so m ew h a t b ew ild e rin g  th a t th e  likelihood  of a m u ch  m ore  ex tensive re la tionsh ip  
be tw een  Pearl a n d  th e  L eg en d ariu m  h as  n o t been  m ore  th o ro u g h ly  w eig h ed  th an  
these  ten ta tive  a n d  p ass in g  critical com m ents. T his m in im a l trea tm en t is 
especially  strik ing  w h en  one considers h o w  long  a n d  h o w  closely Tolkien 
w o rk ed  w ith  th e  poem , a n d  h o w  in trica te ly  connected  he  p re su m ab ly  w o u ld  
h av e  felt to  its C h ris tian  subject m atter.

Pearl, th is  d ream  v ision  th a t so fasc inated  Tolkien, h a s  as its central 
them e the  h u m a n  p ro b lem  of loss. T he angu ish  of th e  Jew eler, th e  d ream er- 
p ro tag o n is t of th e  poem , stem s from  h is inab ility  to  accept the  d ea th  of h is  yo u n g  
d au g h te r , w ho  is m e tapho rica lly  te rm ed  th e  "Pearl," n o w  lost b en ea th  th e  earth . 
T he d ream  v ision  th a t resu lts  of h is  d esp a ir carries a clear m essage  of the 
sp iritu a l d an g er of obsession, as in  s tan za  23 of T o lk ien 's  o w n  transla tion , 
w h ere in  th e  Pearl, revea led  in  h is  v ision  to  be  a perfected , g ro w n  w om an , chides 
th e  Jew eler for h is  m isg u id ed  d esire  to h o ld  on to  h e r  m em o ry  after h e r  passing:

But, jeweller gentle, if from  you  goes 
Your joy th rough  a gem  tha t you  held  lief,
M ethinks your m ind  tow ard  m adness flows 
A nd frets for a fleeting cause of grief. (23.1-4)

F rom  th is p a ssa g e —an d  from  th e  tex t of Pearl as a w h o le - m a y  be  d ra w n  the 
p o e t's  m essage  of th e  fu tility  of w o rld ly  a ttach m en t an d  its g rave  consequences. 
I t is th is  sam e m essage, as w e w ill see, th a t T olkien focuses on  in  h is fiction. 
A lth o u g h  th e re  is n o  d ea rth  of scho larsh ip  a rg u in g  for a m o re  allegorical 
in te rp re ta tio n  of Pearl a n d  po ten tia lly  d isco u n tin g  a fa th e r 's  lite ra l s trugg le  w ith  
g rief a n d  obsession, th is  article is b ased  u p o n  a lite ra l re ad in g  as a source for 
connections be tw een  th e  d ream  v ision  an d  th e  L egendarium . T olkien  could  h ave  
v iew ed  th e  po em  allegorically , b u t th e  o p p o rtu n itie s  for analysis are  m ore  than  
sufficient for th e  scope of th is article w h en  h is u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  p o em  is 
assu m ed  to  be literal. T he overall p revalence  of th e  elegiac v iew  a llow s u s  to 
m ak e  such  an  assu m p tio n  w ith o u t too  m u ch  d iscom fort.2

2 The extant Pearl elegy-allegory debate can be traced back more than a century; Schofield 
made a case for allegorical interpretation in 1904 in response to an already-established base 
of scholarship supporting an elegiac interpretation. In 2001, the argument persisted with 
Burrow stating in  The Gawain-Poet that "The baby girl is associated in  the dream with a rich 
cluster of symbolic pearls, but she is not herself to be understood allegorically. So far as 
concerns the narrative, her death before reaching the age of two stands as a literal fact" (6).
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By T o lk ien 's  o w n  design, the  p o w er of the  G reat R ings lies in  the ir 
ab ility  to  p reserve . In  h is  1951 le tter to  M ilton  W aldm an, h e  exp la ins th a t " the  
chief p o w er (of all th e  rin g s alike) w as th e  p rev en tio n  or slow ing  o f decay (i.e., 
change v iew ed  as a reg re ttab le  th ing), th e  p reserv a tio n  of w h a t is desired  or 
loved, o r its sem blance" (Letters 152). T his p o w er of th e  O ne R ing  in  p a rticu la r to 
p reserv e  is in d eed  m en tio n ed  several tim es in  th e  w orks of M idd le -ea rth , 
p a rticu la rly  in  The Lord o f the Rings, w h ere  th e  au th o r 's  ideas are m ore  fu lly  
developed . W h en  G an d alf recoun ts h is  in te rroga tion  of G o llum  in  "T he C ouncil 
of E lrond ,"  h e  explains th a t

