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G a n d a l f  a n d  M e r l i n :

J . R . R .  T o l k i e n ' s  A d o p t i o n  

a n d T r a n s f o r m a t i o n  o f  

a L i t e r a r y  T r a d i t i o n

F r a n k  P .  R i g a

I n  a  1 9 5 4  e s s a y  d e s i g n e d  o r i g i n a l l y  to  p r o v id e  a n  in d e x  o f  

n a m e s  for  The Lord of the Rings,1 J.R.R . T o lk ie n  in tr o d u c e s  G a n d a lf  

a s th e  le a s t  o f  th e  Istari, th e  m e s s e n g e r s  fr o m  Valar:

[L]ast cam e o n e  w h o  se e m e d  th e  least, le s s  ta ll th a n  th e  o thers, 
an d  in  lo o k s m ore  a ged , g rey -h a ired  an d  g rey -c lad , an d  lea n in g  

o n  a staff. B ut C ird a n  from  their  first m e e t in g  at th e  G rey H a v en s d iv in e d  

in  h im  th e  grea test sp irit an d  th e  w isest; an d  h e  w e lc o m e d  h im  w ith  

reveren ce, an d  h e  g a v e  to  h is  k e e p in g  th e  T hird R ing, N arya  th e  Red. 
(Unfinished 389)

A s  h is  m o d e s t  a n d  u n a s s u m in g  a p p e a r a n c e  b o th  h e r e  a n d  in  th e  

o p e n in g  o f  The Hobbit s u g g e s t s ,  G a n d a lf  m ig h t  a p p e a r  at f irs t to  b e  lit t le  m o r e  

th a n  a ra th er  e cc en tr ic , e ld e r ly  tr a v e ler . B u t in s te a d , a s  C ir d a n  d iv in e d  a n d  a s  th e  

r e a d e r  r a p id ly  d is c o v e r s , h e  is  a " w a n d e r in g  w iz a r d "  (Hobbit 13), w h o m  T o lk ie n  

s p e c if ic a l ly  id e n t if ie s ,  b o th  in  The Hobbit a n d  The Lord of the Rings, a s  a m e m b e r  o f  

th e  w iz a r d  tr a d it io n . A n d  y e t , d e s p ite  a n u m b e r  o f  s tr ik in g  p a r a lle ls  w ith  M e r lin  

f ig u r e s  fr o m  th e  p a s t , G a n d a lf  is  n o  s te r e o ty p ic a l  w iz a r d . In  h is  p o r tr a it  o f  

G a n d a lf , T o lk ie n  h a s  d r a w n  o n  e a r lier  te x ts  a n d  tr a d it io n s , p a r t ic u la r ly  th o s e  

fe a tu r in g  M er lin , b u t  h e  h a s  n o t  d o n e  so  fo r m u la ic a lly . O n  th e  co n tra ry , G a n d a lf  

te s ts  th e  l im its  a n d  m o v e s  b e y o n d  th e  e x p e c ta t io n s  r a is e d  b y  m a n y  p r e v io u s  

M e r lin  f ig u r e s , e s p e c ia l ly  in  h is  u s e  o f  m a g ic , h is  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  w o m e n , h is  

r e la t io n sh ip  to  p o w e r ,  a n d  h is  p e d a g o g ic a l  s tr a te g ie s . M o r e o v e r , h e  d o e s  n o t  

sh a r e  th e  a m b ig u ity  o f  m a n y  p r e v io u s  p o r tr a its  o f  M e r lin  a s  a f ig u r e  w h o , as  

Y v e s  V a d e  n o te s , o c c u p ie s  a n  a m b ig u o u s  sp a c e  b e tw e e n  g o o d  a n d  e v il .  H e  is  a lso

1 Christopher Tolkien poin ts out that h is father w rote this essay, referred to as "The Essay 
on  the Istari," for an in d ex  of nam es. A s T olkien explains in  a letter from 1956, "I w orked at 
it for m onths [...] until it becam e clear that size and cost w ere ruinous" (qtd. in  
"Introduction," Unfinished 12).
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q u ite  u n l ik e  M e r lin  f ig u r e s  w h o  h a v e  b e e n  p o r tr a y e d  a s  e v il  so rcerers, 

n e c r o m a n c e r s , a n d  a g e n ts  o f  d e c e p t io n , as, for  e x a m p le , in  Jean  C o c te a u 's  Knights 
of the Round Table.

T h e  r e la t io n sh ip  b e tw e e n  G a n d a lf  a n d  th e  M e r lin  tr a d it io n  h a s  r e c e iv e d  

l it t le  f o c u s e d  a t te n t io n  in  cr itica l s tu d ie s .2 I w i l l  a r g u e  th a t th is  c o n n e c t io n  is  o f  

far  g r ea te r  s ig n if ic a n c e  th a n  h a s  p r e v io u s ly  b e e n  r e c o g n iz e d . G a n d a lf  sh a re s  

m a n y  a ttr ib u te s  w ith  p r e v io u s  M e r lin  f ig u r e s , b u t  h e  is  b y  n o  m e a n s  a  ca rb o n  

c o p y  o f  p r e v io u s  e x e m p la r s . In s te a d , h e  is  a  u n iq u e  c re a tio n  th r o u g h  w h ic h  

T o lk ie n  e x p lo r e s  q u e s t io n s  o f  a b s o lu te  p o w e r  a n d  fr e e d o m  o f  c h o ic e , q u e s t io n s  

th a t e m e r g e  a ll th e  m o r e  c le a r ly  a g a in s t  th e  fo il  o f  p r e v io u s  p o r tra its . A s  P eter  

G o o d r ic h  h a s  c o m m e n te d , " o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  fa sc in a t in g  a sp e c ts  o f  th e  lite ra tu re  

o n  M e r lin  is  its  m u lt ip l ic i ty  a n d  h o w  it  tr a n sfo r m s th e  c o re  d e ta ils  o f  h is  le g e n d  

to  c re a te  a p a n o p ly  o f  m a g e s  w h o  are r e m a r k a b ly  v a r ie d "  (Merlin: A Casebook 
[Casebook] 3 ). T o lk ie n 's  p o r tr a it o f  G a n d a lf  a p t ly  i llu s tr a te s  G o o d r ic h 's  c la im  th a t  

M e r lin  is  a  s e m in a l f ig u r e , th e  p o in t  o f  d e p a r tu r e  fo r  c r e a tiv e  e x p lo r a t io n s  o f  th e  

c o n c e p ts  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  w iz a r d r y , " th a t n o n v e r b a l sp a c e  o f  c o n s c io u s n e s s  w h ic h  

is  th e  s p a w n in g  g r o u n d  o f  n e w  f ic t io n a l c r e a tio n s  in  a r c h e ty p a l m o d e s "  (Romance 
of Merlin [Romance] x iii) . B u t u n l ik e  m a n y  M e r lin  f ig u r e s  w h o  are, a s  G o o d r ic h  

n o te s , " r e c o g n iz a b ly  th e  sa m e"  (Casebook 3 ), G a n d a lf  d r a w s  o n  th e  M e r lin  

tr a d it io n  w h ile  tr a n s fo r m in g  it  in  s ig n if ic a n t  w a y s .

