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M a l d o n  a n d  M o r i a : O n  

B y r h t n o t h ,  G a n d a l f ,  a n d  

H e r o ism i n  T h e  L o r d  o f  t h e  R in g s 1

A l e x a n d e r  M .  B r u c e

"You cannot pass!" [Gandalf] said.
W ith a bound  the Balrog leaped full up o n  the bridge. Its w hip 

w hirled  and hissed.
"H e cannot stand  alone!" cried A ragorn suddenly and ran  back 

along the bridge. "Elendill" he shouted. "I am  w ith  you, Gandalf!"
"G ondor!" cried Boromir and  leaped after him.
A t tha t m om ent G andalf lifted his staff, and crying aloud he smote 

the bridge before him. The staff broke asunder and fell from  his hand. A  
blinding sheet of w hite flame sprang up. The bridge cracked. Right at the 
Balrog's feet it broke, and  the stone up o n  w hich it stood crashed into the 
gulf, w hile the rest rem ained, poised, quivering like a tongue of rock 
th ru st ou t into emptiness.

W ith a terrible cry the Balrog fell forw ard, and its shadow  plunged 
dow n and vanished. But even as it fell it sw ung its w hip , and the thongs 
lashed and curled about the w izard 's knees, dragging him  to the brink. He 
staggered and  fell, grasped vainly at the stone, and slid into the abyss. 
"Fly, you fools!" he cried, and  w as gone. (Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings 
[LotR] II:5 322)

S u c h  i s  t h e  f a l l  o f  G a n d a l f  a t th e  b rid g e  of K h azad -d u m  in  The 
Fellowship o f the Ring, a pow erfu l m o m en t in  The Lord o f the Rings w h ere in  the 

fo rtunes of th e  F ellow sh ip  seem  lost, th e ir h ea rts  an d  h o p e  d im in ished , a n d  they  
m u s t carry  on  w ith o u t th e ir o rig inal leader. A n d  th is m o m en t is n o t o rig inal to 
J.R.R. Tolkien b u t can  be traced , as can m an y  of h is  characters an d  situa tions, to 
an  A nglo-Saxon source.

T his m o m en t of tw o  pa rtie s  sep a ra ted  b y  a n a rro w  b rid g e  of course 
b rin g s to  m in d  the  A nglo-Saxon "T he Battle of M aldon ,"  th e  p o em  th a t recoun ts

1 A version of this essay was read at the 40th International Congress on Medieval Studies 
held at Western Michigan University, Kalamazoo, in 2005. My thanks to Douglas Anderson, 
Verlyn Flieger, and Marjorie Burns for their constructive comments at that conference. 
Marjorie Burns also kindly let me see portions of a proof copy of her forthcoming Perilous 
Realms.
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in  som etim es tragic, som etim es hero ic  lan g u ag e  th e  even ts a t M aldon  in  AD 991, 
w h en  an E nglish  force led  by  ea ld o rm an  B yrh tno th  fo u g h t—a n d  lost to —a p a rty  
of V ikings. A s such, "T he Battle of M aldon" m a y  easily  be  considered  an 
analogue, a source for the  ep isode  a t th e  b rid g e  of K hazad -d u m , except th a t 
Tolkien ad ap ts  th e  situation: h e  takes th e  occasion to "correct" th e  beh av io r of 
th e  se lf-serv ing  B yrh tno th  th ro u g h  th e  actions of th e  self-less G andalf.2 The 
c o m p ariso n —or ra ther, co n tra s t—betw een  the  tw o lead e rs  h as  n o t gone 
u nno ticed , as Janet C roft recen tly  (2004) n o ted  in  h e r  War and the Works o f J.R.R. 
Tolkien (93-94). Yet Tolkien's exp lo ra tion  a n d  ad ap ta tio n  of th e  issues p re sen ted  in  
"M aldon" ex tends b ey o n d  th e  inc lusion  of an  analogous m o m en t of a h e ro  a t a 
b ridge . T h o u g h  Tolkien critiques one aspect of "M ald o n " th ro u g h  G andalf's  
actions, e lsew here  in  The Lord o f the Rings he  celebrates th e  G erm anic hero ic  code 
as so po w erfu lly  sta ted  in  the  A nglo-Saxon poem . In  a way, Tolkien takes the 
m ix ed  m essage  of " M a ld o n "—w ith  its positive an d  nega tive  exempla of hero ic  
a c tio n —a n d  sh ap es a u n if ied  p resen ta tio n  of hero ic  responsib ilities in The Lord of 
the Rings.

