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I m i t a t i v e  D e s i r e  i n  T o l k i e n ' s  

M y th o lo g y A  G i r a r d ia n  P e r s p e c t iv e

H a y d e n  H e a d

I n  h i s  b o o k  T h e  E v e r l a s t i n g  M a n , C heste rton  cau tions h is  read ers  
ab o u t those  s tu d en ts  of m y th o lo g y  w ho  claim  to h av e  d iscovered  th e  key  to 

un lo ck in g  the  m ean in g  of m yths:

There are too m any keys to mythology, as there are too m any cryptogram s 
in  Shakespeare. Everything is phallic; everything is totemistic; everything 
is seed-tim e and harvest; everything is ghosts and grave-offerings; 
everything is the golden bough  of sacrifice; everything is the sun  and 
m oon; everything is everything. (103)

T he prob lem , as C heste rton  sees it, "com es from  a m an  try in g  to  look a t these 
stories from  th e  ou ts ide , as if th ey  w ere  scientific objects" (103). The so lu tion  
C heste rton  p ro p o ses is th a t th e  s tu d e n t of m y th o lo g y  o u g h t to  becom e a 
sto ry te ller h im self, o r a poet, a m ak er of m y th , for th e  o n ly  one w h o  tru ly  
u n d e rs ta n d s  a m y th  is one w ho  ap p rec ia tes  its aesthetics. O r as C hesterton  
w rites, "H e  h as on ly  to  look a t th em  from  th e  inside, an d  ask  h im self h o w  he  
w o u ld  beg in  a sto ry" (103). O f course, J.R.R. Tolkien im m ed ia te ly  com es to  m in d  
as a s tu d e n t of m y th  w ho  is also a creator of m y th . In  crea ting  M idd le-earth , 
Tolkien is in s ide  th e  m y th ; as a scholar, h e  is o u ts id e . Tolkien is n o t on ly  
concerned  w ith  the  aesthetics of h is  m ythology, b u t also w ith  the  tru th  it 
rep resen ts , and , w h ile  Tolkien consisten tly  m a in ta in s  th a t h is m y th o lo g y  is n o t 
C h ris tian  allegory, nevertheless, th e  tru th  of T olkien's m y th o s  is g iven  fo rm  an d  
coherence b y  h is  C h ris tian  w orldv iew .

C heste rton  goes on  to a rg u e  th a t classical m ythology, g u id e d  b y  the 
law s of th e  im agination ,

d id  satisfy, or rather it partially  satisfied, a th ing  very deep in  hum anity  
indeed; the idea of surrendering som ething as the po rtion  of the unknow n 
pow ers; of pouring  of w ine up o n  the ground, of th row ing  a ring into the 
sea; in  a w ord, of sacrifice. It is the w ise and w orthy idea of no t taking our 
advantage to  the full; of p u tting  som ething in  the other balance to ballast 
our dubious pride, of pay ing  tithes to nature  for our land. This deep tru th
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of the danger of insolence, or being too big for our boots, runs th rough  all 
the great Greek tragedies and  m akes them  great. (110)

T h a t is, after w a rn in g  u s  aga in s t th e  no tion  th a t th ere  is a single key  to 
m y th o lo g y  in  general, C heste rton  suggests th a t th ere  is a key, o r a t least a 
fu n d am en ta l them e th a t enab les u s  to  u n d e rs ta n d  m ythology, nam ely, the 
tem p e rin g  of "o 'e rw een ing" p ride , o r hubris. A gain , Tolkien com es to  m in d  as a 
m y tho log izer in  th e  C heste rton ian  vein, since the  d an g er of hubris an d  the 
tem p e rin g  of p rid e  are  p ers is ten t them es in  th e  Silmarillion a n d  The Lord o f the 
Rings.

F urtherm ore , I con tend  th a t th e  theories of R ene G ira rd  are especially  
h e lp fu l in  u n p ack in g  a n d  u n d e rs ta n d in g  T olkien's deep est designs, precisely  
because  G irard , like Tolkien, opera tes  w ith in  a C h ris tian  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of m yth . 
T h a t is n o t to  say  th a t C heste rton  w o u ld  en tire ly  ap p ro v e  of G irard . P e rh ap s no  
critic is m ore  s in g le -m in d ed  in  h is ap p ro ach  to  m y th  th an  R ene G ira rd —G irard  
insists  th a t im ita tive  desire  a n d  the  "g o lden  b o u g h  of sacrifice" u n d e rlie  all 
m y th o lo g y —an d  I, a t least, w o u ld  n o t describe G ira rd 's  w ritin g s as "poetic." 
N evertheless, I fin d  G ira rd  valuab le  p rin c ip a lly  for tw o  reasons: 1) to m y  lights, 
h e  conclusively  dem o n stra tes  th a t m y th o lo g y  sim u ltan eo u sly  evokes then  
conceals th e  ro le of im ita tive  desire  in  re lig ion  a n d  cultu re , an d  2) h e  show s th a t 
m y th  p ro p e rly  u n d ers to o d , a n d  particu la rly  S crip tu re  p ro p e rly  u n d ers to o d , 
u n m ask s  th e  im itative n a tu re  of desire  in  the q u o tid ian  w orld . G ira rd 's  th eo ry  of 
im ita tive  desire  reveals the  modus operandi of hubris, th e  o verreach ing  p rid e  that, 
accord ing  to  C hesterton , is tem p e red  in  m ythology. Finally, I con tend  th a t the 
m y th o lo g y  of Tolkien especially  len d s  itself to  a G ira rd ian  read in g  because  bo th  
Tolkien a n d  G ira rd  o p e ra te  w ith in  th e  sam e C hris tian  fram ew ork , a fram ew ork  
th a t b lu rs  th e  d is tinc tion  be tw een  th e  m y th ic  an d  th e  m u n d a n e  b y  revea ling  the 
m echan ics of h u m a n  desire. (For th e  p u rp o se s  of th is essay, I w ill n o t be 
considering  th e  re la tio n sh ip  of m im etic  desire  to  th e  scapegoat, an  ex trem ely  
im p o rtan t concept for G ira rd  b u t so m ew h at tan g en tia l to  m y  a rg u m en t here .)1

