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S a c r a l  K i n g s h i p :   A r a g o r n  a s  t h e  R i g h t f u l  

a n d S a c r i f i c i a l  K i n g  i n  T h e  L o r d  o f  t h e  R i n g s

K a r e n  S i m p s o n  N i k a k i s

I n  d i s c u s s i n g  A r a g o r n , V erlyn F lieger n o tes  that:

The concept of the king as healer derives from  the early Celtic principle of 
sacral kingship, w hereby the health  and fertility of the land  are dependent 
on  the com ing of the rightful king. W here there is no king, or w here the 
k ing is infirm , the land  also w ill be barren. (50)

T he fact th a t A rag o rn  is a healer, bo th  of h is  peo p le  a n d  of the  land , is an 
im p o rtan t m o tif of The Lord o f the R ings [LotR] an d  em erges g rad u a lly  as the 
n a rra tiv e  p rogresses. A rago rn  ten d s  F rodo  after th e  a ttack  a t W eathertop  (LotR  
1:12 192-94), Sam  an d  F rodo  after th e ir escape from  th e  m ines of M oria  (11:6 326
27), Faram ir, Eow yn, M erry  an d  o thers  in ju red  in  com bat, after th e  b a ttle  of the 
P elennor F ields (V:8 844-53), a n d  F rodo  an d  Sam  after th e  fall of S auron  (VI:4 
931). Sim ilarly, h is  ascension  m ark s  the  en d  of the  lan d s ' despoiling , h is  resolve 
th a t M inas Ith il be  "u tte r ly  destro y ed "  in o rd e r for th e  cleansing  p rocess to  beg in  
(VI:5 948), an d  th e  im position  of o rd e r on  h is  rea lm  (VI:7 971), all sym bolized  by  
th e  b lossom ing  of th e  W hite  Tree in  th e  C o u rt of th e  F o u n ta in  (VI:5 951). The 
n o tio n  of h ea lin g  h e re  is b road , an d  reflects S tra thern  a n d  S tew art's defin ition  of 
h ea lin g  (as o p p o sed  to  curing), n am ely  th a t w h ich  refers to  " th e  w ho le  perso n  or 
th e  w ho le  b o d y  seen as an  in teg ra ted  system  w ith  b o th  physica l a n d  sp iritua l 
com ponen ts"  (7).

H isto rica lly  th e  p rin c ip le  of 'sac ra l k in g sh ip ' w en t b ey o n d  th e  literal 
an d  m etap h o rica l h ea lin g  of lan d s  an d  people , link ing  back  to  ancien t fertility  
rites. The w ho leness an d  hea lth  of th e  rea lm  a n d  its citizens ac tua lly  req u ired  
m ore  th a n  ju s t th e  p resence  of th e  'r ig h tfu l ' k ing, it req u ired  sacrifice from  h im . 
T his p a p e r  w ill exp lo re  th e  n a tu re  of the sacrifice th a t A rago rn  m akes, as h e ir an d  
king, in  o rd e r to hea l th e  lan d s  of M id d le -ea rth  a n d  its people, an d  h o w  th is 
sacrifice h e lp s  h im  assert h is  leg itim acy  as th e  rightful (or sacral) king.

O ne of A rago rn 's  m o s t po w erfu l sacrificial acts is n o t in c lu d ed  in the 
n arra tive , b u t is o u tlin ed  in  the  A ppend ices  of The Return o f the King. I t is in  the 
m a n n e r an d  tim in g  of h is  death . In  h is defin itive w ork  The Golden Bough (first 
p u b lish ed  in  1922), F razer exp lores th e  n a tu re  of th is ty p e  of k in g ly  sacrifice at 
leng th . H istorically , a b ro ad  ran g e  of cu ltu res  considered  it to  be  extrem ely

Mythlore 26:1/2 Fall/Winter 2007   83



K aren Sim pson N ikakis

d an g ero u s  to  a llow  a k in g  to  d ie  of d isease  or o ld  age. S im ply  pu t: " if th e  course 
of n a tu re  is d ep e n d e n t on  th e  m an -g o d 's  life, w h a t ca ta strophes m a y  n o t be 
expected  from  th e  g ra d u a l en feeb lem en t of h is  p o w ers  a n d  the ir final extinction  
in  death?" (350) It w as vital, then , th a t th e  k ing 's soul n o t be  w eak en ed  by  
d isease; o r lo s t—snatched  b y  sorcerers o r dem ons, o r b y  re fu sin g  to  re tu rn  to  a 
d y in g  body. K illing  th e  k in g  en su red  th a t h is soul cou ld  be cau g h t and  
tran sfe rred  to  a "su itab le  successor," before  h is  "n a tu ra l force w as abated ,"  
e n su rin g  " th e  w o rld  sh o u ld  n o t fall in to  decay  w ith  th e  decay  of th e  m an -g o d "  
(F razer 350).

