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T o l k i e n  a s  a  C h i l d  o f  T h e  G r e e n  F a i r y  B o o k

R u t h  B e r m a n

I n  h i s  e s s a y  "O n  Fairy-S tories," Tolkien id en tif ied  h im se lf as one of A n d rew  
L ang 's in te n d e d  aud ience  (39)—h e  w as bo rn  in  1892, in  th e  sam e year as The 

Green Fairy Book, th e  th ird  in  L ang 's series of 12 "co lo r"  an tho log ies of fa iry  tales. 
In  part, th is  reference to  L ang  w as n o t m u ch  m o re  th a n  a courtesy, for th e  essay  
o rig in a ted  as th e  "A ndrew  L ang  L ecture ." (It w as g iven  a t the  U n ivers ity  of Saint 
A n d rew s in  M arch  1939, w h en  he  h a d  a lread y  b eg u n  w ork  on  The Lord o f the 
Rings.) Tolkien d is liked  m u ch  in  L ang 's w ork , a n d  w as b y  n o  m ean s  a fo llow er of 
L ang, especially  in  1939, w h en  h e  w as try in g  to  w rite  The Lord o f the Rings as a 
sto ry  for adu lts , an d  so particu la rly  re sen ted  th e  assu m p tio n  th a t fa iry  ta les w ere  
necessarily  ch ild ren 's  lite ra tu re .

B ut in  p a r t th e  reference w as a gen u in e  tribu te , n o t ju s t a courtesy, for 
a lth o u g h  Tolkien m ig h t rebel aga in s t m u ch  of w h a t h e  fo u n d  in  L ang, h e  also 
fo u n d  m u ch  to  ad m ire  an d  use. B eing one of th e  Green ch ild ren  w as an  im p o rtan t 
p a r t  of h is  g ro w th  as a w riter. H is  u se  of L ang 's an tho log ies in  "O n  Fairy-S tories" 
w as tho rough -go ing , c iting  n o t on ly  L ang 's Green p reface, b u t also th e  Blue, Violet, 
an d  Lilac prefaces, an d  d iscussing  in  som e deta il L ang 's choice of conten ts for the 
Blue an d  Lilac vo lum es; h e  also com m en ted  on  The Chronicles o f Pantouflia, tw o  of 
L ang 's o w n  fa iry  tales. L ang  w as th u s  for Tolkien b o th  an  im p o rtan t exam ple  to  
fo llo w —an d  to defy.

H e  b lam ed  L ang  for n o t tak in g  h is  ow n  in te rest in  fa iry  ta les seriously, 
an d  for feeling  com pelled  to  apologize for it, as som eth ing  n o t ap p ro p ria te  for 
m o d e rn  ad u lts  to like, except as a m a tte r  of scholarsh ip , an d  as som eth ing  n o t to  
be  taken  seriously, b u t availab le  to  m o d e rn  w rite rs  on ly  as a vehicle for w it an d  
sa tire  (as in  th e  sto ries of Pantouflia). For Tolkien, the  satiric side of L ang 's 
Pantouflia s to rie s—an d  of th e  F rench1 m odels  L ang  d rew  o n —w as detrim en ta l. 
H e  ad m ired  the  joyous m o m en t in  Prince Prigio w h en  the  d ead  k n igh ts  com e to 
life, b u t com p la ined  th a t " the  m a in  b u lk  of th e  sto ry  [...] is in  genera l m ore  
frivolous, h a v in g  th e  half-m ock ing  sm ile of th e  courtly, soph istica ted  Conte

1 Tolkien disliked things that were French, in any case, a cultural bias he could not explain, 
except so far as it was a reaction to the mocking attitude he complained of in  the Contes. He 
disliked the French language, as he wrote to Deborah Webster (Letters 288), and he 
specifically disliked French fairy-stories, as he mentioned in  a letter to Forrest J. Ackerman 
(Letter 274).
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[tale]" ("O n  Fairy-S tories" [OFS] 69). A n d  it w as these  Contes th a t d o m in a ted  
L ang 's first color collections an d  rem ain ed  a large p ro p o rtio n  of th e ir contents 
th ro u g h o u t th e  series.