L et u s  beg in  w ith  th e  para lle ls  of situation . A ccord ing  to  th e  p o em  "T he 
Battle of M aldon ,"  a force of V ikings occup ied  N o rth ey  Isle in  th e  e s tu a ry  of the 
river B lackw ater a long  the  so u th east coast of E ng land .3 T hese V ikings, led  b y  a

2 I do not mean to suggest that "The Battle of Maldon" is the one and only source for the 
episode at the bridge of Khazad-dum. David Day in  Tolkien's Ring (35) and Marjorie Burns 
in  her Perilous Realms (58-59) point out that Tolkien's bridge is closely related to Bifrost, the 
rainbow bridge of Norse mythology, across which the fire giant Surt comes to battle Freyr 
in  the battle of Ragnarok. In that battle, Odin, leader of the Norse gods (and a figure on 
whom Tolkien modeled, at least to some degree, the character Gandalf), also perishes; see 
Snorri Sturluson, Edda 52-55. Gandalf's language may even reflect the orders reportedly 
given to the French at the Battle of Verdun in  June 1916; they were told "Vous ne les 
laisserez pas passer, mes camarades" ("You will not let them [the Germans] pass, my 
comrades!") (Historique du 25eme Bataillon de Chausseurs a Pied pendant la Grande Guerre).
3 The river is named the "Panta" in  the poem, but other documents, including The Anglo- 
Saxon Chronicle and The Life of Saint Oswald, help us identify the "Panta" as the 
"Blackwater." Such documents also help identify the names of the people involved; see 
Bately, "The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle" and Lapidge, "The Life of Saint Oswald." Tolkien may 
have had the "Blackwater" in  mind when drafting the chapters on Moria, for according to 
The Treason of Isengard, the river Silverlode was for a while the "Blackroot" (see 166-67 and 
174, note 22). Additionally, that volume of The History of The Lord of the Rings clarifies that 
Tolkien had drafted portions of "The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth" some twenty years 
before the work was published; Christopher Tolkien writes,

On the back of the page [of a draft of a section C. Tolkien calls "Bilbo's Song at 
Rivendell"], w ith every appearance of having been written at the same time, is 
a section of a dramatic dialogue in  rhyming verse that preceded by more than 
twenty years The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth Beorhthelm's Son in  Essays and 
Studies, 1953. The Englishmen who took the body of Beorhtnoth from the
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battlefield at Maldon are here called Pudda and Tibba. -Panta (Old English) is 
the river Blackwater. (106n10)

M aldon and  Moria: O n Byrhtnoth, Gandalf, and  H eroism  in  The Lord o f the Rings

certa in  Olaf, w ere  b loodth irsty , vicious, tra in ed  to kill. T hey  h a d  com e to collect 
tr ib u te —given  v o lu n ta rily  o r not. Facing  th em  across th e  river w ere  th e  English, 
led  b y  B yrh tno th ; w ith  h im  are som e w h o  are  in d eed  w ell tra in ed  in  w ar b u t 
m ostly  m en  w ho  are  u n tra in ed , as ea rly  in  th e  p o em  B yrh tno th  m u s t show  th em  
"h u  h i sceo ldon  s tan d an  an d  p one stede  h ea ld a n  [...] h y ra  ra n d a n  rih te  heo ldon , 
/  fæ ste m id  fo lm an, an d  n e  fo rh ted o n  n a"  ("how  th ey  sho u ld  fo rm  u p  an d  h o ld  
th e  position ," h o w  to "h o ld  th e ir sh ields properly , /  firm ly  w ith  the ir fists, an d  
n o t be  a t all a fra id") (19-21).4 Jo in ing  th e  is lan d  to  th e  m a in lan d  is a causew ay  or 
la n d  b rid g e  accessible o n ly  a t low  tide, an d  so n a r ro w  th a t th ree  m en  alone can 
g u a rd  it successfully.

N o w  the scene w ith in  The Fellowship o f the Ring: th e  p a rty  h a s  been  
de tec ted  b y  orcs ju s t shy  of the  easte rn  gates of M oria; th ey  h av e  to  race th ro u g h  
th e  h a lls  u n til th ey  finally  reach  th e  b rid g e  of K hazad -D um , w h ich  is so n a rro w  
th a t "[t]hey  cou ld  on ly  pass  across it in  sing le  file." T he Fellow sh ip  races across, 
so th a t w e h av e  on  one side the orcs, b loodth irsty , vicious, tra in ed  to  kill, an d  on 
th e  o th er th e  Fellow ship , am o n g  w h o se  n u m b e r are  in d eed  w arrio rs  b u t also 
those  w h o  h av e  little  experience in war.

A n d  of course th ere  is a B alrog on  th e  side of evil. U p o n  first seeing  the 
B alrog ju s t before  crossing  the b ridge , m em b ers of the  p a rty  lose hope; L egolas 
an d  G im li are n ea rly  p a ra ly zed  w ith  fear, a n d  even  G an d alf "fa lte red  a n d  leaned  
heav ily  on  h is  staff [saying] 'W h a t an  evil fortune! A n d  I am  a lread y  w ea ry '"  (II:5 
321). It takes th e  hero ic  voice of B orom ir's h o rn  to  b rin g  th e  p a r ty  back  to its 
senses an d  th ey  cross th e  b rid g e5—all b u t G andalf.

