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Totemic Reflexes in
Tolkien 's M iddle-earth

Y v e t t e  K i s o r

T h a t  J .R .R . T o lk ie n  to o k  in s p ira t io n  f ro m  B e o w u l f , am o n g  m a n y  o ther 
m ed ieva l w orks, in  w ritin g  The Lord o f the Rings [LotR] an d  h is o th er ta les of 

M id d le -ea rth  is w ell know n. T his h a s  been  am p ly  d o cu m en ted  b y  T.A. Shippey, 
am o n g  o th ers .1 W h a t I w o u ld  like to exp lo re  h e re  is th e  w ay  in  w h ich  
sham an ism , p a rticu la rly  in  its connection  to O ld  E nglish  w orks like Beowulf, h as  
left its im p rin t on  T o lk ien 's  w orks.

T his m a y  seem  like a cu rious idea, a n d  p e rh a p s  an  exp lana tion , an d  
justification , is in  o rder, v ia  a sh o rt d e to u r in to  th e  w o rk  of T olkien  ad m ire r and  
O ld  E nglish  scholar, S tephen  G losecki.2 M uch  of G losecki's w ork  focused  on 
w h a t h e  called  sham an ic  an d  to tem ic reflexes in  A nglo-Saxon cu ltu re . These 
re la ted  te rm s refer to  th e  re s id u e  of an o ld er cu ltu re  th a t rem ain ed  in  the 
G erm an ic cu ltu res  of h is to ry  an d  record . T h ings like th e  p ro m in en ce  of the 
av u n cu la te  (the tie be tw een  m o th e r 's  b ro th e r a n d  sister 's  son) an d  th e  p revalence 
of an im al im agery , accord ing  to  G losecki, p o in t to  an  earlie r cu ltu re  th a t w as 
m a trilinea l a n d  totem ic. F u rther, e lem en ts of su rv iv in g  O ld  E nglish  p o e try  
ind ica te  an  o ld er sham an ic  trad itio n  th a t u n d e rlie s  them , a re s id u e  th a t w ell m ay  
n o t h ave  b een  fu lly  u n d e rs to o d  by  th e  p oe ts  them selves.3 A long  w ith  h is 
scho larly  focus on  A nglo-Saxon cu ltu re , G losecki h a d  an  ab id in g  in te rest in  the 
w orks of J.R.R. Tolkien, teach ing  a class on  "L ore of th e  R ings" a t UAB 
(U niversity  of A labam a a t B irm ingham ), m o s t recen tly  in  2006. In  th a t course he  
in c lu d ed  m a n y  of th e  O ld  E nglish  an d  G erm an ic  texts th a t served  as T o lk ien 's 
in sp ira tio n  in  o rd e r to  reveal w h a t he  called  th e  "g lo w in g  d e p th s  [that] u n d e rlie  
T o lk ien 's  fan tasy" (qtd. in  C rossley  10).

O ne w ay  to  th in k  ab o u t the  in tersec tions be tw een  these  tw o  id eas is to 
consider to tem ic a n d  sham an ic  reflexes in  T o lk ien 's  w ork . O ne ru n s  in to  an 
im m ed ia te  p rob lem , how ever: W hereas a po em  like Beowulf m a y  contain  
e lem en ts th a t reflect an  o ld er cu ltu re , T o lk ien 's  M id d le -ea rth  is n o t a w ork  th a t

1 Explored most fully in his The Road to Middle-earth and J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century.
2 This article found its genesis in  a paper delivered at the session "Anglo-Saxon Studies in 
Memory of Stephen O. Glosecki" at the Forty-third International Congress on Medieval 
Studies, Western Michigan University, May 2008. Stephen Glosecki passed away in  2007.
3 The fullest treatment of his ideas is found in  his book Shamanism and Old English Poetry.
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accrued  over sign ifican t p e rio d s of tim e b u t is th e  creation  of one m a n - a  
secondary  w orld . W hile th e  p revalence  of th e  av uncu la te  in  Beowulf can be said  
to  reflect th e  p resence  of an  o ld er cu ltu re  w h ere  such  re la tio n sh ip s h a d  a pow er 
an d  m ean ing , th e  fu ll relevance of w h ich  is likely  lost to  th e  la te r A nglo-Saxons, 
for T o lk ien 's  M id d le -ea rth  such d ep th  of cu ltu ra l h is to ry  is n o t a cond ition  of its 
creation . Yet T olkien  crea ted  h is secondary  w o rld  to  h av e  a t least the  ap pearance  
of such  d ep th  of h is to ry  a n d  cultu re . A s such, it can  p e rh ap s  be  said  to contain  
such  reflexes as G losecki finds in  O ld  E nglish  p o e try  like Beowulf.

G losecki h im se lf m a y  h av e  b een  a ttrac ted  to  th is idea. In  h is  m o s t recen t 
pub lication , h is  essay  on  the  possib le  m y th ic  resonances of th e  m etrica l charm s in 
h is  2007 essay  collection, h e  refers to  T olkien  n o  less th a n  th ree  tim es. In  a 
d iscussion  of W o d en /O d in  as h e  figu res in  th e  Nine Herbs charm , G losecki refers 
to  h im  paren th e tica lly  as a figure " th a t in  tu rn  u n d e rlie s  th e  W otan  of W agner's  
R ing  o peras  an d  the ir spin-offs, as w ell as, one m ig h t argue, T o lk ien 's  p eripa te tic  
w iz a rd  G andalf"  ("S tran d ed  N arra tiv e"  62). In  a n o te  to  h is  tran sla tio n  of th e  Wi8  
Dweorh ("A gainst a D w arf") charm , G losecki observes th a t " th e  charm  reflects 
p re -m o d ern  im p ress io n s of th e  'd w a rf ' p o p u la r iz ed  in  m ore  recen t fo lk tale and  
fan tasy . I t 's  especially  eye-open ing  vis-a-vis T o lk ien 's  sangu ine  d w arf 
characteriza tions" ("S tran d ed  N arra tiv e"  65, n o te  36). A n d  finally , in  a footnote 
to  h is  d iscussion  of "d isease-rid ers"  in  th e  O ld  E nglish  charm s such  as Wi8 
Fxrstice  ("A gainst a su d d en /v io len t stabb ing  p a in " ) an d  the  N ine Herbs charm , 
G losecki asks "N eed  w e look fu rth e r for th e  exem plar of w h a t m ig h t be T o lk ien 's 
m o s t ho rrific  v illains, th e  Nazgul, 'D a rk  R iders ' o r 'R in g w ra ith s '?  T oday , m u ch  of 
th e ir im p ac t d ep en d s  u p o n  th e ir d eep  m y th ic  resonance, m o s t a p p a re n t h e re  in 
th e  m etrica l charm s" ("S tran d ed  N arra tiv e"  67, n o te  38). T hese are  suggestive 
observations, a n d  w o rth  exam in ing  m o re  fully. T he one I w o u ld  like to  take u p  
h e re  is th e  characteriza tion  of G an d alf as a sham an ic  figu re .4