T o lk ie n  d o e s  n o t  m e n t io n  M e r lin  in  h is  n o v e ls  a n d  u s e s  th e  m o r e  

g e n e r a l te rm  " w iz a rd "  to  refer  to  G a n d a lf . H o w e v e r ,  th e  p a r a lle ls  n o te d  b y  R u th  

N o e l  to  M a llo r y 's  M e r lin  s tr o n g ly  in d ic a te  G a n d a lf 's  c o n n e c t io n  to  M er lin .3 B u t  

a s I w il l  a r g u e , th e  c o n n e c t io n  e n c o m p a s s e s  m u c h  o f  th e  e n t ir e  M e r lin  tr a d it io n . 

S in c e  M e r lin  is  th e  m o s t  u b iq u ito u s  w iz a r d  f ig u r e  fr o m  m e d ie v a l  t im e s  u n t il  th e  

p r e se n t , h e  is  c e r ta in ly  im p lie d  b y  r e fe r e n c e s  to  w iz a r d s  a n d  w iz a r d r y . G o o d r ic h  

e m p h a s iz e s  M e r lin 's  c en tra l p o s it io n  in  th e  w iz a r d  tra d itio n : " N o  o th e r  w iz a r d  in  

w e s te r n  c u ltu r e  d e f in e s  th e  o c c u p a t io n  o f  m a g ic  a s  fu l ly  a s M er lin , w h o  fr o m  

n o n w iz a r d ly  h is to r ic a l  o r ig in s  h a s  d e v e lo p e d  o v e r  th e  c e n tu r ie s  in to  th e  

a r c h e ty p a l m a s te r  o f  a ll arts a n d  te c h n o lo g ie s"  (Romance ix ). G o o d r ic h  h a s  

e m p h a s iz e d  s e v e n  p r im a r y  r o le s  f r e q u e n t ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  M e r lin  fig u res:

2 For the m ost part, the M erlin tradition and its relationship to G andalf are m entioned  only  
in  passing. To m y  k n ow led ge, critical d iscussions are lim ited  to Ruth N oel's brief listing of 
general parallels b etw een  G an d a lf s role in  The Lord of the Rings and  that o f M erlin in  
M allory's Morte d'Arthur.
3 Ruth N o el argues that M erlin and G andalf both  are "powerful, prophetic, inscrutable, 
and, su dd en ly , un exp ected ly  human"; each has "the responsib ility  for the fortunes o f a 
nation  and its future king"; and both  have "obscure beg inn in gs and m ysterious end in gs to 
their lives" (109). She also notes that M erlin's early disappearance from Le Morte Darthur is 
parallel to G andalf's death and disappearance at M oria (110). But see M iriam M iller w h o  
discusses shortcom ings o f N oel's claim s.

22 Mythlore 103/104, Fall/W inter 2008
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" W ild  M a n , W o n d e r  C h ild , P r o p h e t , P o e t , C o u n s e lo r , W iz a r d  a n d  L over"  

(Casebook 2). Y et M e r lin  f ig u r e s , w h e th e r  e x e m p la r s  or  a v a ta rs, d o  n o t  sh a r e  in  all 

o f  th e s e  r o le s , a n d  c o n s id e r a b le  f le x ib il ity  is  to  b e  fo u n d  in  th e  tr a d it io n  itse lf . 

T h u s , th e  th e m e s  o u t l in e d  a b o v e  " c o n tin u e  to  b e  r e c a lle d , r e f in e d , a n d  e x p a n d e d  

[ . . . ]  e n c o m p a s s in g  n e w  id e a s  a n d  te c h n o lo g ie s"  (2). M u c h  lik e  a lite ra r y  g e n r e ,  

th e  m a te r ia l a c c r u e d  to  M e r lin  f ig u r e s  h a s  d e v e lo p e d  in to  a n  e v e r -c h a n g in g  

se r ie s  o f  m o t ifs  a n d  s y m b o lic  a c tio n s , a p o e t ic s  in  p r o c e s s  o n  w h ic h  w r ite r s  h a v e  

d r a w n  to  e x p r e s s  o f te n  r a d ic a lly  d if fe r e n t  r e lig io u s , p o lit ic a l, a n d  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  

v ie w s .  A s  I w i l l  d e m o n s tr a te , T o lk ie n 's  G a n d a lf  p a r t ic ip a te s  in  th is  p r o c e s s  o f  

r e n e w a l a n d  tr a n sfo r m a tio n .

In  o r d e r  to  m a k e  m y  ca se , I w i l l  f ir s t  p r o v id e  a b r ie f  s u r v e y  o f  

r e p r e se n ta t iv e  te x ts  fr o m  th e  M e r lin  tr a d it io n  a s  it  h a s  c h a n g e d  o v e r  th e  

c e n tu r ie s , f o c u s in g  p a r t ic u la r ly  o n  th o s e  th e m e s  a n d  r o le s  th a t p e r ta in  to  

G a n d a lf .4 T h e  s u r v e y  w i l l  p r o v id e  th e  p o in t  o f  d e p a r tu r e  fo r  a d is c u s s io n  o f  

T o lk ie n 's  w iz a r d , s h o w in g  th a t G a n d a lf 's  n a tu r e , a c tio n s , a n d  p h i lo s o p h y  

p a r a lle l, y e t  tr a n sfo r m , th o s e  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  p r e v io u s  M e r lin  f ig u r e s . S u ch  a 

s tu d y  w i l l  s h e d  n e w  l ig h t  o n  G a n d a lf 's  s ig n if ic a n c e  a n d  o n  T o lk ie n 's  e x p lo r a t io n  

o f  k e y  th e m e s  in  h is  th r e e -p a r t  n o v e l .

T h e  M e r lin  tr a d it io n  h a s  d e v e lo p e d  o v e r  m a n y  c en tu r ie s . D u r in g  

m e d ie v a l  t im e s , th e  f ig u r e  w e  k n o w  a s  M e r lin  g r a d u a lly  e m e r g e d  fr o m  a n u m b e r  

o f  d if fe r e n t  tr a d it io n s  a n d  c u ltu r e s  to  b e c o m e  th e  q u in te s se n t ia l  w i s e  m a n , 

p r o p h e t , a n d  v is io n a r y . F r o m  m e d ie v a l  t im e s  u n t il  th e  p r e se n t, h e  h a s  fu n c t io n e d  

n o t  o n ly  a s  a w o r k e r  o f  m a g ic a l  s p e l ls  a n d  e n c h a n tm e n ts , b u t  a lso  a s  a tu to r  a n d  

c o u n s e lo r  to  k in g s , a sh a p e r  o f  d e s t in ie s  a n d  d y n a s t ie s .  H o w e v e r ,  a s Y v e s  V a d e  

n o te s , M e r lin  fo r  th e  m o s t  p a r t r e m a in s  a m b ig u o u s:  " H a v in g  b e e n  b o r n  o f  a d e v i l  

a n d  a v ir g in , h e  o c c u p ie s  a [ . . . ]  p o s it io n  b e tw e e n  g o o d  a n d  e v il"  (796), a n d  as  

G o o d r ic h  e n u m e r a te s , M e r lin  " m a y  a p p e a r  in  fo r m s  fr o m  d e v i l  to  a n g e l, 

A n tic h r is t  to  R e d e e m e r , w i s e  o ld  m a n  to  lu s t fu l  d o ta r d , sh a m a n  to  sc ie n t is t , w i ld  

m a n  to  sa g e "  (Romance x v ) . T h u s , w h ile  h e  is  o f te n  d e p ic te d  a s  a p o w e r fu l  a n d  

p o s it iv e  fo rce , h is  im a g e  is  fr e q u e n tly  u n d e r m in e d  or  ta in te d  b y  h is  p o te n t ia l  for  

e v il .  In d e e d , in  s o m e  c a se s , su c h  a s  th e  Post-Vulgate o f  th e  th ir te e n th  c en tu r y , th e  

d a rk er  s id e  o f  M e r lin  c o m e s  to  th e  fo re  a n d  h e  a p p e a r s  as a so rcerer , 

n e c r o m a n c e r , a n d  a g e n t  o f  th e  d e v il.