In  th is context, th e  in te r-re la tionsh ip  be tw een  th e  ru le r an d  the 
co n tinu ing  fru itfu lness  of th e  ea rth  goes b ey o n d  th e  m etaphorica l; th e  sacrifice of 
th e  ru le r o r (later) su rrogate , w as in  fact, literal. M ircea E liade no tes  tha t:

A regeneration sacrifice is a ritual "repetition" of the Creation. The m yth  
of creation includes the ritual (that is, violent) death  of a prim eval giant, 
from  w hose body the w orlds w ere m ade, and  plants grew. [...] The object 
in  sacrificing a hum an  victim  for the regeneration of the force expressed in 
the harvest is to  repeat the act of creation tha t first m ade grain to live.
(346)

T h u s th e  k ing 's dea th  m ig h t be self-inflicted, accep ted  w ith o u t 
resistance, o r im posed . F razer ou tlines an  exam ple  of a self-inflicted  death , the 
p rac tice  of rep lac in g  th e  k in g  in  th e  In d ian  p rov ince  of Q uilacare , every  tw elve 
years:

the king has a w ooden scaffolding m ade, spread over w ith  silken 
hangings: and on tha t day  he goes to  bathe at a tank  w ith  great ceremonies 
and  sound of music, after tha t he comes to the idol and prays to  it, and 
m ounts on to the scaffolding, and there before all the people he takes 
some very sharp knives, and  begins to cut off his nose, and  then  his ears, 
and  his lips, and all his mem bers, and as m uch flesh off him self as he can; 
and  he throw s it away very hurried ly  until so m uch of his blood is spilled 
tha t he begins to faint, and  then  he cuts his th roat himself. (Frazer 362)

In  th is rite, th e  k ing  g ives of h im self literally, th a t is, h is  ac tua l flesh an d  
blood , to en su re  th e  w elfare  of h is  people. T his is b o th  th e  'sac ra l k ing ' to  w h ich  
F lieger a lludes, a n d  the  sacrificial king, a n d  its roo ts are  far o ld er th a n  the  Celtic 
kings. T hey  are  h id d e n  in  the  fertility  rites such  as those  o u tlin ed  by  E liade, 
w h ereb y  th e  substance  of th e  liv ing  m u s t be  re tu rn ed  to  its source to en su re  the 
earth 's  co n tinu ing  vitality.

L ike th e  sacral a n d  sacrificing k ings of old, A rag o rn  chooses h is ow n  
tim e to  die. W hen  h e  felt " th e  app ro ach  of o ld  age an d  k n ew  th a t th e  sp an  of h is
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life-days w as d ra w in g  to  an  e n d "  h e  " la id  h im  d o w n  on  th e  long  b e d  th a t h a d  
b een  p re p a re d  for h im . T here h e  sa id  farew ell to  E ldarion , an d  gave in to  h is 
h a n d s  th e  w in g ed  crow n  of G ondor an d  th e  scep tre  of A rn o r"  (LotR  A pp. 
A:1037). The descrip tion  of A rago rn 's  d ea th  resonates s trong ly  w ith  n o tions of a 
re tu rn  to  th e  source an d  th e  rep len ish m en t of th a t w h ich  fructifies life. In  te lling  
A rw en  of h is  decision  h e  says: "Lo! w e h ave  gathered, an d  w e h av e  spent, and  
n o w  the  tim e of paym ent d raw s  n e a r"  (m y italics). T hen  as th e  grief-stricken  
A rw en  p lead s  w ith  h im  to de lay  h is  dea th  h e  asks: "w o u ld  [you] in d eed  h ave  m e 
w ait u n til I wither an d  fa ll from  m y  h ig h  sea t unm anned  an d  witless. Nay, lady, I 
am  th e  las t of the  N u m en o rean s  an d  th e  la test K ing  of th e  E lder D ays; a n d  to  m e 
h a s  been  given  n o t o n ly  a sp an  th rice  th a t of M en of M idd le -ea rth , b u t also the 
g race  to  go a t m y  w ill, an d  give back the g ift"  (m y italics) (A pp. A:1037).