In  various d iscussions of O d in  as a sham an-god , G losecki observes h is 
m a n y  sham an ic  traits: h is  association  w ith  th e  m e a d  of poetry ; h is  h an g in g  on 
th e  w orld -tree  Y ggdrasil as a sham an ic  in itia tion  rite; h is  sacrificing  an  eye for 
th e  g ift of p rophecy ; h is  iden tifica tion  as shape-sh ifter; h is  e igh t-legged  steed  
S leipnir, w h ich  becom es h is  vehicle of ecstatic  travel; h is  lead in g  of th e  w ild  h o st

4 Shamanic figures and initiations in  various works have been discussed in  Mythlore's pages 
before, though not as manifested in  Tolkien's works. John Hollwitz considers Ransom's 
transformation in  C.S. Lewis's Out of the Silent Planet as a type of shamanic initiation ritual 
while Nancy-Lou Patterson examines the figure of Lord Peter Wimsey in  Dorothy L. 
Sayers's detective novels as a shamanic "wounded healer." Similarly, Bettina Knapp 
analyzes shamanic qualities in  the figure and journey of Vainamoinen in the Finnish 
Kalevala, a text that was an important influence on Tolkien, and finally Edgar L. Chapman 
examines shamanic figures in  Richard Adams's works. Like Glosecki's, all these studies 
utilize Mircea Eliade's classic work on shamanism as a starting point.
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of th e  d ead  (the Totenheer, th e  w ild  hu n t); a n d  the  e tym ology  of h is  n am e  (OE 
wod "possessed , fran tic" re la ted  to  th e  L atin  vates "seer, poet") (Shamanism  
passim ).5 In  particu lar, G losecki sing les o u t th e  sham an ic  in itia tion  rite  in  h is 
d iscussion  of O d in , seeing  a reflex of such  rites in  B eow ulf's descen t in to  the 
m ere  an d  en coun te r w ith  G ren d e l's  m o th e r.6 Such rites are  rife w ith  im ag ery  of 
d ea th  an d  reb irth , of descen t in to  an  u n d e rw o rld  an d  som etim es ascen t in to  the 
sky, an d  of an en coun te r w ith  a  m y th ic  figure w aitin g  to  d estroy  an d  reconstitu te  
th e  n ew  sham an , w h o  em erges from  th e  o rd ea l w ith  n ew  p o w er (Shamanism  141). 
G an d a lf 's  experience in  M oria  bears  obv ious paralle ls. M oria  itself is a dark  
place, d eep  in th e  earth , th a t h a s  becom e a  n am e  of fear am ong  th e  peop les  of 
M idd le-earth : "O n  all o thers  a d re a d  fell a t th e  m en tio n  of th a t nam e. E ven to  the 
h obb its  it w as a leg en d  of vague fear" (The Lord o f the Rings [LotR], II.4.287); as 
th ey  en te r the  m in es G an d alf asserts  th a t "[t]here  are  o ld er an d  fou ler th ings 
th a n  O rcs in  th e  d eep  p laces of th e  w o rld "  (II.4.301). D u rin g  th e ir jo u rn ey  F rodo  
(a  figure w ith  sham an ic  overtones h im self, g iven  h is  p ro p en s ity  for d ream s an d  
v isions an d  h is  sensitiv ity  to  o ther d im ensions of reality) feels " a  deep  
u neasiness, g ro w in g  to  d read "  (II.4.303) a n d  " th e  certa in ty  of evil ah ead  an d  evil 
fo llow ing" (II.4.304).

W hatever th e  associations of M oria, it is in  h is en coun te r w ith  the 
B alrog th a t G an d a lf 's  experience m o s t c learly  para lle ls  sham an ic  in itia tion  rites. 
H e  challenges th e  Balrog, a n d  b o th  p reva ils  an d  is felled, a n d  th e ir en coun te r is 
one th a t takes p lace b ey o n d  th e  w o rld  th e  re s t of th e  Fellow sh ip  occupies. It is 
c learly  a descent, a long  descen t th ro u g h  freezing  w ater (" long  tim e I fell," says 
G andalf), a n d  G an d alf figh ts w ith  h is o th e rw o rld ly  o p p o n en t "fa r u n d e r  the 
liv ing  ea rth  w h ere  tim e is n o t coun ted  [... w here] th e  w o rld  is g n aw ed  by  
nam eless  th in g s"  (LotR  III.5.490). T he B alrog clu tches h im , a n d  G an d alf hew s 
h im , an d  they  ascend  from  th e  d e p th s  to  th e  h ig h es t peak , " a  d izzy  eyrie above 
th e  m ists of the  w o rld "  (111.5.490). F rom  there , says G andalf,

darkness took m e, and  I strayed ou t of thought and  time, and  I w andered 
far on roads tha t I w ill no t tell [...]. I lay staring upw ard , w hile the stars 
w heeled  over, and each day w as as long as a life-age of the earth. Faint to 
m y ears came the gathered rum our of all lands: the springing and  the 
dying, the song and  the w eeping, and  the slow everlasting g roan  of 
overburdened stone. (III.5.491)

T he encoun te r w ith  th e  Balrog, th e  descen t in to  th e  u n d e rw o rld , th e  ascen t in to  
th e  sky, th e  configu ra tion  of th e  reality  G andalf experiences as be in g  b eyond  
tim e, an d  h is  descrip tion  of h is  experience as a jo u rn ey  ("N ow  I h av e  w alked

5 Marjorie Burns has also discussed this association; see Perilous Realms, 71-3, 95-9, 104-5.
6 Glosecki, "Patterns of Initiation," chap. 5 of Shamanism, 141-80.
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th ere  [...] I w an d e red  far on  ro ad s  th a t I w ill n o t te ll") — all these  fea tu res  suggest 
th e  ou tlines of a sham an ic  in itia tion  rite.