I learned then  first tha t G ollum 's ring  came out of the G reat River n igh  to 
the G ladden Fields. A nd I learned also tha t he possessed it long. M any 
lives of his small kind. The pow er of the ring  had  lengthened his years far 
beyond their span; bu t tha t pow er only the G reat Rings wield. (LotR 
II.ii.247)

G an d a lf 's  im plic it reb u k e  of G o llu m 's  artificially  len g th en ed  life is consisten t 
w ith  T o lk ien 's  p resen ta tio n  of u n n a tu ra l p reserva tion  from  th e  earliest ages of 
M idd le-earth : th e  desire  to len g th en  o n e 's  d ay s is rep ea ted ly  p re sen ted  as an 
abom ina tion  th ro u g h o u t the  L egendarium . In  th e  preface to  The Silmarillion 
[Silm .], T olkien exp la ins th a t

This desire is at once w edded  to a passionate love of the real p rim ary 
w orld, and  hence filled w ith  a sense of m ortality, and  yet unsatisfied by it.
It has various opportunities of 'Fall'. It m ay  become possessive, clinging to 
the things m ade as its ow n, the sub-creator w ishes to be the Lord and G od 
of his private creation. He w ill rebel against the law s of the Creator — 
especially against m ortality. (xvi)

T his n o tio n  of th e  in h e ren t d an g er of persistence  in  th e  m o rta l rea lm  is b o rne  ou t 
aga in  an d  again  in  T o lk ien 's  stories. For instance, a com ponen t of The Silmarillion, 
th e  au th o r 's  w ork  Akallabeth, tells th e  h is to ry  of th e  N u m enoreans , a race of m en  
w hose  p ro sp e rity  a n d  long  lifespans cam e to  an  en d  of th e ir o w n  doing. 
C oncern ing  these  anc ien t peoples, T olkien  w rites  th a t

the fear of death  grew  ever darker u p o n  them , and  they delayed it by all 
m eans they could; and  they began to build  great houses for their dead, 
w hile their w ise m en laboured unceasingly to  discover if they m ight the 
secret of recalling life, or at least the prolonging of M en's days. [...] But 
those tha t lived tu rned  the m ore eagerly to  pleasure and revelry, desiring 
ever m ore goods and  m ore riches; and  after [...] the offering of the first 
fruits to  Eru was neglected, and m en  w ent seldom  any m ore to the Hallow  
u p o n  the heights of M eneltarm a in  the m idst of the land. (Silm. 318-19)
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H ere  T olkien  dem o n s tra te s  c learly  th a t th e  g ro w in g  fear of d ea th  of the 
N u m en o rean s  d irec tly  co incided  w ith  th e  decay  an d  dow nfa ll of th e ir society. In 
fact, th e  v e ry  no tio n  of d ea th  as the  "G ift" of E ru  to  m en  as it w as first in ten d ed , 
th e  co rrup tion  of its p e rcep tio n  am o n g  m en , an d  th e ir in tense  d esire  to  avo id  it 
led  th em  u ltim a te ly  in to  th e  tra p  of S auron  (Silm. 329).3 T he dem ise  of the 
N u m en o rean s  w as ro o ted  in  th e ir consum ing  desire  to  c ling  to  th e ir w o rld ly  
existence.

T he sim ilarities be tw een  th e  Akallabeth an d  Pearl a re  n u m ero u s; in  both , 
th e  desire  of th e  m a in  character o r characters g ives rise  to  a desire  to  reach  
h e a v e n —th a t is, an  en v iro n m en t th a t is n o t b u rd e n e d  b y  death . For th e  Jew eler, 
th is  m y th ica l location  is th e  N ew  Jerusalem , a p lace w h e re  the  n o tion  of m o rta lity  
does n o t exist, a n d  w h ere  all is in  a p e rp e tu a l sta te  of flaw less glory, as ind ica ted  
b y  the  m ed ieva l p o e t's  descrip tion  of th e  city  as free from  blem ish:

N either sun nor m oon ever shone so sweet 
As the pouring  flood from  that court tha t flowed;
Swiftly it sw ept th rough  every street,
A nd no filth nor soil nor slime it showed. (89.1-4)