T hese aspects of A rago rn 's  d ea th  m im ic p o w erfu lly  th e  sacrificial 
d im ensions of th e  sacral k ings described  b y  F razer an d  E liade, b u t A rago rn 's  
choosing  of th e  tim e an d  m a n n e r of h is  d ea th  are n o t the  o n ly  aspects th a t do  so. 
W hile  A ragorn 's  hea lin g  of F rodo  on W eathertop , an d  F rodo  a n d  Sam  after their 
escape from  th e  M ines of M oria, req u ire  h im  to give h is  hea lin g  skills, it is h is 
h ea lin g  of Faram ir, E ow yn an d  M erry  after the b a ttle  of th e  P e lenno r F ields (LotR  
V:8 846 ), w h ich  illu s tra te  th e  m o s t p o ten t sacrificial e lem en ts of th e  sacral K ing.

Firstly, A rag o rn  touches F aram ir b y  tak in g  F a ram ir 's  h a n d  a n d  by  
lay in g  h is ow n  h a n d  u p o n  F aram ir 's  b ro w  (LotR  V:8 846). Secondly  h e  does 
som eth ing  characteristic  of a sham an ic  sp irit journey. To th e  w atchers  it w as as if 
h e  "w a lk ed  afar in  som e d a rk  vale, calling  for one th a t w as lost" an d  eng ag ed  in 
a "g rea t s trugg le" (847). In  a sham an ic  sp irit journey, th e  sham an 's sp irit leaves 
th e  sham an 's b o d y  to  engage  in  a perilo u s b a ttle  w ith  dem onic  forces. I t is a 
b a ttle  n o t w ith o u t danger, th e  sh am an  risk ing  th e  loss of h is  o w n  soul a n d  open  
to  defea t by  th e  d em o n s or o th er u n d e rw o rld  forces (C am pbell 100). A ragorn  
gives h is  stren g th  in  th is struggle , an  o rd ea l th a t leaves h im  "g rey  w ith  
w eariness" (LotR  V:8 847). Thirdly, an d  m ore  tellingly, is w h a t A ragon  does w ith  
th e  athelas leaves: "h e  la id  th em  on  h is  h a n d s  a n d  breathed on them" (m y italics) 
(847).

A rag o rn  g ives h is  o w n  essence (his b rea th ) on ly  to  Faram ir, p e rh ap s  
because  o u t of th e  th ree  in ju red , h e  is closest to  death ; th e  positive p o tency  of 
A rago rn 's  b rea th  b e in g  in  d irec t con trast w ith  th e  d eb ilita ting  effects of the 
"B lack B reath" of Sauron 's  agen ts (I:10 170). In  h ea lin g  Eow yn, h e  k isses h e r 
b ro w  (not h e r  m o u th —w hich  m ig h t be in te rp re ted  as e ither a g ift of b rea th , or 
even  sp ittle  [and  g iven  w h a t's  gone before, v iew ed  as h a v in g  a sexual aspect]), 
calls h e r back, a n d  u ses  athelas leaves steeped  in  w ater. In  hea lin g  M erry, he 
strokes h is  h a ir  an d  touches h is  eyelids, calls h im  back, an d  u se s  athelas leaves 
once m ore.
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T he g iv ing  of the  h ea le r 's  v ita l essen ces—as A rag o rn  does to F a ra m ir— 
is n o t new . Ju n g  no tes  th a t "To b rea th e  or sp it u p o n  so m eth in g  conveys a 
'm ag ica l' effect, as, for instance, w h en  C hris t u se d  sp ittle  to cure  th e  b lind , or 
w h e re  a son inha les h is  d y in g  fa th e r 's  las t b rea th  in  o rd e r to  take  over th e  fa ther's  
sou l" (70).

In terestingly , w h ile  P eter Jackson 's film  version  of The Fellowship o f the 
R ing  la rgely  igno res A rago rn 's  hea lin g  aspect (or p a rtly  tran sfe rs  it to A rw en), it 
does show  h im  trea tin g  F rodo 's  in ju ry  after W eathertop , b y  chewing a the las (thus 
m ix in g  it w ith  h is spittle) before  ap p ly in g  it to th e  w o u n d  (scene 21).