T he B alrog tu rn s  G an d a lf 's  focus from  escape to  confron tation . 
O bviously, challeng ing  an d  d efea tin g  th e  B alrog w o u ld  b e tte r in su re  the 
Fellow sh ip 's escape an d  safety. Yet th e  scene assum es a m ore  cosm ic im portance, 
as Tolkien's lan g u ag e  allow s u s  to see the  fig h t be tw een  w iz a rd  an d  m o n s te r as a 
g rea te r con test be tw een  th e  pow ers of good  an d  evil. T he s trugg le  is p re sen ted  in  
clear te rm s of " lig h t"  a n d  "d a rk " : G an d alf o rd e rs  the  B alrog to "G o back  to  the 
Shadow !" an d  th w arts  its "d a rk  fire" w ith  th e  "w h ite  fire" of G lam d rin g  (322). 
T he evil th e  B alrog em bod ies m u s t n o t be  left u n ch a llen g ed  an d  un ch eck ed  — 
even  if confron ting  it w ill m ean  death .

4 Text and translation of "The Battle of Maldon" by Donald Scragg in The Battle of Maldon 
AD 991, 1-36. Line numbers will be noted within the body of the essay.
5 Further connecting the bridge of Khazad-dum w ith the battle of Ragnarok is Boromir's 
blowing of his horn; at Raganarok, Heimdall blew his horn Giallarhorn to warn the Norse 
gods (Snorri Sturluson 54).
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So too d id  th e  V ikings h av e  to be  confron ted  a n d  s to p p ed  or th ey  w o u ld  
be  free to  ra id  e lsew here  in  E ng land . C erta in ly  th e  conflict be tw een  the  English  
an d  the V ikings lacked  th e  cosm ic overtones of G andalf's  ba ttle  w ith  th e  Balrog: 
th e  V ikings w ere  n o t d em ons con ju red  b y  th e  po w ers  of d ark n ess b u t m ere  
m orta ls. Yet th ey  w ere  pa rticu la rly  b lo o d th irs ty  an d  v io len t m orta ls  w ho  w ere  
v e ry  skilled  in  th e ir a rts  of war. T hey  d id  pose  a gen u in e  a n d  im m ed ia te  th re a t to 
th e  E n g lish —so th ey  h a d  to be  challenged , as "T he Battle of M ald o n " chronicles. 
T he po em  suggests th a t th e  m ostly  u n tra in e d  E nglish  forces, once th ey  perceived  
th e  fu ll n a tu re  of th e  V iking th rea t, in d eed  d id  feel d esp a ir a n d  fear, ju s t as the 
m em b ers  of th e  Fellow sh ip  d e sp a ired  u p o n  seeing  the B alrog. B yrh tno th  
a ttem p ts  to  ease h is  m en 's fears w ith  h is b o ld  stance an d  language , as in  h is 
d isd a in fu l rep ly  to th e  V ikings ' d e m a n d  for tribu te: "N e  sceole ge sw a softe sinc 
gegangan : /  u s  sceal o rd  an d  ecg æ r gesem an , /  g rim  g u dp lega, æ r w e gofol 
sy llon" ("You w ill n o t g a in  tre a su re  so easily: /  spear an d  sw o rd  m u s t first 
a rb itra te  be tw een  us, /  th e  g rim  gam e of battle, before  w e p a y  tr ibu te") (59-61). 
T hen  B yrh tno th  com m ands th ree  tra in ed  w arrio rs  to  g u a rd  th e  b rid g e  an d  keep  
th e  V ikings from  assau ltin g  th e  English. T hose th r e e —W ulfstan , Æ lfhere, and  
M accu s—"n o ld o n  æ t pam fo rd a  fleam  gew yrcan , /  ac h i fæ stlice w id da fynd  
w ered o n  /  p a h w ile  p e h i w æ p n a  w ea ld an  m o ston" (" re fu sed  to  take  fligh t from  
th e  ford; /  ra th e r th ey  d e fen d ed  them selves s taunch ly  aga in s t th e  en em y  /  for as 
long  as th ey  could  w ie ld  w eapons") (81-83). T hey  give the  E nglish  a chance for 
survival, for in  fact th ey  are so effective th a t th e  V ikings h a d  to change tactics:

Pa hi pæ t ongeaton and  georne gesawon,
p æ t h i pær bricgw eardas bitere fundon, 
ongunnon  lytegian p a lafie gystas: 
b æ don  p æ t h i up  gangan agan m oston, 
ofer p one ford faran, fep an lædan.