In  e ith er  h is  p r e d o m in a n t ly  p o s it iv e  or  p r e d o m in a n t ly  n e g a t iv e  r o le s , 

M e r lin  is  s h o w n  to  w ie ld  g r e a t  p o w e r  o v e r  th e  w i l l s  a n d  d e s t in ie s  o f  h u m a n  

b e in g s . T r a d it io n a lly , h is  m o r a l s ta tu r e  d e p e n d s  o n  h o w  h e  u s e s  h is  p o w e r s ,  

w h e th e r  for  g o o d  or  e v il .  A s  w e  w i l l  d isc o v e r , T o lk ie n , in  c o n tr a st  to  m a n y  e a r ly  

w r ite r s , c r it iq u e s  th is  b in a r y  v i e w  o f  th e  b e n ig n  or  d e m o n ic  w iz a r d  b y  p r o b in g

4 The present overv iew  is o f necessity  brief, since to provide a detailed  account o f the  
M erlin tradition w o u ld  go far beyon d  the scope of the present paper.
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th e  p r o b le m s  in h e r e n t  in  a b s o lu te  p o w e r  itse lf . T o lk ie n  a lso  c r it iq u e s  a 

lo n g s ta n d in g  tr a d it io n  a c c o r d in g  to  w h ic h  M e r lin 's  lo s s  o f  p o w e r  c o m e s  a b o u t  

th r o u g h  h is  lo v e  for  a w o m a n  w h o  b e c o m e s  p o w e r fu l  b y  g a in in g  a c c e ss  to  h is  

m a g ic . M e r lin 's  lo v e  is  d e p ic te d  a s  a w e a k n e s s  or  o b s e s s io n ,  le a d in g  to  h is  

u n w i l l in g — or w i l l i n g - i m p r i s o n m e n t  or  d e a th . F or T o lk ie n , b y  co n tra st, fo r c e fu l  

w o m e n  w ith  su p e r n a tu r a l p o w e r s  are  G a n d a lf 's  so u r c e  o f  s tr e n g th , p r o te c tio n , 

a n d  h e a lin g , n o t  in s tr u m e n ts  o f  t e m p ta t io n  a n d  d e str u c t io n .

S o m e  o f  th e  m o s t  in f lu e n t ia l  te x ts  in  th e  M e r lin  tr a d it io n  w e r e  p r o d u c e d  

b y  G e o ffr e y  o f  M o n m o u th  d u r in g  th e  f irs t h a lf  o f  th e  tw e lf th  c en tu r y . T h e se  

w r it in g s  la id  th e  g r o u n d w o r k  fo r  su b s e q u e n t  d e p ic t io n s . G e o ffr e y  in tr o d u c e d  a 

le g e n d a r y  p r o p h e t ic  f ig u r e  a n d  so rcerer  n a m e d  M e r lin  in  th r e e  d if fe r e n t  w o rk s:  

The Prophecies of Merlin (1135), la ter  in c lu d e d  in  The History of the Kings of Britain 
(1 1 3 5 -8 ), a n d  th e  Life of Merlin (1150). G e o ffr e y  p r o b a b ly  d r e w  o n  at le a s t  tw o  

d iffe r e n t  tr a d it io n s . In  th e  History of the Kings of Britain, fo r  e x a m p le , G e o ffr e y  

in d ic a te s  th a t M e r lin  w a s  k n o w n  a s  A m b r o s iu s , th u s  c o n n e c t in g  h im  w ith  an  

e a r lier  a c co u n t, N e n n iu s '  History of the Britons (ca. 976  c .e .). A c c o r d in g  to  

N e n n iu s ,  th e  c h ild , A m b r o s iu s , h a s  n o  e a r th ly  fa th er , b u t  w a s  b o r n  a fter  h is  

m o th e r  h a d  se x u a l r e la t io n s  w ith  an  in c u b u s  or  d e m o n . N e n n iu s  a lso  p r o v id e d  

th e  b a s is  fo r  th e  ta le  o f  tw o  d r a g o n s  th a t w o u ld  la ter  b e c o m e  p a r t o f  M e r lin  lo r e .5 

A s  a c h ild , A m b r o s iu s  r e v e a ls  to  K in g  G u o r th ig ir n  or  V o r t ig e r n  th a t th e  k in g 's  

fo r tr e ss  is  c o lla p s in g  b e c a u se  t w o  d r a g o n s  are  f ig h t in g  e a c h  o th e r  b e lo w  th e  

fo u n d a t io n s . U s in g  p r o p h e t ic  p o w e r s ,  A m b r o s iu s  e x p la in s  th a t th e  d r a g o n s  

p o r te n d  th e  m a n y  y e a r s  o f  s tr u g g le  y e t  to  c o m e  b e tw e e n  th e  S a x o n s  a n d  th e  

B r ito n s  (V a d e  796-7).

In  a d d it io n  to  a d a p t in g  th e  ta le  o f  th e  d r a g o n s  a n d  e m p h a s iz in g  

M e r lin 's  p o w e r  o f  p r o p h e c y , G e o ffr e y  d e sc r ib e s  h o w  th e  w iz a r d  in f lu e n c e d  th e  

d y n a s t ic  s u c c e s s io n  b y  c o n c o c t in g  a m a g ic  p o t io n  w h ic h  c h a n g e d  K in g  U th e r  

P e n d r a g o n 's  a p p e a r a n c e  in to  th a t o f  th e  h u s b a n d  o f  th e  D u c h e s s  Ig e r n a . H e  w a s  

th u s  a b le  to  l ie  w ith  th is  v ir tu o u s  w o m a n  w ith o u t  h e r  k n o w le d g e  a n d  to  c o n c e iv e  

A rth u r . W h ile  th e  d e c e p t io n  is  p o r tr a y e d  as a n e c e s s a r y  m e a n s  to  p r o v id e  for  th e  

b ir th  o f  K in g  A rth u r , M e r lin 's  p a n d e r in g  to  K in g  U th e r 's  a d u lte r o u s  lo n g in g s  

a n d  h is  d e c e it  o f  th e  v ir tu o u s  D u c h e s s  Ig e r n a  p o in t  to  th e  a m b ig u o u s  

r e la t io n sh ip  o f  M e r lin  to  g o o d  a n d  e v il  w h ic h  is  to  c h a r a c te r iz e  n u m e r o u s  

su b s e q u e n t  d e p ic t io n s . In  a d d it io n  to  e n s u r in g  th e  s u c c e s s io n , G e o ffr e y 's  M e r lin  

is  a lso  p o r tr a y e d  a s  a c o u n s e lo r  to  U th e r  P e n d r a g o n  a n d , su b s e q u e n t ly , to  

A rth u r . M e r lin  is  p a r t ic u la r ly  e f fe c t iv e , s in c e  h is  g r e a t  p o w e r s  e n a b le  h im  to  

p r e d ic t  th e  fu tu r e  u n fa il in g ly ,  to  c h a n g e  th e  s h a p e s  o f  h u m a n  b e in g s , a n d  to  a id  

in  b a ttle s .