B reath , sp ittle  an d  b lood  are  all v ita l a n d  im p o rtan t substances th a t a 
sacral an d  sacrificing  k in g  m ig h t give from  h is  o w n  body, a them e echo ing  the 
creation  m y th s  described  by  E liade, a n d  fo u n d  in  th e  In d ig en o u s cu ltu res of 
N o rth  A m erica. For in stance , in  m ak in g  th e  N avajo  peop le , the  N avajo  C han g in g  
W om an u se d  "a  m ix tu re  of co rnm eal an d  sh reds of h e r  o w n  ep id e rm is"  a n d  the 
H o p i w ere  created  b y  th e  H a rd  B eings W om an u s in g  a "piece of cuticle from  h e r 
f in g e r"  (Suzuki & K n u d tso n  3, 31).

In  h ea lin g  Faram ir, E ow yn, an d  M erry, A rag o rn  also touches each in  a 
w ay  th a t serves no  overt h ea lin g  function , b e in g  u n re la te d  to c lean ing  or 
stitch ing  a w o u n d , o r re -a lign ing  b roken  bones. T his 'lay in g  on  of h a n d s ' is 
rem in iscen t of C hris t's  healing , w h ich  in  tu rn  gave  rise  to  th e  association  of 
h ea lin g  w ith  roya lty  in  E ng land  an d  E urope. T hus "E nglish  k ings w ere  th o u g h t 
to  hea l scrofula b y  touch" w ith  C harles th e  Second to u ch in g  "n ea rly  one 
h u n d re d  th o u san d  sufferers from  scrofu la  d u rin g  h is re ign" (N oel 75). T he fact 
th a t A rago rn  touches in  th is w a y  as p a r t of h is  h ea lin g  also s tren g th en s h is claim  
to th e  k in g sh ip  (the sacral 'r ig h tfu l k in g ')—a p o in t I w ill re tu rn  to.

A s w ell as be in g  a healer, A rago rn  is a w arrio r, a consum m ate  killer, 
sw eep ing  to  G on d o r's  a id  from  th e  H a rlo n d  R iver "w ith  the  F lam e of th e  W est, 
A n d u ril like a n e w  fire k ind led , N arsil re fo rged  as d ead ly  as of o ld " (LotR  V:6 
830). To be a king, o r kingly, a m a n  m u s t lite ra lly  fight, as T heoden  does to 
reclaim  h is  dignity, as th e  K ing of the D ead  does to g a in  peace  an d  "d e p a r t for 
ev e r"  (V:2 772)—a rig h t den ied  h im  a n d  h is  h o s t b y  th e ir earlie r re fu sa l to f ig h t— 
an d  as E om er does " th e  lu s t of b a ttle  [...] on  h im ; [...] still u n sca th ed  [...] young , 
an d  [...] k ing" (V:6 829).

T his is th e  w o rld  "o f con trasts  a n d  o pposites"  described  b y  Jasper in  h is 
d iscussion  of fantasy, w h ere  h e  n o tes  th a t fan tasy  "m ay  em brace ex trem e 
violence a n d  in tense  beauty, rep re sen t s ta rk ly  th e  experience of benevolence an d  
m alignity , th e  deep ly  physica l an d  th e  m ystica l an d  sp iritu a l"  (ix). So it is th a t 
A rago rn 's  h a n d  th a t w ie ld s  a sw ord  also b rin g s healing , bo th  lite ra lly  and  
m etaphorically .

T here  are  o ther less o b v io u s—b u t in  th e ir o w n  w a y s—no  less pow erfu l 
in stances of self-sacrifice w h ich  m ark  A rago rn 's  jo u rn ey  to h is ascension. H is
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long  years in  so lita ry  travel in  the  w ild e rn ess  h av e  left h im  w ea ther-ravaged , an d  
h is  g u a rd in g  of se ttlem en ts such  as Bree, u n ack n o w led g ed  an d  u n th an k ed . H e 
h im se lf is v iew ed  w ith  suspicion. I t is Sam  w ho, in  ad v is in g  F rodo  n o t to  accept 
A rago rn 's  h e lp  a t Bree, echoes th is lack  of tru st. "H e  com es o u t of th e  W ild, a n d  I 
n ev e r h e a rd  n o  good  of such  folk" (LotR  I:10 162), a jibe A rago rn  en d u re s  silently. 
I t is on ly  w h en  A rag o rn  la te r says: "A h u n te d  m an  som etim es w earies of d is tru s t 
an d  longs for fr ien d sh ip "  (167), th a t the sacrifice of h is  very  h u m a n  n e e d s —to be 
tru s ted , to  be p a r t of c o m m u n ity —are m ad e  plain.