A t th is po in t, a sh o rt rev iew  of G ira rd 's  th eo ry  of im itative desire  m ay  
be  he lp fu l before  ap p ly in g  h is th eo ry  to  T olkien's m ythology. In  brief, G ira rd  
a rg u es  th a t w e do  n o t desire  objects, th ings, people , sta tus, w hat-have-you , for 
them selves; ra ther, objects of desire  receive the ir va lue  because  th ey  are 
possessed  b y  an  "O ther."  T he illusion  is th a t w e desire  th ings for them selves. 
G ira rd  d ispels th a t illusion  in  h is tr ian g u la r m o d e l of desire. D esire is n o t a 
s tra ig h t line; ra ther, desire  is m e d ia te d  b y  a rival, th e  possesso r of the  object. O r

1In Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World, Girard distinguishes between acquisitive 
mimesis, in which two rivals mirror one another in their ongoing struggle to appropriate an 
object, and conflictual mimesis, which triggers the scapegoat mechanism. As I state above, 
this essay will largely focus on acquisitive mimesis.
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to  p u t it m ore  sim ply, all d esire  is bo rn  of rivalry.2 In  Things Hidden Since the 
Foundation o f the World, G ira rd  w rites, "To u n tie  the  k n o t of desire, w e h ave  on ly  
to  concede th a t ev e ry th in g  beg ins in  riv a lry  for th e  object. T he object acqu ires the 
s ta tu s  of a d isp u te d  object a n d  th u s  the  en v y  th a t it a rouses in  all q u arte rs , 
becom es m ore  an d  m ore  h ea te d "  (294). T he key  w o rd  in  th is passage  is envy, an d  
in  Deceit, Desire, and the Novel, G ira rd  arg u es th a t envy, o r m ed ia ted  desire, is 
necessarily  im itative. T hat is, an y  m o v em en t of th e  d e s irin g  in d iv id u a l to w ard  
th e  object is in  rea lity  a m o v em en t to w ard  th e  rival. This m o v em en t inev itab ly  
becom es im itative; the  rival becom es a t once th e  m ed ia to r of d esire  an d  the 
m o d e l of behavior. Eventually , the  one w h o  desires can n o t im ag ine  possessing  
th e  object w ith o u t also p o ssessin g  th e  rival. A s a resu lt, G ira rd  says, the  rival 
h im se lf becom es an  object of desire, b u t an  object of desire  th a t alw ays 
rep u d ia te s  th e  advances of the  desirer. T he m ed ia to r/riv a l s tan d s  in  aloof 
superiority , sim u ltan eo u sly  a ttrac tin g  an d  rep e llin g  th e  one w h o  desires. The 
resu lt, accord ing  to  G irard , is th a t th e  "[t]he subject is to rn  be tw een  tw o opposite  
feelings to w ard  h is m o d e l—th e  m o s t subm issive  reverence  an d  th e  m o s t in tense  
m alice. This is th e  pass ion  w e call hatred" (Desire 10).

T he w ellsp rin g  of m ed ia ted  desire, th is  m u tu a l a ttrac tion  to  an d  
rep u lsio n  from  the  rival, is th e  perce ived  in ferio rity  of th e  desirer. In  Deceit, 
Desire, and the Novel G ira rd  calls th is  sense of in ferio rity  an  "ontological 
sickness." R ichard  G olsan w rites th a t for G irard , th is  "on to log ical sickness" is 
" th e  tru e  source of all m im etic  desire: to  covet w h a t th e  o th e r desires is rea lly  to 
covet the o th e r 's  essence" (12). O r as G ira rd  w rites, "Im ita tive  desire  is alw ays a 
desire  to  be A n o th e r"  (Deceit 83). C onsequently , th a t p erso n  w ho  seeks h is  be ing  
in  th e  im ag in ed  m o d el/r iv a l sacrifices w h a tev e r in h e ren t a n d  au then tic  be in g  he  
possesses. M oreover, th e  desire  of th e  subject is p ro v o k ed  by  b o th  th e  su p erio rity  
of th e  m o d e l a n d  h is  o w n  feelings of inadequacy. A gain  from  Things Hidden Since 
the Foundation o f the World,

[T]he subject rapidly  begins to  credit him self w ith  a radical inadequacy 
tha t the m odel has brought to light, w hich justifies the m odel's attitude 
tow ard  him . The m odel, being closely identified w ith  the object he 
jealously keeps for himself, possesses —so it w ould  seem —a self­
sufficiency and omniscience that the subject can only dream  of acquiring.
The object is now  m ore desired th an  ever. Since the m odel obstinately bars 
access to it, the possession of this object m ust make all the difference

2 In claims of this magnitude, questions and doubts necessarily arise: is Girard suggesting 
that all desire is born of rivalry? Well, yes, excepting purely biological desires. In his initial 
discussion of Cervantes in  Deceit, Desire, and the Novel, Girard writes, "Some of Sancho's 
desires are not imitated, for example, those aroused by the sight of a piece of cheese or a 
goatskin of wine. But Sancho has other ambitions besides filling his stomach" (3).
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betw een the self-sufficiency of the m odel and  the im itator's lack of 
sufficiency, the m odel's fullness of being and  the im itator's nothingness.
(296)

T his im itator, th is  "on to log ica lly  sick" desirer, possesses a t h is  core precisely  
n o th ing ; h e  is, G ira rd  says, a vaniteux, a void, a c ipher w ho  "can n o t d ra w  h is 
desires from  h is  o w n  resources; h e  m u s t b o rro w  th e m  from  o thers"  (Deceit 6).