T he F rench  fairy  ta les th a t L ang  chose w ere, a t first, n o t o n ly  a large 
p ro p o rtio n  of th e  to tal, b u t w ere  la rge ly  chosen  from  th e  lite ra ry  fairy  ta les2 of 
th e  e igh teen th  century, n o t from  "folk" tales. T hese lite ra ry  fa iry  ta les d id  n o t try  
to  reco rd  fo lk tales d irec tly  (as the G rim m  B rothers tr ied  to d o  in  th e  early  
n in e teen th  century), n o r  d id  th ey  take th e  em o tions th a t cou ld  be ro u sed  b y  a 
"w o n d e r tale" seriously, as the  R om antics of the early  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  d id  
(an d  as the ir d escen d an ts  d id —such  w rite rs  as G eorge M acD onald , O scar W ilde, 
o r L ang  h im se lf in  som e m o o d s—a n d  as Tolkien in te n d e d  to do). R ather, th ey  
took  fa iry  ta les as a satiric form , w ell a d a p te d  to  social criticism  an d  instruction . 
T his em phasis, a lth o u g h  little  to T olkien's taste, w as p o p u la r  in  its tim e, an d  
m a n y  of th e  sto ries th a t re su lted  h av e  rem ain ed  p o p u la r  ever since. T ranslations 
an d  re-te llings keep  com ing  o u t of the  fa iry  ta les of C harles P e rrau lt (e.g., 
"C indere lla ,"  "S leep ing  Beauty," "L ittle  R ed  R id in g  H o o d "3), M m e. D 'A u ln o y  
(e.g., "T he W hite  C at"), M m e. de  B eaum ont or M m e. de  V illeneuve (w ho bo th  
w ro te  versions of "B eauty  an d  th e  Beast").

T o lk ien—p erh a p s  a little g ru d g in g ly —said  th a t it w as a ju s t choice "in  
som e w ays" (OFS 11) for L ang  to  h av e  selected  so m an y  F rench  fa iry  tales for The 
Blue Fairy Book (the first of the color collections). T hey  d id  n o t qu ite  m ak e  u p  a 
m ajo rity  of th e  contents, b u t th ey  h a d  a p lurality . O f th e  37 stories, 15 w ere  
F rench, in c lu d in g  all th e  F rench  au th o rs  a n d  stories m en tio n ed  above. T here 
w ere  also six G rim m s, fou r S cand inav ian  tales, th ree  from  th e  Arabian Nights, an d  
one A rab ian  sto ry  reco rd ed  b y  a m o d e rn  collector, th ree  E nglish , tw o  Scottish, 
tw o  w ith  n o  sources m en tio n ed , a n d  one G reek  m y th , th e  sto ry  of Perseus, the 
on ly  sto ry  in  th e  book  re to ld  b y  L ang  him self. (A lthough  L ang  ed ited  th e  series, 
m o s t of th e  tran s la tin g  a n d  re-te lling  w as done  b y  h is w ife  an d  o ther w riters.)

2 A recent modern anthology of the eighteenth-century French fairy tale (with stories dating 
from 1690-1790) is Beauties, Beasts, and Enchantment, Classic French Fairy Tales, translated and 
edited by Jack Zipes.
3 Lang didn't try to key the colors of the stories to the colors of the volumes. The first of 
them, the Blue, besides "Little Red Riding Hood," had such stories as "Felicia and the Pot of 
Pinks," "The Yellow Dwarf," "The Black Bull of Norroway," and "The Red Etin," w ith only 
"Blue Beard" to match w ith the title. The Green had "The Blue Bird," and the Yellow had 
"The Little Green Frog," "Alphege, or the Green Monkey," and "The Blue Mountains"; the 
only approximation to a yellow story in the Yellow volume was "The Golden Crab," 
although there were many "Gold" stories in  the series as a whole. The Violet, however, was 
at least dedicated to Violet Meyers. The complete series of colors was Blue (1889), Red 
(1890), Green (1892), Yellow (1894), Pink (1897), Grey (1900), Violet (1901) Crimson (1903), 
Brown (1904), Orange (1906), Olive (1907), and Lilac (1910).
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In  the Green, th e  th ird  of th e  series, L ang  w as still d raw in g  a good  deal 
from  the  F rench . O f th e  43 stories, th e  la rgest sing le  g ro u p  w as G erm an  (20 tales, 
16 of th em  from  th e  G rim m s, w ith  another, L u d w ig  B echstein 's "T he T hree 
D ogs," incorrectly  id en tif ied  as from  the  G rim m s). T he G erm an  ta les w ere  
p rob ab ly  m ore  to  Tolkien's taste. F ou rteen  m ore  w ere  from  th e  F rench  language, 
in c lu d in g  n in e  from  th e  e ig h teen th  cen tu ry  ("The B lue B ird" by  d 'A ulnoy , four 
b y  th e  C om te de  C aylus, one b y  A rchb ishop  Fenelon, a n d  th ree  anonym ous). Of 
th e  o th er five, th ree  w ere  fo lk tales reco rd ed  b y  F rench  fo lk lorist P au l Sebillot, 
an d  tw o  w ere  b y  th e  B elgian C harles D eulin ; an d  these  five w ere  sim ilar to the 
o th er F rench  ta les in  the ir com ic tone.