B ut p e rh ap s  th e  m o s t im p o rtan t para lle l to  sham an ic  in itia tion  is the 
tran sfo rm atio n  G an d alf u ndergoes . W hen  h e  re tu rn s  to th e  w o rld  of th e  liv ing  he  
is fu n d am en ta lly  changed . H is  figu re  b ea rs  a ligh t-filled  tran sp a ren cy  an d  there  
is n ew  p o w er in  h im . H e  can confron t the  Black R iders (associated  by  Glosecki 
w ith  th e  d isease-riders  challenged  b y  the  sham an ic  docto r in  O ld  English  
charm s) as the  W hite  R ider an d  battle  th e  D ark  L o rd  S auron  in  a n o n -physica l 
p lane: "I sa t in a h ig h  place, an d  I strove w ith  th e  D ark  T ow er; an d  th e  S hadow  
p assed "  (III.5.484). H e  h a s  superio r kn o w led g e  an d  can see th in g s o thers  can not. 
H e  is sham an ic  in  a w ay  th a t is c learly  re la ted  to h is  experience in  M oria. Even 
h is  reference to  b e in g  sen t back, seen in  th e  w o rld  of M id d le -ea rth  as a reference 
to  th e  V alar o r p e rh ap s  even  E ru, can be  accom m odated  to  a sham an ic  system  
th a t locates a monotheos a t th e  top  of th e  " la d d e r  of sp irit p ow ers ,"  a su p rem e 
b e in g  d is tan t from  th e  h u m a n  w orld , o r a demiurge, bo th  less d is tan t an d  less 
po w erfu l th a n  th e  monotheos, b u t invo lved  in  the  in itia tion  of th e  sham an  
(Glosecki, Shamanism  33).

If G andalf, then , can be seen to h av e  sham an ic  associations, a re  there  
o th er e lem en ts of sh am an ism  in  the  w o rld  of M idd le -ea rth?  A n d  g iven  the 
im portance  of G losecki's id ea  of reflexes of o lder cu ltu res, w h a t is the 
re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  th e  T h ird  A ge seen in  LotR  a n d  th e  o ld er F irst A ge v iew ed  
in  The Silmarillion [Sil.]? A ccord ing  to G losecki, a fu n d am en ta l aspect of 
sh am an ism  is a basic  anim istic w o rld  v iew , a sense of the  u n iv e rse  as an im ated  
b y  spirits, from  liv ing  crea tu res such  as an im als an d  p lan ts  to ino rgan ic  objects 
such  as stones. In  a w o rld  w h ere  trees speak  a n d  m o v e  th is  seem s an  obv ious 
po in t, b u t n o t all c rea tu res of M id d le -ea rth  are equally  cogn izan t of th is 
p h enom enon . T he Elves are  th e  m o s t in  to u ch  w ith  A rd a  as an  an im ate  en tity , as 
is th e  E nt T reebeard  w h o  know s " th e  w o rld  is changing: I feel it in  the  w ater, I 
feel it in  th e  earth , a n d  I sm ell it in  th e  air" (LotR  VI.6.959), a n d  after h is 
en coun te r w ith  the  Balrog, G an d alf can h ea r " th e  slow  everlasting  g roan  of 
o v e rb u rd en ed  stone" (III.5.491). Yet m ost of th e  peop les  of M id d le -ea rth  a t the 
en d  of th e  T h ird  A ge canno t feel a n d  h e a r such  th ings, a n d  as such  the ir situa tion  
para lle ls  th a t of th e  A nglo-Saxons G losecki d iscusses. In  h is  d iscussion  of 
vestiges of an im ism , h e  focuses on  objects th a t re ta in  a sp iritu a l an d  physical 
force th a t goes b ey o n d  sym bolism , concen tra ting  on  w eap o n s an d  go ld  such  as 
th e  boar-he lm et in  Beowulf as a reflex of the  an im al g u a rd ia n  an d  th e  sw ord  
G reyflank  in  The Saga o f Gisli, w h ich  re ta in s  th e  sp irit of its ow ner. S im ilar 
vestiges are p re sen t in  LotR: th e  elven  ro p e  a n d  lembas, for exam ple, re ta in  an 
essence of the ir elven  creators a n d  h ave  re su ltin g  pow er, b o th  h e lp fu l (for F rodo  
an d  Sam) a n d  h a rm fu l (for G ollum ). T he flip  side of the  elven  artifacts are  the 
M o rgu l-w eapons of th e  N a z g u l—recogn ized  im m ed ia te ly  as evil b y  Elves like
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G lorfindel w h o  are  as loa th  to  to u ch  th em  as O rcs are  to  h a n d le  lembas. F ro d o 's  
w o u n d  received  on  W eathertop  fea tu res  a p iece of M o rg u l-b lad e  th a t w orks its 
w ay  in to  F ro d o 's  b o d y - a n im a te d  in d eed  (II.1.215). A n d  of course th ere  is the 
R ing  itself th a t m ore  th a n  an y  of these objects re ta in s  th e  essence of its m ak e r .7