5 See Y ves V ade's d iscussion  of the N enn iu s source (796-7) and its possib le  origins.
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In  The Life of Merlin, b y  co n tra st, G e o ffr e y  a p p e a r s  to  h a v e  d r a w n  o n  a 

tr a d it io n  o f  a n c ie n t  fo lk  le g e n d s  su r r o u n d in g  th e  f ig u r e  o f  a m a d m a n  a n d  

p r o p h e t  w h o  l iv e s  in  th e  fo r e s t  a n d  w h o  is  v a r io u s ly  k n o w n  in  E n g lish , Ir ish , a n d  

W e lsh  so u r c e s  a s  L a ilo k o n , S u ib h n e , a n d  M y r r d in  (G o o d r ic h  3-4; S te w a r t  a n d  

M a tth e w s  16 -1 7 ). In  G e o ffr e y 's  v e r s io n , M e r lin — p e r h a p s  a L a tin iz a t io n  o f  th e  

W e lsh  n a m e  M y r r d in — is  p o r tr a y e d  a s  so rcerer  a n d  a W e lsh  K in g  w h o  g o e s  m a d  

a n d  h id e s  in  th e  w o o d s  after  a b lo o d y  b a ttle  w h e r e  h e  w it n e s s e s  th e  s la u g h te r  o f  

fa m ily  a n d  fr ie n d s . A lth o u g h  h e  r e tu rn s  to  s a n ity  a n d  m a k e s  p r o p h e tic  

s ta te m e n ts  th a t p r o v e  to  b e  tru e , h e  p r e fe r s  to  r e tu rn  to  th e  fo r est, w h e r e  h e  

m a k e s  p r o p h e c ie s  a n d  h a s  le n g th y  d is c u s s io n s  a b o u t  G o d 's  c r e a tio n  o f  th e  earth , 

th e  h e a v e n s , a n d  th e  s e a s  w ith  T h e lg e s in , w h o m  r e se a r c h e r s  h a v e  id e n t if ie d  w ith  

th e  W e lsh  b a r d  T a lie se n . A lth o u g h  M e r lin  h a s  a w if e  a n d  siste r , h e  d e se r ts  th e m  

in  h is  m a d n e s s .  A fte r  r e g a in in g  h is  sa n ity , h e  p e r m its  h is  fo r m e r  w if e  to  rem a rry , 

o n ly  to  r e tu rn  o n  th e  d a y  o f  th e  w e d d in g ,  tu r n  m a d  o n c e  a g a in , a n d  k ill  h is  

d e se r te d  w i f e 's  n e w  b r id e g r o o m .

In  h is  w r it in g s , G e o ffr e y  s u g g e s t s  m a n y  o f  th e  m a jo r  th e m e s  a ss o c ia te d  

w ith  M erlin : h is  fa th e r in g  b y  a d e m o n , h is  a p p e a r a n c e  a s  a c h ild  p r o d ig y ,  h is  

p o w e r  o f  p r o p h e c y , a n d  h is  r o le s  a s  c o u n s e lo r  a n d  p o lit ic a l  m a s te r m in d  w h o  

e n g in e e r s  th e  su c c e s s io n  o f  K in g  A r th u r  a n d  le g i t im iz e s  h is  k in g s h ip  th r o u g h  

m a g ic . T h e  " W ild  M an "  so u r c e  p o in ts  to w a r d  M e r lin 's  a m b ig u o u s  a n d  o fte n  

n e g a t iv e  r e la t io n sh ip  to  w o m e n .  A s  G o o d r ic h  n o te s , th e  History of the Kings of 
Britain " b ec a m e  so  p o p u la r  th r o u g h o u t  E u r o p e  th a t it  e s ta b l is h e d  th e  p r im a r y  

fe a tu r e s  o f  th e  l e g e n d  a n d  sta r ted  a v o g u e  fo r  A r th u r ia n  lite r a tu r e  w ith  M e r lin  as  

a p e r m a n e n t  fix tu re"  (Casebook 5).

F r o m  its  B r itish  r o o ts , th e  ta le s  o f  M e r lin  p a s s e d  in to  th e  F re n c h  

R o m a n c e  tr a d it io n , b e g in n in g  w ith  th e  tw e lfth  c e n tu r y  A n g lo -N o r m a n , W ace, 

w h o  tr a n s la te d  G e o ffr e y 's  History in to  F r e n c h  a s  Le Roman de Brut (1155). T h e  ta le  

w a s  th e n  a d a p te d  a n d  e x p a n d e d  b y  R o b ert d e  B o r o n  (d . c irca  1210). In  h is  

u n f in is h e d  fr a g m e n t, Merlin, R o b er t p r o d u c e s  a f ig u r e  th a t h a s  e v e n  g r ea te r  

p o w e r s  a s  a sh a p e -sh ifte r , a p r o p h e t , a n d  a p o lit ic a l  m a s te r m in d  th a n  in  

G e o ffr e y 's  a c co u n t. H e  is , m o r e o v e r , a p o s it iv e  f ig u r e  w h o  h a s  b e e n  fu l ly  

in c o r p o r a te d  in to  th e  C h r is t ia n  tr a d it io n  a s  a n  e m is s a r y  o f  G o d . E v e n  a s  a y o u n g  

c h ild , h e  sta te s , " O u r L o r d  h a s  c h o se n  m e  to  se r v e  H im  in  a w a y  th a t I a lo n e  

c o u ld  d o"  (R o b ert 70). In  r e la t in g  th e  s to r y  o f  M e r lin 's  b e g e t t in g  b y  a n  in c u b u s , 

R o b er t r e s h a p e s  th e  e v e n t  a s  p a r t o f  th e  h is to r y  o f  sa lv a t io n  b y  d e p ic t in g  it  a s  an  

in fe r n a l p lo t  o n  th e  p a r t o f  d e m o n s  to  crea te  a n  a n ti-C h r ist . M e r lin 's  b ir th  w o u ld  

th u s  se r v e  as a m e a n s  to  r e a s se r t  th e  p o w e r  o f  e v il  a n d  o r ig in a l s in  w h ic h  h a d  

b e e n  c a n c e le d  w h e n  C h r is t  w a s  b o r n . M e r lin 's  v ir g in a l a n d  v ir tu o u s  m o th e r  

c o n fo u n d s  th is  d e m o n ic  p la n  b y  c o n s u lt in g  h e r  c o n fe sso r , B la ise , w h o  b a p t iz e s  

th e  b o y  a n d  sa v e s  h im  fr o m  th e  p o w e r  o f  th e  d e m o n s . H is  d u a l  o r ig in s , a s  th e  

so n  o f  a d e m o n  a n d  a b a p t iz e d  s o n  o f  G o d , p r o v id e  h im  w ith  c o m p le te
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k n o w le d g e  o f  p a s t  a n d  fu tu re : h is  d e m o n ic  fa th e r  " b e q u e a th e d  to  [h im ] th e  

p o w e r  a n d  in te ll ig e n c e  to  k n o w  e v e r y th in g  th a t h a s  b e e n  sa id  a n d  d o n e "  w h ile  

