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C o r r u p t i n g  B e a u t y :   R a p e  

Narrative in  The  S ilm arillio n

L y n n  W h i t a k e r

T h is  e s s a y  e x p lo r e s  t h e  u s e  o f  r a p e  n a r r a t i v e  in  The Silmarillion: w ith  
specific reference to  th e  fem ale characters A redhe l an d  L u th ien , I analyze 

th e  ran g e  of lite ra ry  techn iques by  w h ich  T olkien  sim u ltan eo u sly  explo its yet 
constra ins th e  p o w er of rap e  (th rea ten ed  or actual) as a n a rra tiv e  m o to r an d  
d ram atic  spectacle.

T he re a d e r 's  first reaction  to m y  title  m ig h t w ell be  "W h at rape  
narra tiv e?" , such  is th e  sub tle ty  of T o lk ien 's  rep resen ta tio n  an d  th e  cu ltu ra l 
pervasiveness of rap e  in fiction. In d eed  it is th is  am b igu ity  th a t I find  fasc inating  
because, th ro u g h  it, T olkien  can advance  a  p lo t a ro u n d  th e  no tion  of rape  
w ith o u t ac tua lly  rep resen tin g  th e  act itself. Several fem in ist critics (e.g. H oreck, 
P rojansky) arg u e  th a t it is d ifficu lt to  rep re sen t rap e  in  a rt w ith o u t c rea ting  a 
v icarious p leasu re  in  sexual violence; th ey  arg u e  th a t th e  p u rv iew  of the 
read e r/sp ec ta to r itself objectifies an d  offers pow er, p leasu re , an d  m as te ry  in  the 
n a rra tiv e  event. A voidance of rap e -rep resen ta tio n s does n o t necessarily  resolve 
th e  prob lem , how ever, as re fu sa l to rep re sen t th e  act can serve as titilla tion  w here  
th e  ev en t is w ith h e ld  so as to  tan talize . T hus th e  w rite r of ra p e  narra tive  m u s t 
nav iga te  a  tricky  course to  en su re  th a t th e  rep resen ta tio n  of rap e  (even as a  
s tru c tu rin g  absence) is no t a  m isogyn ist act. I believe th a t Tolkien, th ro u g h  
u tiliza tio n  of a ran g e  of lite ra ry  techn iques th a t suggest an  'a u th en tic ity ' an d  
balance  in  n a rra tiv e  a n d  th a t res is t gen re  conventions, does successfu lly  n av ig a te  
th is course, b u t th a t h is  p o sitin g  of fem ale b eau ty  as th e  cata lyst for v io len t 
seduction  or u n re s tra in e d  lu s t rem ain s prob lem atic  o th er th a n  as u n d e rs to o d  in 
m y th ic  m ode.

Fo llow ing  P ro jan sk y 's  m odel, I u se  th e  te rm  'ra p e  n a rra tiv e ' in  its 
b ro ad es t sense of in c lu d in g  " rep resen ta tio n s  of rape , a ttem p ted  rape , th rea ts  of 
rape , im p lied  rap e  an d  [...] coercive sexuality" (P rojansky 18). A  ra p e  n a rra tiv e  
n eed  no t there fo re  con tain  actual rape , b u t w ill h ave  at least a  th rea t or 
im plica tion  of coercive or n o n -consensua l sex as a d riv in g  elem ent. By u s in g  th is 
w id e  defin ition , b o th  the  E o l/A redhe l n a rra tiv e  an d  th e  C u ru fin  an d  
C elego rm /L u th ien  narra tive  can be  tre a ted  as rap e  narra tives w h ere in  th e  m ale  
succeeds in  o r a ttem p ts o r desires sexual v io lation  or v io len t seduction  of a  
re s is tan t fem ale. In  b o th  these  exam ples th e  w o m en  are  considered  beau tifu l, and  
it is th is  b eau ty  th a t ign ites the  destructive  m ale  desire.
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A s is th e  m o o t question  in  th e  legal defin ition  of rap e  in  any  
ju risd ic tion , m u ch  is a t stake in  o u r u n d e rs ta n d in g  of fem ale n o n -consen t a n d  its 
m o d e  of expression , a n d  o u r in ference of n o n -co n sen t (unequ ivocally  in  th e  case 
of L u th ien , b u t p e rh a p s  less so in  the  case of A redhel) is im p o rtan t to  the 
construction  of 'g o o d  w o m an  as v ictim ' w h ich  serves as a sp rin g b o a rd  for 
them es of rom ance a n d  hero ism  a n d  suggests a g rea te r a rchetypal o r m yth ica l 
re ad in g  of th e  ra p e  tragedy . A s is th e  case w ith  b o th  of T o lk ien 's  exam ples 
d iscussed  here , gen re  conventions re la tin g  to the  rep resen ta tio n  of g en d er roles 
an d  a tten d an t no tions of beau ty , innocence, a n d  love shape  ou r expectations of 
p ro p e r m ale /fem ale  re la tio n sh ip s in  the  text, so as to  no rm alize  o r n a tu ra lize  the 
e lem en t of sexual violence: p aradox ica lly  it can be  th e  very  u b iq u ity  of rape  
narra tiv e  th a t m akes it d ifficu lt to  sp o t w h en  em b ed d e d  in  a rescue/rom ance 
trajectory. O ne of th e  m ore  prob lem atic  aspects of th is  'n o rm aliz a tio n ' is th e  u se  
of fem ale b eau ty  as a m itig a tin g  aspect a n d  inev itab le  tr ig g e r of m ale  sexual 
aggression  (at its m o s t extrem e, m ale  sexual aggression  m a y  be  th eo rized  as the 
logical v a lida tion  of w o m an 's  b eau ty  in  narra tive  term s), as th is is one of 'm y th s ' 
of ra p e  th a t fem in ism  h as  s tru g g led  to  d isp e l in  re la tion  to  th e  lived  experiences 
of h is to rica l w om en.

A red h e l
I w ill consider first the  n a rra tiv e  re la tin g  to  A redhe l in  C h ap te r 16 of The 

Silmarillion, "O f M aeglin ." A redhe l is first in tro d u ced  to  u s  as a character w ho  
w ishes to leave th e  "g u a rd e d  city of G o ndo lin "  of w h ich  h e r  b ro ther, T urgon, is 
k ing. A lth o u g h  th is is no t a tran sg ressive  d esire  (the n a rra to r stresses th a t 
freedom  to ro am  w as a fo rm er rig h t of A redhel), w e m ig h t construe  A red h e l's  
w an d e rlu s t as resistance to  m ale  au thority ; in d eed  one m ig h t con tend  th a t 
A red h e l's  su b seq u en t cap tu re  a n d  h e r  dea th  a t th e  h a n d s  of Eol (enacted  in  fron t 
of T urgon) is effectively an  iron ic  narra tiv e  p u n ish m en t for res is ting /escap ing  the 
series of m ale  s tric tu res im p o sed  b y  h e r b ro ther, h e r  g uards , h e r  h u sb a n d  and  
even  h e r son. T olkien  creates a certa in  p recocity  in  A redhel, a lth o u g h  it is fram ed  
as feistiness, e.g. in  h e r  'u p p ity ' re to rt to  h e r  b ro th e r 's  p rov is iona l perm ission : "I 
am  y o u r sister an d  no t y o u r servan t, an d  b ey o n d  y o u r b o u n d s  I w ill go as seem s 
go o d  to  m e. A n d  if you  b eg ru d g e  m e an  escort, th en  I w ill go alone" (151). (She 
does n o t w an t to  v is it h e r  b ro th e r F ingon  as su ggested  b y  T urgon; she w an ts 
in s tead  to seek h e r m ale  fr ie n d s—th e  tem p estu o u s  sons of Feanor.) T his 
p recocity  is re ite ra ted  as A redhe l b e in g  h e a d s tro n g  an d  w ith o u t f e a r—"sh e  w as 
fearless an d  h a rd y  of heart, as w ere  all th e  ch ild ren  of F inw e" (152)—b u t it is also 
possib le  to re a d  A red h e l's  u n sa ted  ap p e tite  for n ew  experiences a n d  for m ale  
com pany  o th er th a n  h e r  b ro th e rs  as an  aw aken ing  sexual cu riosity  an d  desire:

There [in H im lad] for a w hile she w as content, and  had  great joy in
w andering  the w oodlands; bu t as the year lengthened and Celegorm  d id  not
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return, she becam e restless again, and  took to  rid ing alone ever further 
abroad, seeking for new  paths and un trodden  glades. (153)