A lso essen tia l to  G loseck i's concept of sh am an ism  are  ecstasy, a 
trancelike sta te  in  w h ich  th e  sh am an  en ters an o th e r rea lity  an d  tim e (E liade 's illo 
tempore)8 an d  engages in  a m etem psycho tic  jou rney ; th erapy , w h ere  th e  sham an  
can engage in  b o th  h ea lin g  or th e  in flic ting  of disease; an d  assistance, the 
p resence  of an im al g u a rd ian s  (Shamanism  7-8). A rag o rn 's  id en tity  as h ea le r is 
re lev an t to  several of these  concepts:

N ow  A ragorn knelt beside Faram ir, and held  a hand  up o n  his brow. A nd 
those tha t w atched felt that some great struggle w as going on. For 
A ragorn 's face grew  grey w ith  w eariness; and  ever and anon he called the 
nam e of Faramir, bu t each tim e m ore faintly to  their hearing, as if A ragorn 
him self w as rem oved from  them , and w alked afar in  some dark  vale, 
calling for one that w as lost. (LotR V.8.847)

W h a t is im p lied  h e re  is th e  ecstatic jo u rn ey  of the  sham an . Both F aram ir and  
A rag o rn  are  in  th e  room , y e t a t th e  sam e tim e th ey  w alk  in  som e o ther 
d im ension . F aram ir confirm s th is u p o n  w aking : "M y lord , you  called  m e. I 
com e," to  w h ich  A rag o rn  replies, "W alk no  m ore  in  the  shadow s, b u t aw ake!" 
(V.8.848). A rago rn  affirm s th a t h e  h a s  " th e  p o w er to heal,"  a p o w er h e  specifies 
as "to  recall [...] from  th e  d a rk  valley" (V.8.849), b u t h e  iden tifies E lrond  as the 
g rea te r heale r, su g g estin g  th a t the scenes w e d id  n o t w itn ess  in  R ivendell, 
E lro n d 's  hea lin g  of F rodo, m ig h t h av e  looked  m u ch  like this.

Yet in  th e  w o rld  of th e  T h ird  A ge such  sham an ic  practices are  clearly  
n o t the  n o rm  a n d  th ey  are  associated  w ith  th e  Elves or th e  N um enoreans . O ther 
peop les of M id d le -ea rth  are f igu red  as es tran g ed  from  com m un ion  w ith  A rda, 
an d  for th em  such  th in g s ap p ea r o n ly  as res idue  of an o ld er cultu re . C onsider, 
for exam ple, th e  av u n cu la te  an d  its association  w ith  m a trilinea l society, for 
G losecki an  im p o rtan t to tem ic reflex.9 In  The Hobbit w e are  to ld , w ith o u t context 
o r exp lana tion , th a t "Fili a n d  Kili h a d  fallen  d e fen d in g  [Thorin] w ith  sh ie ld  an d  
body , for h e  w as th e ir m o th e r 's  e ld e r b ro th e r"  (18.351). In  the case of the  dw arves 
too  little  is k n o w n  of th e ir social s tru c tu re  to  de te rm in e  w h e th e r th is reflects a 
cu rren t situa tion  or re s id u e  of m ore  ancien t custom ; reg a rd less  of h o w  the

7 One may think of J.K. Rowling's concept of Horcruxes in her Harry Potter series in 
connection w ith such ideas of objects retaining some essence of their maker.
8 Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, 94, qtd. in  Glosecki, Shamanism, 13.
9 See for example Glosecki's "Beowulf and the Wills: Traces of Totemism?" and "The Kin 
Bonds of Camelot."
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dw arv es them selves u n d e rs ta n d  th e  practice  it is n o tew o rth y  th a t th e  n a rra to r of 
The Hobbit, Bilbo if w e accept th e  conceit, feels th e  prac tice  req u ires  no  
exp lana tion .10 T he hobb its  them selves show  ind ica tions of a m ore  ancien t culture, 
one th ey  them selves u n d e rs ta n d  little. I t is G andalf, n o t a hobbit, w ho  tells the 
sto ry  of S m eago l's tran sfo rm atio n  in to  G ollum , a n d  in  describ ing  h is  m u ch  o lder 
cu ltu ra l m ilieu  insists  n o t o n ly  th a t h e  is of "ho b b it-k in d "  b u t suggests the 
possib ility  of a m a tria rch a l societal struc tu re . W hen  F rodo  objects to  the  n o tion  
th a t G o llum  is a hobbit, G an d a lf asserts th a t "A bout th e ir orig ins, a t any  rate, I 
k n o w  m ore  th a n  hobb its  do  them selves" (LotR  I.2.53) an d  insists  " th a t Sm eagol's 
g ran d m o th e r w as a m atria rch , a g rea t p e rso n  in  h e r w ay" (I.2.55) a n d  th a t she 
ru le d  G o llum 's  fam ily: "T here w as am o n g  th em  a fam ily  of h ig h  repu te , for it 
w as large a n d  w ea lth ie r th a n  m ost, a n d  it w as ru led  b y  a  g ran d m o th e r of th e  
folk, s te rn  a n d  w ise  in  o ld  lore, such  as th ey  h a d "  (I.2.51); fu r th e r it is clear th a t it 
is she w ho  b an ishes G ollum : "h is  g ran d m o th e r, desirin g  peace, expelled  h im  
from  the  fam ily  a n d  tu rn e d  h im  o u t of h e r  ho le" (I.2.52). C learly  she is th e  figure 
of p o w er a n d  a u th o rity  in  th e  societal struc tu re .