In  the la te r volum es, L ang  u se d  few er sto ries from  th e  F rench . In  the 
Violet (1901), h e  h a d  none, excep t for a version  from  th e  F rench  of Ju les B run  an d  
Leo B achelin of a R om an ian  story, "The G irl W ho P re ten d ed  to  Be a Boy." In  the 
Lilac (1910, th e  las t of th e  series), e ig h t of th e  33 sto ries w ere  F rench. But b y  then  
h e  w as a im ing  a t a m u ch  w id e r sam p lin g  of cu ltu res, a n d  n o n e  of th e  e ig h t w as a 
lite ra ry  sto ry  com posed  b y  an  in d iv id u a l au thor: th ree  w ere  fo lk tales reco rded  
b y  Sebillot, an d  five w ere  B reton folktales. T he o th er sto ries in c lu d ed  A fghan, 
Sw ahili, Ind ian , A ustra lian , an d  South  Seas tales. (The Green collection, in  
con trast, h a d  on ly  one n o n -E u ro p ean  tale, from  C hina.) Indeed , L ang 's sam ple 
h a d  becom e so w id e  th a t Tolkien com pla ined  (OFS 15) th a t som e of the  stories 
w ere  n o t p ro p e rly  fa iry  ta les a t all. "T he M onkey 's H eart,"  sa id  Tolkien, w as a 
Beast-fable, like The W ind in the Willows, o r m o s t of B eatrix P o tte r 's  stories, an d  
n o t a fairy-story. T his k in d  of d istinction , how ever, is d ifficult to  m ak e  an d  to 
m ain ta in . A lth o u g h  Tolkien likened  The W ind in the Willows to  "T he M onkey 's 
H eart,"  as a  B east-fable a n d  therefo re  n o t a fairy-story, h e  also con trasted  it w ith  
th e  d ream -stru c tu re  of th e  Alice books, th u s  b y  im plica tion  coun ting  it as a fa iry- 
sto ry  in  com parison  to  a d ream -v ision  (OFS 75).

In  sp ite  of h is  d islike fo r L ang 's h u m o r a n d  L ang 's fon d n ess for a  k in d  of 
sto ry  th a t seem ed  to  Tolkien "superfic ia l, even  frivo lous" (OFS 69n37), Tolkien 
w as m o v ed  by  " th e  deep er sp irit of the rom an tic  L ang" u n d e rly in g  th e  com ic 
m ateria l. A n d  in  sp ite  of h is  irrita tion  a t L ang 's inab ility  to  exp la in  w hy  a m o d e rn  
a d u lt such  as L ang  o r Tolkien sh o u ld  be so s trong ly  d ra w n  to m ate ria l th a t L ang  
considered  m ore  su itab le  for ch ild ren  an d  prim itives, th e  exam ple  of L ang 's 
devo tion  to  the  s tu d y  of th e  m a teria l w as a p o w erfu l one, show ing  th a t a scholar 
could  devo te  m u ch  of a career to  th e  s tu d y  of fa iry  ta les an d  th e  creation  of 
o rig inal fa iry  tales, an d  th a t B ritish aud iences w o u ld  accept the  resu lts  as w o rth  
read ing .