T h a t A redhel, in  th e  absence of a m ale  figu re  (C elegorm ) is d issa tisfied  
w ith  w h a t she has, b u t does n o t k n o w  w h a t it is she seeks (new  p a th s  an d  
untrodden g lades), confirm s h e r  innocence of sex, as w as p e rh a p s  p rev io u sly  
im p lied  in  T u rg o n 's  w a rn in g  th a t " th e re  are  m a n y  perils  in  M id d le -ea rth  of 
w h ich  th e  L ad y  know s n o th in g "  (151). N onetheless, even  an  in n o cen t curiosity  is 
'im p ro p e r ' an d  a ttrac ts n a rra tiv e  p u n ish m e n t if acted  u p o n , as su ggested  in  the 
fem in ist analysis of classic fa iry ta les such  as B luebeard , G oldilocks, an d  L ittle 
R ed  R id in g  H o o d  (see, for exam ple, M aria  T atar o r M arina  W arner). T hat 
A red h e l rem ains increasing ly  a ttrac ted  to  g lad es a n d  d a rk e r areas of th e  forest, 
d esp ite  h a v in g  o n ly  ju s t escaped  w ith  h e r life w h en  p rev io u sly  "en m esh ed  in  
sh ad o w s" (152), m a y  serve to  u n d e rlin e  e ither A red h e l's  con tinu ing  innocence 
o r —co nverse ly—h e r g ro w in g  kn o w led g e  a n d  desire  for b o u n d a ry -p u sh in g  
thrills. In  folk an d  fairy ta le  th e  ch ild 's  jo u rn ey  th ro u g h  th e  fo rest conno tes a loss 
of innocence, a jo u rn ey  to w ard s  ad u lth o o d  w ith  th e  lu re  of sex as th e  sym bolic 
act thereof, see e.g. The R obber Bride. Such is T o lk ien 's  rep ea ted  m o tif of the 
d a rk  forests of M id d le -ea rth  as a site of p o ten tia l evil o r tran sg ression  th a t it is 
d ifficu lt to  su p p o r t a re a d in g  of A red h e l as fu lly  in n o cen t in  h e r exp lo ra tions at 
th e  edge of N an  E lm oth, a fo rest w h ere  "en ch an tm en t lay  u p o n  it still" a n d  
w h ere  th e  trees are " th e  ta llest an d  d a rk es t in  all B eleriand, an d  th ere  th e  sun  
n ev er cam e" (153).

T he folly of A red h e l's  w an d e rlu s t is p red ic ted  by  h e r  b ro ther: " it is 
aga in s t m y  w isdom , a n d  I fo rebode th a t ill w ill com e of it b o th  to  you  an d  to  m e" 
(151). This m a y  be  in te rp re ted  as typ ical E lvish fo resigh t/pessim ism , b u t it posits 
A red h e l's  desire  as th e  source no t on ly  of h e r  o w n  dow nfa ll b u t of G o n d o lin 's  
also, w hich, as it re su lts  in  the b ir th  of th e  tra ito ro u s  M aeglin , m a y  be  re a d  as 
such. L ew is a n d  C urrie  con tend  th a t " th e  ta le  of th e  fall of G ondo lin  contains a 
defin ite  th re a d  of th e  idea  th a t sexual d egeneracy  beings d o w n  civilisations" 
(Lew is an d  C urrie  201). W hile th e  d estruc tion  of G ondo lin  m a y  seem  a 
d isp ro p o rtio n a te  p rice  to  p a y  for A red h e l's  p erso n a l choice an d  desire, the 
fram in g  of A red h e l's  narra tive  w ith in  the  g rea te r d oom  or curse  of th e  N o ldo r 
so m ew h a t d im in ishes A red h e l's  personal responsib ility , as w e can n o  sooner fu lly  
accoun t h e r responsib le  for the consequences of h e r  actions th an  any  of the 
N o ld o r "en sn a red  in  an  evil th a t [they] d id  n o t a id "  (149): she is an  archetypal 
figu re  th a t serves to  illu s tra te  the  in s id ious n a tu re  an d  d iverse  m an ifesta tions of 
th e  curse.

N onetheless, desp ite  A red h e l's  function  as a specific arche type  (th a t of 
th e  cu rious a n d  h e a d s tro n g  y o u n g  w om an), T olkien  clo thes h e r  in  sufficient 
p e rso n a l de ta il th a t w e also m a y  m ak e  perso n a l ju d g m e n t of A red h e l an d  of her
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actions a t th e  m ore  local level of the  w ay w ard  teenager exp erim en tin g  w ith  self 
iden tity . T o lk ien 's  techn ique  of a lte rna te  focalization  be tw een  A red h e l an d  
T urgon  d u rin g  the  exposito ry  section of n a rra tiv e  h e lp s  to m a in ta in  th e  fiction of 
n a rra tiv e  n e u tra lity  an d  balance th a t w ill la te r p riv ilege  th e  re a d e r 's  sym pathetic  
ju d g m en t of A red h e l as th e  p re fe rred  read ing , b u t it in itia lly  b ro k ers  a so m ew h at 
n eg a tiv e  read ing . W e see th e  p a in  th a t is th e  consequence of A red h e l's  w illfu l 
actions: h e r com pan ions "h a rd ly  escaped  w ith  th e ir lives" (152); "T u rgon 's  h e a rt 
w as h eav y  a t h e r  go ing" (151); "T urgon  sat long  alone, e n d u rin g  grief a n d  anger 
in  silence" (152). T he pe ril of h e r  com pan ions a n d  T u rg o n 's  g en u in e  h eartfe lt 
an g u ish  is in  con trast to  A red h e l's  so m ew h at superfic ia l o r selfish desire  b o rn  of 
ennu i: "she  w earied  of th e  g u a rd e d  city  of G ondolin , d es irin g  ever th e  longer the 
m ore  to  r id e  aga in  in  th e  w id e  lan d s  an d  to w alk  in  th e  forests, as h a d  been  her 
w o n t in  V alinor" (151). T hat T olkien  h a s  a lread y  estab lished  G ondo lin  as a 
p arad is iaca l san c tu ary  "fit to  com pare  w ith  E lven T irion  b ey o n d  th e  sea" (145) 
w o u ld  seem  to fu rth e r su p p o r t th e  re ad in g  of A red h e l's  perso n a l desire  as selfish 
an d  p e tu lan t, p a rticu la rly  as, h a v in g  g a in ed  h e r  w ish , "she  becam e restless 
again" (153); later, w h en  experiencing  a d ifferen t captiv ity , u n d e r  Eol, she 
"m arv e led  th a t she h a d  g ro w n  w eary  of th e  ligh t of G ondo lin " (155). Such selfish 
superfic ia lity  is in  con trast to  T u rgon 's  an g u ish  w h ich  is b o th  p erso n a l an d  
p o litica l—th e  safety  of th e  k in g d o m  an d  h is subjects is h is  responsib ility . In 
se tting  u p  A red h e l's  actions as selfish, reckless folly, th e  n a rra to r could  be 
im p ly in g  th a t A red h e l deserv ed  to  be  ta u g h t a lesson  or 'w as  ask ing  for troub le ': 
th is  recklessness, com bined  w ith  h e r  b eau ty  a n d  h e r  a ttire  (tw ice Eol is a ttrac ted  
to  h e r because  of th e  v isib ility  of h e r  w h ite  d ress, so it is, in  a sense, 
'p ro v o ca tiv e ')  w o u ld  seem  consisten t w ith  a ra p e  n a rra tiv e  in  w h ich  the 
m a id e n 's  sexual cu riosity  (and  availability) is 'p u n ish e d .'

A lthough  A red h e l's  selfish desire  m a y  suggest som e 'g u ilt ' in  the 
consequences of h e r  actions, th e  stru c tu re  of the  n a rra tiv e  w orks aga in s t th is to 
inv ite  sy m p a th y  for A red h e l's  p ligh t. T h ro u g h o u t th e  n arra tive , A red h e l's  
subjectiv ity  is d efin ed  m o stly  in  re la tion  to  the  m ale  figu res in  h e r  life — as sister, 
w ife, m o th e r—she lacks tru e  au to n o m y  as a character o r as a n a rra tiv e  agent. In  
te rm s of n a rra tiv e  stru c tu re  she m oves from  th e  p ro tective su rveillance of T urgon  
(an d  h is proxies) to  th e  p re d a to ry  su rveillance of th e  D ark  Elf, Eol, in  th e  first 
h a lf  of the  chapter: the  cu lm ination  of th is ex p o sito ry  sequence is th e  'r a p e ' th a t 
signals th e  en d  of th e  first h a lf  of th e  sto ry  (note th a t th e  chap te r title, 'O f 
M aeg lin ,' confirm s th a t th is  is n o t A red h e l's  sto ry  b u t th a t of h e r  son: the  first 
h a lf  of th e  sto ry  is a necessary  ex p lana tion  of th e  'b a d  b lo o d ' of M aeglin). The 
ra p e  sequence m oves focalization  to  Eol, d en y in g  A redhe l character subjectivity , 
effectively objectify ing h e r  in  re la tion  to  Eol a n d  h is  desire. In  focaliz ing  Eol w e 
are  g iven  in s ig h t in to  h is  strange  po w ers a n d  tw is ted  m otivations, a n d  h is  desire  
is d irec tly  linked  to  A red h e l's  beau ty :
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[H]is eyes could see deep into shadow s and dark  places. [...]H e saw 
A redhel Ar-Feiniel [...], a gleam  of w hite in  the dim  land. Very fair she 
seem ed to  him , and  he desired her; and he set his enchantm ents about her 
so tha t she could no t find the w ays out, bu t d rew  ever nearer to  his 
dw elling in  the depths of the wood. (154)