A n d  finally , of course, th e re  are  th e  R ohirrim , m o d e led  on  th e  A nglo- 
Saxons, w ho  fea tu re  cu ltu ra l traces sim ilar to  th o se  de tec ted  b y  G losecki in 
poem s like Beowulf: n o t in tac t m a trilinea l stru c tu re  b u t reflexes of it. The 
p rom inence  of th e  av u n cu la te  reflects n o t a cu rren t political rea lity  b u t a trace  of 
one, p rese rv ed  in  th e  frequency  of the  MoBr-SiSo p a irs  (m o th e r 's  b ro th e r-s is te r 's  
son), th e  affectionate n a tu re  of such  bonds, an d  th e  presence  of lan g u ag e  to  
describe these  fam ilial re la tionsh ips. Sim ilarly, in  LotR  w e have  T heoden  
consisten tly  refer to  E om er as h is  sister-son  a n d  E ow yn as h is  sis te r-d au g h te r 
(LotR  I II.6.504, 506, 512; 8.530), d em o n s tra tin g  lan g u ag e  th a t singles o u t th a t 
fam ilia l re la tionsh ip , a n d  am ong  th e  characters of R ohan  th e  tr io  of T heoden , 
Eom er, a n d  E ow yn  is no t on ly  th e  m ost p ro m in en t, b u t th e  m ost affectionate. The 
d iscussion  of th e  People  of th e  M ark  in  A p p en d ix  A  ("The H o u se  of Eorl," 1043-

10 Bilbo's and Frodo's relationship too, while not a strictly avuncular one, is similar; Tolkien 
refers to Frodo as Bilbo's "favourite 'nephew,'" though the first time he uses it he puts the 
familial term in quotation marks (LotR Prol.10) and makes it clear elsewhere that Frodo is 
not, strictly speaking, the son of Bilbo's sister (it is perhaps worth noting that in  older usage 
the term "nephew" could indicate a broader category of male descendent). The specific 
familial relationship is complicated as Frodo is related to Bilbo through both his father, 
Drogo Baggins, and his mother, Primula Brandybuck, making "Mr. Frodo [...] his first and 
second cousin, once removed either way," at least according to the Gaffer (I.1.22-3). The 
specifics of their kinship are spelled out in  the Family Trees given in  Appendix C, which 
indicate that while the relationship is more distant than that of uncle and nephew, Frodo is 
more closely related through his mother, as Bilbo's mother and Frodo's grandmother are 
sisters, while Bilbo's grandfather and Frodo's great-grandfather were brothers (App C. 
1074-5). Still, "nephew" is the term Tolkien usually applies to Frodo, whether spoken by 
Bilbo (I.1.29) or thought by Frodo himself (II.1.219).
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4) m akes clear th a t ru le  p asses from  fa ther to  son, b u t also p ro v id es  for th e  sister- 
son in h e ritin g  w h en  th e re  is no  son as w h en  Frealaf, H e lm 's  sister-son, fou n d s 
th e  second  line of kings, a n d  E om er fo u n d s  the  th ird  line. T his practice  m ay  
reflect one th a t w as once th e  n o rm  b u t w as su p e rsed ed  b y  pa trilinea l d escen t.11

A n d  th en  th e re  are th e  D rueda in . T hey  a p p ea r in  LotR  f irs t as the 
s ta tu es  of th e  P uke l-m en  th a t M erry  describes on  the  p a th  to  D unharrow :

At each tu rn  of the road there w ere great standing stones tha t had  been 
carved in  the likeness of m en, huge and clum sy-lim bed, squatting cross
legged w ith  their stum py arm s folded on fat bellies. Some in the w earing 
of the years had  lost all features save the dark  holes of their eyes tha t still 
stared sadly at the passers-by. The Riders hard ly  glanced at them . The 
Pukel-m en they called them , and heeded them  little: no pow er or terror 
w as left in  them . (V.3.777)

T he im plication  of th a t las t line seem s to  be th a t a t one tim e th e re  w as in d eed  
p o w er a n d  te rro r in  such  figures. L ater w h en  th e  R oh irrim  encoun te r G han -bu ri- 
G han , M erry  recognizes th e  affin ity  be tw een  th e  m an  an d  th e  sta tues, seeing  in  
th e  chief "one  of those  o ld  im ages b ro u g h t to  life, o r m ay b e  a crea tu re  descen d ed  
in  tru e  line th ro u g h  end less  years from  the  m o d els  u se d  b y  th e  fo rgotten  
craftsm en  long  ago" (V.5.813-4). T he R ohirrim , how ever, do n o t recognize the 
k insh ip , an d  E lfhelm  describes th e  bea te rs of the d ru m s as " th e  W oses, th e  W ild 
M en  of th e  W oods: th u s  th ey  ta lk  toge ther from  afar. T hey  still h a u n t D ru ad an  
Forest, it is said . R em nan ts of an  o lder tim e th ey  be, liv ing  few  an d  secretly , w ild  
an d  w a ry  as the  beasts"  (V.5.813).

T olkien  g ives a fu ller accoun t of th e  D ru ed a in  in  The Unfinished Tales 
[UT]. T here  th ey  are described  as com pan ions of the peop le  of H a le th  in  th e  F irst 
A ge, liv ing  am o n g  th em  b u t of a separa te  race a n d  lineage. Several de ta ils  of 
th e ir practice  suggest sham an ic  qualities. T hey  carve "w atch -stones" th a t are 
im ages of them selves c learly  re la ted  to th e  s ta tues of th e  P u k e l-m en  M erry  
en coun te rs  on th e  ro ad  to  D u n h arro w . In  th e  account in  The Unfinished Tales w e 
are  to ld  th a t O rcs g rea tly  fear these  "w atch -stones" because  th ey  believe th em  to 
be  filled  w ith  th e  m alice  of th e ir m ak ers  a n d  "ab le  to  h o ld  com m unication  w ith  
th em " (395). T h o u g h  o rig inally  p resen ted  as a belief of th e  Orcs, th is id ea  is 11

11 There are other indications that in  the world of m en there is a deeper past, one of which 
m en themselves have only incomplete knowledge. The first men encountered by the Elves 
say Little of their past; when questioned by Finrod Felagund "Beor w ould say Little; and 
indeed he knew little, for the fathers of his people had told few tales of their past and a 
silence had fallen upon their memory. 'A darkness lies behind us,' Beor said; 'and we have 
turned our backs upon it, and we do not desire to return thither even in  thought'" (Sil. 141). 
What cultural practices lie in  that past are murky, for the earliest records of men are made 
by the Elves who encountered them already traveling west.