T he fairy  ta les th a t L ang  chose, in  tu rn , gave  Tolkien exam ples of the 
k in d s  of m ag ic  an d  w o n d e r he  w o u ld  w an t for h is o w n  w ork , h e lp in g  to  shape  
h is  tas tes in  fantasy. A s a  scholar, Tolkien w as soon able to  go d irec tly  to  L ang 's 
sources, an d  to o ther sources th a t L ang  d o esn 't seem  to h av e  s tu d ied  (L ang  w as
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m ore  in te rested  in  G reek m y th o lo g y  th a n  in  G erm anic). The fa iry  tale e lem en ts 
th a t Tolkien u se d  in  h is  w ork  w ere  g rea tly  in fluenced  b y  m ate ria l th a t Tolkien 
fo u n d  o u ts id e  of L ang , o r fo u n d  in  m ore  concen tra tion  o u ts id e  of Lang. 
S cand inav ian  tro lls an d  G erm an ic  dw arves could  be  fo u n d  in  L ang 's collections, 
b u t Tolkien as a ch ild  w o u ld  also h ave  h a d  access to  collections of S cand inav ian  
an d  G erm an  fa iry  tales; a n d  as h e  g rew  u p  h e  beg an  to  exam ine such  sources in  
g rea te r dep th . M ythological system s w ere  also an  im p o rtan t influence. H is  elves 
an d  w iza rd s  ow e m u ch  to  ancien t g oddesses, g o d s, an d  angels. B ut th e  fa iry  tale 
in fluences are  obv iously  im p o rtan t, as well.

G aladriel, in  The Lord o f the Rings, an d  such  figu res as L u th ien  an d  
M elian  in  The Silmarillion, in  the ir pow er, beauty, a n d  m ystery, an d  the ir 
benevolence a n d  w isd o m  in  g iv ing  th e  gifts w h ich  w ill be  m o s t usefu l, resem ble 
th e  good  fairies w ho  p o p u la te  fa iry  ta le s—a n d  F rench  fa iry  tales, especially. In  
th e  F rench  a n d  G erm an  versions of "C indere lla ,"  for exam ple, it is th e  F rench  
version  th a t u se s  a fa iry  g o d m o th e r to  g ive C indere lla  m ag ical assistance; the 
G rim m  B ro thers ' vers ion  u ses a m ag ical hazel tree  an d  w h ite  dove.4 In  Lang, 
Tolkien w o u ld  h av e  m e t m an y  exam ples of good  fairies g iv ing  gifts an d  counsel, 
such  as th e  Q ueen  of th e  W oods (in "Felicia an d  th e  Pot of P inks,"  by  d 'A ulnoy , 
in  Blue), P aridam ie  (in "R osanella ," b y  de  C aylus, in  Green), th e  F a iry  of the 
M ead o w s (in "Sylvain  an d  Jocosa," de  C aylus, in  Green), o r D ouceline (in "The 
G olden  B ranch," b y  d 'A ulnoy , in  Red). G aladriel, especially, is like these  good  
fairies in  h e r  m agical, n u r tu r in g  assistance to  y o u n g  heroes. L u th ien  th e  Elf an d  
M elian  the  Valar, w ooed  b y  M an  an d  Elf, m ore  closely  resem ble  th e  F a iry  Q ueens 
w ooed  b y  m o rta l k n ig h ts  in  m ed ieva l rom ances. B ut in  the ir ro les of counselors 
an d  g ift-g ivers they, too, a re  like G aladriel, resem b ling  th e  fa iry  go d m o th ers  of 
fa iry  tales.