T olkien  sets u p  a series of o p p ositions be tw een  A red h e l an d  Eol th a t 
position  th e  characters respective ly  as 'g o o d ' an d  'ev il,' o r 'v ic tim ' an d  
'ag g resso r.' W here  A red h e l is c lad  in  w h ite  an d  is " th e  W hite  L ad y  of the 
N o ld o r"  (151), Eol is c lad  in  "galvorn [...] b lack  a n d  sh in ing  like jet" an d  is a 
"D ark  Elf" w ho  " sh u n n e d  the  N o ld o r"  (153). W here  A redhe l is "v ery  fair," Eol is 
"d a rk  a n d  g rim " (158). Significantly, it is th e  sight of th e  "v ery  fair" A redhe l th a t 
incites E ol's lust, h e r b eau ty  in flam ing  h is  desire, h e r d ress d raw in g  h is  eye; h is 
avow ed  h a tre d  of th e  N o ld o r coup led  w ith  th is lu s t w o u ld  su p p o r t th a t Eol's 
desire  h as an  an g ry  e d g e —it is a desire  to  v iolate. A lth o u g h  T o lk ien 's  te rm  'D ark  
E lf' connotes those  w h o  d id  n o t see th e  lig h t of V alinor an d  does n o t u su a lly  
connote  evil, it is clear in  th is in stance  th a t Eol is a m alev o len t p resence  a n d  an 
especially  'd a rk ' Elf. The sun less se tting  of N an  E lm oth  w h ere  Eol lives " in  deep  
shadow , lov ing  th e  n ig h t an d  th e  tw ilig h t u n d e r  th e  s tars"  in  "d im  halls  [w ith] 
such  servan ts as h e  h ad , silen t an d  secret as th e ir m as te r"  (153), w arn s  u s  of h is 
sin ister an d  secretive n a tu re . Eol is rem in iscen t of th e  folk legend  of th e  'E rlk ing ', 
th e  fo rest-dw elling  evil elf w h o  ensnares  th e  innocen t an d  un w ary ; o r the 
Scottish 'H in d  E tin ' w ho  takes to  w ife a n d  im prisons th e  aristocratic  m a id en  w ho  
stray s in  to  h is  fo rest (as p u n ish m en t for b reak in g  tw igs in  h is  dom ain).

T olkien  confirm s E ol's m alevo lence  by  sub tly  s tress ing  th e  du p lic ity  by  
w h ich  Eol p lo ts to  en snare  th e  vu lnerab le  A redhel: h a v in g  sp ied  on  h e r  u n aw ares  
an d  h a v in g  p rev en ted  h e r  leav ing  th e  forest, h e  w ill offer h e r  w elcom e an d  
"[take] h e r  to  w ife." T he inclusion  of five in stances of 'a n d ' in  th e  tw o  sentences 
describ ing  th is p lo t creates ten s ion  an d  excitem ent, a n d  suggests tha t, consensual 
o r no t, th e  sexual conquest of A red h e l is th e  inexorable ou tcom e of E ol's d a rk  
desire:

A nd  w hen  A redhel, w eary w ith  w andering, cam e at last to his doors, he 
revealed himself; and  he w elcom ed her, and  led  her into his house. A nd 
there she rem ained; for Eol took her to wife, and it w as long ere any of her 
k in  heard  of her again. (154).

T he descrip tion  of the  m ee tin g  beg ins w ith  A red h e l as the  sub jec t—b u t she loses 
h e r  subjectiv ity  w h en  she arrives a t "E o l's doors ,"  as th e  sentence con tinues in 
th e  active voice w ith  Eol as subject a n d  A redhe l as object -  "h e  revea led  h im self"; 
"h e  w elcom ed  h e r" ; "h e  led  h e r" ; an d  (significantly) "Eol took h e r  to  w ife."

Mythlore 29:1/2, Fall/Winter 2010   55



Corrupting Beauty: Rape Narrative in  The Silmarillion

Likew ise, th e  verb  choices suggest an inev itab le  progression of E ol's m ascu line  
action, cu lm in a tin g  in  th e  'ta k in g ' of A redhel. T he single re in sertion  of A redhe l 
as subject ju s t before  th e  clim actic action  of E ol's ta k in g —"th e re  she rem ain ed "  — 
m a y  confer som e n o tio n  of agency  an d  therefo re  consen t on  th e  p a r t of A redhel, 
b u t th e  rev ersed  syn tax  serves to  d im in ish  th is ( 'sh e  rem ain ed  th e re ' w o u ld  
im p o rt g rea te r agency). T he em p h asis  on  p ro p erty , ow nersh ip , an d  possession  
("h is doors"; "h is  house") fu r th e r con tribu tes to  the  sense th a t A red h e l is m ere ly  
an  object, a th in g  to be  p ossessed  an d  u se d  b y  Eol a t h is  w ill.

H av in g  th u s  e n d e d  th e  first section  w ith  th is encoun ter, T olkien  creates 
som eth ing  of a n a rra tiv e  ellipsis in  w h ich  w e p o n d e r  the  im plication  of A redhel 
b e in g  tak en  "to  w ife" in  th e  sin ister c ircum stances, i.e. w e consider w h e th e r th is 
is a rape. L ew is an d  C urrie  also n o te  th is coy e llipsis an d  its tacit suggestion  of 
ra p e  as an  expected  n a rra tiv e  p u n ish m e n t for th e  h ead s tro n g  w o m an  w ith in  
literatu re:

[I]t w ou ld  probably be w orth  com paring Eol to m asculine literary 
stereotypes to see w here he stands in relation to  the sorts of adventures 
w om en like A redhel m eet w ith. W hatever the exact details, the next tim e 
w e see them  Eol and A redhel are m arried  and they have a son, Maeglin. 
(Lewis and  C urrie 201)

T he n a rra tio n  of th e  second  section beg ins b y  an sw erin g  th e  'q u e s tio n ' of 
consen t (or th e  question , as L ew is a n d  C u rrie  p u t it, of " th e  ad v en tu re s  w om en  
like A redhe l m ee t w ith"): "It is n o t sa id  th a t A redhe l w as w ho lly  un w illin g , no r 
th a t h e r  life in  N an  E lm oth  w as h a te fu l to  h e r  for m a n y  years" (154). The 
n eg a tiv e  construction  h e re  is s l ip p e ry —"n o t sa id / u n w illin g "  "no r/h a te fu l,"  an d  
th e  qualification  of the  n o u n s  a n d  adjectives there in  ("w h o lly  unw illing ,"  "m a n y  
years") fu r th e r obfuscates ra th e r th an  clarifies th e  m ean ing . W e cannot 
ca tegorically  say  th a t A red h e l w as ra p e d  or th a t h e r  life as w ife is ha tefu l, on ly  
th a t if consen t was g iven  it w as n o t fu lly  in fo rm ed  (she is u n aw are  of E ol's p lo t to 
en snare  her, she is "w eary "  an d  lost) a n d  there  is certa in ly  som e d o u b t over her 
w illingness ("n o t/w h o lly  unw illing"). T he seem ing ly  h o n est re p o r t of an 
om nisc ien t E lven n a rra to r serves to  verify  th e  au th en tic ity  of th is s ta tem en t in  
th e  absence of an y  character focalization  (i.e. w e are n o t g iven  e ither Eol or 
A red h e l's  perspective) yet also d raw s  a tten tion  to th e  h e a rsa y  n a tu re  an d  
n eg a tiv e  fo rm u la tion  of the  te s tim o n y  ("it is n o t said"). These m u ltip le  
techn iques all cast d o u b t on  the  existence an d  ex ten t of A red h e l's  consen t o r lack 
thereof, confirm ing  th e  en coun te r as a ra p e  n a rra tiv e  b u t w ith o u t n a rra tin g  the 
act itself. In  th e  absence of a d irec t account of th e  act itself, the  read e r is forced  to 
accep t the  n a rra to r 's  confusing  sta tem en t a n d  in fer th a t A red h e l's  w illingness 
w as a t best com prom ised  an d  a t w o rs t non-ex isten t.
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I t is n o t u n til la te r th a t w e are  g iven  co rrobo ra ting  (if conflicting) 
ev idence  as to  A red h e l's  consent. P e rh ap s E ol's o w n  rem o n stra tio n  to  M aeglin  
th a t h is  son is " ill-go tten" suggests adm ission  of rap e  on  the  p a r t of Eol: "So you  
forsake y o u r fa ther a n d  y o u r kin, ill-go tten  son!" (160). W h a t is in te restin g  is 
E ol's u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  c ircum stances in  w h ich  A redhe l left G ondolin , for it  is 
clear th a t h e  perceives h e r to  h av e  been  'tr a p p e d ' there , as h e  exclaim s to  T urgon, 
"Yet if in  A red h e l y o u r sister you  h av e  som e claim , th en  le t h e r  rem ain ; le t the 
b ird  go back  to  h e r  cage, w h ere  she w ill soon sicken aga in  as she sickened 
before" (159). If Eol believes A red h e l to  h av e  been  a caged  b ird  in  G ondo lin  then  
d id  he  perceive h e r  su b seq u en t life w ith  h im  as liberation? as k indness?  as 
em anc ipa tion  from  a certa in  so rt o f societal s tric tu re  (w hich  is, after all, h is  ow n  
lifestyle choice)? C ertain ly , desp ite  the  in c red u lo u s  response  of the cou rt 
com pany  to  "a  tall Elf, d a rk  an d  grim , o f the  k in d red  o f th e  S indar: ye t h e  claim s 
th e  lad y  A redhe l as h is  w ife" (158), A red h e l w o u ld  seem  to d e fen d  Eol: "H e 
speaks b u t th e  tru th . H e  is Eol an d  I am  h is  w ife, an d  h e  is fa ther of m y  son. Slay 
h im  not, b u t lead  h im  h ith e r to  the  K ing 's  ju d g m en t"  (158). B ased on  th is 
defense, T u rgon 's  w elcom e is n o t th a t w h ich  w o u ld  be  g iven  to  a rap ist: "T urgon  
tre a ted  h im  w ith  h o n o u r, an d  rose u p  an d  w o u ld  take  h is  h an d ; a n d  h e  said  
'W elcom e, k in sm an , for so I h o ld  y o u '"  (159).