G o d , " w h o  k n o w s  a ll th in g s  [ . . . ]  g a v e  h im  th e  p o w e r  to  k n o w  th e  fu tu re"  (R ob ert 

60 , 55). F u rth er  e n h a n c in g  h is  s e m i-d iv in e  s ta tu s , R o b er t m a k e s  M e r lin  in to  a 

C h r is t  f ig u r e  w h o s e  c h i ld h o o d  p a r a lle ls  th e  e v e n ts  a n d  e p is o d e s  in  th e  

a p o c r y p h a l Infancy Gospels of Jesus.
T o  B la ise , h is  a d v iso r  a n d  su p p o r te r  a n d  a c o u n te r p a r t to  J o se p h  in  th e  

l ife  o f  J e su s , M e r lin  d ic ta te s  an  a c c o u n t  in  w h ic h  h e  fu n c t io n s  b o th  a s  h is to r ia n  

a n d  p r o p h e t . T h r o u g h  h is  m a g ic a l  p o w e r s , h e  a id s  K in g  U th e r  in  d e fe a t in g  th e  

S a x o n s; h e  e n s u r e s  th e  s u c c e s s io n  b y  h e lp in g  U th e r  to  fa th e r  A r th u r  in  an  

a d u lte r o u s  m e e t in g  w ith  th e  D u c h e s s  Ig ern a ; a n d  h e  a r r a n g e s  to  h a v e  A rth u r  

r a is e d  in  s e c r e t  so  th a t  h e  ca n  b e  r e v e a le d  a s  th e  tr u e  k in g  th r o u g h  th e  m a g ic a l  

s ig n  o f  th e  s w o r d  in  th e  s to n e . H e  a lso  in it ia te s  th e  b u i ld in g  o f  th e  R o u n d  T able  

a n d  c h o o s e s  th e  k n ig h ts  o f  th e  G rail. A s  a c o u n s e lo r  a n d  m ili ta r y  a d v iso r , h e  

d o e s  n o t  s im p ly  g iv e  a d v ic e  a n d  le a v e  th e  k in g  th e  fr e e d o m  to  c h o o se . In s te a d ,  

h e  ac ts  a s  a p o w e r fu l  lo r d  w h o  in s is ts  o n  th e  a b s o lu te  o b e d ie n c e  o f  th o s e  h e  

a d v is e s .  A s  U th e r  P e n d r a g o n  sta te s , h e  a lw a y s  a tte m p ts  to  " o b e y  [M er lin 's ] e v e r y  

c o m m a n d "  (R o b ert 92), a n d  h e  a ss u r e s  M er lin , "Y ou s h o u ld  k n o w  I le a v e  a ll 

d e c is io n s  to  y o u "  (93). T h a t U th e r  P e n d r a g o n  is  a lm o s t  a p u p p e t  o f  M e r lin  is  

d e m o n s tr a te d  w h e n  th e  K in g  is  in  a c o m a  o n  h is  d e a th b e d :  M e r lin  b r in g s  a b o u t  a 

su p r e m e  m ir a c le  b y  m a k in g  th e  K in g  sp e a k  o n c e  a g a in . W h a t a p p e a r s  a lm o s t  as  

a n  a c t o f  v e n tr ilo q u is m  is  r e v e a lin g  in  its  im p lic a t io n s  for  M e r lin 's  ro le  

th r o u g h o u t  h is  t im e  a s  a c o u n s e lo r  to  th e  K in g . A lth o u g h  R o b er t's  n a rra to r  

in s is ts  th a t M e r lin  is  th e  in s tr u m e n t  o f  G o d , th e  w iz a r d 's  d u b io u s  d e a l in g s  in  

h e lp in g  U th e r  to  h a v e  a n  a d u lte r o u s  r e la t io n sh ip  w ith  Ig e r n a  a n d , la ter , to  

d e c e iv e  h e r  a n d  ta k e  a w a y  h e r  so n , s u g g e s t  th e  a m b ig u ity  th a t h a u n ts  th is  

f ig u r e .6

T w o  su b s e q u e n t  m e d ie v a l  F r e n c h  m a n u sc r ip ts ,  th e  Vulgate, a lso  k n o w n  

a s L'Estoire de Merlin (ca. 1 240), a n d  th e  Post-Vulgate, a lso  k n o w n  a s  Suite Huth 
(ca. 1 240), c o n t in u e d  th e  ta le  a n d  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  b a s e d  o n  m is s in g  m a te r ia l  

o r ig in a l ly  d e v e lo p e d  b y  R o b ert. In  th e  Vulgate a n d  th e  Post-Vulgate, M e r lin 's  

p o w e r s  are  fu r th e r  e n h a n c e d  s in c e  h e  n o t  o n ly  m a s te r m in d s  th e  s u c c e s s io n , b u t  

h e  is  a lso  th e  p r im a r y  in f lu e n c e  o n  A r th u r . H e  is  th e  d ip lo m a t, s tr a te g is t , a n d  

g e n e r a l. D u r in g  b a ttle s , M e r lin  c o n tr o ls  th e  w e a th e r  b y  c r e a t in g  s to r m s  a n d  fo g

6 M erlin u ses a form of blackm ail to ensure Igerna's com pliance in  handing her child over 
to M erlin. She does not kn ow  that it w a s K ing Uther Pendragon w h o  la y  w ith  her on  the 
night that she conceived  her child. H ow ever, she does kn ow  that it w a s not her husband. 
Sham e w o u ld  therefore prevent her from  protesting about the d isp osition  of the child. 
M erlin advises, "Sire, m ake sure Igerne never k n ow s y o u  la y  w ith  her or fathered the child. 
That w a y  she is surer to turn to you , and it'll b e  easier for m e to acquire the child" (Robert 
101).
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to  fo il  th e  e n e m y . A lth o u g h  h e  b e a r s  n o  w e a p o n s  d u r in g  b a ttle , h e  carries  

A r th u r 's  d r a g o n  b a n n e r  w h ic h  b r e a th e s  f la m e s  to  te rr ify  th e  e n e m y . H e  c a n  sh if t  

s h a p e  at w il l ,  a p p e a r in g  in  n u m e r o u s  g u is e s ,  a n d  h e  c re a tes  m a g n if ic e n t  i l lu s io n s  

a s e n te r ta in m e n ts  fo r  th e  w o m a n  h e  lo v e s .