A  sho rt tim e after th is  A rago rn  p led g es F rodo  a n d  h is  com pan ions h is 
p ro tection . "I am  A rag o rn  son of A ra tho rn ; a n d  if by  life o r d ea th  I can  save you, 
I w ill" (168). In  m ak in g  th is p ledge, A rag o rn  is exh ib iting  ano ther fo rm  of 
sacrifice. H e  canno t w ed  th e  (elf) w o m an  (A rw en) h e  loves u n less  h e  firstly  
ascends th e  th rone , a cond ition  la id  u p o n  h im  b y  A rw en 's fa ther E lrond  (A pp.A  
1036), so h is  life's g rea te st w ishes are  b o u n d  u p  w ith  th e  d es truc tion  of th e  R ing. 
H is  sacrifice, in  p led g in g  F rodo  pro tec tion , is n o t a re lin q u ish m en t of h is  ow n  
n eed  to h av e  th e  R ing  d e s tro y e d —a p rereq u isite  of h is  m arriag e  to  A rw e n —b u t a 
g iv ing  u p  of how he m ight act w ere  h e  an  independent w arrio r. In  b in d in g  h im self 
to  F rodo 's p ro tection , h e  p u ts  F rodo 's w elfare  before  h is  ow n, an  act w h ich  m ig h t 
cost h im  h is  life, even  if in  th e  end , th e  R ing is destroyed .

T he b re a d th  of th is sacrifice is illu s tra ted  in  a n u m b e r of w ays. W hen 
th e  tim e com es for th e  b reak in g  of th e  fellow ship , A rago rn  does n o t p u rsu e  h is 
righ t, as the  exped ition 's  leader, o r as th e  k ing-in -w aiting , to  im pose  h is w ishes 
(to accom pany  B orom ir to G ondor [II:7 359]) on  h is  com panions. H e  d o esn 't 
d irect. "Shall w e tu rn  w est w ith  B orom ir a n d  go to  th e  w ars  of G ondor; o r tu rn  
east to  the Fear an d  Shadow ; or shall w e b reak  ou r fe llow sh ip  an d  go th is w ay  
an d  th a t as each m a y  choose?" (II:9 387).

H e  h a s  a second  chance to  go to  G on d o r after th e  d ea th  of B orom ir and  
th e  abduction  of M erry  an d  P ip p in  b y  orcs, a chance h e  also re linqu ishes for 
M erry  an d  P ip p in 's  sakes. " 'I  w ill follow  th e  O rcs,' h e  said  a t last. 'I  w o u ld  have  
g u id e d  F rodo  to  M o rd o r an d  gone w ith  h im  to th e  end; b u t if I seek h im  in  the 
w ilderness, I m u s t ab an d o n  the captives to  to rm en t an d  d e a th '"  (III:1 409).

Finally, h e  lead s h is forces in to  battle  befo re  th e  Black G ate  of M ord o r to 
d iv e rt S auron 's a tten tion  from  F rodo  a n d  Sam. A s P rince Im rah il of D ol A m ro th  
rem arks: " th is  is th e  g rea test jest in  all th e  h is to ry  of G ondor: th a t w e sho u ld  ride  
w ith  seven  th o u san d s, scarce as m a n y  as th e  v an g u a rd  of its a rm y  in  th e  days of 
its p o w er to  assail th e  m o u n ta in s  a n d  the  im p en e trab le  ga te  of th e  Black L and ." 
A rag o rn  responds: "If th is  be jest, th en  it is too b itte r  for lau g h te r"  (V:9 864). 
E ven th e  jo u rn ey  to  M o rd o r is so terrib le  th a t "som e of th e  h o st w ere  u n m an n ed , 
an d  th ey  cou ld  n e ith e r w alk  n o r r id e  fu r th e r n o rth "  (V:10 868). Yet A rag o rn  goes 
forth , in  fu ll ag reem en t w ith  G andalf, th a t th ey  "m u st w alk  open -ey ed  in to  th a t 
trap , w ith  courage, b u t sm all h o p e  for ou rse lves" (V:9 862).
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A rago rn 's  labors con tain  aspects of sacrifice even  befo re  the  narra tiv e  
begins, w h en  h e  w orks w ith  G an d alf aga in s t the  g a th e rin g  da rk n ess  of S auron  
(A pp. A:1035) T he re-em ergence of the  R ing  h e ra ld s  th e  b eg in n in g  of th e  last 
p h ase  of A rago rn 's  struggles, an d  h is d em eano r in  th e  tim e before  h e  leaves 
R ivendell w ith  th e  fe llow ship  reflects h is  kn o w led g e  th a t th e  course h e  h a s  chosen 
to  em b ark  u p o n  cou ld  cost h im  every th ing . "A ragorn  sa t w ith  h is  h e a d  b o w ed  to 
h is  knees; o n ly  E lrond  k n ew  fu lly  w h a t th is h o u r m e a n t to  h im "  (II:3 273).