H o w  th en  are  these  ideas, v an ity  a n d  en v y  a n d  m ed ia ted  desire, re la ted  
to  hubris? A fter all, m o s t of u s  feel en v y  a t som e po in t, b u t few  of u s  seek to 
overreach  o u r g iven  h u m a n  cond ition  to challenge G od. O r d o n 't w e? T he book 
of G enesis teaches th a t th e  sin  of Eve an d  A dam , th e  O rig ina l Sin, a rises from  the 
u rg e  to  rival G od  b y  d isobey ing  h is com m andm en ts, a n d  in  Eve's p a rticu la r case, 
G od 's com m an d m en t concern ing  th e  Tree of the  K now ledge of G ood a n d  Evil. 
T he se rp en t tem p ts  Eve to  ea t th e  fru it, saying, "G od  know s th a t w h en  you  ea t of 
it yo u r eyes w ill be  opened , a n d  you  w ill be  like G od, k n o w in g  good  a n d  evil" 
(G enesis 3:5). A ccord ing  to th e  m y th  of th e  G arden , all sin h a s  its roo t in  the 
p rim ev al im pu lse  to  ap p ro p ria te  the  p re roga tives of G od, to  perceive G od as the 
rival for one 's h ap p in e ss  ra th e r th a n  th e  source. T his desire  to  claim  G od 's p o w er 
for oneself, to  em u la te  G od  n o t o u t of love b u t o u t of envy, is th e  im p u lse  of 
hubris.

T he iro n y  b e h in d  th is "u p w a rd  ascent" of im itative desire  is th a t the 
m ighty , those  w ho  a p p a ren tly  possess m ore  substance, m ore  "being ,"  th a n  the 
re s t of u s, a re  those  m o s t suscep tib le  to  th e  tem p ta tio n  to  rise  aga in s t G od. The 
m a n  w ho  possesses pow er, w ho  h a s  g ro w n  accustom ed  to  th in k in g  of h im se lf as 
a rival to  o thers  ra th e r th an  a vaniteux , finds th a t h e  is caugh t in  th e  very  w eb  of 
im ita tive  desire  th a t h e  su p p o sed  h im se lf to m aster. G azing  in to  th e  p u re  
on to logy  of G od, th e  stro n g  m a n  discovers anew  h is  ow n  contingency, a n d  h is 
p r id e  of s tren g th  d isso lves in  the  cau ld ro n  of env ious desire.

M ythologically  speaking , S atan  is th e  a rchetype  of g rea tness  co rru p ted  
in to  envy. Satan, of course, w as th e  m o s t b eau tifu l of the angels, an d  y e t it w as 
h is  g rea tness  th a t p ro v o k ed  h is hubris, h is  en v y  of G od. T he p ro p h e t Isa iah  
reco rds Satan 's em u lo u s in ten tions: "I w ill ascend  to  heaven ; I w ill ra ise  m y  
th ro n e  above th e  s tars of G od; I w ill sit en th ro n ed  on  th e  m o u n t of assem bly, on 
th e  u tm o st h e ig h ts  of th e  sacred  m o u n ta in . I  w ill ascend  above th e  tops of the 
clouds; I w ill m ak e  m yse lf like th e  M ost H ig h "  (Isaiah  14:13-14). S atan  clearly  
sta tes h is  in ten tion  to  becom e like G od; h is  desire  is p u re ly  im itative. Satan, in 
tu rn , m ed ia te s  h is  hubris to  Eve, w ho  desires h erse lf to  "be  like G od, k n o w in g  
go o d  an d  evil," an d  she su b seq u en tly  m ed ia te s  h e r d esire  to  A dam . Clearly, in 
b o th  of these exam ples, hubris is im itative, an d  th e  object of th a t im ita tion  is G od 
him self. M oreover, Satan, A dam , an d  Eve seek to  im ita te  G od n o t to  reflect H is 
g lo ry  b u t to  seize H is  g lo ry  for the ir ow n. T hey  m is ju d g ed  th e  d is tance  betw een
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them selves an d  G od, b e tw een  th e  crea ted  be in g  an d  the  C reator, a n d  th e  aw fu l 
d iscovery  of th e  u n b rid g eab le  chasm  be tw een  them selves an d  G od  is itself the 
fall. T he fall is th a t su d d e n  recognition  of th e  inco m m en su rab ility  be tw een  G od 
an d  m an.