B o th  th e  Vulgate a n d  th e  Post-Vulgate in tr o d u c e  th e  f ig u r e  o f  a w o m a n :  

V iv ia n e  in  th e  Vulgate a n d  N in ia n e  in  th e  Post-Vulgate. B o th  v e r s io n s  in tr o d u c e  

M e r lin 's  lo s s  o f  p o w e r  at th e  h a n d s  o f  a w o m a n .7 In  th e  Vulgate, M e r lin  lo s e s  h is  

p o w e r s  a n d  is  im p r is o n e d  b y  V iv ia n e , a y o u n g  w o m a n  w h o  w is h e s  to  le a r n  h is  

m a g ic  sp e lls .  H e  d o e s  n o t  r e s is t  h e r  b e c a u se , a s  h e  sta te s , "I a m  so  o v e r w h e lm e d  

b y  lo v e  fo r  h e r  th a t I c o u ld  n o t  le a v e  h er"  (Vulgate V o l. 1, 4 1 6 ).8 A lth o u g h  h e  is  

c o n te n t  in  l iv in g  o n ly  for  h e r  lo v e , M e r lin  th u s  lo s e s  h is  fo r m e r  p o w e r  a n d  f ie ld  

o f  a c tio n  in  th e  p u b lic  aren a . In  th e  Post-Vulgate, b y  co n tra st, b o th  M e r lin  a n d  h is  

lo v e r , th is  t im e  n a m e d  N in ia n e , are  s e e n  in  a m u c h  d a rk er  l ig h t. N in ia n e  u s e s  

M e r lin  to  g a in  a c c e ss  to  m a g ic a l  p o w e r s  b y  p r e te n d in g  to  lo v e  h im . In  r e a lity , sh e  

d e te s t s  M e r lin  a s  th e  ir r e d e e m a b le  s o n  o f  a d e v il.  M e r lin 's  n e g a t iv e  p o te n t ia l  is  

a m p lif ie d  in  th is  v e r s io n . H e  is  p o r tr a y e d  a s  a le c h e r o u s  o ld  m a n  in  h is  d o ta g e .  

H e  lu s t s  a fter  N in ia n e  a n d  su b m its  to  h e r  p o w e r  b e c a u se  h e  " h o p e d  to  k n o w  h e r  

c a r n a lly  o f  h e r  o w n  v o l it io n  a n d  to  h a v e  h e r  m a id e n h e a d "  (Post-Vulgate V o l. 4, 

2 4 5). M e r lin  is  n o  w i l l in g  p r iso n e r  o f  lo v e  in  th e  Post-Vulgate. U n lik e  V iv ia n e  w h o  

c o n f in e s  h im  in  a l o v in g  p r iso n , N in ia n e  c a sts  a sp e l l  o n  h im  w h ile  h e  is  a s le e p , 

th e n  h a s  h im  th r o w n  in to  a to m b  fr o m  w h ic h  th e r e  is  n o  e sc a p e . W h ile  V iv ia n  

r e tu r n s  to  b e  w ith  h e r  lo v e r , N in ia n e  le a v e s  h im  to  h is  so lita r y  fa te .9

T h o m a s  M a lo r y  d r e w  o n  R o b e r t's  Merlin a n d  th e  Post-Vulgate fo r  h is  

Morte d'Arthur (1485). M a lo r y  in c lu d e s  s to r ie s  o f  M e r lin 's  p r o p h e tic  a n d  m a g ic a l  

p o w e r s . T h e  w iz a r d 's  ro le , h o w e v e r ,  is  m u c h  r e d u c e d ;  e v e n  th o u g h  h e  h a s  a 

s tr o n g  s ig n if ic a n c e  a s  a c o u n s e lo r  a n d  a tu to r . A s  P eter  G o o d r ic h  o b se r v e s ,  

" [M erlin ] is  in  th e  ta le  p r im a r ily  to  te a c h  th e  k in g  a n d  le n d  th e  im p r im a tu r  o f

7 A s G oodrich notes, these tw o  continuations o f the M erlin tale expand u p on  the 
am bivalent nature o f M erlin as the son  of a devil. "N ot on ly  is he the product o f u n h oly  
m asculine lust w h o  som etim es aids and abets it w ith  the k ings Uther, Arthur, and Ban, but 
h e also m eets h is dem ise b y  succum bing to lust, or love, him self" ( Case Book 11).
8 H is on ly  fear is not the lo ss o f freedom , w h ich  he  w illin g ly  accepts, but the loss o f her love  
n o w  that he is her prisoner: "Lady y o u  h ave in d eed  tricked m e if  you  d o  not stay  w ith  m e, 
for no one but you  has the pow er to un d o th is tower" (Vulgate Vol 1, 416-17). But she  
returns to him  constantly, and  at this point "the story falls silent [...] about M erlin and his 
la d y  love" (417).
9 "Then she h a d  h im  taken b y  the feet an d  the h ea d  an d  throw n up sid e  d o w n  into the hole  
w h ere the tw o  [dead] lovers lay. T hen she had the stone put on  top. W hen w ith  som e  
difficu lty  th ey  had replaced it, she began  to w ork her sp ells and so joined and sea led  the 
stone to the sarcophagus b y  m agic and strength of w ords that there w a s never afterwards 
anyone w h o  could  m ove or op en  it" (260-61).
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d e s t in y "  (Romance 1 6 4 ).10 11 M a lo r y  fo l lo w s  th e  Post-Vulgate in  s h o w in g  M e r lin  as  

fa l l in g  in to  d o ta g e , b l in d e d  b y  h is  d e s ir e  for  N e n y v e ,  o n e  o f  th e  L a d ie s  o f  th e  

L a k e , w h o  w is h e s  to  le a r n  m a g ic  fr o m  h im . A s  in  th e  Post-Vulgate, sh e  im p r is o n s  

h im  in  a to m b  fr o m  w h ic h  th e r e  is  n o  e sc a p e . T h is  im p r is o n m e n t  m a r k s  th e  e n d  

o f  h is  g r e a t  p o w e r s .11 In  M a lo r y 's  a c co u n t, a s  in  th e  Post-Vulgate, M e r lin 's  

a m b iv a le n c e  a s  a ch a ra cter  w ith  p o te n t ia l  for  b o th  g o o d  a n d  e v il  is  fo r e g r o u n d e d ,  

a n d  in  h is  lo s s  o f  p o w e r  at th e  h a n d s  o f  a w o m a n , th e  w iz a r d  a p p e a r s  le s s  

p o w e r fu l  a n d  m o r e  h u m a n .

D u r in g  th e  R e n a is sa n c e , M e r lin 's  r o le  w a s  e x p a n d e d  to  in c lu d e  th a t o f  

sc ie n t is t , m a g u s ,  a n d  n a tu r a l p h i lo s o p h e r . F or E d m u n d  S p e n se r , for  e x a m p le ,  

M e r lin  w a s  th e  R e n a is s a n c e  m a g u s ,  b o th  a p r o p h e t  a n d  an  a r tis t w h o  c r e a te d  a 

m irro r  w h ic h  im a g e d  th e  e n tire  w o r ld , s h o w in g  a ll th in g s  tr u ly . H e  a lso  c r e a te d  a 

s h ie ld  o f  d ia m o n d  for  A r th u r  w h ic h  n o t  o n ly  d e s tr o y e d  i l lu s io n s  b y  s h o w in g  

th in g s  a s  th e y  r e a lly  are, b u t  w a s  a lso  im p e r v io u s  to  e n c h a n tm e n ts  (S p e n se r  I .v ii, 

3 5 ). H o w e v e r ,  d u r in g  th e  s e v e n te e n th  a n d  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r ie s , M e r lin  w a s  

f r e q u e n t ly  r e d u c e d  to  lit t le  m o r e  th a n  a s te r e o ty p ic a l  f ig u r e . A s  G o o d r ic h  n o te s ,  

" th ere  n o  lo n g e r  s e e m e d  to  b e  a p la c e  fo r  th e  m a g e  o th e r  th a n  a s  a fa n c ifu l  f ig u r e  

o f  p o p u la r  s u p e r s t it io n  in  v u lg a r  s id e s h o w s "  (Casebook 2 3 ). W ill ia m  R o w le y ,  

c la im in g  to  h a v e  c o lla b o r a te d  w ith  S h a k e sp e a r e , p r o d u c e d  The Birth of Merlin: or 
The Childe Hath Found His Father (16 2 0 ), a fa rce  in  w h ic h  M e r lin 's  p r o p h e c ie s  

a lter n a te  w ith  th e  ir r e v e r e n t  in te r p o la t io n s  o f  a c lo w n .