T he fa iry  ta les L ang  collected, a n d  especially  th e  F rench  tales, also show  
several exam ples of m ag ic  rings, in c lu d in g  rings of invisibility. Fenelon 's "The 
E nchan ted  R ing" fo resh ad o w s n o t on ly  Bilbo's rin g  of invisibility, b u t also 
F rodo 's  d iscovery  th a t it is too pow erfu l to u se  safely. R osim ond  gives it  back  to 
th e  Fairy  in  th e  w oods, saying, "O h! h o w  d an g ero u s  it is to  h av e  m o re  p o w er 
th a n  th e  res t of th e  w orld! Take back  y o u r rin g "  (Green 144). T here  is also a ring  
of inv isib ility  (to h e lp  th e  p rince  w in  the  princess) in  an o th e r F rench  tale, "P rince 
N arc issu s a n d  th e  P rincess P o ten tilla" (Green), g iven  to th e  prince  b y  th e  good  
fa iry  M elinette. A n E ston ian  story, "T he D ragon  of th e  N o rth "  (Yellow) p resen ts  
y e t ano ther rin g  of inv isib ility  too po w erfu l to  be kep t, K ing  Solom on's m agic  
ring . T he prince  is ta u g h t h o w  to use  it b y  a w ise m agician , w ho  is able to  read

4 A helpful modern edition is The Complete Grimm's Fairy Tales, translated by Margaret 
Hunt, revised by James Stern.
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th e  secret w ritin g  eng rav ed  on  th e  rin g  (as G an d alf does w ith  Bilbo's ring), an d  in 
th e  en d  th e  p rince  g ives it back  to  th e  w itch -m aid en  after he  h as u se d  it to  h e lp  
h im  slay  the  d ragon .

T he o ld es t rin g  of inv isib ility  k n o w n  is th e  R ing of G yges, a classical 
leg en d  to ld  by  P lato  (in The Republic) an d  also b y  C icero ("D e Officiis"). 
(R esem blances be tw een  G yges' rin g  a n d  th e  O ne R ing  are  d iscussed  in  a short 
article b y  R obert E. M orse, "R ings of P ow er in  P lato  a n d  Tolkien"). Such rin g s are 
com m on in  m ed ieva l rom ance, as w ell as in  m an y  legends a n d  fa iry  tales. L ang  
in c lu d ed  one such  rom ance as a  fa iry  ta le  in  th e  last of th e  "co lo r"  series, "T he 
L ad y  of the  F o un ta in "  (in Lilac, 1910), the  sto ry  of O w ain  from  the  Mabinogion. 
(E ssentially  the  sam e sto ry  is to ld  also in  Yvain, b y  C hretien  de  Troyes.) By the 
tim e th e  Lilac vo lum e a p p ea red  Tolkien w as 18, an d  m ore  likely  to  be m ak in g  his 
acquain tance  w ith  m ed ieva l rom ances an d  th e  C lassics directly, ra th e r th an  
th ro u g h  re-tellings, b u t h is  first acquain tance  w ith  m agic  rings of inv isib ility  w as 
m ore  likely  to  h av e  com e in  ch ildhood  th ro u g h  L ang 's Green Fairy Book.

D ragons, the  fa iry -ta le  e lem en t m o s t s trong ly  associa ted  w ith  Tolkien, 
ap p ea r in  L ang 's collections, and , paradoxically , th ey  p la y  bo th  a sm all a n d  a 
la rge  ro le there . D ragons h a d  n o t show n  u p  m u ch  in  n in e teen th -cen tu ry  fantasy. 
N ear the en d  of th e  century, in sp ired  b y  th e  d iscovery  of d inosau rs, a rtists  began  
to  p u t d rag o n s  in to  th e ir illu stra tions, b u t it w as n o t u n til th e  very  e n d  of the 
century, w ith  the  pub lica tion  of K enneth  G raham e 's "T he R eluctan t D ragon" 
(1898) a n d  E. N esb it's  The Book o f Dragons (seria lized  in  th e  Strand, 1899; in  book 
form , 1900), and , in  A m erica, w ith  the P u rp le  D rag o n  of L. F rank  B aum 's A  New  
Wonderland (1900), th a t d rag o n s  becam e p ro m in en t aga in  in  sto ries.5