A cco rd ing  to  G ira rd , how ever, S atan  is m ore  th an  a sym bol for 
u n b o u n d e d  h u m a n  am bition ; n o r is S atan  m ere ly  a reification  of h u m a n  envy. In 
h is  book I  See Satan Fall Like Lightning, G ira rd  asks an d  th en  answ ers th is 
q u estio n  concern ing  Satan:

W hy do the Gospels, in  their m ost com plete definition of the mimetic 
cycle, have recourse to a figure nam ed Satan or the devil rather th an  to  an 
im personal principle? I th ink  the principal reason is tha t the hum an  
subjects as individuals are not aware of the circular process in  w h ich  they 
are trapped; the real m anipulator of the process is mimetic contagion itself.
There is no real subject w ith in  this m im etic contagion, and tha t is finally 
the m eaning of the title "prince of th is w orld," if it is recognized tha t Satan 
is the absence of being. (69)

A ccord ing  to  G ira rd , "S atan" is th e  nam e  w e give to the  em p ty  com plex  of 
im ita tive  desire. T his com plex seem s to  possess som e so rt o f being , som e so rt of 
p resence, because  it touches every  aspect o f desire. T he rea lity  is th a t S atan  is an 
absence, an  em ptiness, on to  w h ich  w e pro ject th e  q u a lity  o f b e in g  o u t o f the  felt 
in ten sity  o f o u r o w n  im ita tive  desires.

In  Tolkien's m ythology, th e  hubris of Satan, of course, is re -p resen ted  in  
th e  hubris of M elkor, w h o  desires to  create h is  o w n  m elo d y  ra th e r th an  serve as a 
sub-crea to r to  th e  m usic  of E ru  Iluvatar. In  th e  Ainulaindale of th e  Silmarillion 
Tolkien describes the  en v y  of M elkor thus:

But now  Iluvatar sat and hearkened, and  for a great w hile it seem ed good 
to  him , for in  the m usic there w ere no flaws. But as the them e progressed, 
it came into the heart of M elkor to interw eave m atters of his ow n 
im agining tha t w ere not in  accord w ith  the them e of Iluvatar; for he 
sought therein  to  increase the pow er and  glory of the p art assigned to 
himself. To M elkor am ong the A inur had  been given the greatest gifts of 
pow er and know ledge, and he had  a share in  all the gifts of his 
brethren. H e h ad  gone often alone into the void  places seeking the 
Im perishable Flame; for desire grew  hot w ith in  him  to bring into Being 
things of his own, and  it seem ed to h im  tha t Iluvatar took no thought for 
the Void, and  he w as im patient of its emptiness. (4)

M elkor is d riv en  b y  a desire  to  im ita te  Ilu v a ta r an d  w ish es to  claim  th e  u ltim ate  
p re ro g a tiv e  o f E ru, w h ich  is the capacity  to  create. A n d  th o u g h  h e  possesses as 
m u ch  "being" as a con tingen t crea tu re  can possess, th o u g h  h e  is m ore  pow erfu l
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th a n  h is  fellow  A inur, nevertheless, M elkor is n o t con ten t w ith  an y  "b e in g "  less 
th a n  E ru 's u ltim a te  being. L ike Satan 's do o m ed  a ttem p t to  rival G od, how ever, 
M elkor's  a ttem p t to  em u la te  E ru  on ly  serves to  b rin g  ab o u t h is  fall:

From splendour he fell th rough  arrogance to  contem pt for all things save 
himself, a spirit w asteful and pitiless. U nderstanding he tu rned  to subtlety 
in  perverting  to  his ow n w ill all th a t he w ould  use, un til he becam e a liar 
w ithout shame. H e began w ith  the desire of Light, bu t w hen  he could not 
possess it for him self alone, he descended th rough  fire and  w rath  into a 
great burning, dow n into Darkness. A nd darkness he u sed  m ost in  his 
evil w orks up o n  A rda, and filled it w ith  fear for all living things. 
(Silmarillion 19)

H av in g  failed  to  acqu ire  th e  ligh t of Iluvatar, M elkor, n o w  called M orgoth , is left 
w ith  the  b itte r conso lation  of "fire  a n d  w ra th ,"  d im  p a ro d ie s  of I lu v a ta r 's  creative 
fire. M orgo th  neverthe less pers is ts  in  evil an d  m ed ia tes  h is en v y  to  S auron , w ho  
in  tu rn  becom es th e  m as te r m an ip u la to r of en v y  in  M idd le -ea rth . In  the 
Akallabeth, S au ron  p rovokes th e  N u m en o rean s ' en v y  of th e  im m orta l Elves an d  
th e  V alar to  th e  p o in t th a t th ey  sail aga in s t A m an, th e  u n d y in g  lands. T he V alar 
h a d  a ttem p ted  to  in h ib it th e  N u m en o rean s ' en v y  b y  im p o sin g  a b an  against 
sailing  to w ard  th e  W est: "[T]he design  of M an w e w as th a t th e  N u m en o rean s  
sh o u ld  n o t be tem p ted  to  seek for th e  B lessed R ealm , n o r d esire  to  overpass  the 
lim its set to  th e ir bliss, becom ing  en am o u red  of th e  im m o rta lity  of th e  V alar an d  
th e  E ldar an d  th e  lan d s  w h ere  all th ings e n d u re"  (270). Sauron, how ever, w as 
able to  exp lo it th e  p rid e  a n d  en v y  of A r-P harazon , k ing  of th e  N um enoreans , 
an d  seduce  h im  in to  th e  w o rsh ip  of M elkor an d  th e  betrayal of h is o w n  people; 
in  the end , h e  p e rsu ad es  A r-P harazon  to  w a r aga in s t th e  Valar, saying:

"The Valar have possessed them selves of the land w here there is no death; 
and  they lie to you  concerning it, h id ing  it as the best they may, because of 
their avarice, and  their fear lest the Kings of M en should w rest from  them  
the deathless realm  and  rule the w orld  in  their stead. A nd though, 
doubtless, the gift of life unend ing  is no t for all, bu t only for such as are 
worthy, being m en  of m ight and p ride  and great lineage, yet against all 
justice is it done tha t this gift, w hich is his due, should be w ithheld  from 
the King of Kings, Ar-Pharazon, m ightiest of the sons of Earth, to w hom  
M anw e alone can be com pared, if even he. But great kings do not brook 
denials, and  take w hat is their due." (282)

A r-P harazon  bo th  desires a n d  resen ts  th e  im m o rta lity  of th e  V alar an d  th e  E ldar, 
an d  in  h is  ow n  "fire  an d  w ra th "  v io lates the  V alar's b a n  aga in s t sailing  to  the 
W est. L ike M orgo th  before  h im , A r-P harazon  rebels aga in s t h is  o w n  contingency
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of be in g  an d  fails. W hen  h e  sets foot in  Valinor, h is  dea th  an d  th e  d estruc tion  of 
N u m en o r im m ed ia te ly  follow.