In  Jo h n  D r y d e n 's  King Arthur (16 9 1 ), M e r lin  is  le s s  a m y th ic  p e r so n a g e  

th a n  a s to c k  f ig u r e  w h o  m a k e s  a f la m b o y a n t  e n tr a n c e  o n  s ta g e , d e s c e n d in g  o n  a 

c h a r io t  d r a w n  b y  d r a g o n s  a n d  a c c o m p a n ie d  b y  sp ir its . M e r lin  is  o p p o s e d  b y  th e  

h e a th e n  w iz a r d , O s m o n d , w h o  r e p r e se n ts  th e  d e m o n ic  a sp e c t  o f  th e  w iz a r d  

tr a d it io n . In  a se n s e , D r y d e n  sp lit s  M e r lin  in to  tw o , th e  b e n e f ic e n t  M e r lin  a n d  th e  

d e m o n ic  O sm o n d , a sp li t t in g  th a t a n tic ip a te s  T o lk ie n 's  w iz a r d s  in  The Lord of the 
Rings. D r y d e n 's  O s m o n d  is  as f la m b o y a n t ly  e v il  a s  h is  M e r lin  is  g o o d . O s m o n d  

s e iz e s  a n d  a tte m p ts  to  r a p e  th e  h a p le s s  h e r o in e , E m m e lin e , w h o  d e sc r ib e s  h im  as  

a n  e v il ,  d e fo r m e d  m o n s te r , a " d r e a d fu l th in g "  a n d  a " fien d "  w h o s e  " g r iz z ly  

lo o k "  a n d  " s h a g g y  b ea rd "  h o r r ify  h e r  (D r y d e n  185). D r y d e n 's  M e r lin  c o n c lu d e s  

th e  p la y  w ith  a m a g ic a l  i l lu s io n  to  e n te r ta in  th e  a u d ie n c e . T h e  sp e c ta c le  in c lu d e s  

G re ek  G o d s  a n d  p a s to r a l p e r so n a g e s , a s  w e l l  a s  a lle g o r ic a l f ig u r e s  o f  B r ita n n ica  

a n d  B r itish  h e r o e s  (197). T h e  p la y  w a s  so  p o p u la r  th a t it  w a s  r e v iv e d  45  y e a r s  

la ter  u n d e r  a n e w  title , Merlin, or the British Enchanter in  1736. A t th is  t im e , Q u e e n  

C a r o lin e  e s ta b l is h e d  a g r o tto  c a lle d  " M er lin 's  C ave ,"  w h e r e  a p s e u d o -M e r lin

10 A s ind icated  above, N o el has d iscussed  a num ber of parallels b etw een  G andalf and  
M alory's Merlin.
11 A s M artha A sher com m ents in  her notes to  the Post-Vulgate, "M alory condenses the post- 
V ulgate version  to the bare bones. M erlin is 'assoted'; N en y v e  is 'w ery of hym ' and  
'aferde'" (Vol 4, 261 n. 5).
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g a v e  c o n su lta t io n s  (S te w a r t a n d  M a tth e w s  16 5 -6 ). T h e  M e r lin  o f  D r y d e n 's  p la y  

a n d  th e  c a m p y  R o y a l so o th sa y e r  e x e m p li fy  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r y 's  tr iv ia liz a t io n  

o f  M er lin .

In  th e  e a r ly  n in e te e n th  c e n tu r y , w ith  th e  R o m a n tic  M o v e m e n t 's  in te r e st  

in  fo lk lo r e  a n d  m e d ie v a l  te x ts , M e r lin  u n d e r w e n t  a r e v iv a l, p r im a r ily  in  h is  

p o s it iv e  r o le  a s  a m a g e  a n d  d r u id ic  sa g e . M a n y  m e d ie v a l  te x ts  p r e v io u s ly  

n e g le c t e d  w e r e  r e p u b lis h e d  b y  W a lter  S co tt in  B r ita in  (1 8 0 2 -3 ), p r o v id in g  th e  

b a s is  fo r  n e w  v e r s io n s  o f  M er lin . "B y  T e n n y s o n 's  d a y , in te r e s t  in  th e  m a g e  h a d  

r e a c h e d  su c h  a p itc h  in  s o m e  q u a rte r s  th a t h e  h a d  b e e n  r e c la im e d , n o t  o n ly  a s  an  

a ttra c tio n  o f  r o m a n t ic iz e d  tr a v e l lite ra tu re , b u t  a s  th e  a r c h e ty p a l D r u id  o f  p r e 

C h r is t ia n  B r itish  r e lig io n "  (G o o d r ic h , Casebook 25). N in e te e n th -c e n tu r y  w r ite r s  

f r e q u e n t ly  fo c u s e d  o n  h is  p o w e r  a s  a c re a tiv e  fo rce , a s  a p r o p h e t  a n d  p o e t . 

A lth o u g h  T e n n y s o n  d r e w  o n  th e  Vulgate a n d  M a lo r y 's  M e r lin  to  d e p ic t  th e  

w iz a r d 's  lo s s  o f  p o w e r  th r o u g h  h is  lo v e  fo r  a w o m a n , h e  la ter  s h if te d  h is  v ie w .  In  

a la ter  p o e m , " M er lin  a n d  th e  G le a m "  (1889), T e n n y s o n  r e p r e se n ts  M e r lin  a s  th e  

e v e r -q u e s t in g  p o e t  w h o  fo l lo w s  " th e  G le a m "  o f  p o e t ic ,  r e l ig io u s , a n d  

p h ilo s o p h ic a l  in sp ir a t io n .

In  1860 , E d g a r  Q u in e t , a n  in f lu e n t ia l  F re n c h  h is to r ia n , p h i lo s o p h e r , a n d  

critic , p u b lis h e d  a le n g th y  w o r k  e n t it le d  Merlin, The Enchanter. Q u in e t 's  M e r lin  is  

m o r e  p o w e r fu l  th a n  a n y  o f  th o s e  w h o  h a d  g o n e  b e fo r e . H e  is  a g o d - l ik e  f ig u r e  

w h o  c re a tes  e n t ir e  c iv il iz a t io n s  a n d  w h o  is  th e  so u r c e  o f  a ll arts a n d  sc ie n c e s .  

Q u in e t 's  M er lin , w h o  h a s  th e  p o w e r  o f  l ife  a fter  d e a th , c o n t in u e s  h is  e x is te n c e  in  

a to m b  w h ic h  fo r m s  a h u g e  u n d e r g r o u n d  k in g d o m  a s  la r g e  a s  a ll o f  E u r o p e . 