(When [the Vikings] recognized and saw clearly 
that they had come up against unrelenting guardians of the 

causeway there,
then the hateful visitors started to use guile:
they asked to be allowed to have passage,
to cross over the ford, to advance their troops.) (84-88)

A n d  th a t is w h ere  th e  tid e  tu rn s, for B yrh tno th  agrees to  th e ir re q u e s t—he  allow s 
th em  to com e to  th e  E nglish  shore. A s th e  p o em  reads, "D a se eorl o ngan  for h is 
o ferm ode /  aly fan  lan d es to  fela la te r e  Seode" ("T hen  because  of h is  p r id e  the 
earl set ab o u t /  a llow ing  th e  h a te fu l race too m u ch  lan d "  (89-90). B yrh tno th  
y ie lds h is  position , allow s the  V ikings to  cross, an d  the  s laugh te r of th e  E nglish  
ensues. A ccord ing  to  the  poem , B yrh tno th  is am o n g  th e  first to  be  k illed , an d  he 
d ies w ith  a p ray e r in  w h ich  h e  th an k s  G od  "ea lra  p æ ra  w y n n a  p e ic on  w o ru ld e
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g ebad"  ("for all th e  joys w h ich  [he] experienced  in  th is w orld ") an d  asks G od  to 
"m in u m  gaste  godes g eu n n e"  ("g ran t grace to [his] sp irit") (174-176).

In  Fellowship, G anda lf h as assu m ed  in  p a r t th e  role of th e  th ree  
defen d ers  w h o  block th e  causew ay  b u t m ore  the  ro le of B y rh tn o th —or of th e  role 
B y rh tno th  sh o u ld  h ave  p layed . H e  issues a challenge to  th e  B alrog, ju s t as 
B yrh tno th  challenged  th e  V ikings. H e  h o ld s  off th e  B alrog's first attack, as the 
th ree  A nglo-Saxon defen d ers  h e ld  off th e  V ikings. A n d  th en  th e  para lle l ceases, 
for G an d alf does n o t y ie ld  h is  position . H e  p e rso n a lly  s tan d s  h is  g ro u n d  an d  
saves the  p a r ty  b y  d estro y in g  th e  b rid g e  a n d  casting  th e  B alrog in to  th e  abyss — 
th o u g h  h e  h im se lf is u n w illin g ly  d rag g ed  d o w n  in  th e  process. H is  final w ords: 
n o  p rayer, n o  consolation , n o  lam en ta tion , ju s t an o rder: "Fly, you  fools!" for they  
are  in d eed  fools n o t to  act on  th e  occasion a n d  flee im m ediately .

So w h y  d id  B yrh tno th  change th e  ru les?  T he O ld  E nglish  read s  "for h is 
o ferm ode." T hat w o rd  ofermod h as  p ro m p te d  a v arie ty  of transla tions. T hey  all 
cen ter on  pride, b u t th ey  d iffer in  the  deg ree  of p ride , w h e th e r it is best 
u n d e rs to o d  as c learly  negative, p e rh a p s  even  to th e  p o in t of sin fu l p r id e  ("heart's  
a rrogance" o r "inso lence") o r som eth ing  less nega tive  an d  p o ten tia lly  even 
positive, such  as "over-confidence" or "excessive sp irit."6

Tolkien k n ew  w h a t h e  th o u g h t of ofermod. H e  does n o t excuse or 
apo log ize  for B yrh tno th , as h e  reveals in  h is  1953 "T he H om ecom ing  of 
B eorh tno th  B eorh thelm 's Son," w h ich  is ac tua lly  a p lay  p lu s  tw o  essays. Tolkien 
b eg in s w ith  an  in tro d u c to ry  essay, "B eorh tno th 's D eath" (w ith  b ack g ro u n d  on 
th e  battle  a n d  a descrip tion  of th e  se tting  an d  action of th e  play), th en  h as the 
p la y  as n am ed , before  closing w ith  th e  critical essay  "O ferm od ."  In 
"H om ecom ing ,"  T idw ald , an  o ld er v e te ran -tu rned -fa rm er, a n d  th e  young  
T orh thelm  (the son of a p o e t w ho  considers h im se lf a poet) are sen t to  collect the 
b o d y  of B eorh tno th  for bu ria l. C on tem p la tin g  th e  even ts of th e  battle, T id w ald  
com m ents on  th e  fall of th e  ea ldo rm an :

Alas, m y friend, our lord  w as at fault,
or so in M aldon this m orn ing  m en w ere saying.
Too p roud , too princely! But his pride's cheated,
and  his princedom  has passed, so w e'll praise his valour.
H e let them  cross the causeway, so keen was he 
to  give m instrels m atter for m ighty songs.