For th e  N um enoreans , p a rad ise  exists in  an  equally  a llu rin g  y e t inaccessible 
form . Akallabeth describes th e  lo ng ing  of the  g rea t m en  for a p a rad ise  across the 
sea:

N ow  this yearning grew  ever greater w ith  the years; and the 
N um enoreans began to hunger for the undy ing  city tha t they saw  from 
afar, and the desire of everlasting life, to  escape from  death  and the ending 
of delight, grew  strong up o n  them ; and ever as their pow er and  glory 
grew  greater their unqu iet increased. (Silm. 315)

T he N u m en o rean s ' desire  to reach  V alinor is rem ark ab ly  sim ilar to  th e  Jew eler 's  
y ea rn in g  to reach  th e  N ew  Jerusalem . Indeed , as K elly  a n d  L iv ingston  have  
d iscussed  in  th e ir effort to  id en tify  V alinor w ith  th e  ea rth ly  p a rad ise  of Eden, 
T o lk ien 's  U n d y in g  L ands an d  th e  N ew  Jeru sa lem  are para lle l even  a t th e  level of 
basic  geography : they  are  sep a ra ted  from  experien tia l rea lity  b y  uncrossab le  
w ater. T he verses of Pearl m ake  clear th a t the  N ew  Je ru sa lem —an d  th e  Jew eler's 
lost P e a rl—is inaccessible to all b u t those  w ho  are  d iv ine ly  adm itted :

Delight there pierced m y eye and ear,
In m y m ortal m ind  a m adness reigned;

3 For a more complete discussion of death in Tolkien, see Greenwood.
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W hen I saw  her beauty I w ould  be near,
T hough beyond the stream  she w as retained. (97.1)

By the sam e token, V alinor is a fo rb id d en  land , m ak in g  it ever m ore  tem p tin g  for 
th e  M en w hose  h ea rts  are ev en tua lly  overcom e b y  desire:

The Lords of Valinor forbade them  to sail so far w estw ard  tha t the coasts 
of N um enor could no longer be seen [...]. But the design of M anwe was 
tha t the N um enoreans should no t be tem pted  to seek for the Blessed 
Realm, nor desire to overpass the lim its set to their bliss, becoming 
enam oured of the im m ortality of the Valar and Eldar and the lands w here 
all things endure. (Silm. 313)

T hese para lle ls  be tw een  Pearl a n d  th e  sto ry  of th e  N u m en o rean s  are  u sefu l in 
verify ing  th e  them atic  significance of th e  p o em  to  th e  n a tu re  of th e  R ing  in  th e  
L egendarium . W ith  an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th is re la tionsh ip , it is possib le  to  detec t 
th e  en capsu la tion  of th e  g ra n d  concepts of death , change, an d  obsession  in  the 
O ne R ing  a n d  th e  ring -bearers  th a t occurs la te r in  th e  h is to ry  of T o lk ien 's  crea ted  
un iverse .

E ven p rio r to  them atic  connections, there  are  clear philo logical 
sim ilarities th a t m ak e  th e  p ro sp ec t of Pearl as a d irec t creative in sp ira tio n  for 
T o lk ien 's  R ing  an d  its b eare rs  n ea rly  unden iab le . The m o s t obv ious such 
sim ilarity  m ay  be fo u n d  in  th e  u se  of one w o rd  to  refer rep ea ted ly  to  the 
respective  objects of e n d ea rm en t an d  obsession  in  b o th  Pearl an d  the 
L egendarium : precious. It is un lik e ly  th a t a m an  of T o lk ien 's  in te llectual 
b ack g ro u n d  w o u ld  ran d o m ly  settle  on  th e  w o rd  rep ea ted ly  u se d  b y  th e  Jew eler 
to  describe h is  treasu re , especially  as h e  labo red  on  h is  tran sla tio n  of the 
m ed ieva l p o em  th ro u g h o u t the  course of h is  w ork  on  th e  m ore  fam ous tales of 
M idd le-ea rth . T he p ro m in en t p resence  of th e  w o rd  in  Pearl an d  th e  L eg en d ariu m  
ind ica tes th a t T o lk ien 's  u se  of th e  M id d le  E nglish  tex t carried  over in to  th e  very  
lan g u ag e  of h is  Hobbit an d  The Lord o f the R ings.4