Mythlore 28:3/4, Spring/Summer 2010   135



Yvette Kisor

sh a red  b y  th e  peop le  of H a le th  w ho  w o u ld  p lace these  "w atch -stones" n e a r the ir 
h o u ses  "be liev ing  th a t (being  m ad e  b y  the  D ru ed a in  them selves for th a t 
pu rp o se) th ey  w o u ld  h o ld  som e of th e  m enace  of th e  liv ing  m en "  (396). T olkien 
goes on  to  re la te  a sto ry  to ld  b y  th e  peop le  of H ale th , w h o  believed  th a t the 
D ru ed a in  "p o ssessed  u n can n y  a n d  m agical po w ers"  (396), w h ich  su p p o rts  
exactly  th is belief. In  th is tale, en titled  "T he F aith fu l Stone," one of the  D ru ed a in  
g ifted  in  leechcraft w ho  p ro tec ts a fam ily  m u s t leave th em  briefly . H e  leaves a 
w atch -stone  in  h is  p lace to g u a rd  the house, "la[y ing] h is h a n d  u p o n  it, a n d  after 
a silence sa[ying]: 'See, I h av e  left w ith  it som e of m y  pow ers. M ay  it k eep  you  
from  h arm !'"  A  few  n ig h ts  la te r th e  fo rester "h e a rd  th e  shrill w a rn in g  call of the 
D ru g s—or d ream ed  th a t h e  h e a rd  it, for it ro u sed  no  one else" (397). L ooking  o u t 
h e  sees tw o  O rcs ligh ting  fire to  h is  house , b u t before  h e  can shoo t an  a rro w  at 
them , a D ru g  ru n s  u p , strikes one of th e  O rcs, a n d  s tam p s o u t th e  flam es as the 
o th er flees. A fte rw ard  th e  fo rester can fin d  n o  trace of th e  m y s te rio u s D ru g  or of 
th e  w atch-stone. B ut w h en  th e  D ru g  w h o  p ro tec ts h is  fam ily  re tu rn s  a n d  hears  
th e  story, h e  lead s th e  fo rester to  the  w atch-stone, the  legs of w h ich  are  n o w  
scorched; it is p e rch ed  u p o n  a d e a d  Orc. T he D ru g  then  reveals h is  ow n  scorched 
legs, say ing

[L]ast n ight I slept. I w oke before m orning came, and I w as in  pain, and 
found  m y legs blistered. Then I guessed w hat had  happened. Alas! If some 
pow er passes from  you  to  a th ing tha t you  have m ade, then  you  m ust take 
a share in  its hurts. (U T  398)

T here  are  clear e lem en ts h ere  associa ted  w ith  sham an ic  practice: the 
D ru g 's  iden tification  as a leech, a healer; h is  tran sm ittin g  of h is  po w ers to  the 
stone; th e  s to n e 's  ability  to  act; an d  th e  close re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  th e  D ru g  an d  
th e  stone. G losecki d iscusses th e  im portance  of g u a rd ian s , u su a lly  an im al 
gu a rd ian s, w h ich  h e  te rm s nigouimes, to  sham an ic  practice  (Shamanism  31-2 an d  
passim ). H e  also d iscusses a m erg in g  th a t occurs be tw een  the g u a rd ian  sp irit a n d  
th e  sham an, w h ere  th ey  becom e one a n d  th e  sham an  often  assum es th e  fo rm  of 
h is  g u a rd ia n  sp irit in  h is  ecstatic jou rneys. C learly  th ere  are  e lem en ts of th is  here. 
W h a t is also clear is th a t th is  w o rld  h a s  w ith d ra w n  b y  the  tim e of the  T h ird  Age. 
W h a t in  the  F irst A ge are  an im a ted  objects of p o w er an d  m enace, th e  w atch - 
stones, a re  s im p ly  u n re g a rd e d  s ta tu es  b y  th e  tim e  M erry  en coun te rs  th em  a t the 
en d  of th e  T h ird  A ge. T h o u g h  th e  peop le  are  still p resen t, th e ir p o w er h as 
decreased , a n d  m u ch  of th e ir p rac tice  h a s  dw in d led . G h an -bu ri-G han  is m ore  
aw are  of th e  n a tu ra l w o rld  perh ap s , sensing  th e  change in the  w in d  before  any  
o th er (III.5.816-7), b u t th is  is a fa r cry from  th e  p o w ers  d em o n s tra ted  by  
D ru ed a in  from  th e  F irst A ge. T his is genera lly  tru e  of a com parison  of th e  T h ird  
A ge to  th e  First, of LotR  to  Sil., w h ere  sham an ic  practices are  m u ch  clearer in  Sil.
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T h u s item s like e lven  ro p e  or M o rg u l-w eap o n s re ta in  an essence of th e ir m aker 
in  a vestige of an im ism  in  LotR, b u t in  Sil. n o t on ly  does T u rin 's  sw o rd  b ea r the 
"m alice [of ...] th e  d a rk  h e a rt of th e  sm ith" (202) as M elian  affirm s, it ac tua lly  
speaks: "Yea, I w ill d rin k  th y  b lood  g lad ly , th a t so I m a y  fo rget th e  b lood  of Beleg 
m y  m aster, a n d  th e  b lood  of B rand ir slain  un justly . I w ill slay  thee  sw iftly" (225). 
T ransfo rm ation  in to  an  an im al g u a rd ia n  spirit, seen n o w h ere  in  LotR,12 f igu res in  
th e  sto ry  of E arendil, as E lw ing, w earin g  th e  Silm aril, th ro w s h erse lf in to  th e  sea 
to  escape M aed h ro s an d  M aglor, the  sons of Feanor, b u t is b o rne  u p  by  U lm o as 
"h e  gave  h e r  th e  likeness of a  g rea t w h ite  b ird "  an d  she  flies over th e  sea to 
E arendil. Even afte rw ard s she con tinues to  b e  associa ted  w ith  b irds, fly ing  on 
"w in g s  [...] w h ite  a n d  silver-g rey  [...] like a w h ite  b ird "  (250). Such 
tran sfo rm atio n s figu re  as w ell in  th e  sto ry  "O f Beren a n d  L u th ien"  in  th e  shape- 
sh ifting  of S auron  as h e  battles H u an : "T hen  S auron  sh ifted  shape, from  w o lf to 
serpen t, a n d  from  m o n s te r to  h is o w n  accustom ed  form " (175), an d  th e  d isgu ises 
of H u an , Beren, a n d  L u th ien , for th ey  do  n o t s im ply  cover th e ir  bod ies w ith  the 
h id e s  of w o lf an d  bat, b u t experience a m ore  b o d ily  m erg in g  w ith  th e  sk ins they  
w ear;13 w h en  H u a n  a n d  L u th ien  app ro ach  in  the "w olf-ham e of D rau g lu in  [...] 
an d  the bat-fell of T hu rin g w eth il"  (178) Beren fears th em  an d  w h en  h e  h im se lf