6 For example, Alexander translates ofermod as "heart's arrogance" (104); Donaldson, as 
"overconfidence" (106); Gordon, as "pride" (330); Hall, as "pride, insolence" (257); Hill, as 
"pride" (117); Muir, as "excessive spirit, pride, arrogance, over-confidence" (138); Pope and 
Fulk, as "pride, overconfidence" (202); and Scragg, as "pride" (21). Matto proposes a more 
psychological and neutral reading, that Byrhtnoth allowed his mod or emotions to exceed 
(or "go ofer") "the firmness of his outer mind" (70).
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N eedlessly noble. It should never have been: 
b idd ing  bow s be still, and the bridge opening, 
m atching m ore w ith  few  in m ad  handstrokes!
Well, doom  he dared, and died  for it. (16)

T id w ald 's  com m ents m a y  strike u s  as h a rsh  an d  overcritical, b u t as Tolkien 
a rg u es  in  th e  essay  "O ferm od ,"  B eorh tno th 's actions clearly  w a rra n t criticism , 
n o t sym pathy. In  Tolkien's w ords, B eorh tno th  suffered  from  "excess," a character 
tra it th a t h a d  to be  tem p ered . Tolkien exp la ins "excess":

[The] elem ent of pride, in  the form of the desire for honour and glory, in 
life and  after death, tends to grow, to  become a chief m otive, d riv ing a 
m an  beyond the bleak heroic necessity to excess—to chivalry. "Excess" 
certainly, even if it be approved by contem porary opinion, w hen  it not 
only goes beyond need  and  duty, bu t interferes w ith  it. ("Hom ecom ing"
22)

Tolkien o ffered  B eow ulf as an  exam ple  to illu s tra te  w h a t constitu tes "excess" — 
an d  w h a t th e  w ages of excess are. W hen  B eow ulf fo u g h t G ren d e l for persona l 
g lo ry  (even m ak in g  su re  it w as a "fa ir figh t" so th ere  w o u ld  be n o  question  as to 
h is  d ese rv in g  credit), h e  does n o t com m it an y  sin  of "excess" for "B eow ulf h a s  no  
d u ty  to th e  D anes, h e  is still a su b o rd in a te  w ith  n o  responsib ilities d o w n w ard s"  
an d  in  fact h is  success w ill a d d  "c red it to  th e  lo rd  of h is allegiance, H ygelac." A t 
th e  en d  of th e  poem , B eow ulf does exh ib it the  sin of excess w h en  h e  personally  
challenges th e  d rag o n  th a t th rea ten s h is  la n d  an d  peop le , th e  G eats. A t th a t p o in t 
in  h is career, B eow ulf d id  have  "responsib ilities d o w n w ard " ; h is  en tire  peop le  
n e e d e d  h im  alive as th e ir lo rd  an d  leader. But h e  ig n o red  these  responsib ilities, 
gave  in  to  excess, an d  ga in ed  v ic to ry  on ly  "b y  th e  loyalty  of a  su b o rd in a te ,"  
W iglaf ("H om ecom ing" 22-23). A n d  of course B eow ulf d ies a n d  h is  leader-less 
peop le  are  sho rtly  e rased  from  h is to ry  b y  Sw edes, F ranks, F ris ia n s—th e  very  
tribes B eow ulf h a d  k ep t a t bay.

Tolkien th o u g h t "M aldon" th u s  offered  "severe criticism " (24; em phasis  
his) of B eo rh tn o th —to th e  p o in t w e sh o u ld  find  h im  g u ilty  of sin fu l "excess." H is 
responsib ilities d o w n w ard s  to  h is  m en  (an d  for th a t m a tte r  u p w a rd s  to  h is  ow n  
lo rd  ^ th e lr e d ,  w ho  w ou ld , w e assum e, have  p re fe rred  th e  slau g h te r of the 
V ikings to  the  loss of an  ea ld o rm an  a n d  h is  m en) sh o u ld  h ave  w e ig h ed  m ore  
u p o n  h im  th a n  h is o w n  desire  to  "g ive  m instre ls  m a tte r  for m ig h ty  songs." 
Tolkien continues: "B eorh tno th  w as ch ivalrous ra th e r th an  stric tly  heroic. 
H o n o u r w as in  itself a m otive, a n d  h e  so u g h t it a t th e  risk  of p lac ing  h is 
heordwerod, all th e  m en  m o st d ea r to  h im , in  a tru ly  hero ic  situation , w h ich  they  
could  red eem  on ly  b y  death . M agnificen t p e rh ap s , b u t certa in ly  w rong . Too
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foolish  to  be  heroic. A n d  th e  fo lly  B eorh tno th  a t an y  ra te  could  n o t w ho lly  
red eem  b y  d ea th "  (24).