T he n a tu ra l p o in t to  beg in  th is exam ination  w o u ld  be The Hobbit, 
w h ere in  G o llum  in  h is  en coun te r w ith  Bilbo B aggins com m only  en d s h is  ph rases 
w ith  "m y  precious." In  Pearl, th e  Jew eler 's  lam en ta tio n s likew ise rep ea ted ly  
conclude w ith  a reference to  h is  "p rec ious p earl."  T his sim ilarity , sign ifican t in  
an d  of itself, becom es fu n d am en ta l w h en  it is considered  as p a r t of the 
re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  Pearl a n d  T o lk ien 's  w orks. A  scholar of T o lk ien 's  field  
w o u ld  h av e  p a in s tak in g ly  selected a w o rd  w ith  such  p ro m in en t fea tu rin g  an d  
significance to  th e  id en tity  of a character as im p o rta n t as G ollum ; h is  u se  of the

4 While I am utilizing Tolkien's translation of Pearl throughout this essay, it is worth note 
that the original Middle English text is consistent in  its use of precios.
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sam e w o rd  em p loyed  by  th e  Pearl-poet is th u s  especially  significant. Both w orks 
u se  th e  w o rd  in  th e  sam e m an n er; th a t is, th e  te rm  m ay  refer e ither to th e  value 
of th e  R ing  o r th e  P earl to  the ir adm irers, o r to th e  actua l physica l fo rm  of e ither 
object. In  th e  Oxford English D ictionary—for w h ich  T olkien  w o rk ed  from  1919 to 
19205—precious deno tes  som eth ing  "O f g rea t m oral, sp iritua l, o r o th er n o n ­
m ate ria l value; beloved , h e ld  in  h ig h  esteem ," w h ich  accura te ly  describes e ither 
th e  P earl o r th e  O ne R ing.6 F u rth er, th e  O ED  no tes  th a t th e  w o rd  precious first 
ap p e a re d  in  1300 in  reference to  "a  stone of a k in d  p rized  for its beau ty , 
ha rd n ess , o r ra r ity  an d  u se d  in  o rn am en ta tio n  or jew ellery; a gem stone, a jew el" 
(precious, adj., adv., an d  n.). T hus, T o lk ien 's  u sag e  evokes the earlies t m ean in g  of 
th e  term , w h ich  suggests th a t w h a t is sign ified  b y  precious in  h is  w ritin g  is the 
sam e as w h a t is sign ified  b y  precious in  Pearl: an  object, in  b o th  cases an  item  of 
jew elry , w ith  significance far b ey o n d  its m a te ria l fo rm  a n d  p o w er over its ow ners 
in  th e  fo rm  of obsession. In  The Annotated Hobbit, D oug las A n d erso n  no tes  an 
in te restin g  ph ilo log ical connection  be tw een  Gollum  an d  precious:

The O ld N orse w ord  gull m eans "gold." In  the oldest m anuscripts it is 
spelled goll. One inflected form  w ould  be Gollum, "gold, treasure, 
som ething precious." It can also m ean  "ring," as is found in  the complex 
w ord  finger-gull, "finger-ring"—points tha t m ay have occurred to Tolkien. 
(120n8)

In  "T he 'L ost' subject of M id d le -ea rth ,"  G ergely  N ag y  resp o n d s  to  th is 
connection  as it re la tes to  th e  w o rd 's  etym ology , b u t h e  neglects to m en tio n  th a t 
Pearl, w ith  its p ro m in en t u se  of th e  w o rd  (it is m en tio n ed  12 tim es in  T o lk ien 's  
transla tion ), rep resen ts  th e  m o s t p robab le  ph ilo log ical an d  creative im p e tu s  for 
T o lk ien 's  u se  of "p rec ious."

T he R ing an d  th e  P earl are likew ise u n ite d  in  th a t b o th  p ro v e  u n ab le  to 
p ro v id e  peace or conso lation  for th e ir respective  adm irers. I t cou ld  be  a rg u ed  
th a t Pearl con tains an  u ltim a te ly  com forting  m essage  of salvation  or a t least a  
final n o te  of conso lation  for th e  Jew eler th a t ru n s  coun ter to  the  o v e rw helm ing ly  
negative  dep ic tion  of th e  R ing  an d  its pow er, y e t in  b o th  Pearl a n d  T o lk ien 's 
w orks, conso lation  com es on ly  w h en  th e  object of obsession  is ab an d o n ed  
(v o lun ta rily  o r o therw ise). Indeed , Pearl is as m u ch  a sober w a rn in g  as T o lk ien 's  
tre a tm en t of th e  R ing. In  h e r  a rg u m en t for th e  Pearl-poet's in d eb ted n ess  to 
Biblical form , Sarah  P rio r w rites  of Gawain an d  Pearl th a t " th ey  are  n o t gen res of 
res to ra tion  an d  re tu rn , excep t po ten tia lly , a n d  on ly  in  fallen h u m a n  versions," 
an d  th a t " th e  su d d en , h ea rtb reak in g  e n d  to th e  d re a m e r 's  d ream  in  Pearl" 5 6