w as arrayed [...] in  the ham e of D raugluin, and she in  the w inged fell of 
Thuringw ethil [, he ...] becam e in  all things like a w erew olf to  look upon  
[...] and horror w as in  his glance as he saw  up o n  his flank a bat-like 
creature clinging w ith  creased wings. (179)

L ater h e  slinks " in  w o lf's  fo rm  ben ea th "  th e  th ro n e  of M orgo th  (180); c learly  this 
is a  p h en o m en o n  of a  d iffe ren t o rd e r th a n  th e  d o n n in g  of O rc-arm or as a  d isgu ise  
b y  Sam  a n d  F rodo  in  LotR.14

B ut d id  T olkien  h av e  a  conception  of a  m yth ic , le t a lone  sham an ic  or 
totem ic, p a s t ly ing  b e h in d  th e  p o e try  of A nglo-Saxon E ng land? A n d  if so, h o w  is 
th a t sense tran s la ted  in to  h is  ow n  crea ted  w o rld  of M idd le -ea rth?  In  the 
conc lud ing  essay  of th e  vo lum e M yth  in Early Northwest Europe p u t toge ther by  
Prof. G losecki, T om  S h ippey  suggests th a t T olkien  w as aw are of theories of m y th  
an d  sym pathetic  to w ard s  n in e teen th -cen tu ry  p rac titio n e rs  like N ikolai

12 Unless you see G andalfs description of the Balrog during their fight as an instance of 
shape-shifting, which I do not, seeing it rather as a description of the Balrog's physical 
shape once his fire is extinguished: "His fire was quenched, but now he was a thing of 
slime, stronger than a strangling snake" (III.5.490).
13 For the merging of m an and animal guardian, see Glosecki, Shamanism 188.
14 I should mention here the shape-shifting of Beorn in The Hobbit who assumes bear-form, 
though he is something of an anomaly and like other aspects of The Hobbit not well 
integrated into the Middle-earth legendarium.
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G ru n d tv ig , J.M. K em ble, an d  K arl M ullenhoff, even  if on ly  in  preference  to the 
h is to rica l b e n t of scholars of h is  ow n  tim e, so m em o rab ly  lam b asted  in  h is 
lan d m ark  essay  "B eow ulf: The M onste rs  an d  th e  C ritics" (S h ippey  324). For 
m o rta l races like M en an d  H obbits , p a r t of th e  sense of d ep th  crea ted  com es from  
h is  construction  of th e ir h is to ry  to  inc lude  a sh ad o w y  era  p reced in g  th e ir ow n  
records o r kn o w led g e  of them selves; th u s  th e  sense of a vague p a s t ly ing  b eh in d  
th e  first m en  en co u n te red  b y  E lves in  th e  F irst A ge, o r th e  suggestion  of a 
m a tria rch a l p a s t in H o b b it p re-h isto ry . B ut for h is  im m orta l race of Elves, th ere  is 
n o  fo rgo tten  past. In  m an y  w ays th e  estran g em en t of Elves from  th e  o ther races 
of M id d le -ea rth  b y  th e  e n d  of th e  T h ird  A ge s tan d s  in  for th e  d isap p ea ran ce  of 
sh am an ism  traced  by  G losecki. M an y  aspects of th e  sham an ic  o th er w orld , the 
d ream tim e, E liade 's  illo tempore (94, qtd. in  G losecki, Shamanism  13), are 
para lle led  b y  T o lk ien 's  concept of Faerie. A s one critic o bserved  "[t]he trilogy  is, 
significantly , set in  the  essen tia lly  in n e r rea lm  of Faerie, close to  th e  w o rld  of 
d ream  an d  m y th "  (G ran t 164). T h u s L o th lo rien  is a rea lm  w h ere  tim e m oves 
d ifferen tly  a n d  is seen a lternative ly  b o th  as a rea lm  of h ea lin g  an d  peace an d  as 
" th e  G o lden  W ood ,"  a p lace of so rcery  (III.2.422; III.6.502). The Lord o f the Rings 
a lread y  speaks of a lost p a s t w h e re  th e  sp irit w o rld  w as m ore  p resen t, b u t it is 
f ig u red  in  T olkien  as Faerie an d  associated  w ith  th e  Elves. By the  e n d  of the 
T h ird  A ge it is re trea ting , a n d  n o w  o n ly  those  w ith  special sensitiv ity  h ave  
access—th e  Elves, an d  those  desig n a ted  elf-friends. In  its p lace leg en d s of 
m alev o len t sp irits  g ro w  u p , such  as E om er's  v iew  of G alad rie l as th e  Sorceress of 
th e  G o lden  W ood, an d  o ld  w ives ' ta les such  as the  R o h irrim 's  of th e  Ents, for 
w h a t w as once perce ived  to be, an d  once was, an  an im a ted  un iverse .

138   Mythlore 109/110, Spring/Summer 2010



Totemic Reflexes in  Tolkien's M iddle-earth

Works Cited

Burns, Marjorie. Perilous Realms: Celtic and Norse in Tolkien's Middle-earth. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2005.