Sauron, w ho  h a d  h o p e d  to  enhance  h is "being" an d  increase h is 
substance  th ro u g h  th e  folly of th e  N u m enoreans , d iscovers in s tead  th a t he, too, 
h a s  been  sho rn  of h is  b e in g  an d  m u s t flee as a d is incarna te  sp irit to  M id d le - 
ea rth .3 In  the sam e w ay  th a t S atan  rivals G od  in  en v ious em ula tion , fails in  h is 
rivalry, an d  th en  p roceeds to  incite a sim ilar envy  in  Eve a n d  A dam , so M orgo th  
fails in  h is riva lry  of E ru  Ilu v a ta r o n ly  to  seduce  S auron  w ho  in  tu rn  seduces A r- 
P h arazo n  in  a chain  of im itative desire. Both m y th s reveal the attrac tion  a n d  the 
fa ilu re  of mimetic contagion, a fa ilu re  th a t u ltim a te ly  m an ifests  itself as an  absence 
of being, p rec ise ly  as S auron  is revealed  as an absence w h en  h e  flees N um enor.

O f course, S auron  pers is ts  as a w ick ed  sp irit in ten t on "cu ring"  h is 
"on to log ical sickness." H av in g  failed  to  enhance  h is  "being" by  deceiv ing  the 
N um enoreans , S auron  a ttem p ts  to  do  so b y  estab lish in g  a ty ra n n y  over M idd le - 
earth , th a t is, b y  c ru sh ing  every  rival, rea l o r im ag ined . In  th e  p rocess of 
reb u ild in g  h is  pow er, S auron  su b seq u en tly  en snares S arum an  in  th e  selfsam e 
w eb  of en v ious em u la tio n  th a t ev en tu a lly  b rin g s ab o u t th e  w iza rd 's  fall.

L et u s  consider S aru m an  as an o th e r m ytho log ica l m o d e l of envy, 
im itation , a n d  violence. In  The Fellowship o f the Ring, G an d a lf recalls the 
conversation  w ith  S aru m an  in  w h ich  h is fo rm er ally  a n d  su p erio r revea led  h is 
co rrup tion ; S aru m an  to ld  G andalf:

"I am Sarum an the Wise, Sarum an Ring-maker, Sarum an of M any 
Colors!"

I looked then  and  saw  tha t his robes, w hich had  seem ed w hite, w ere 
no t so, bu t w ere w oven of all colours, and  if he m oved they shim m ered 
and  changed hue so tha t the eye w as bew ildered.

"I like w hite better," I said.
"W hite!" he sneered. "It serves as a beginning. W hite cloth m ay 

be dyed. The w hite page can be overw ritten; and  the w hite light can be 
broken."

"In w hich case it is no longer w hite," said I. "And he tha t breaks a 
th ing  to find ou t w hat it is has left the p a th  of w isdom ." (LotR II:2 252)

3 In the Akallabeth, Tolkien describes Sauron's "ontological crisis" as follows: "But Sauron 
was not of mortal flesh, and though he was robbed now of that shape in which he had 
wrought so great an evil, so that he could never again appear fair to the eyes of Men, yet 
his spirit arose out of the deep and passed as a shadow and a black wind over the sea, and 
came back to Middle-earth and to Mordor that was his home. There he took up again his 
great Ring in  Barad-dur, and dwelt there, dark and silent, until he wrought himself a new 
guise, an image of malice and hatred made visible; and the Eye of Sauron the Terrible few 
could endure" (289).
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T he fact th a t S arum an  perceives h is  w h ite  g arm en t, th e  sym bol of h is  character 
an d  h is v irtue , as a b lank , a page  to  be  w ritten  on, ind ica tes  th a t h e  h as je ttisoned  
h is  ow n  be in g  o u t of the  desire  to  possess th e  be in g  of Sauron. L ike G irard 's  
vaniteux, S aru m an  h as becom e a c ipher w ho  perceives th e  deficiency of h is  be in g  
in  th e  p o w er of h is  rival. T he fact th a t h e  w ears a r in g  a n d  iden tifies h im se lf as a 
R ing-m aker signifies th a t h e  is b u t a copy of th e  arch  R ing-m aker. In  h is  delusion , 
S aru m an  believes th a t h e  is becom ing  g rea te r w h ile  in  reality  h e  sacrifices the 
very  g rea tness  h e  possessed . T h a t S aru m an  h as becom e a d im in ish ed  im age of 
h is  rival is b o rn e  o u t in  T olkien's descrip tion  of Isen g ard  in  The Two Towers:

A strong place and  w onderful w as Isengard, and  long it h ad  been 
beautiful; and  there great lords had  dwelt, the w ardens of G ondor upon  
the West, and  w ise m en tha t w atched the stars. But Sarum an h ad  slowly 
shaped it to  his shifting purposes, and m ade it better, as he thought, being 
deceived—for all those arts and subtle devices, for w hich he forsook his 
form er w isdom , and w hich fondly he im agined w ere his own, came but 
from  M ordor; so tha t w hat he m ade w as naught, only a little copy, a child's 
m odel or a slave's flattery, of tha t vast fortress, armoury, prison, furnace of 
great pow er, Barad-dur, the Dark Tower, w hich suffered no rival, and 
laughed at flattery, bid ing its time, secure in  its p ride  and  im m easurable 
strength. (LotR 111:8 542)

Clearly, Tolkien in ten d s  for u s  to see th a t en v y  is im itative a t its root; envy  
inev itab ly  tran sfo rm s the  one w ho  desires in to  a lesser copy of h is  rival. 
S arum an 's fascination  w ith  th e  R ing  costs h im  h is  very  being , a n d  h is  d u ty  to 
M id d le -ea rth  degenera tes  in to  a selfish b id  for pow er. By contrast, w h en  
G alad rie l resists th e  tem p ta tio n  to  take  the  R ing  from  F rodo, she says, "I pass  the 
tes t [...]. I w ill d im in ish , an d  go in to  th e  W est, an d  rem ain  G alad rie l"  (II:7 357). 
G aladriel, in  effect, re linqu ishes the  desire  for im ita tive  "being" an d  in  so d o ing  
re ta in s  h e r  au then tic  "being ."

S arum an  h o p es to p ass  th e  tes t of acqu iring  th e  ring , v an q u ish in g  h is  rival 
Sauron, a n d  au g m en tin g  h is  "being ," b u t h is  pro ject is do o m ed  because  of the 
very  n a tu re  of th e  evil h e  em ulates. S aru m an  m a y  seek h is  "being" b y  im ita ting  
Sauron, b u t h e  p u rsu es  an  illusion. For Tolkien con tinues to  define S auron  in 
te rm s of absence, as an  abyss of desire. C onsider th e  fam ous descrip tion  of 
Sauron 's  Eye in  G aladriel's  m irror:

[S]uddenly the M irror w ent altogether dark, as dark  as if a hole had  
opened in  the w orld  of sight, and Frodo looked into emptiness. In  the 
black abyss there appeared a single Eye that slowly grew, un til it filled 
nearly  all the Mirror. So terrible w as it tha t Frodo stood rooted, unable to 
cry ou t or to w ithdraw  his gaze. The Eye w as rim m ed w ith  fire, bu t w as
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itself glazed, yellow as a cat's, w atchful and  intent, and the black slit of its 
p u p il opened on  a pit, a w indow  into nothing. (II:7 355)

A s S h ippey  observes, evil for Tolkien is b o th  an  absence a n d  a p resence; 
theo log ically  speak ing , evil is bo th  B oethian  an d  M anichean  (135). T he Eye of 
S auron  is rep re sen ted  as a t once p o w erfu l an d  im po ten t, for th e  p it of th a t Eye is 
a w in d o w  in to  n o th ing . T his "b lack  abyss" is th e  abyss of envy, nev er satisfied  
u n til it h a s  co nquered  ev ery  rival an d  d estro y ed  every  p leasu re  save its ow n. In 
fact, it seem s as if Tolkien d raw s  on  th e  "Evil Eye" of fo lk lore in  h is  creation  of 
th e  Eye of Sauron. In  h is  book  Envy, H e lm u t Schoeck w rites, "A lm ost everyw here  
it is felt th a t u n iv e rsa l values, such  as perso n a l hea lth , you th fu lness , children , 
h av e  to  be  p ro tec ted  from  th e  evil eye, the  active expression  of envy, a n d  th is is 
ev id en t in  th e  p ro v erb s a n d  th e  b eh av io u r p a tte rn s  th a t a re  em p loyed  b y  so 
m a n y  peop les to  w a rd  it off" (9). T he Eye of S auron  is an  eye of envy, for S auron  
n o t on ly  desires to  d o m in a te  b u t to d estro y  w h a t is good  sim ply  because  it is 
good. In  such  a w orld , th e  Shire is necessarily  in  peril, for S auron  could  n o t 
e n d u re  the  h o m ey  p leasu res of in n o cen t folk. T heir joy w o u ld  o n ly  increase h is 
m ise ry  b y  reflecting  back  to  h im  h is  o w n  "non -be ing ."  A n d  S aru m an  im ita tes 
th is abyss of envy, th is  em p tiness  th a t sw allow s h is  id en tity  even  as h e  struggles 
to  overcom e h is  rival. G iven th e  im ita tive  p o w er of m ed ia ted  desire, Sarum an 's 
co rru p tio n  of the  Shire seem s n o t to  be  an  a fte r-th o u g h t on  Tolkien's p a r t b u t the 
inev itab le  consequence of h is  d o m in an t them e.