T he association  of h ea lin g  w ith  k ingsh ip  is ancient, an d  A ragorn 's 
h ea lin g  skills la te r serve to  su b stan tia te  h is  rig h t to  th e  k ingsh ip . For h is  ow n  
p ro tection , A ragon  h as been  ra ised  in  secrecy (A pp. A:1032), h is  id en tity  and  
v e ry  existence k n o w n  on ly  to  th e  elves an d  th e  lea rn ed  such  as G andalf. 
C erta in ly  n o  com m on folk, in c lu d in g  the  hobbits, v iew  h im  as o ther th a n  a 
w ea th er-w o rn  stranger. B utterbur, the  in n -keeper a t Bree, desp ite  h a v in g  seen 
h im  m an y  tim es, h a s  n o  id ea  (or seem ing  in terest) in  h is  real n am e, say ing  on ly  
th a t he 's "one  of th e  w an d e rin g  folk — R angers w e call th em " an d  th a t "he 's 
k n o w n  ro u n d  h e re  as S trid e r"  (I:9 153). E ven Borom ir, h e ir to  th e  s tew a rd sh ip  of 
G ondor, a n d  a p erso n  one w o u ld  expect to  k n o w  h is  o w n  h isto ries, doub ts  
openly. F irstly  w h en  A rag o rn  asks h im  directly: "D o you  w ish  for the  H ouse  of 
E lendil to  re tu rn  to  th e  L an d  of G ondor?" (II:2 241), B orom ir ignores w h a t is 
essen tia lly  the offer of the  re tu rn  of th e  king. In s tead  h e  focuses on  G on d o r's  
n eed  of figh ting  m en: " th e  sw o rd  of E lendil w o u ld  be  a h e lp  b ey o n d  o u r h o p e  — 
if such  a th in g  could  in d eed  re tu rn  o u t of the  sh ad o w s of th e  p a s t"  (241), and  
la te r h e  says: "M ay h ap  th e  S w ord-that-w as-B roken  m a y  still s tem  the  t id e —if the 
h a n d  th a t w ie ld s it h a s  in h e rited  n o t an  he irlo o m  only, b u t th e  sinew s of the 
K ings of M en" (261). Even Sam, after jo u rn ey in g  w ith  h im  th ro u g h  the  snow s of 
C a rad h ras  a n d  th e  d ark n ess of M oria, says a t th e  very  e n d  after th e  fall of 
Sauron: "W h at k ing, an d  w h o  is he?" (VI:4 931).

A rago rn 's  g ro w th  to  m a n h o o d  in  h id in g , a n d  h is years of labo r in  
v arious d isgu ises (A pp. A:1035) m ean s  h is id en tity  as Is ild u r 's  h e ir  rem ains 
u n k n o w n  a n d  so unacknowledged by  those  h e  seeks to  one d a y  ru le. A ragorn  
recognizes th e  p o ten tia l difficulties p o sed  b y  th is sta te  of affairs b y  choosing  to 
m ak e  no  claim  on  th e  k ingsh ip  of G ondor u n til th e  u ltim a te  ou tcom e of th e  w ar 
is decided . A fter th e  battle  of the P elennor F ields, h e  m ak es  cam p o u ts ide  the 
city 's w alls, a n d  w h en  E om er rem o n stra te s  th a t h e  h a s  a lread y  d isp lay ed  the 
tokens of k ingsh ip , A rago rn  replies: "I deem  th e  tim e u n rip e ; an d  I have  n o  m in d  
for strife except w ith  o u r E nem y an d  h is  se rvan ts"  (V:8 843).