A s if to em p h asize  th e  ex ten t of B eorh tno th 's "folly," Tolkien p rov ides 
th e  figu re  of G an d alf a t th e  b rid g e  of K h azad -d u m  as a m o d e l of correct 
behavior. G andalf u n d e rs to o d  h is  responsib ilities. H e  h a d  responsib ilities 
"d o w n w a rd "  to  th e  Fellow ship ; th ey  n eed ed  an  o p p o rtu n ity  to escape, a n d  he  
fo u g h t to  g ive th em  th a t opportun ity . A n d  on  a g ra n d e r  scale h e  h ad  
responsib ilities "u p w a rd "  to  th e  g rea te r com m on good. Ju s t as B yrh tno th  w as 
b o u n d  to  h is lo rd  Æ th e lred  an d  to  th e  security  of E ngland , so too  is G an d alf the 
M aia b o u n d  to  the  V alar an d  to the  security  of M idd le -ea rth . So G andalf fo ugh t 
th e  B alrog n o t ju s t for the  Fellow sh ip 's benefit b u t for th e  benefit of all M id d le - 
ea rth : th e  crea tu re  of evil fo rm ed  b y  th e  ancien t en em y  M orgo th  h a d  to  be 
destroyed . N or d id  h e  com m it B yrh tno th 's sin of excess b y  challeng ing  the 
crea tu re  for h is  o w n  glory; as C roft h a s  sta ted , "[h]is ego d id  n o t en te r in to  the 
equ a tio n "  (94). T here  is n o  h in t th a t h e  so u g h t b a ttle  so th a t h e  m ig h t "give 
m in stre ls  m a tte r  for m ig h ty  songs." C erta in ly  such  songs w ere  p o ss ib le—w e 
n eed  th ink  on ly  of the  accoun t of th e  battle  be tw een  G lo rfindel an d  a B alrog as 
to ld  in  "T he Fall of G ondo lin " from  The Book o f Lost Tales Part 2 (194-97), a n d  in  
fact th e  Elves of L orien  m a y  w ell h ave  su n g  of G andalf's  b a ttle  in  the ir 
lam en ta tio n s—b u t w e canno t be  sure, for L egolas "w o u ld  n o t in te rp re t the 
songs" (LotR  II:7 350). W h a t is clear from  th e  scene on  th e  b rid g e  is th a t G andalf 
faced  th e  B alrog neither for fam e nor h e ro ism  b u t o u t of h is  im m ed ia te  n eed  to 
d e fen d  th e  Fellow ship , especially  those w ho  d id  n o t k n o w  th e  a rts  of w arfare  
an d  sh o u ld  no t be  sacrificed, a n d  o u t of h is  g rea te r d u ty  to  f igh t ag a in s t the 
forces of evil.

W ith  th is a rg u m en t th a t Tolkien u se d  G an d alf a t th e  b rid g e  to 
dem o n s tra te  w h a t B eorh tno th  sho u ld  h ave  done, I do  no t m ean  to  suggest th a t 
Tolkien m e a n t to  condem n  th e  en tire  m essage  of "T he Battle of M aldon ."  Far 
from  it. In  fact, Tolkien sh a red  in  h is  "O ferm od" essay  h o w  m u ch  th e  hero ic  
lan g u ag e  re so n a ted  w ith  h im ; h e  w ro te , "T he w o rd s of [the ve te ran  retainer] 
B eorh tw old  [at lines 312-313; "M aldon" n am es h im  B yrhtw old] h av e  been  h e ld  to 
be  th e  finest expression  of th e  n o rth e rn  hero ic  sp irit, N orse  o r E nglish; the 
clearest sta tem en t of th e  doctrine  of u tte rm o s t en d u ran ce  in  the  service of 
indom itab le  w ill"  (21). T he A nglo-Saxon sen tim en t, Tolkien argues, "ap p ea rs  in  
th is clarity  [in 'M a ld o n '] [...] p rec ise ly  because  it is p u t in  the  m o u th  of a 
subo rd ina te , a m a n  for w ho  the object of h is w ill w as d ec ided  b y  another, w ho  
h a d  no  responsib ility  d o w n w ard s , on ly  loyalty  u p w ard s . Personal p r id e  w as 
there fo re  in  h im  a t its low est, an d  love an d  loyalty  a t th e ir h ig h es t"  (22). T hose 
lines s tan d  o u t to  an y  w ho  h ave  g iven  the p o em  even  a cu rso ry  read ing : "H ige  
sceal p e h ea rd ra , h eo rte  p e cenre, /  m o d  sceal p e m are , p e u re  m Ægen  ly tlad" 
(312-313). Tolkien p laced  h is  tran sla tio n  of th em  in to  th e  m o u th  of T orh thelm  in
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"T he H om ecom ing  of B eorh tno th": "H e a rt shall be  bolder, h a rd e r  th e  pu rp o se , /  
m ore  p ro u d  th e  sp irit as o u r p o w er lessens!" (19). To be  fair, th e  fact th a t 
T orh thelm  speaks those  lines p resen ts  som e challenge; Tom  Shippey, notably, 
does n o t believe th a t T olkien's character T orh thelm  speaks for Tolkien h im self. In 
The Road to Middle-Earth  and , m ore  extensively, in  "Tolkien a n d  'T he 
H om ecom ing  of B eo rh tno th ,'"  S h ippey  a rgues th a t T o rh thelm  is a poor 
spokesm an  for th e  hero ic  as h e  h im se lf is cow ardly, g iven  to em p ty  boasting , and  
m u rd e ro u s  (7-8); so nega tive  is th e  dep ic tion  of T o rh thelm  th a t h a v in g  h im  speak  
th e  tran sla tio n  of lines 312-313 of "M aldon" am o u n ts  to  an  attack  on  the  hero ism  
o u tlin ed  in  those  v e ry  lin e s—lines th a t Tolkien "d id  n o t like" (13). S h ippey  po in ts 
o u t th a t T o rh thelm  canno t tru ly  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  lines for h e  speaks th em  h a lf­
asleep  (14); in  a sim ilar way, S h ippey  continues, peop le  of Tolkien's o w n  d ay  h ad  
on ly  h a lf-u n d ers to o d  th e  call of hero ism , th a t th ey  h a d  m isap p ro p r ia ted  th e  lines 
an d  m u s t be  corrected:

I am  sure tha t Tolkien w as also thinking in  a w ay of the resurgence of self­
consciously N ordic or Germanic attitudes in  N azi Germany. He felt that 
the heathen spirit of the Vikings and  the berserks h ad  come back in  his 
ow n time, and had  to be fought again. To fight it [...] [h]e had  in fact to 
take the no rthern  heroic spirit and sacrifice it. That w as w hat he w as doing 
in  "The H om ecom ing of Beorhtnoth." (15)

H ow ever, Sh ippey 's  a rg u m en t th a t Tolkien " d id  n o t like" lines 312-313 a n d  their 
expression  of G erm an ic  hero ism  m u s t be b a lan ced  b y  the fact th a t Tolkien 
rep ea ted ly  an d  positive ly  w ove th e  m essage  of those  lines in to  The R eturn o f the 
King, even  to  th e  p o in t of q u o tin g  h is tran sla tio n  of the  lines essen tia lly  verbatim .

A gain , Tolkien h a d  considered  these  lines from  "M aldon" to  be " the  
finest expression  of th e  n o rth e rn  hero ic  sp irit."  H e  h a d  earlie r (1936) o u tlin ed  th is 
"n o r th e rn  hero ic  sp irit"  in  h is  lan d m ark  essay  "Beowulf. T he M onste rs  an d  the 
C ritics" w h ere in  h e  d efin ed  h is  N o rth e rn  " th eo ry  of courage" as the  "c reed  of 
u n y ie ld in g  w ill" — th e  ab ility  to  face im m in en t d ea th  w ith  a reso lu tion  an d  
s tren g th  of sp irit th a t refuses to see d ea th  as defea t (70). I t is th is  so rt of courage 
th a t d rives a n u m b e r of characters in  The Lord o f the Rings. For exam ple, in  The 
Return o f the King  E ow yn  an d  M erry  face th e  W itch-K ing to  p ro tec t th e  fallen  
T heoden ; later, A rag o rn  chooses to  lead  h is  red u ced  forces rig h t to  the  very  gates 
of M ord o r expecting  d ea th  b u t n o t defeat, for h e  know s h e  is g iv in g  F rodo  m ore  
tim e to  d estro y  th e  R ing. M ore specific to  th e  ep isode  a t th e  b rid g e  of K hazad- 
d u m , b y  su rg in g  fo rw ard  to  p ro tec t G an d a lf (unsuccessfully), A rag o rn  an d  
B orom ir d isp lay  th e  "positive  an d  hero ic  va lues of love an d  loyalty  for h is  lo rd  
[...] b y  a su b o rd in a te  w arrio r"  (C hance 79). A s R obert Boenig, S teven Deyo, an d  
John  H o lm es h av e  no ted , A rago rn  an d  B orom ir are  acting  ju s t as B yrh tno th 's 
fa ith fu l re ta iners  Æ lfw ine, Offa, L eofsunu , D unnere , a n d  B yrh tw old  acted; th ey
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are  seek ing  to fulfill th e ir ob ligation  to  th e ir leader, figh ting  for h im  even  u n to  
d ea th .7 To th e ir credit, A rag o rn  an d  B orom ir are  saved  th e  sham e of "allow ing" 
th e ir lo rd  to  die, for before  falling  G an d a lf re leases th em  from  th e ir d u ty  to  d ie  in 
h is  service w ith  th e  com m and , "Fly, you  fools!"