So w h a t th en  is th e  O ne R ing? Yes, it rep resen ts  the libido domandi an d  
th e  desire  to  oppress. B ut clearly  th e  R ing  h as n o  p o w er un less it is possessed . 
A n d  yet possession  of th e  R ing  does n o t sa tisfy  one 's desire; in d eed , possessing  
th e  R ing  on ly  in tensifies one's desire. A s G ollum  w arn s F rodo  an d  Sam  
concern ing  Sauron: "D o n 't take  the  P recious to  H im ! H e 'll ea t u s  all, if H e  gets it, 
ea t all th e  w o rld "  (LotR  IV:3 623). T he R ing is an  abyss, like th e  Eye of Sauron, 
w h ich  n o th in g  can fill, a n d  as such  possession  of the  R ing necessarily  th ro w s the 
R ing-bearer in to  riv a lry  w ith  S auron  a n d  ev en tu a lly  w ith  anyone  else w ho  
desires pow er. In  fact, Tolkien em p h as izes  th a t the  rea l pow er of the  R ing lies in  
rivalry, a n d  in  T olkien's m ytho logy , riv a lry  is a lw ays im itative, as I h av e  a lready  
d em o n stra ted . A s such, the  R ing is th e  sym bol par excellence of im ita tive  desire  as 
G ira rd  defines it th ro u g h o u t h is  w orks. B orom ir, G ollum , a n d  finally, F rodo  all 
im ita te  S auron  in  th e ir fascination  w ith  th e  R ing; like S aru m an  th ey  becom e 
lesser im ages of th a t p reem in en t evil w h ile  each of th em  sacrifices h is  id en tity  as 
th e  desire  for th e  R ing  overcom es h im . Tolkien u n m ask s  th e  p o w er of im itative 
desire  w h en  F rodo  decla res a t th e  b rin k  of M t. D oom  th a t h e  in ten d s  to  keep  the 
R ing  for h im self. O f course, M t. D oom  is n o t on ly  th e  p lace of th e  R ing 's 
destruction ; it is also th e  p lace of its creation. In  carry ing  the R ing  to its 
destruction , F rodo  h a s  also b een  led  in to  th e  p lace of its orig in , the w om b of
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m ed ia ted  desire. In  lay ing  claim  to th e  R ing, F rodo  reveals th e  in su p erab le  
a ttrac tion  of rivalry, a n d  h e  ceases to  be a h u m b le  ho b b it from  th e  Shire; h e  has 
becom e, like Isengard , a d im inu tive  copy  of th e  p o w er of B arad-dur. T he fact th a t 
F rodo  d isap p ea rs  w h en  h e  p u ts  on  th e  R in g —inv isib ility  is, of course, an 
im p o rtan t p o w er th e  R ing  bestow s on  its w e a re r—un d ersco res  th a t he  h im self 
sacrifices h is  "being" a t th e  v ery  m o m en t h e  seizes th e  R ing .4 In  fact, th e  R ing is 
destro y ed  n o t th ro u g h  in te n tio n —th o u g h  F rodo 's  in ten tio n  m oves th e  R ing  as far 
as it cou ld  be m oved , an d  for that, h e  is in d eed  p ra ise w o rth y —b u t b y  the 
d ynam ic  of riva lry  itself. G ollum 's sheer joy  in  se izing  th e  R ing, h is  tr iu m p h  in  
v an q u ish in g  h is  rival to  claim  the  object of h is  desire, lead s to h is  an d  th e  R ing 's 
destruction .

I sa id  th a t the  R ing  is an  abyss th a t canno t be  filled; tha t, of course, is 
n o t en tire ly  accurate. T he R ing  is filled  once, w ith  the  b lu e  eye of Tom  B om badil, 
an d  Tom 's b lu e  eye is th e  sp iritu a l an tithes is of Sauron 's  re d  Eye. B ut then , Tom  is 
defined  in  te rm s of h is  being. W h en  F rodo  asks G o ldberry  w ho  Tom  B om badil is, 
she initially, a n d  enigm atically , rep lies th a t "h e  is ."5 R ather th an  associating  Tom 
w ith  Y ahw eh w h en  H e  speaks from  the  b u rn in g  b u sh  or as an  in ca rn a ted  Valar, 
w e m ig h t consider Tom  in  G ira rd ian  term s; th a t is, th e  R ing h a s  no  p o w er over 
Tom  because  Tom  is u tte r ly  con ten t w ith  h is  "being ." In  th a t regard , Tom

4 Gandalf warns Frodo in  The Fellowship of the Ring that the Ring will ultimately rob him of 
any real being: "A mortal, Frodo, who keeps one of the Great Rings, does not die, but he 
does not grow or obtain more life, he merely continues, until at last every minute is a 
weariness. And if he often uses the Ring to make himself invisible, he fades: he becomes in 
the end invisible permanently, and walks in the twilight under the eye of the dark power 
that rules the Rings. Yes, sooner or later—later, if he is strong or well-meaning to begin 
with, but neither strength nor good purpose will last—sooner or later the dark power will 
devour him" (I:2 46).
5 Goldberry's reply has sparked much discussion, the first example of which, presumably, is 
recorded in Tolkien's letters. In the draft of a letter to Peter Hastings dated September 1954, 
Tolkien replies to Hastings's charge that he had "over-stepped the mark in  metaphysical 
matters"; one of these metaphysical missteps concerned Goldberry's reply, "He is," which 
Hastings said "seemed to imply that Bombadil was God" (187). Tolkien writes, in part, 
"Frodo has asked not 'w hat is Tom Bombadil' but 'Who is he'. We and he no doubt often 
laxly confuse the questions. Goldberry gives what I think is the correct answer. We need 
not go into the sublimities of 'I am that am ' — which is quite different from he is. She adds as 
a concession a statement of part of the 'what'. He is master in  a peculiar way: he has no fear, 
and no desire of possession or domination at all. He merely knows and understands about 
such things as concern him in his natural little realm. He hardly even judges, and as far as 
can be seen makes no effort to reform or remove even the Willow" (192). Bombadil's 
mastery lies in the fact that he does not desire to master; his "being" is derived from 
opening his hands—as he does when he presents a flower to Goldberry—not in  clutching 
them. He is rather like the Green Man of Chesterton's Man Alive, Innocent Smith, whose 
initials spell out "I.S."
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B om badil s im ply  "is," as G o ldberry  says, a n d  h is  "being" lies, paradoxically , is 
h is  refusa l to  m aster, w ell, any th ing . H e  is n o t im ita tin g  anyone because  h e  exists 
com pletely  b ey o n d  the  w eb  of rivalry. H is  cu rious suit, h is  singing, h is o d d  
prac tice  of re fe rrin g  to  h im se lf in th e  th ird  person , h is e n d u rin g  in fa tu a tio n  w ith  
G oldberry , h is  love for h is  realm , a n d  h is  a b u n d a n t la rd e r all ind ica te  a fu llness 
o f be in g  w h ich  rem oves h im  from  th e  w o rld  of en v y  an d  m ed ia ted  desire. Tom 
B om badil is n o t suscep tib le  to  th e  seduction  of hubris for h is  "being" seeks no  
increase. M oreover, h e  h im se lf is n o t an  object o f en v ious desire  because  h e  is set 
a p a rt from  M idd le-ea rth . H e  is in im itab le  an d  h a s  no  desire  to  im ita te  anyone 
else, an d  because  h e  s tan d s  o u ts id e  th e  p o w er of m im etic  contag ion , Tom 
possesses th e  p o w er to  libera te  o thers, as h e  does th e  hobbits. W h en  Tom  releases 
M erry  an d  P ip p in  from  O ld  M an  W illow, h e  does so b y  rem in d in g  th e  tree  of 
w h a t h e  is; th a t is, Tom  tem p ers  h is pride: "W h at be  you  a -th in k in g  of? You 
sh o u ld  n o t be w ak ing . E at earth ! D ig  deep! D rink  w ater! G o to  sleep! B om badil is 
ta lk ing!" (I:6 118). Tom  rem in d s  O ld  M an  W illow  th a t h e  is a w illow  a n d  n o t an 
o ld  m an . W hen  th e  tree  is h u m b led , o u t p o p  M erry  an d  P ipp in .