5 For an excellent overview of Tolkien's time at the OED and his work, see Gilliver et al.
6 For all references to the OED, I have used the online version, the text of which generally 
corresponds to the second print edition.
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em p h asizes  th e  u n a tta in ab ility  of p rov idence  for m o rta ls  ra th e r th an  th e  p rom ise  
of red em p tio n  (Fayre Formez 16). 7 T he s tru c tu ra l c ircu larity  of Pearl sh o u ld  n o t be 
m istak en  for a ro sy  ou tlook , a n d  w h a t conso lation  th ere  is in  the  po em  derives 
n o t from  the  object of obsession  b u t from  th e  Jew eler 's  w illingness to  accep t its 
loss. W .A. D av en p o rt fu r th e r exp lores th e  trag ica lly  on e-s id ed  re la tionsh ip  
be tw een  th e  Jew eler a n d  th e  Pearl:

In the poet's  p resentation  of the M aiden there is necessarily an abstract, 
adam antine quality: the fact that she is a figure translated  into som ething 
other th an  the hum an  child and  tha t the w orld  she inhabits is one w here 
hu m an  rules no longer apply have to  be represented  by an  absence of 
hu m an  feeling and of a sense of earthly relationships. She is, therefore, 
allegorically incapable of offering com fort to the D reamer, since the 
relationship w hich m ight m ake com fort appropriate no longer in  her 
w orld  exists. (16-17)

T he R ing  is sim ilarly  un ab le  to  com fort its b e a re r—instead , it h a s  a co rru p tin g  
an d  m a d d e n in g  effect, w o rsen in g  ra th e r th an  re liev ing  the  sym p tom s of its 
v ictim s. Still, th e  Jew eler a n d  the  various ring -bearers  seem  confiden t th a t one 
m ore  m o m en t o r to u ch  w ith  th e  objects of th e ir desire  w ill satisfy  th e ir obsession; 
for bo th , th a t confidence is m isp laced . The Jew eler seeks to  cross th e  riv er in  an 
effort to  em brace  h is  lost Pearl, an d  a t R ivendell Bilbo begs F rodo  for a g lim pse 
of th e  R ing  long  after it h a s  p assed  to  the  n e w  bearer: "I sho u ld  v e ry  m u ch  like 
ju s t to  p eep  a t it again ," h e  says (II.i.225).

A  deep er exam ple  of th e  re la tio n sh ip  m a y  be  fo u n d  in  th e  sen tim en t of 
p ro fo u n d  a ttach m en t a n d  consequen tia l grief th a t is exh ib ited  b o th  b y  the 
Jew eler an d  b y  th e  ring -bearers  w ho  are sep a ra ted  from  Is ild u r 's  B ane—m ost 
n o tab ly  G ollum . S peak ing  to  h is  Pearl, th e  Jew eler m ourns,

N ow  m y lost one found  again I greet,
M ust bereavem ent new  till death  be mine?
W hy m ust I at once both  part and meet?
My precious pearl do th  m y pa in  design! (28.3)

T he Jew eler 's  lan g u ag e  ind ica tes th a t he is sh a tte red  b y  th e  d isap p earan ce  of his 
Pearl. In  like m anner, G o llum  m o u rn s  for th e  loss of h is rin g  w ith  hopeless, grief- 
stricken  exclam ations: "L osst it is, m y  precious, lost, lost! C u rse  u s  an d  crush  us, 
m y  p recious is lost!" (Hobbit V.128).