Such w elcom e is c learly  p red ica ted  b y  A red h e l's  p erso n a l defense as it 
con trasts  g rea tly  to  th a t g iven  b y  ano ther of th e  N o ldo r, C uru fin , w h ile  Eol is in 
p u rsu it o f A red h e l an d  M aeglin . C u ru fin  clearly  im plies th a t A red h e l w as raped . 
H e  u p b ra id s  Eol thus: "D o n o t f lau n t th e  title of y o u r w ife before  m e [...] for 
those  w ho  steal th e  d au g h te rs  o f th e  N o ld o r w ith o u t g ift o r leave do  n o t ga in  
k in sh ip  w ith  th e ir kin. [...] [M ]y h e a rt w arn s  m e th a t if you  n o w  p u rsu e  those 
w h o  love you  no  m ore, n ev er w ill you  re tu rn "  (157). H o w ev er even  here , w here  
A red h e l is p o s ited  as 's to len ' (again  th is im p o rts  th e  n o tion  th a t she is p roperty , 
ex is ting  o n ly  in  re la tionsh ip  to  th e  m e n  w h o  claim  h e r) an d  w h ere  she is so 
sto len  w ith o u t "g ift o r leave" (bu t w hose  g ift o r leave? H e r o w n  or her 
b ro ther's?), C u ru fin  w o u ld  seem  to suggest th a t th e re  has p rev io u sly  b een  som e 
love be tw een  Eol a n d  A redhe l a n d  th e  fam ily  u n it  th ey  constitu te  w ith  M aeglin  
(though  th ey  n o w  "love you  n o  m o re"). Still th ere  is clear in ference in the 
descrip tion  of action  th a t th e  "su n -sh y "  Eol (156), "d riv en  b y  anger a n d  the 
sham e of h is  h u m ilia tio n "  (157), is an  evil figu re  a n d  u ses illicit surveillance: 
" th ey  k n ew  n o t th a t h e  fo llow ed  th em  [...] a n d  Eol saw  from  afar th e  w h ite  
ra im en t o f A red h e l"  (157).

A n im p o rtan t aspect o f th is  in ference of evil, in  ad d itio n  to  the  in itia l 
construction  of Eol as m alevo len t, is T o lk ien 's  characteriza tion  of Eol as 'o th e r ' or 
u n n a tu ra l (e.g. h is  iso lation  from  o ther Elves, h is  re la tionsh ip  w ith  dw arves) and  
as an  abusive, possessive a n d  p a ran o id  m a le  w ho  seeks to  control, re s tric t an d  
do m in a te  h is  w ife an d  to keep  h e r  iso la ted  from  h e r  fam ily  an d  kin:
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For though  at Eol's com m and she m ust shun  the sunlight, they w andered 
far together u nder the stars or by the light of the sickle moon: or she m ight 
fare alone as she w ould, save tha t Eol forbade her to seek the sons of 
Feanor, or any others of the Noldor. (154)

T he lexical choices of "co m m an d ,"  "m u st,"  an d  "fo rbade" su g g est E ol's contro l 
of h is  w ife, a n d  w h ile  it is n o t sin ister th a t Elves sho u ld  w an d e r u n d e r  stars, the 
im ag ery  of th e  "sickle m oon" a n d  th e  im pera tive  th a t "sh e  m u s t sh u n  sun ligh t"  
b o th  con tain  associations w ith  the  u n n a tu ra l from  w h ich  w e in fer th a t A red h e l is, 
a t best, in  th ra ll to  Eol: in  T o lk ien 's  oeuv re  a sickle m o o n  is a m o tif in  the 
castigation  of B eruthiel, a n d  of course evil c rea tu res such  as orcs sh u n  sun ligh t. 
T he sense of th e  u n n a tu ra l ex tends to  th e  p ro h ib itio n  ag a in s t A redhe l v is iting  he r 
kin, an d  is fu r th e r co m p o u n d ed  b y  th e  p roh ib ition  on  th e  "fo rb id d en  to n g u e  of 
th e  N o ld o r"  (albeit th is  p ro h ib itio n  com es from  b ey o n d  th e  au th o rity  of Eol). We 
re a d  these p roh ib itions as u n n a tu ra l o r un reaso n ab le  a n d  n o  less th an  a 
sub jugation  of A red h e l's  N o ld o r iden tity ; be in g  w ith  Eol effects abjection of 
A red h e l's  tru e  self. In  these n a rra tiv e  deta ils  w e recogn ize  the  abused , 
constra ined  existence typ ical of w h a t m ig h t n o w  be  te rm ed  th e  'b a tte re d  w ife.' It 
is ironic too  th a t the  very  th in g  she set o u t to  ach iev e—m eetin g  w ith  th e  sons of 
F e a n o r—is th e  th in g  th a t is exp ressly  fo rb id d en  to  A redhel. The contro l an d  
stric tu re  exerted  b y  Eol is an  im p o rtan t e lem en t in  o u r re a d in g  of the 
E o l/A redhe l n a rra tiv e  as a rap e  n a rra tiv e  a n d  th ereb y  eliciting  sy m p a th y  for the 
A red h e l character an d  po sitio n in g  h e r  as victim .

T h a t E ol's re la tionsh ip  to  A red h e l is abusive an d  v io la to ry  a t base  is 
re in fo rced  in  various n a rra tiv e  e lem en ts in c lu d in g  th e  character arc of M aeglin , 
Eol a n d  A red h e l's  " ill-go tten  son" (160), w ho  also is d en ied  h is  N o ld o r id en tity  
b y  Eol. M aeg lin  w o u ld  seem  d o u b ly  d o o m e d —as the  ch ild  of ra p e  for h is  fa th e r 's  
p a r t  a n d  u n d e r  the  curse  of the  N o ld o r for h is  m o th e r 's  pa rt. T here  is a literal an d  
m etap h o rica l aspect to h is  b e in g  bo rn  " in  th e  sh ad o w s" (154) an d  h is  unspoken 
(one m ig h t say  unspeakab le) N o ld o r nam e  is "ch ild  of th e  tw iligh t"  (154). 
M aeg lin  w ill g ro w  to be  a shadow y , lim inal, treach ero u s figure like h is  father, 
w ith  sim ilarly  'u n n a tu ra l ' appe tites  as show n  in  h is taboo  d esire  for Idril, h is  first 
cousin, T u rgon 's  dau g h ter: " it seem ed  to h e r  a th in g  s trange  a n d  crooked  in  h im , 
as in d eed  th e  E ldar ever since deem ed  it" (161). It is explicitly  sta ted  th a t M aeglin  
is like h is  fa ther " in  m o o d  a n d  m in d "  (154) and , a lth o u g h  laconic, h e  h as  a pow er 
of seduction  in  h is  voice, a n d  th e  ab ility  to  re a d  th o u g h t (M aeglin  m ean s  "S harp  
G lance" [154]). M aeglin  can m an ip u la te  h is  m o th e r read ily ; h e  aim s to  " re a d  h e r 
u n g u a rd e d  m in d "  (155) an d  p e rsu ad es  h e r  to  leave Eol thus:
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"Lady, let u s  depart w hile there is time! H ere w e are held  in  bondage, and 
no profit shall I find here; for I have learned all th a t m y father has to teach 

[. . .] "  [.. .]
Then A redhel w as glad, and  looked w ith  p ride  up o n  her son; and [...] 

they departed  and rode away to the no rth  eaves of N an  Elmoth. (156)