Tolkien m ak es h is  p o in t ab o u t v a lu in g  th e  hero ism  of th e  N o rth  as 
exp ressed  in  "M aldon" even  clearer b y  in co rp o ra tin g  echoes an d  varia tions of 
B yrh tw old 's defin ition  of h e ro ism  in to  th e  passages describ ing  F rodo  an d  Sam 's 
jo u rney  th ro u g h  th e  deso la tion  of M ordor. In  the ir ap p ro ach  to  M o u n t D oom  
across the  p la in  of G orgoro th , Sam  com es to  te rm s w ith  th e  rea lity  o f the ir 
situation : "N ever for long  h a d  h o p e  d ied  in  h is  s tau n ch  heart, an d  a lw ays u n til 
n o w  h e  h a d  taken  som e th o u g h t for the ir re tu rn . B ut th e  b itte r tru th  cam e hom e 
to h im  a t last: a t best th e ir p rov ision  w o u ld  take  th em  to th e ir goal; a n d  w h en  the 
task  w as done, there  th ey  w o u ld  com e to an  end , alone, houseless, foodless in  the 
m id s t of a te rrib le  desert. T here could  be no  re tu rn "  (LotR  VI:3 912-13). B ut after 
considering  th e ir im m in en t death , S am  feels n o t d efea ted  b u t reso lu te: "B ut even 
as h o p e  d ied  in  Sam , or seem ed  to  die, it w as tu rn e d  to  a n e w  streng th . Sam 's 
p la in  hobbit-face g rew  stern , a lm ost grim , as th e  w ill h a rd e n e d  in  h im "  (913). 
Sam  refuses to  g ive in to  despair, for "[h]is w ill w as set, an d  on ly  d ea th  w o u ld  
b reak  it" (919). W e can com pare  Sam 's stern , g rim  coun tenance  an d  h a rd e n e d  
w ill to B yrh tno th 's  "H ige  sceal p e h ea rd ra , h eo rte  p e cenre." N or is th e re  ofermod 
b u t ra th e r mod in  Sam 's response, th a t sense of abso lu te  ded ica tion  to  a cause 
g rea te r th a n  h is  o w n  g lo ry  or fo r tu n e —th a t love an d  loyalty  Tolkien v a lu ed .8 
A n d  w h ile  the  focus is m u ch  m ore  on  Sam  a t th is  m om ent, Tolkien does n o te  th a t 
in  th a t dark , hopeless tim e, d e te rm in a tio n  g row s in  b o th  F rodo  an d  Sam , ju s t as 
it d id  in  o ld  B yrh tw old , for even  as the  h o b b its ' " s tren g th  lessened" (or "m æ gen 
ly tlad"), " th e ir  w ills d id  n o t yield, a n d  th ey  s tru g g led  on" (914, 918).

T h u s in  The Lord o f the R ings w e can see th a t Tolkien p resen ts  a u n ified  
perspective  on  h e ro ism  ra th e r th a n  th e  m ix ed  com m en tary  fo u n d  in  "T he Battle 
of M aldon ,"  w ith  its exam ples of flaw ed  hero ic  sp irit in  B y rh tno th  (at least in 
T olkien's eyes) an d  of tru e  hero ic  sp irit in  B yrh tw old  a n d  th e  o ther fa ith fu l 
re ta in e rs  such  as Offa, L eofsunu , an d  D unnere . G an d a lf  acts as B yrh tno th  shou ld  
h av e  a c te d —to save h is  loyal com panions, n o t to  jeo p ard ize  them ; F rodo  an d  
Sam  enact th e  v e ry  w o rd s  of B yrh tw old  as th ey  m ak e  the ir w ay  th ro u g h  the 
p la in s  of deso la tion  an d  despair. A n d  th ro u g h  T olkien's p o w erfu l characters and

7 See Boenig 11, Deyo 60, and Holmes 251-53. Dunnere's brief lines encapsulate the self- 
sacrificing sentiment of the loyal retainers: "Ne m ^g  na wandian se ^e wrecan fenced / 
frean on folce, ne for feore murnan" ("He must never flinch who thinks to avenge / his lord 
in  this body of men, nor be anxious about life") (258-59).
8 Clark has noted that in deciding to rescue Frodo from the orcs at the tower of Cirith 
Ungol, "Sam unconsciously models his intended course of action on the heroic deaths of 
the heroes remembered in  the song or poem Maldon" (46).
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m o m en ts  w e h ave  a m ore  p ro fo u n d  sense  of th e  hero ic  sp ir i t—or of hero ic  
resp o n sib ilitie s—an d  are  em b o ld en ed  to  h o ld  fas t in  m in d  an d  w ill . . . even 
w h en  th e  B alrog com es.
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Make checks payable to The Mythopoeic Society, and mail to:
Emily Rauscher 

434 W120th St. #5E 
New York, NY 10027 
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Room and board rates are available on the conference website.
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