Sim ilarly, Tom  recalls th e  B arrow -w igh t to  h is  tru e  cond ition  o f being :

Get out, you old Wight! Vanish in the sunlight!
Shrivel like the cold mist, like the winds go wailing,
O ut into the barren lands far beyond the mountains!
Come never here again! Leave your barrow empty!
Lost and forgotten be, darker than the darkness,
Where gates stand for ever shut, till the world is mended.

(LotR I:8 139)

Like O ld  M an  W illow, th e  B arrow -w igh t fancies h im se lf to  be  a d a rk  p o w er th a t 
can  g rasp  a n d  b ind . T h a t h e  h im self is b o u n d  in  th e  w eb  of m im etic  con tag ion  is 
b o rn e  o u t by  th e  song  h e  sings or, as th is song  seem s to  F rodo, h is  "incan ta tion": 
"In the black w ind the stars shall die, /  and still on gold here let them lie, /  till the dark 
lord lifts his hand / over dead sea and withered land" (138). The B arrow -w igh t reveals 
h im se lf to  be  a m in io n  of th e  "d a rk  lo r d " —th a t is, of S a u ro n —an d  like a 
d im in u tiv e  Sauron, th e  B arrow -w igh t m u s t g a th e r h is  little w o rld  of treasu re  to 
su b stan tia te  h is  "being ."

Tom  asserts  h is  m as te ry  over th e  evil sp irit th ro u g h  h is  o w n  song, an d  
in  d o in g  so, easily  v an qu ishes th e  B arrow -w igh t a n d  liberates th e  hobbits. The 
onto log ical con trast be tw een  Tom  an d  th e  B arrow -w igh t is so g rea t th a t the 
B arrow -w igh t canno t w ith s ta n d  Tom, an d  h e  d isap p ea rs  w ith  a " lo n g  tra iling  
shriek, fad in g  aw ay  in to  an  u n g u essab le  d is tance" (139). O nce again  Tolkien 
suggests th a t au th en tic  "being" necessarily  rep u lses  illu so ry  "being"; in  the 
character o f Tom  B om badil th e  rea l an d  abso lu te  p revail over th e  m ere ly  
im itative.
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W hether o r n o t G ira rd 's  th eo ry  of im itative desire  app lies to  all m y th  is 
im possib le  to  say; w e can im ag ine  C heste rton  d ism issing  im itative desire  as yet 
an o th e r "key" th a t p u rp o r ts  to  un lock  the m ean in g  of m ythology. N evertheless, 
th a t im ita tive  desire  does reveal the  modus operandi of hubris seem s clear, a n d  th a t 
m y th o lo g y  is certa in ly  concerned  w ith  hubris, b y  C hesterton 's  ow n  adm ission , 
seem s eq ua lly  clear. M ost im p o rtan tly  for the  p u rp o ses  of th is essay, G irard 's  
u n d e rs ta n d in g  of im ita tive  desire  casts a h e lp fu l lig h t in to  th e  sh ad o w s of 
T olkien's g rea t m ythology. C onsis ten t w ith  th e  C hris tian  doctrines of evil and  
o rig inal sin, Tolkien reveals m ed ia ted  desire  as Satanic, o r m ore  appropria te ly , as 
Sauronic. H e  fu rth e rm o re  reveals th a t th e  po w erfu l lu re  of th e  rival so dom ina tes 
all h u m a n  desire  th a t even  th e  h u m b les t an d  b es t of u s  canno t res is t its 
attraction . A s it goes for F rodo, so it goes for u s  all. W ho can deliver u s  from  
these  chains of reciprocal desire, from  th e  mimetic contagion in  w h ich  w e find  
ourse lves?  O n  the answ er to  th a t question , C hesterton , Tolkien, a n d  G ira rd  
w o u ld  all agree.
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