H ow ever, A rago rn 's  h ea lin g  aspect forces h im  to reveal h im self m ore  
fu lly  w h en  Ioreth , an  'o ld  w ife ' serv ing  in  th e  H o u ses of H ealing , rem em bers th a t 
"The hands o f the king are the hands o f a healer. A n d  so the  righ tfu l k in g  could  ever 
be  k n o w n " (V:8 842). A rag o rn  m u s t u se  h is skills to  hea l Faram ir, E ow yn, M erry
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an d  o thers  h u r t  in  the  battle , h is  d eed s  w in n in g  h im  recogn ition  an d  th e  nam e 
fo re to ld  for h im  (853), th e  la tte r fu r th e r cem en ting  h is  acceptance.

T he com ing  of th e  'r ig h tfu l k in g ' (in th e  sacral sense [Flieger 50]) is 
m irro red  pow erfu lly  in  the  lite ra l an d  m etap h o rica l flow ering  o f th e  landscape. 
T he link  be tw een  the  re-em ergence  of th e  W hite  Tree, "T elperion  [...] E ldest of 
T rees" (LotR  V:5 950) a n d  A ragorn , is m a d e  explicit b y  G an d a lf on  d iscovery  of 
th e  sapling: "H ere  it h as  lain  h id d e n  on  th e  m o u n ta in , even  as th e  race of E lendil 
lay  h id d e n  in  th e  w astes of th e  N o rth "  (950). O nce tran sp lan ted  in  th e  C itadel 
"sw iftly  a n d  g lad ly  it b eg an  to  grow ; a n d  w h en  th e  m o n th  of June  en te red  in  it 
w as lad en  w ith  b lossom " (951).

A s w ell as sym bo liz ing  th e  re tu rn  of the  'r ig h tfu l ' o r sacral king, the 
b lo ssom ing  tree  is th e  sign  A rag o rn  h as been  w aitin g  for, to in itia te  a tra in  of 
even ts th a t w ill en su re  th e  city o f M inas T irith  tru ly  lives again . A s h e  says to 
G an d alf earlier: "w h en  those  w h o  are  n o w  in  th e  w om bs of w om en  are  b o rn  and  
h av e  g ro w n  old , I too shall g ro w  old . A n d  w ho  th en  shall g o vern  G ondor an d  
those  w h o  look to  th is C ity  as to  th e ir queen" (950).

A rag o rn  a n d  A rw en  w ed  on  M id su m m er's  D a y —th e  su m m er so lstice— 
th e  d ay  o f longest su n lig h t an d  sho rtest darkness. I t is a tim e of year considered  
ex trem ely  p o ten t in  m a n y  cu ltu res a n d  one  associated  w ith  regenera tive  love, 
vegeta tive  rep len ish m en t an d  renew al (Frazer 202). T heir m arriage , an d  th e  heir 
an d  o th er ch ild ren  it p roduces, is th e  p en u ltim a te  act o f the  sacral king. 
A rago rn 's  final a c t—as sacral a n d  sacrificial k in g —of choosing  to  d ie  before  h is 
ru le  an d  th e  la n d  are  enfeebled , h as a lread y  b een  d iscussed , b u t is n o w  re tu rn ed  
to briefly.

A rago rn 's  choice of d ea th -d ay  is th e  sam e da te  as h is  b ir th d a y  (M arch 
first), len d in g  h is  life an d  re ign  a sense of w ho leness an d  com pletion . This sense 
is d eep en ed  b y  th e  descrip tion  of A rag o rn  in  death: "T hen  a g rea t b eau ty  w as 
revea led  in  h im , so th a t all w ho  after cam e there , looked  o n  h im  in  w o n d er; for 
th ey  saw  th a t th e  grace of h is you th , an d  th e  va lou r o f h is m an h o o d , a n d  the 
w isd o m  an d  m ajesty  of h is  age w ere  b len d ed  to g e th e r"  (LotR  A pp . A:1038). So it 
is, th a t even  in  death , A ragorn 's  qualities con tinue  to  m a rk  h im  as th e  sacral king.
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