7 For a particularly mathematical look at the structure of the Pearl-poet's works and an 
examination of Pearl's circularity, see Condren.
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Indeed , it is a p o in t of in te rest th a t th e  R ing  a n d  the  P earl a re  alike in  the 
v e ry  fo rm  th ey  take, as b o th  are  p ieces of jew elry , b eau tifu l to beho ld . For both , 
how ever, th e ir physica l fo rm  serves m a in ly  as a m an ifesta tion  of a deeper 
co n cep t—for the Jew eler, h is  love for h is  d au g h te r, a n d  for th e  ring -bearers  of 
T o lk ien 's  M idd le-ea rth , th e ir obsession  w ith  th e  p o w er an d  a llu re  of th e  R ing .8 
T he P earl is th e  em b o d im en t of th e  sou l of the Jew eler 's  dau g h te r, th e  R ing  the 
em b o d im en t of th e  p o w er of Sauron. T he Jew eler is b u rd e n e d  by  h is  a ttachm en t 
to  th e  Pearl; th e  ring -bearers, m ost p ro m in en tly  F rodo , are  rep ea ted ly  "w eig h ed  
d o w n "  by  th e  R ing.9 Both are  also struck  by  th e  b eau ty  of the ir respective 
b u rd en s , w ith  the  Jew eler exp la in ing  th a t

No tongue could in  w orthy w ords declare 
The beauty  tha t w as there displayed,
It w as so polished, pure, and fair,
That precious pearl on her arrayed. (19.9)

A n d  T olkien  likew ise reveals th a t G o llum  ow ns "O ne  very  b eau tifu l th ing , very  
beau tifu l, v ery  w onderfu l. H e  h a d  a ring , a go ld en  ring , a p rec ious rin g "  (Hobbit 
V.127). T he consequence of h is  a ttrac tion  to  th e  R ing  is a pow erfu l possessiveness 
th a t ev en tu a lly  g row s to consum e th e  ring -bearer. T h o u g h  G o llum  is an  obv ious 
exam ple  of th is effect, h e  is b y  no  m ean s th e  o n ly  character to  suffer from  it. 
Bilbo, w h en  confron ted  ab o u t th e  R ing  a n d  challenged  to  ab an d o n  it b y  G andalf 
in  the Lord o f the Rings, first becom es defensive, th en  qu ick ly  g ives w ay  to an 
o u tb u rs t eerily  rem in iscen t of th e  lan g u ag e  of G ollum : "It is m ine, I tell you. M y 
ow n. M y p recious. Yes, m y  p rec ious" (I.i.33). Still, G o llum  m a y  be seen as the 
m ost acu te  specim en  of th e  rin g -b ea re r 's  curse. For all its sim plicity , the 
sim ilarity  of G o llu m 's  a n d  th e  Jew eler 's  b ehav io r d em an d s  exp loration . T hough  
th e  Jew eler is certa in ly  less d e ran g ed  th an  Sm eagol, b o th  suffer from  an  enslaved  
m ind : th e  forces a t w o rk  w ith in  th e  tw o  characters are suffic ien tly  sim ilar to 
p ro d u ce  th e  sam e b ehav io r an d  even  cause th em  to speak  in  like m anner.

G o llu m 's  desire  for th a t w h ich  h a s  p e rv e rted  h is  m in d  is such th a t he  
p u rsu e s  it even  w h en  h is  actions m ean  the  dem ise of th e  R ing  a n d  him self. This 
is m ost a p p a re n t in  M o u n t D oom , after w res tlin g  th e  rin g  from  F rodo  (w ho is 
h im se lf u n d e r  its spell):

8 For a defense of the significance of the material aspects of the objectified Pearl, see Riddy.
9 Obsession w ith an object is a prominent theme in  The Lord of the Rings, but to regard 
Tolkien's most famous work as having a monopoly on the idea w ould be to ignore the rest 
of the Legendarium. Feanor and the Silmarils in  The Silmarillion and Thorin Oakenshield 
and the Arkenstone in  The Hobbit are both clear examples of the theme permeating every 
corner of Tolkien's created world.
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"Precious, precious, precious!" G ollum  cried. "M y Precious! O m y 
Precious!" A nd w ith  that, even as his eyes w ere lifted u p  to gloat on  his 
prize, he stepped too far, toppled, w avered for a m om ent on the brink, 
and  then  w ith  a shriek he fell. O ut of the dep ths came his last wail 
Precious, and he w as gone. (VI.iii.925)

U ltim ately , G o llu m 's  desire  to  h ave  th a t w h ich  h e  cou ld  n o t righ tfu lly  possess 
re su lted  in  h is  d estruc tion  an d  th e  d is in teg ra tion  of th e  R ing, th e  object of h is 
obsession. In  m u ch  th e  sam e m an n er, the  Jew eler fo u n d  h im se lf u n ab le  to  resist 
th e  allu re  of th e  P earl an d  th e  k in g d o m  across th e  river. H e  ju m p e d  in to  the 
w a te r in  a desp e ra te  a ttem p t to  g rasp  it:

[...] I leapt o'er
Those m arvellous bounds by m adness swayed.
T hrough headlong haste m e heedless bore,
Yet swift arrest w as on  m e m ade,
For right as I rushed then  to the shore 
That fury m ade m y dream  to fade. (98.1-6)

H ere  th e  Jew eler too  succum bs to  h is  desire  a final tim e, a n d  h is  p rec ious Pearl 
van ishes a long  w ith  th e  k in g d o m  th a t h e  so longs after. A s it so h ap p en s , the 
even ts h e re  are  also s trong ly  evocative of th e  fate  of th e  N um enoreans .

A s w e h av e  a lread y  seen, th e  p rom inence  of th e  w o rd  precious, fo u n d  
m o st o ften  in  passages w h ere  G o llum  p lay s  a part, rep resen ts  a strik ing  
sim ilarity  be tw een  Pearl an d  the  L egendarium . B ut its frequency  th ro u g h o u t 
T o lk ien 's  w orks also illum inates the  p rog ression  of h is  concept of G o llum  an d  
th e  R ing. T he w o rd , as p a r t  of T o lk ien 's  careful construction  of The Hobbit, 
ex isted  in  th e  earlies t d rafts: D oug las A n d erso n  p o in ts  o u t in  The Annotated  
Hobbit th a t "In  th e  first ed ition  of The Hobbit (1937), G o llum  u ses  th e  ph rase  'm y  
p rec io u s ' to  refer on ly  to  h im self. In  th e  second  ed ition  (1951), in  w h ich  G o llu m 's  
ro le w as sign ifican tly  a lte red  [...] th e  p h ra se  m ig h t be tak en  to  refer to  th e  ring , 
as is often  the  case in  The Lord o f the R ings"  (120n8). In  a la ter note , A nd erso n  
exp la ins th a t th e  increased  u sag e  of precious co incided  w ith  the  deve lo p m en t of 
G o llum  in to  a m ore  obsessed  a n d  d is tu rb in g  character (128n25). Precious th u s  
becam e m ore  com m on as G o llum  becam e m ore  d e ran g ed  an d  T o lk ien 's  n o tio n  of 
th e  R ing  d e v e lo p e d —even  as h e  co n tinued  h is  tran sla tio n  of Pearl.

B ecause of its p resence  th ro u g h  so m u ch  of th e  d ev e lo p m en t of 
G o llu m 's  character, th e  w o rd  precious served  as a fo u n d a tio n  for the  s tru c tu rin g  
of h is sp eech —no  sm all considera tion  for Tolkien, w ho  w as excep tionally  aw are 
of th e  lan g u ag e  an d  diction  of h is characters. G ergely  N ag y  exp la ins th a t
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The w ord  "precious" acts as a central signifier in  G ollum 's language. It 
comes up  functionally integrated into sentences, bu t also as a sort of 
interjection, som ething w hich does no t have any further m eaning than  
being used  in certain positions and situations in  speech. In fact, "precious" 
is the addressee of G ollum 's language: it is both  him self and som ething else 
w hich at least superficially seems to be the Ring [...]. (60)

In  o ther w o rd s, precious becom es an  obsession in  an d  of itself, p erm eatin g  
G o llu m 's  speech. But precious is n o t s im ply  a com pulsion , a b y -p ro d u c t of h is 
d e ran g ed  m in d . Instead , it is in trica te ly  connected  w ith  h is  p e rsona lity , an d  th u s  
h is  idiolect. T he w o rd 's  sib ilan t p h o n o logy  p ro fo u n d ly  in fluences b o th  h is 
h issin g  speech  p a tte rn s—"It's  go t to  ask  u ss  a quesstion , m y  preciouss, yes, yess, 
yesss. Jusst one m ore  question  to  guess, yes, yess" (Hobbit V.125) — a n d  h is 
repe titive  an d  occasionally  s ingsong  language.