T he successful en trea ty  th a t th ey  are  h e ld  " in  b o n d ag e"  acts as 
co rrobo ra ting  source th a t A redhe l is effectively a captive of Eol, an d  the 
ex tension  of th is b o n d ag e  to  M aeg lin 's  ow n  situa tion  w o u ld  seem  to confirm  
E ol's abso lu te  an d  abusive  d o m in ion  an d  ty ran n y . M aeglin  too is d en ied  h is 
desire  "to  speak  w ith  th e  sons of Feanor, h is  k in " (155), a n d  reb u k ed  b y  h is fa ther 
thus: "'Y ou are of th e  h o u se  of Eol, M aeg lin  m y  son ,' he  sa id  'a n d  n o t of the 
G o lo d h rim  [...]. I w ill n o t deal n o r h ave  m y  son deal w ith  th e  slayers of o u r k in  
[...]. In  th is you  shall obey  m e, o r I w ill set you  in  b o n d s '"  (155). T he en su in g  
d ram atic  iro n y  is th a t A red h e l an d  M aeg lin 's  escape w ill re su lt in  Eol too 
becom ing  a slayer of kin, as, in  h is  a ttem p t a t filicide of M aeg lin  (su re ly  th e  w o rs t 
category  of k inslay ing), h e  in s tead  kills A redhel. The h eav y  phallic  sym bolism  of 
th e  scene in  w h ich  A red h e l knowingly  faces d ea th  b y  ju m p in g  in  fron t of the 
p o iso n ed  javelin  ta rg e ted  a t M aeglin , in  th e  h o u se  of h e r  b ro ther, for th e  sake of 
h e r  so n —and still pleads fo r  mercy for th e  m u rd e ro u s  E o l—says m u ch  for h o w  the 
m ascu line  an d  th e  fem in ine a rchetypes are  constructed : the  'b eau tifu l w o m an ' 
m u s t w elcom e troub le ; the  'g o o d  w o m an ' m u s t w illing ly  e n d u re  such  abuse  to 
recu p era te  p rev io u s  transg ression ; it is th e  rig h t of the  m ale  to enact th e  law . 
E ach of these  tropes fu r th e r obscures th e  issue of 'co n sen t' b ecause  th ro u g h  th em  
'w o m a n ' is n o t on ly  expected to be  a v ictim  of m ale  sexual violence, b u t to  forgive 
it, in d eed  b o th  A red h e l an d  Id ril d isp lay  th a t th ey  are  'g o o d  w o m en ' as th ey  
h av e  "m oved  T urgon  to  m ercy" (160) desp ite  th e  severity  of the  crim e. (It sho u ld  
be  n o ted  too  th e  n a rra tiv e  tran sfo rm atio n  of A red h e l's  fo rm er feistiness in  to 
com passion  a n d  m e rc y —A red h el is n o w  a 'b e tte r  p e rso n ' for h e r experiences 
w ith  Eol.)

A s M aeg lin  goes on  to  b e tray  G ondo lin  for h is  "crooked" desire  of Idril, 
an d  is p u t to  d ea th  on  th e  rock like h is  fa ther before, th ere  is a chilling  c ircu larity  
to  th e  ra p e  n arra tive , tha t, like th e  curse  of the  N o ldo r, confirm s such  action  as an 
evil on  th e  scale of th e  a rche type  ra th e r th a n  th e  personal. Several e lem en ts of the 
Id ril/M aeg lin  n a rra tiv e  m irro r th a t of th e  A redhel/E o l n arra tive . A gain, w ith  
M aeglin , th e  sigh t of b eau ty  is a m o tiv a tin g  factor in  h is d a rk  desire: " th e  b liss 
an d  sp len d o u r of G ondo lin  su rp a ssed  all th a t h e  h a d  im ag in ed  from  th e  ta les of 
h is  m other, an d  h e  w as am azed  by  [...] th e  m an y  th ings strange  a n d  beau tifu l 
th a t he  beheld . Yet to  n o n e  w ere  h is  eyes m ore  often  d ra w n  th a n  to Id ril the 
K ing 's  d au g h te r"  (158). T hat M aeg lin  does n o t h ave  th e  instinctive taboo
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su rro u n d in g  a fo rb id d en  degree  of re la tionsh ip  confirm s h im  in d eed  as perverse , 
an d  w e see th is in  M o rg o th 's  co rru p tio n  of M aeglin:

to  M aeglin he prom ised the Lordship of G ondolin as his vassal, and  the 
possession of Idril Celebrindal, w hen  the city should be taken; and indeed 
desire for Idril and  hatred  for Tuor led M aeglin the easier to his treachery 
[...]; and  he abode in  the halls of the King w ith  sm iling face and  evil in  his 
heart, w hile the darkness gathered ever deeper up o n  Idril. (290)

T he n a rra to r is am b ig u o u s as to  h o w  fa r M aeg lin  is successful in  h is desire  to 
'p o sse ss ' Idril, say ing  on ly  th a t "T uor so u g h t to  rescue Id ril from  th e  sack of the 
city, b u t M aeg lin  h a d  la id  h a n d s  on  h e r"  (291), b u t th e  v io lence of th e  'r a p e ' of 
G ondo lin  serves as a d ram atic  su b stitu te  for the  destru c tio n  an d  co rru p tio n  of 
th e  fem inine. The techn ique  is u se d  p rev io u sly  in  th e  descrip tion  of E ol's rage  at 
th e  b eau ty  of G ondolin , w h e re  " th o u g h  h e  w as am azed  n o  less th a n  h is  son a t all 
h e  saw , h is h e a rt w as filled  th e  m ore  w ith  an g er a n d  w ith  h a te  of th e  N o ldo r" 
(158). T h rough  h is  figu ra tive  association, T olkien  allies unchecked  m ale  lu s t w ith  
rage, w ith  dup lic ity  ("he abode w ith  sm iling  face an d  ev il in  h is heart"), an d  w ith  
a desire  to  d estro y  or co rru p t beau ty . M y  title  "C o rru p tin g  B eauty" is an  a ttem p t 
to  cap tu re  th e  am b ig u ity  of th is them e: b eau ty  can be co rrup ted ; b u t b eau ty  can 
also co rru p t b y  ig n itin g  m a le  desire.

L u th ien
N o w  I w ill consider the  rap e  n a rra tiv e  of L u th ien  th a t occurs in  C h ap te r 

19 of The Silmarillion, 'O f  Beren a n d  L u th ien .' T h ro u g h o u t the  tale, L u th ien  h as 
severa l ep isodes w h ich  can be  read  as rap e  narra tive : h e r  en coun te r w ith  
C elegorm  an d  C u ru fin  is p e rh ap s  th e  m o s t obvious, b u t h e r  en coun te rs  w ith  
S auron  an d  M orgo th  also h av e  e lem en ts of sexual violence. F rom  th e  outset, 
L u th ien , of all T o lk ien 's  w om en , is estab lished  as m o s t beau tifu l, an d  th is b eau ty  
is critical to  th e  context of rap e  n a rra tiv e  as an  a rchetypal story. L u th ien 's  b eau ty  
is m o re  th a n  a p e rso n a l a ttribu te ; it is sym bolic of th e  d iv ine, of h e r  connection  to 
th e  V alar an d  Eru. It is w o rth w h ile  look ing  a t th e  first m en tio n  of L u th ien  (in 
C h ap te r 4, 'O f T h ingo l a n d  M elian ') as various p a tte rn s  of characteriza tion  are 
estab lished  here . It is in te res tin g  to  n o te  th e  descrip tions of L u th ien 's  m other, 
M elian , a n d  of h e r  u n io n  w ith  T hingol, as th ey  estab lish  th e  fem in ine capacity  to 
en trance  th e  m a le  w ith  b eau ty  in  d ifferen t form s. M elian  also is beau tifu l, an d  
w ise  an d  gifted: " th e re  w ere  n o n e  m ore  b eau tifu l [of th e  peop le  of L orien  ] th an  
M elian , n o r m ore  w ise, n o r m ore  sk illed  in  songs of enchan tm en t. [...] 
N igh tinga les  w en t alw ays w ith  h e r  an d  she ta u g h t th em  th e ir song" (54). In  a 
recu p era tio n  of th e  Ph ilom ele  ra p e  n a rra tiv e  of classical m y tho logy , T hingol 
(E lw e Singollo) is a ttrac ted  first to  th e  song  of th e  n ig h tin g a le  a n d  th en  to  the 
song  of M elian  (in the  very  w o o d  w h ere  in  la ter ages Eol w ill en sn are  A redhel).
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T he song  casts a p o w erfu l spell, aw aken ing  desire, an d  su g gesting  th e  m ale 's  
ab ility  to  'lo se ' h im se lf w h en  seduced  b y  beauty :

[S]uddenly [...] he heard  the voice of Melian, and it filled all his heart w ith  
w onder and desire. He forgot then  u tterly  all his people and the purposes 
of his m ind, and follow ing the birds under the shadow  of the trees he 
passed  deep in  to N an  Elm oth and w as lost. (54)

H ere  th e  concept th a t T h ingo l "w as lost" is lite ra l an d  m etapho rica l; he  
h a s  lost " th e  p u rp o ses  of h is  m in d "  as w ell as h is  p a th  in  the forest. I t is th e  sigh t 
an d  touch  of M elian  th a t d eep en s th e  spell, in d eed  it elevates T h ingo l's  desire  to 
th a t of love; an d  th ro u g h o u t the  re s t of th e  passage  the  tran scen d en t p o w er of 
v ision  w h en  b eh o ld in g  d iv ine  b eau ty  is em phasized :

[O]ut of the darkness he looked at her, and the light of A m an w as in  her 
face.