W h en  L ang  b eg an  b rin g in g  o u t h is  color fa iry  books in  1889, d ragons 
w ere  still ra re  in  w riting . L ew is C arroll m ig h t m en tio n  a d rag o n  in  a single 
sen tence of A  Tangled Tale (6)—an d  the  illu stra to r, A. B. Frost, m ig h t seize on  the 
single sentence for a de ligh tfu l fu ll-page  illu s tra tion  ("B albus a n d  h is  m o th e r-in 
law  a ttem p tin g  to  convince th e  d rag o n " 5). Rarely, a w rite r of fa iry  ta les such  as 
H e n ry  M orley  m ig h t in c lude  d rag o n s am o n g  several m enaces for h is  hero  to 
overcom e ("The C u n n in g  of Sissoo," in  The Chicken M arket and Other Fairy Tales). 
B ut far m ore  often, V ictorian  fan tasis ts w ho  w an ted  m o n ste rs  e ither in ven ted  
th e ir ow n  (such as G eorge M acD onald 's p a tch w o rk  beasts in  The Princess and 
Curdie o r L ew is C arro ll's  Jabberw ock  a n d  S n a rk —ath o u g h  T enniel d rew  the 
Jabberw ock  to  look like a so rt of d ragon), o r m a d e  u se  of less fam iliar m yth ica l 
beasts  (such as the  G ryphon /G riffin  of C arroll a n d  F rank  R. Stockton). L an g

5 This difference between artists and authors was noted by Stephen Prickett, in  his Victorian 
Fantasy. I discussed further examples and possible causes in  "Victorian Dragons, the 
Reluctant Brood," and further discussed the role of Tolkien and Lewis in  making dragons a 
major element in  modern fantasy, in "Dragons for Tolkien and Lewis."
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h im se lf sh ied  aw ay  from  d rag o n s in  h is  ow n  fa iry  tales. In  Prince Prigio (1889), 
th e  figh t be tw een  the  R em ora  an d  th e  F ired rake  cou ld  h ave  b een  a figh t be tw een  
an  ice-d ragon  a n d  a fire-d ragon , for th e  glacial R em ora  is described  as a g ian t 
snake, a legless, c raw ling  crea tu re  th a t w in d s  its coils a ro u n d  its p re y  to  kill, 
w h ile  "d rak e"  is e tym ologically  th e  sam e as "d rag o n ,"  b u t L ang  d id  n o t choose 
to  ap p ly  th e  w o rd  "d rag o n "  to  e ither one, a n d  h is  F ired rake  so u n d s  m ore  b u ll
like, h a v in g  b o th  hoofs an d  ho rns . E ven after th e  tu rn  of th e  cen tu ry  (in Tales o f a 
Fairy Court, 1906), L ang  in tro d u ced  a d rag o n  on ly  briefly, as one of th e  d isgu ises 
of "T he M agician  W ho W anted  M ore."

In  re-te lling  fo lk tales L ang  a t first w as cau tious in  in c lu d in g  d ragons, 
b u t h e  g rew  m ore  confiden t as h e  w en t on. T he Blue d rag o n s  w ere  m in o r 
characters th ree  F rench  stories, d 'A u ln o y 's  "T he S tory  of P re tty  G oldilocks," 
"T he Yellow D w arf,"  an d  "T he W hite  C at"  (and  H . J. F o rd  in c lu d ed  the  d ragons 
in  h is  illu s tra tions to th e  firs t tw o); L ang  d id  n o t choose to  id en tify  th e  "sea 
crea tu re" Perseus slew  as a d ragon , in  "T he Terrible H ead "  (the o n ly  one of the 
stories in  th e  vo lum e re -to ld  b y  L ang  him self).

In  the Red collection (1890), d rag o n s  w ere  m in o r characters in  
d 'A u ln o y 's  "T he P rincess M ayblossom ," an d  in  a R om an ian  tale, "T he E nchan ted  
P ig ." A n d  th ere  w as one m ajo r d ragon , from  an o th e r non-F rench  source, se tting  
T olkien's no tion  of w h a t a d rag o n  o u g h t to  be for go o d  a n d  all, in  "T he S to ry  of 
S igurd ," L ang 's o w n  ab rid g em en t of W illiam  M orris 's  tran sla tio n  of The Volsunga 
Saga. The in fluence of N orse  saga  on  Tolkien h as b e e n —rig h tly —m u ch  stud ied . 
Tolkien fo u n d  N orse  sagas m u ch  m ore  to  h is  taste  th a n  F rench  contes. B ut he  
p rob ab ly  m e t F afn ir first n o t as p a rt of a saga, b u t as a Red  fa iry  tale. "T he w o rld  
th a t con ta ined  even  the  im ag ina tion  of F afn ir w as richer an d  m ore  beau tifu l, at 
w h a tev e r cost of peril,"  said  Tolkien (OFS 41), an d  S igurd 's slay ing  of th e  d rag o n  
b y  stabb ing  u p  a t h im  from  u n d e r  the  cliff as th e  d rag o n  goes to th e  river becam e 
T olkien's m o d e l for T u rin 's  slay ing  of G lau ru n g  in  The Silmarillion.