If G o llum  is an  acu te  exam ple  of a R ing  of P o w er 's  effects on  its bearer, 
h is  decay  is n o t com plete. The Lord o f the Rings is rife w ith  in stances w here  
G o llum  dem o n stra te s  traces of h is old, u n c o rru p te d  n a tu re . T he fu rth e s t d ep th s  
of d esp a ir b ro u g h t b y  th e  R ing  an d  its su b o rd in a tes  are  b es t seen in  the 
characters w h o  h ave  becom e so enslav ed  to  th e  R ing  th a t th e ir o w n  w ills have  
b een  com pletely  destroyed : th e  N azgu l. In  O f the Rings o f Power and the Third Age, 
T olkien  describes th e  D ark  R iders as "k ings, sorcerers, an d  w arrio rs  of o ld " (Silm. 
346). T hey  ach ieved  pow er, b u t th e  m o s t sign ifican t consequence of th e ir s ta tu s  
as r in g -b ea re rs—th e  one th a t led  to  th e ir en s lav em en t—w as the  ex tension  of the ir 
lives, w h ich  re su lted  in  th e ir even tua l succum bing  to  darkness:

They had, as it seemed, unending  life, yet life becam e unendurable to 
them . They could walk, if they w ould , unseen  by all eyes in  the w orld  
beneath the sun, and  they could see things in  w orlds invisible to m ortal 
men; bu t too often they beheld only the phantom s and delusions of 
Sauron. (346)

H ere, T olkien  suggests th a t a llow ing  the  R ings of P ow er to  carry  o u t the ir 
p u rp o se  in  th e  "p rev en tio n  of decay" u ltim a te ly  resu lts  in  th e  eternal 
confinem en t of th e  N azg u l to  an  evil realm .

A nd one by one, sooner or later, according to their native strength and  to 
the good or evil of their wills in  the beginning, they fell under the 
thralldom  of the ring tha t they bore and u nder the dom ination of the One 
[...]. A nd they  becam e forever invisible save to h im  tha t w ore the Ruling 
Ring, and they entered  into the realm  of shadow s. (346)
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T he N azg u l are  exam ples of th e  d an g e rs  of th e  v e ry  ex tension  of the  n a tu ra l 
life—of th ings or of p e o p le —th a t is a t th e  roo t of G o llu m 's  desire, as w ell as th a t 
of ev ery  ring -bearer w ho  is subject to  the  allu re  of Is ild u r 's  Bane. T he Jew eler 's  
desire  is the  sam e, w ith  an  u n n a tu ra l life w ith  h is  d au g h te r b e in g  th a t w h ich  he  
longs for. In  th e  D ark  R iders, T olkien  crea ted  h is  projection  of the consequences 
of un ch eck ed  obsession, a fa te  Bilbo an d  F rodo  are  sp a red  by  G ollum 's 
in terven tion , w h ich  is sp a red  h im , in  tu rn , b y  h is  acciden tal death , an d  sp a red  
th e  Jew eler b y  h is w ak ing  from  the  d ream -vision .

T o lk ien 's  gen ius, in  g rea t part, lies in h is  u se  of p receden t. H is  objective 
w as n o t th e  creation  of som eth ing  en tire ly  d ifferen t from  p reex isting  m yth . 
Instead , T olkien  so u g h t to  sub-create, to connect ev ery  deta il of h is  L eg en d ariu m  
w ith  som e facet of ac tua l legend . In  th e  case of th e  co rru p tin g  n a tu re  an d  
consum ing  p o w er of th e  O ne R ing, w e see reflections of P earl n o t u n lik e  those in  
th e  m irro r of G a lad rie l—som e qu ite  clear an d  philo logical, o thers  m ore  subtle 
an d  them atic  b u t all sign ifican t for o u r jo u rn ey  th ro u g h  T o lk ien 's  challeng ing  
un iverse . S im ply  p u t, th e  w o rd s  a n d  id eas of th e  Pearl-poet b ear m ore  th a n  a 
p ass in g  resem blance  to  T o lk ien 's  w ork . H o w  Is ild u r 's  Bane affects its b ea re rs  an d  
th e  n a tu re  of its p o w er are  d irec tly  connected  w ith  th e  con ten t of th e  poem . 
C onsidera tion  of Pearl in  para lle l w ith  the  w ritin g s of M id d le -ea rth  therefore  
reveals an  in fluence th a t suggests th e  M id d le  E nglish  p o em  on  w h ich  h e  labored  
for so long  h a d  deep ly  p e rm ea ted  T o lk ien 's  im ag inative  process. T he Pearl w as, 
in  the end , fu n d am en ta l to  th e  creative fo rg ing  of th e  R ing.
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