Chapman, Edgar L. "The Shaman as Hero and Spiritual Leader: Richard Adams' 
Mythmaking in  Watership Down and Shardik." Mythlore 5.2 (#18) (1978): 7-11.

Crossley, Jennifer. "'Lord of the Rings' Class Enchants Students." Spectrum. Kaleidoscope 7 
February 2006: 7, 10. 1 June 2009. <http://studentaffairs.sass.uab.edu/kscope/ 
pdfarchives/kscope020706.pdf>.

Eliade, Mircea. Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy. Trans. Willard R. Trask. Bollingen 
series 76. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1964. Trans. of Chamanisme et les 
techniques archaiques de l'extase.

Glosecki, Stephen O. "Beowulf and the Wills: Traces of Totemism?" Philological Quarterly 
78:1-2 (Winter 1999): 15-47. Repr. in  Heroic Age: A  Journal of Early Medieval 
Northwestern Europe 5 (Summer/Autumn 2001): np. 1 June 2009.

— . "The Kin Bonds of Camelot." Medieval Perspectives 11 (1996): 139-52.
— . Shamanism and Old English Poetry. New York and London: Garland, 1989.
— . "Stranded Narrative: Myth, Metaphor, and the Metrical Charm." In Myth in Early

Northwest Europe. Ed. Stephen O. Glosecki. Tempe: ACMRS with Brepols, 2007. 47-70. 
Grant, Patrick. "Tolkien: Archetype and Word." In Understanding the Lord of the Rings: The 

Best of Tolkien Criticism. Ed. Rose A. Zimbardo and Neil D. Isaacs. Boston and New 
York: Houghton Mifflin, 2004. 163-82.

Hollwitz, John. "The Wonder of Passage, The Making of Gold: Alchemy and Initiation in 
Out of the Silent Planet." Mythlore 11.3 (#41) (Winter-Spring 1985): 17-24.

Knapp, Bettina. "A Jungian Reading of The Kalevala 500-1300?: Finnish Shamanism—The 
Patriarchal Senex Figure." [Part I: Introduction]. Mythlore 8.3 (#29) (Autumn 1981): 25
8.

— . "A Jungian Reading of The Kalevala 500-1300?: Finnish Shamanism—The Patriarchal
Senex Figure." [Part II: The Archetypal Shaman/Hero]. Mythlore 8.4 (#30) (Winter 
1982): 33-6.

— . "A Jungian Reading of The Kalevala 500-1300?: Finnish Shamanism—The Patriarchal
Senex Figure." [Part III: The Anima Archetype]. Mythlore 9.1 (#31) (Spring 1982): 35-6.

— . "A Jungian Reading of The Kalevala 500-1300?: Finnish Shamanism—The Patriarchal
Senex Figure." [Part IV: Conclusion]. Mythlore 9.2 (#32) (Summer 1982): 38-41. 

Patterson, Nancy-Lou. "'All Nerves and Nose': Lord Peter Wimsey as W ounded Healer in 
the Novels of Dorothy L. Sayers." Mythlore 14.4 (#54) (Summer 1988): 13-6.

Shippey, Tom. "Imagined Cathedrals: Retelling Myth in  the Twentieth Century." In Myth in 
Early Northwest Europe. Ed. Stephen O. Glosecki. Tempe: ACMRS with Brepols, 2007. 
307-32.

— . J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century. London: HarperCollins, 2000.
— . The Road to Middle-earth: How J.R.R. Tolkien Created a New Mythology. 1982. Rev. ed.

Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2003.
Tolkien, J.R.R. "Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics." Proceedings of the British Academy 

22 (1936): 245-95.
— . The Hobbit. 1937. New York: Ballantine, 1986.
—. The Lord of the Rings. 1955. Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1999.

Mythlore 28:3/4, Spring/Summer 2010   139



Yvette Kisor

— . "On Fairy-stories." 1947. The Tolkien Reader. New York: Ballantine, 1966. 33-99.
— . The Silmarillion. 1977. Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2001.
— . Unfinished Tales. 1980. New York: Ballantine, 2002.

A b o u t th e  A u th o r
Yv ette  K is o r  is Associate Professor of Literature at Ramapo College of New Jersey. She 
has various publications on Tolkien, Beowulf, and medieval literature. Among her recent 
publications are "'Elves (and Hobbits) always refer to the Sun as She': Some Notes on a 
Note in  Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings" in Tolkien Studies; multiple entries in The J.R.R. 
Tolkien Encyclopedia: Scholarship and Critical Assessment, ed. Michael Drout (New York: 
Routledge, 2006); "Numerical Composition and Beowulf. A Reconsideration," in  Anglo- 
Saxon England; and "Moments of Silence, Acts of Speech: Uncovering the Incest Motif in  the 
Man of Law's Tale," in  The Chaucer Review.

Mythic Circle
The Mythic Circle is a small literary magazine published annually by the Mythopoeic 
Society which celebrates the work of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, and Charles Williams. 
These adventuresome writers saw themselves as contributors to a rich imaginative 
tradition encompassing authors as different as Homer and H.G. Wells. The Mythic Circle is 
on the lookout for original stories and  poems. We are also looking for artists interested in 
illustrating poems and stories.

Mail submissions and letters to the Editor:
Dr. Gwenyth Hood
English Department, Corbly Hall
Marshall University
Huntington, WV 25701
or Email: hood@marshall.edu

Order through the society website: 
www.mythsoc.org 
US first class $8 
Canada first class $10 
Mexico/Latin America air $12 
Europe/Asia $12

140   Mythlore 109/110, Spring/Summer 2010


	Totemic Reflexes in Tolkien's Middle-earth
	Recommended Citation
	To join the Mythopoeic Society go to: http://www.mythsoc.org/join.htm
	Online MidSummer Seminar 2025 More Perilous and Fair: Women and Gender in Mythopoeic Fantasy


	Totemic Reflexes in Tolkien's Middle-earth
	Abstract
	Additional Keywords
	Creative Commons License

	MYTHLORE