She spoke no w ord; bu t being filled w ith  love Elwe came to her and 
took her hand, and  straightw ay a spell was laid on  h im  [...].

[H]e alone of all the Sindar had  seen w ith  his ow n eyes the Trees in  the 
day  of their flowering [...]. A nd of the love of Thingol and  M elian there 
came into the w orld  the fairest of all the C hildren of Iluvatar that w as or 
shall be. [End of chapter] (55)

H ere, too, th e  u se  of 'A nd ' to  beg in  th e  las t sen tence of th e  chap te r suggests an 
inexorab le  conclusion  to  th is ho ly  un ion : L u th ien . In teresting ly , th o u g h , w e are 
n o t to ld  h e r  n am e  a t th is  stage, o n ly  th a t she is "fa ires t of all th e  C h ild ren  of 
Ilu v a ta r" ; h a v in g  b u ilt u p  an tic ipation , L u th ien  is n o t 're v ea led ' to  u s  u n til m an y  
chap te rs  later, in  the  ta le  th a t is h e r  ow n.

W h en  Beren en co u n te rs  L u th ien  danc ing  in  th e  w oods of N e ld o re th  in  
D oriath , th is  too  is th e  first 's ig h t' of L u th ien  for th e  reader. T he sense of s igh t — 
an d  its association  w ith  (divine) e n c h a n tm e n t—is em p h as ized  in  th e  m a n y  v isual 
descrip to rs  in  th e  passage:

[A]ll m em ory of his pa in  departed  from  him , and he fell into an 
enchantm ent; for Luthien w as the m ost beautiful of the children of 
Iluvatar. Blue w as her raim ent as the unclouded heaven, bu t her eyes w ere 
grey as the starlit evening; her m antle w as sew n w ith  golden flowers, bu t 
her hair w as dark  as the shadow s of tw ilight. As the light up o n  the leaves 
of trees, as the voice of clear w aters, as the stars above the m ists of the 
w orld, such w as her glory and her loveliness; and in  her face w as a 
shining light. (193)
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T he on ly  d escrip to r o th e r th a n  v isu a l is au ra l ("as the  voice of clear w aters"), 
and , in  echo of M elian  (and  also Philom ele), th ere  is th e  association  of fem in ine 
physica l b eau ty  w ith  th e  b eau ty  of song  a n d  of th e  n igh tinga le  in  particu lar. 
D en ied  the  s igh t of L u th ien , Beren becom es "d u m b , as one th a t is b o u n d  u n d e r  a 
spell," b u t h is  "spell of silence" is d ispelled  w h en  L u th ien  sings a song  th a t 
" re leased  the  b o n d s  of w in te r"  (193). T he descrip tion  of th e ir su b seq u en t m eetin g  
con tinues to  p la y  w ith  th e  idea  of 'lo v e  a t first s igh t' as a h o ly  pow er, an d  w ith  
n o tio n s of enchan tm en t. W hen  L u th ien  b eho ld s Beren, "d o o m  fell u p o n  her, an d  
she loved  h im ," bu t, after she em braces h im , "she  s lip p ed  from  h is  arm s an d  
v an ish ed  from  h is  sigh t even  as th e  d ay  w as b reak ing" (193). T hus den ied  the 
sigh t of L u th ien , th e  effect is dev asta tin g  to  Beren, s trik ing  h im  b lind , ju s t as 
ea rlie r h e  w as struck  dum b:

Then Beren lay u p o n  the ground in  a swoon, as one slain at once by bliss 
and  grief; and  he fell into a sleep as it w ere into an  abyss of shadow  [...].
A nd w andering in  m ind  he groped as one tha t is stricken w ith  sudden  
blindness, and seeks w ith  hands to  grasp the vanished light. (194)

In  ally ing  L u th ien 's  b eau ty  to th e  concept of a d iv ine  pow er, Tolkien 
estab lishes an y  th re a t to  L u th ien  or h e r b eau ty  as in trin sica lly  unho ly . In  th is 
w ay, th e  jealous be traya l of L u th ien  an d  B eren by  D aeron  can be  re a d  as a 
m alev o len t act; an d  th e  en su in g  w ra th  of T hingol, fu ll of revu ls ion  th a t "su ch  as 
these  [m en][should] lay  h a n d s"  (196) on  h is dau g h te r, w h ich  leads to h e r  'p rice ' 
of a S ilm aril from  th e  crow n  of M orgo th , is a sign th a t a g rea te r evil is a t w ork: 
" th u s  he  w ro u g h t th e  d oom  of D oriath , an d  w as en sn a red  in  th e  curse  of 
M an d o s"  (196). T h ingo l's  su b seq u en t action  of im p riso n in g  h is  d a u g h te r  w o u ld  
also suggest th a t h is  ju d g m en t is aw ry: as M elian  h as no ted , "y o u  h av e  do o m ed  
e ither y o u r d au g h te r o r yourself. A n d  n o w  is D oria th  d ra w n  w ith in  the  fate  of a 
m ig h tie r rea lm " (197). L u th ien  w ill escape h e r fa th e r 's  re s tra in t in  o rd e r to  aid  
Beren, b u t she suffers fu r th e r cap tu re  th ro u g h o u t th e  n a rra tiv e  on  account of h e r 
b eau ty  a n d  pow er.

E specia lly  re lev an t to  m y  en q u iry  is th e  cap tu re  of L u th ien  b y  C u ru fin  
an d  C elegorm , vengefu l sons of F eanor. C elegorm  a n d  C u ru fin  are  a lready  
po sitio n ed  ag a in s t Beren, in  th a t th ey  h ave  re ite ra ted  th a t th o u g h  th e ir cousin, 
F in ro d  F elagund , sh o u ld  h e lp  B eren in  h is  quest for a Silm aril, th ey  w ill kill any  
th a t dares  to seek o r w ith h o ld  th e  jew els. A s th e  re ad e r know s th is b u t L u th ien  
does not, th e  en su in g  en coun te r b e tw een  L u th ien  an d  th e  tw o  b ro th e rs  creates 
im m ense  n a rra tiv e  ten s ion  a n d  reinforces th e  n o tio n  th a t L u th ien  is naive, 
innocent, a n d  p o w erle ss—th e  read e r w an ts  to  's h o u t o u t' to  w a rn  her. The idea  
of dup lic ity  is once aga in  p re sen ted  as ind ica tive  of m alev o len t desire, as
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C elegorm  d issem bles h is  tru e  in ten tions to w ard s  th e  tru s tin g  L u th ien . P resen t 
too  is th e  id ea  of L u th ien 's  b eau ty  as a pow erfu l force th a t is th e  roo t of desire:

[Huan] brought her to  Celegorm, and Luthien, learning tha t he w as a 
prince of the N oldor and the foe of M orgoth, w as glad; and  she declared 
herself, casting aside her cloak. So great w as her sudden  beauty revealed 
beneath  the sun tha t Celegorm  becam e enam oured of her; bu t he spoke 
her fair, and  prom ised tha t she w ould  find help in  her need, if she 
re tu rned  w ith  h im  now  to N argothrond. By no sign d id  he reveal tha t he 
knew  already of Beren and  the quest, of w hich she told, nor tha t it w as a 
m atter tha t touched him  near. (203)

H o ld in g  L u th ien  cap tive is fu r th e r sign of th e  b ro th e rs ' evil in ten t, a n d  th is is 
m a d e  explicit in  the  n arra tio n , " th ey  h e ld  h e r  fast, a n d  took  aw ay  h e r  cloak, and  
she w as n o t p e rm itted  to  p ass  the  gates o r to  speak  w ith  any  save th e  b ro thers  
C elegorm  a n d  C u ru fin "  (203). W hile  th e  s tr ip p in g  of h e r  en ch an ted  cloak m a y  be 
re a d  as a p ractical gestu re  b y  w h ich  to  re s tra in  L u th ien , it is also possib le  to read  
th e  act as a hum ilia tio n  an d  d eg rada tion ; th e  s tr ip p in g  of the cloak literally  
d ivests L u th ien  of som e p o w er a n d  m akes h e r all th e  m ore  visible a n d  vu lnerab le  
for th e  b ro th e rs  to  enjoy. C elegorm  a n d  C u ru fin 's  p u rp o se  in  cap tu rin g  L u th ien  
is certa in ly  m ad e  explicit, as is th e ir treachery : " th ey  p u rp o se d  to  le t the  K ing 
[F inrod F elagund] perish , an d  to  keep  L u th ien , an d  force T h ingo l to  g ive h e r 
h a n d  to C elegorm . T hus w o u ld  th ey  advance th e ir pow er, a n d  becom e the 
m ig h tie s t of the  p rinces of th e  N o ld o r"  (203). O ne is n o t to ld  h o w  th e  b ro th e rs  
m ig h t "force" T h ingo l to  g ive h is  d a u g h te r 's  h an d , b u t rap e  w o u ld  seem  a 
p lausib le  m easure , an d  a fa it  accompli if re su ltin g  in  pregnancy , th o u g h  it is ironic 
th a t earlie r in  th e  book it is C u ru fin  w h o  h as ra iled  ag a in s t such  practices (in h is 
en coun te r w ith  Eol).