In  the  Green collection, in th e  year of Tolkien's b irth , L ang  felt confiden t 
en o u g h  over h is  u se  of "frigh tfu l m onste rs"  to  d efen d  th em  in  th e  preface, say ing  
th a t g ro w n -u p s  sh o u ld  n o t w o rry  th a t the  sto ry  m ig h t be  too frig h ten in g  for 
children: "[T ]hey do  n o t fr igh ten  you  now , because  th a t k in d  of m o n s te r is no  
longer g o ing  ab o u t th e  w orld , w h a tev e r h e  m ay  h ave  done  long, long  ago. H e 
h a s  b een  tu rn e d  in to  stone, a n d  you  m a y  see h is  rem ain s in  th e  m u seu m " (x). 
Tolkien d id  n o t like iden tifica tions of d rag o n s w ith  d in o sau rs  as a defense of 
d ragons; it ob scu red  th e  rea l d ifferences be tw een  them , h e  felt, an d  took aw ay  
th e  w o n d er of th e  d ragon 's  o ther-than -rea l b eau ty  (OFS 79). B ut Tolkien gave 
m u ch  the  sam e answ er h im self to  th e  question  of w h e th e r fa iry-stories w ere  too 
frig h ten in g  for children: "T he answ er: 'T here  is certa in ly  n o  d rag o n  in  E ng land  
today ,' is all th a t th ey  w an t to h e a r"  (OFS 41n26); th e  im plication , th a t th ere  m ay  
h av e  b een  d rag o n s in  E ng land  in  the  past, does n o t m ak e  m u ch  sense u n less  h e  is
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expecting  th e  ch ild ren  to th in k  of those  m u se u m  rem ains). T here  w as on ly  one 
sto ry  in  th e  Green collection w ith  a d rag o n  as a m ajo r character, "T he T hree 
D ogs,"6 b u t th e re  w as an o th e r of th e  one-line d rag o n s g iv ing  rise  to  a fu ll-page  
illu s tra tio n  in  "T he H ea rt of Ice," b y  de C aylus. Ford 's  sp len d id  illu s tra tion  of the 
F a iry  G orgonzo la  r id in g  off on  h e r  long , spiky, fire -b rea th ing  d rag o n  ap p ea red  
tw ice in  the book , no t on ly  as th e  fu ll-page  illu s tra tion  to  th e  story, b u t also as the 
fron tisp iece  to  th e  en tire  collection. T he vo lum es th a t fo llow ed  h a d  a good  m an y  
d rag o n s  as m ajo r characters in sto ries from  b o th  F rench  and  non-F rench  sources 
in  the text, no t ju s t in  th e  illu strations.

Som e o th er e lem en ts in  Tolkien w hich  are re la ted  to  e lem en ts in  L ang 's 
fa iry  tale collections (a lth o u g h  the  resem blances are  m u ch  sligh ter th an  in  the 
cases of good  fairies, m agic  rings, a n d  dragons) are gob lins, w iza rd s , a n d  sh in ing  
trees. In  th e  case of gob lins, Tolkien p ro b ab ly  looked  to  o th er fa iry  ta les for 
exam ples. T here  are a few  goblins in  L ang 's collections (for instance, in  an 
E ston ian  tale, "T he G ratefu l P rince," Violet), b u t n o t m any. Tolkien w ro te  to 
N aom i M itch ison  th a t h e  took  h is  gob lins from  " trad itio n  [...] especially  as it 
ap p ea rs  in  G eorge M acD onald  [in The Princess and the Goblins]" (Letters 178).

L ang  h a d  m a n y  enchan te rs  (o r m agicians, o r sorcerers, o r w izard s) in 
h is  collections, especially  in  th e  F rench  fa iry  tales, a lth o u g h  th e re  w ere  a good  
m a n y  in  tales from  o th er lands, as w ell (such  as the  E ston ian  tale, "T he D ragon  of 
th e  N orth ,"  a lread y  described). B ut th e  fa iry  ta le  enchan te rs  do  n o t seem  to h ave  
as m u ch  p o w er (e ither as m ag ic-w orkers o r as sizable roles) as G andalf an d  
Sarum an . T hey  are consu lted , b u t th ey  do no t go w ith  th e  h eroes on  the ir 
ad v en tu res  o r p u t in  d ram atic  re -ap p earan ces to  rescue them . T olkien's w iza rd s 
are  closer to  M erlin  an d  o ther w iza rd s  in  m ed ieval leg en d s an d  rom ances th an  to 
th e  w iza rd s  in  fa iry  tales.

T here  are m a n y  trees of silver a n d  g o ld  in  Lang, an d  th ey  resem ble 
T olkien's T elperion an d  L aurelin , th e  trees from  w h ich  g rew  th e  fru its  th a t 
becam e th e  m o o n  a n d  th e  sun  of M idd le -ea rth . For exam ple, a tree  w ith  leaves of 
silver a n d  fru it of g o ld  ap p ea rs  in  "L ittle  O ne-Eye, L ittle Two-Eyes, an d  Little 
T hree-E yes" (a G rim m  story, in c lu d ed  in  Green); th e  leaves of th e  trees 
u n d e rg ro u n d  are  sp rin k led  w ith  silver, gold , an d  d iam o n d s in  "T he Twelve 
D ancing  P rincesses" (a B elgian version, b y  C harles D eulin , Red; in  the  G rim m s' 
version , "T he Shoes T hat W ere D anced  to Pieces," the  leaves them selves are 
m a d e  of silver, gold , o r d iam onds); the  tree  in  "T he Bones of D ju lung" (a South  
Seas tale, Lilac) h a s  an  iron  tru n k , silk leaves, go ld  flow ers, an d  d iam o n d  fru it. 
E ven closer to  T elperion a n d  L au re lin  th a n  these m eta l-leaved  trees are  th e  trees

6 Lang incorrectly identified "The Three Dogs" as a Grimm fairy tale. "Die drei Hunde" 
was recorded by a younger German folklorist, Ludwig Bechstein, whose Deutsches 
Marchenbuch appeared in  1857.
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w ith  ap p les  of gold . T he classical exam ple  of th e  go ld en  apples, w h ich  Tolkien no  
d o u b t k n ew  from  orig inal sources, g rew  in th e  G ard en  of the  H esp e rid e s  of 
G reek m y th . B ut th e  G ard en  of th e  H esp erid es  w o u ld  p ro b ab ly  h av e  b een  k now n  
to h im  even  earlier, in  ch ildhood , from  L ang 's  version  of th e  sto ry  of Perseus, 
"T he Terrible H ead "  (Blue). H e w o u ld  also h av e  fo u n d  trees w ith  ap p les  of go ld  
in  L ang  in  "T he W hite  Snake" (G rim m , Green), "T he T hree B rothers" (Polish, 
Yellow), "T he N ine  Pea-H ens an d  th e  G o lden  A pp les" (Serbian, Violet), an d  "T he 
D eath  of th e  Sun-H ero" (U krain ian , Yellow; in  th is version , th e  tree  is specifically 
called  th e  Tree of th e  Sun).

For T olkien's genera tion , it w as p rim arily  L ang  w ho  m ad e  such figures 
an d  ta lism ans as good  fairies, w izard s , d ragons, goblins, m ag ic  trees, an d  m agic 
rin g s com m on k n o w led g e  to  read e rs  from  ch ildhood  on. Tolkien q u a rre led  w ith  
m u ch  of w h a t L ang  h a d  to  say, b u t h e  w as, as h e  described  h im self, one of the 
ch ild ren  L ang  w as a d d re s s in g —a n d  h e  listened.

N o te

An earlier version of this article was accepted for the planned but not so far published 
Tolkien memorial issue of Ed Meskys' fanzine, Niekas, Science Fiction and Fantasy.
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