O f course, L u th ien  escapes from  N arg o th ro n d  a n d  rescues Beren, 
th o u g h  n o t before  a ttrac tin g  th e  desire  of S auron  w h o  also know s of " the  fam e of 
h e r  b eau ty "  an d  w h o  w ishes " to  m ak e  h e r  captive an d  h a n d  h e r  over to  the 
p o w er of M orgo th" (205) in  a con tinua tion  of th e  m o tif of cap tu re  as u n h o ly  
v io lation . T ogether Beren a n d  L u th ien  b u ry  F in rod  F elagund , an d  these  actions, 
even  w ith o u t the  la te r fe tch ing  of a S ilm aril from  the  crow n  of M orgo th , am o u n t 
to  a trem en d o u s  h u m ilia tion  of th e  b ro th e rs  C elegorm  an d  C urufin , fu r th e r 
c loud ing  th e ir a ttitu d e  to  B eren a n d  L uth ien . T he read e r m a y  construct the 
escape of L u th ien  as a d o u b ly  h u m ilia tin g  fa ilu re  for C e leg o rm —h e h as lost h is  
p riso n er an d  h is p o ten tia l 'w ife .' B ut L u th ien 's  'm a id e n ' s ta tu s  is coded  as a 
fu r th e r affront, for the  citizens of N a rg o th ro n d  tu rn  aga in s t th e  b ro thers, an d  
b an ish  them , "say in g  th a t a m a id en  h a d  d a re d  th a t w h ich  th e  sons of F eanor h a d  
n o t d a red  to  do; b u t m a n y  perceived  th a t it w as treach ery  ra th e r th a n  fear th a t 
h a d  g u id e d  C elegorm  a n d  C u ru fin "  (207). T he linkage of L u th ien 's  'm a id e n '
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sta tu s  to  th e  b ro th e rs ' hum ilia tio n  a n d  b an ish m en t acts as a tacit m o tiva tion  for 
th e ir actions in  the  n ex t section of th e  n a rra tiv e  w h ere in  th e  sexual v io lence 
d irec ted  to w ard s  L u th ien  becom es still m ore  apparen t.

O nce again  the  m alice an d  dup lic ity  of th e  p a ir  is estab lished  as, 
b an ish ed  from  N arg o th ro n d , C elegorm  h as  "a  lig h t of m enace  in  h is  eyes; b u t 
C u ru fin  sm iled" (207). T he insertion  of th e  C u ru fin /C e leg o rm  b an ish m en t in to  
th e  n a rra tiv e  of B eren an d  L u th ien  b u ild s  ten s ion  so th a t w h en  all fou r characters 
m ee t in  the  fo rest of Brethil, w e are p re p a re d  for trouble . A gain, th e  accoun t is 
specifically  fram ed  as n o t w itn essed  b y  th e  n a rra to r directly: "N o w  it is to ld  th a t 
B eren an d  L u th ien  cam e in  th e ir w a n d e rin g  in to  th e  fo rest of B reth il" (207). 
A lthough , in deed , all of th e  'Q u e n ta  S ilm arillion ' is fram ed  in  th is w a y —i.e. as a 
w ritten  accoun t of an  earlie r o ra l h is to ry  a n d  m y th o lo g y —th a t w e sho u ld  be 
rem in d ed  of it a t th is p o in t in  th e  n a rra tiv e  of B eren an d  L u th ien  h a s  a specific 
effect of au th en tica tin g  th e  n a rra to r 's  accoun t as im p a r tia l—th is is im p o rtan t 
because  it m ean s  th e  (sexual) violence can be  rep resen ted  w ith o u t 'r e l is h '—the 
n a rra to r, a lth o u g h  om niscien t, is n o t 're sp o n s ib le ' for th e  con ten t of the  tale. We 
are  den ied  focaliz ing  in s ig h t in to  the b ro th e rs ' m o tiva tions a n d  are  p resen ted  
on ly  w ith  th e ir actions:

Celegorm  and C urufin rode up , hastening th rough  the forest; and  the 
brothers espied [Beren and Luthien] and  knew  them  from  afar. Then 
Celegorm  tu rn ed  his horse, and spurred  it up o n  Beren, pu rposing  to ride 
h im  dow n; bu t C urufin sw erving stooped and lifted Luthien to his saddle, 
for he w as a strong and  cunning horsem an. (208)

T h u s den ied  o th er exp lana tion , w e can on ly  assum e th a t C u ru fin  seizes L u th ien  
(as op p o sed  to  a ttem p tin g  to kill h e r)  w ith  a m alic ious in ten t th a t re la tes to  the 
schem e to "force" L u th ien 's  h a n d  in  m arriag e  (so h e  is se izing  h e r e ither for 
h im se lf o r h is  b ro th e r to rape). T he scene h as a m y th ic  quality ; th e  h o rse  an d  
h o rsem an , the  sw erv in g  an d  stooping , the  m a id en  cau g h t u n aw ares, are 
rem in iscen t of th e  ab d uc tion  of th e  m a id en  b y  the  cen taur. Im p o rtan tly  th is 
ab d uc tion  is constructed  as b o th  op p o rtu n istic  b u t also p lan n ed : th e  b ro th e rs  see 
th e  couple  "from  afar"  an d  choose to  p u rsu e  th em  u n a w a re s—th is is no  su d d e n  
loss of contro l o r a 'c rim e  of pass io n ' in  th e ir q u es t for vengeance; it  is an 
u n p ro v o k ed  an d  ca lcu lated  attack.

T he sexual v iolence is em p h as ized  in  th e  im agery : C elegorm  rides 
d o w n  u p o n  h is  m ale  sexual rival "w ith  a spear" (208), bu t, saved  b y  H u a n  the 
w o lfhound , B eren escapes an d  in s tead  "d esp o iled  [C urufin] of h is  g ear an d  
w eap o n s"  (208) at the request o f Luthien. A gain  th ere  is th e  em p h as is  on  fem ale 
m ercy  as a q u a lity  in trin sic  to  th e  good  w o m an  — an y  d ep red a tio n  to  self o r loved  
ones m ig h t be th rea ten ed  b u t still th e  good  w o m an  w ill p le ad  for m ercy. In  this 
case th e  m ercy  takes the  fo rm  of the sym bolic castra tion  of C u ru fin  in  the

64   Mythlore 111/112, Fall/Winter 2010



Lynn W hitaker

rem oval of h is  knife, A ngrist; likew ise h is  steed  is rem oved  from  h im —for the 
u se  of L u th ien . In  an  alm ost com ic inversion  of C u ru fin 's  a ttem p ted  ab d uc tion  of 
L u th ien , C u ru fin  m u s t n o w  rid e  as (unw illing) passen g er b e h in d  h is  b ro ther 
C elegorm . T he hum ilia tio n  of th is fem in ine  m ercy  w o u ld  seem  to be w orse  than  
d ea th  for C u ru fin  w ho, "be ing  filled  w ith  sham e an d  m alice, took  th e  b o w  of 
C elegorm  an d  sho t back  as th ey  w ent; a n d  th e  a rro w  w as a im ed  a t L u th ien" 
(209). The n a rra to r spells o u t th a t th e  a rro w  w as a im ed  a t L u th ien , and , w ere  w e 
in  d o u b t as to  that, it is confirm ed  th a t h e  aim s a t h e r  again: " b u t C u ru fin  sho t 
again, an d  B eren sp ran g  before  L u th ien  an d  th e  d a r t sm ote h im  in  th e  b reast"  
(209). L u th ien  w ill save Beren (again) ju s t as h e  h as saved  h e r in  th is attack.

B ut th o u g h  B eren a n d  L u th ien  enjoy a b rie f resp ite  after th is  event, there  
are  fu r th e r e lem en ts of rap e  n a rra tiv e  in  L u th ien 's  ta le  as she u n d e rtak es  w ith  
B eren to face M orgo th . A s read e rs  w e n eed  n o  n a rra tiv e  'g u id a n c e ' as to  h o w  w e 
sh o u ld  re a d  M orgo th , b u t it  is w o rth w h ile  p ick ing  o u t a few  details w hich  
p a rticu la rly  chim e w ith  th e  no tio n  of sexual violence. O ne is that, yet again , the 
innocen ts are  subject to  u n k n o w n  su rveillance for "C archaro th  e sp ied  th em  from  
afar" (212). T his is follow ed, how ever, n o t b y  th e  cap tu re  or hum ilia tio n  of 
L u th ien  as m ig h t be  expected , b u t in s tead  a w illing  an d  frank  d iv es titu re  by  
L u th ien  w h ereb y  h e r tru e  an d  d iv ine  b eau ty  is revea led  from  u n d e r  h e r  disguise:

But suddenly some pow er, descended from  of old of divine race, 
possessed Luthien, and casting back her foul raim ent she stood forth, 
sm all before the m ight of Carcharoth, bu t rad ian t and terrible. (212)

T his sam e device, w h ere in  tru th , beau ty , an d  n ak ed n ess  are  aligned , fo rm s p a rt 
of L u th ien 's  ap p ro ach  to M orgo th , in  a scene th a t dares  to  im p ly  fem ale sexual 
p o w er as a positive force. L u th ien  faces M orgo th  n a k e d  a n d  unflinch ing , n am in g  
h erse lf a n d  o ffering  herse lf like Scheherazade:

Luthien w as stripped  of her disguise by the w ill of M orgoth, and he bent 
his gaze u p o n  her. She w as no t daun ted  by his eyes; and  she nam ed her 
ow n nam e, and  offered her service to  sing before him , after the m anner of 
a m instrel. (212)

A lth o u g h  th e  passive  voice is u se d  for the  s tr ip p in g  of L u th ien , an d  she is the 
object of M o rg o th 's  gaze, L u th ien 's  sub jectiv ity  is res to red  in  b o th  lan g u ag e  and  
m ean in g  in  the  sentence th a t fo llow s these  ac tio n s—so "She w as n o t d a u n te d  by  
h is  eyes" ra th e r th a n  'h is  eyes d id  n o t d a u n t h e r.' T he res to ra tion  of active voice 
subjectiv ity  to  L u th ien  is a po w erfu l n a rra tiv e  tech n iq u e  an d  h e r ac tio n s— 
n a m in g  herself, o ffering  to  s in g —h av e  a self-conscious k now ledge  of h e r  ow n  
p o w er an d  desirab ility ; L u th ien  p resen ts  h erse lf as a subject ra th e r th an  an  object 
of desire, a n d  she does so kn o w in g ly  a n d  w ith  cu n n in g  p u rpose , in ano ther
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inversion  of w h a t m ig h t n o rm ally  be  expected  of th e  go o d  w om an /v ic tim  
n arra tive . B ecause L u th ien  is show n  to h av e  kn o w in g ly  p lan n ed  to en chan t 
M orgo th  w ith  b eau ty  an d  song, L u th ien  is n o t construc ted  as a victim ; 
n o ne the less  th e  u s e —w h e th e r u n w ittin g  or ca lc u la ted —of b eau ty  as a tr igger for 
m a le  sexual aggression  is n o t easy  to  reconcile w ith  a fem in ist ap p ra isa l of rape  
n arra tive .

M orgo th  does in d eed  re sp o n d  to  L u th ien 's  (al)lure:

Then M orgoth looking up o n  her beauty  conceived in  his thought an evil 
lust, and a design m ore dark  th an  any tha t h ad  yet come into his heart 
since he fled from  Valinor. Thus he w as beguiled by his ow n malice, for he 
w atched her, leaving her free for a w hile, and  taking secret pleasure in  his 
thought. Then suddenly  she eluded his sight, and out of the shadow s 
began a song of such surpassing loveliness, and  of such blinding pow er, 
tha t he listened perforce; and a blindness came u p o n  him , as his eyes 
roam ed to and  fro, seeking her. (212-13)

A s before, th e  b eau ty  of L u th ien  (like M elian  before) is b lin d in g  an d  likew ise h e r 
song  (like th a t of M elian  before) is of im m ense  pow er, lu lling  even  M orgo th  to 
sleep  so th a t B eren m ay  rescue a Silm aril. The them atic  connection  of "b eau ty "  to 
"ev il lu s t"  an d  "d a rk  design" p o in ts  u n eq u iv o ca lly  to  th e  in ten d ed  rap e  of 
L u th ien  b y  M orgo th ; b u t w h a t is in te restin g  is th e  construction  of th is desire  as 
th e  most evil of M o rg o th 's  designs "since h e  fled  from  V alinor." T here  are som e 
120 pages be tw een  M o rg o th 's  fligh t from  V alinor to  h is  en coun te r w ith  L u th ien , 
m o s t of w h ich  n a rra te  th e  fell d eeds a rising  from  the  curse of th e  N o ld o r a n d  the 
strugg le  be tw een  good  a n d  evil afflic ting M id d le -ea rth  from  its incep tion . T hat 
th is  focalization  on  M orgo th  suggests th e  rap e  of L u th ien  to  be  "a  design  m ore  
d a rk  th a n  an y  th a t h a d  yet com e in to  h is  h ea rt"  p laces such  a crim e in  the  rea lm  
of th e  sym bolic an d  equa tes  th e  h e in o u s  d ep rav ity  of th e  act w ith  th e  destruction  
of th e  sacred  trees of V alinor o r of th e  m a rr in g  of th e  m u s ic  of th e  A in u r o r of the 
w ro n g fu l possession  of th e  S ilm arils—it is a challenge, co rru p tio n  o r v io la tion  of 
th e  d iv ine. In  th is w ay  the  cen tra lity  of L u th ien  to  th e  fate of M id d le -ea rth  is still 
fu r th e r co n firm ed —the  u n io n  an d  p ro g en y  of Beren an d  L u th ien  is th e  sav ing  of 
M id d le -ea rth  b u t th e  u n io n  an d  p ro g en y  of L u th ien  an d  M orgo th  w o u ld  be  its 
ann ih ila tion . A lth o u g h  'b e a u ty  as a tr igger of sexual v io lence ' is a p rob lem atic  
concep t if u n d e rs to o d  in  a rea lis t m o d e  re la tin g  to  th e  lived  experience of 
h is to rica l w om en, w ith in  m yth ic , sym bolic o r a rch e ty p a l m o d e  it expresses 
som eth ing  of o u r im perfec t h u m a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  b eau ty  of th e  d iv ine  — 
an d  its p o ten tia l if n o t inev itab le  co rrup tion .
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C o n c lu s io n
T olk ien 's  u se  of rap e  n a rra tiv e  th ro u g h o u t The Silmarillion is carefully  

ju d g e d  so as to av o id  a lite ra l rep resen ta tio n  of ra p e  w h ile  still m ax im iz ing  the 
n a rra tiv e  an d  sym bolic im p ac t of th e  crim e. In d eed  T olkien  posits  tha t, in  m yth ic  
m o d e  a t least, rap e  is one of th e  m o s t h e in o u s  crim es, tan tam o u n t to  an  assau lt 
on  the  d iv ine. T h ro u g h  a ran g e  of lite ra ry  techn iques in c lu d in g  focalization, 
n a rra tiv e  struc tu re , n a rra tio n a l style, lexical choice an d  syntax, im agery , an d  
characterization , T olkien  p ro v id es a m a in ly  m y th ic  m o d e  for o u r re a d in g  of the 
tw o  cen tral rap e  na rra tiv es  d iscussed  here; a n d  th is  m y th ic  m o d e  is cen tral to  o u r 
assessm en t of th e  p rob lem atic  p o sitin g  of b eau ty  as a tr ig g e r for sexual violence. 
T olkien  m a y  u se  som e of th e  characteristics of a typ ical rap e  n a rra tiv e  tra jectory  
w h ere in  th e  m a n  w ill save or avenge th e  fem ale victim , an d  w h e re  ra p e  is a lm ost 
a logical expecta tion  for th e  b eau tifu l w om an , b u t h is  rep resen ta tio n  is never 
facile, n ev er g ra tu itous, a n d  nev er s tra igh tfo rw ard . In  th is w ay  h e  p lays w ith  the 
conventions n o t ju s t of ra p e  narra tive , b u t of rom ance a n d  gender. A s M au reen  
T h u m  a rgues in  h e r  com parative  s tu d y  of w om en  in  T o lk ien 's  leg en d a riu m  and  
th e ir rep resen ta tio n  in  P eter Jackson 's  film  ad ap ta tio n  of The Lord o f the Rings: 
"T olkien  b y  no  m ean s  u n d e rw rite s  [...] b in a ry  v iew s of g en d er construction  [...]. 
[He] a lm ost invariab ly  p o rtray s  pow erfu l w o m en  positive ly" (T hum  235); such 
an  ap p ro ach  favors a gen ero u s assessm en t of T o lk ien 's  rep resen ta tio n  of rape  
n a rra tiv e  re la tin g  to th e  tw o  v ery  d iffe ren t characters of A red h e l an d  L u th ien , as 
even  th e  so m ew h a t m o re  m u n d a n e  character of A redhe l can  be re a d  in  an 
e leva ted  m y th ic  context th ro u g h  T o lk ien 's  u se  of recu rrin g  m otifs of beau ty , 
surveillance, dup lic ity , captiv ity , an d  co rrup tion . It is in  the  sto ry  of L u th ien , 
how ever, th a t the  tru e  significance of ra p e  n a rra tiv e  (and  th e  ro le of b eau ty  
w ith in  it) as m y th  is exp lo red  b y  Tolkien, w ith  rap e  as th e  u ltim ate  co rru p tio n  of 
b e a u ty —a n d  there fo re  of th e  d iv ine. In  th is w ay  T olkien  h as successfully  
n eg o tia ted  th e  d em an d s  of u s in g  rap e  n a rra tiv e  in  a n o n -m iso g y n ist an d  
m ean in g fu l m anner.
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