W ith  h is  su p e r h u m a n  p o w e r s ,  h e  b u i ld s  a ll o f  th e  fa m o u s  la n d m a r k s  o f  E u r o p e , 

in c lu d in g  S a n  M a rco  in  V e n ic e , th e  A lh a m b r a  in  G re n a d a , a n d  th e  C a th e d r a l in  

C o lo g n e . In  a d d it io n  to  w o r k s  o f  a r ch ite ctu re , M e r lin  p r o d u c e s  a ll th e  g r ea t  

m a ste r p ie c e s  o f  F r e n c h  lite ra tu re . T h e  g r e a t  w r ite r s  are  n o th in g  m o r e  th a n  sc r ib es  

w h o  " c o p ie d  a n d  tr a n sc r ib ed "  w h a t  th e  e n c h a n te r  h a d  a lr e a d y  c r e a te d  (q td . in  

B e rn a rd -G r iff ith s  5 0 4 ) .12 Q u in e t  a lso  r e v e r s e s  e x p e c ta t io n s  in  h is  p o r tr a it  o f  th e  

e n c h a n te r 's  r e la t io n sh ip  to  V iv ia n . I n s te a d  o f  p o r tr a y in g  V iv ia n  a s  th e  c a u se  o f  

h is  d o w n fa l l  a n d  lo s s  o f  p o w e r s ,  Q u in e t  m a k e s  h e r  th e  so u r c e  fr o m  w h ic h  a ll h is  

p o w e r s  d e r iv e .13 B efo re  h e  lo v e s  V iv ia n , h e  h a s  n o  m a g ic  p o w e r s . A s  h e  s ta te s  to  

K in g  A r th u r , "I lo v e , a n d  it  is  b e c a u se  o f  th a t lo v e  th a t I h a v e  r e c e iv e d  m y  m a g ic  

p o w e r . If I h a d  n e v e r  lo v e d , d e s p ite  m y  k n o w le d g e  d r a w n  fr o m  T a lie s in , I w o u ld

12 "[I]ls <<n'ont fait que copier [et] transcrire.>>"
13 A s Q uinet notes in  Merlin, the Enchanter, "Love d id  not produce its ordinary effect in  
M erlin. It d id  not m ake h im  idle" ["L'amour n'avait poin t produit dans M erlin son  effet 
ordinaire: il ne l'avait pas rendu oisif"] (qtd. in  Bernard-Griffiths 483).
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n e v e r  h a v e  b e e n  a b le  to  a c c o m p lish  m o r e  th a n  o th e r s"  (q td . in  B ern a rd -G riffith s  

4 9 4 -5 ).14 V iv ia n e , h o w e v e r ,  d o e s  n o t  p la y  a n  a c t iv e  r o le  in  th e  s to r y  i t s e lf .15

In  th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu r y , n u m e r o u s  a c c o u n ts  o f  M e r lin  c o n t in u e d  th e  

tr a d it io n . G u illa u m e  A p o ll in a ir e  s a w  in  th e  th ir te e n th  c e n tu r y  M e r lin  o f  R o b er t  

d e  B o r o n  a n  im a g e  fo r  h u m a n  a n d  p o e t ic  cre a tio n . In  h is  n o v e l ,  The Rotting 
Enchanter (L'Enchanteur pourrissant, 1 904), M e r lin  is  im m u r e d  b y  th e  L a d y  o f  th e  

L a k e , b u t  h is  d e c a y in g  b o d y  h o ld s  o u t  th e  p r o m ise  o f  n e w  life . H is  p o e m ,  

" M er lin  a n d  th e  O ld  W o m a n "  (" M er lin  e t  la  v ie i l le  fe m m e "  fr o m  Alcools, 1913), 

a g a in  r e tu rn s  to  M e r lin  as a so u r c e  o f  th e  c re a tiv e . A s  M e r lin  c la im s  in  th a t p o e m ,  

"T h e so n  o f  M e m o r y  th a t is  L o v e 's  p e e r  [ . . . ]  H e  is  su r e ly  m y  s o n  m y  im m o r ta l  

w o r k ,"  b u t  h e  c a n  o n ly  a r ise  w ith  th e  c o m in g  o f  V iv ia n — u n til  th e n , "For e v e r  I 

l iv e  b e n e a th  th e  h a w th o r n  f lo w e r s"  (Alcool 98 -9 9 ). Jean  C o c te a u 's  p la y , The 
Knights of the Round Table (Le Chevaliers de la table ronde, 1 933), o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  

p o r tr a y s  a d ark , d e c e iv in g  M er lin . A t th e  o p e n in g  o f  th e  p la y , u n d e r  M e r lin 's  

sp e ll , K in g  A r th u r 's  c o u r t is  an  i l lu s o r y  w o r ld ,  w h e r e  a ll are d e c e p t iv e ly  h a p p y .  

W h e n  G a la h a d  b r e a k s  th e  sp e ll , th e  co u rt is  r e tu r n e d  to  r e a lity . A lth o u g h , in  h is  

" P reface,"  C o c te a u  le a v e s  it  to  th e  a u d ie n c e  to  d e c id e  w h ic h  is  p r e fer a b le , i l lu s io n  

or r e a lity , in  th e  p la y , A r th u r  e x c la im s , "I w o u ld  ra th er  h a v e  r ea l d e a th s  th a n  a 

fa ls e  life"  (284). M e r lin  h e r e , l ik e  S a u ro n  in  The Lord of the Rings, h a s  d r a w n  th e  

l ife -fo r c e  fro m  th e  la n d , b u t  h e  h a s  a lso  r e n d e r e d  it  a fo o l 's  p a r a d ise .

T w o  m o d e r n  r e n d it io n s  o f  M e r lin  r eq u ire  sp e c ia l  m e n t io n  b e c a u s e  th e y  

w e r e  w r it te n  b y  T o lk ie n 's  O x fo r d  fr ie n d s  a n d  c o lle a g u e s , C h a r le s  W ill ia m s  a n d  

C .S. L e w is . W h ile  th e  p r e v io u s  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  M e r lin  tr a d it io n  p r o c e e d e d  b y  

im p lic a t io n , h e r e  w e  h a v e  d ir ec t  b io g r a p h ic a l e v id e n c e  o f  T o lk ie n 's  th o r o u g h  

k n o w le d g e  o f  th e  M e r lin  f ig u r e . A s  m e m b e r s  o f  th e  In k lin g s , an  in fo r m a l g r o u p  

th a t m e t  tw ic e  w e e k ly  in  L e w is 's  r o o m s  a n d  at a lo c a l  p u b , W illia m s , L e w is , a n d  

T o lk ie n  k n e w  e a c h  o th e r s ' w o r k  th o r o u g h ly . W illia m s , fo r  e x a m p le , b o r r o w e d  

th e  e n tire  Lord of the Rings m a n u sc r ip t  to  r e a d  a n d  c o m m e n t  o n , w h ile  L e w is  

w r o te  th e  f ir s t  r e v ie w s  o f  The Hobbit a n d  The Lord of the Rings. T o lk ie n  w a s  

c e r ta in ly  fa m ilia r  w ith  th e  w o r k  o f  W ill ia m s  a n d  L e w is  o n  th e  A r th u r ia n  

tr a d it io n , a s  a ll o f  th e m  w e r e  w r it in g  M e r lin  f ic t io n s  a t a p p r o x im a te ly  th e  sa m e  

t im e . W ill ia m s  p u b lis h e d  tw o  b o o k s  o f  A r th u r ia n  p o e m s , Taliessin through Logres 
(1938) a n d  Region of the Summer Stars (1 9 4 4 ). A t th e  t im e  o f  h is  d e a th , in  1945, 

W illia m s  le ft  u n f in is h e d  The Figure of Arthur, a n o n -f ic t io n  s tu d y  o n  " th e  m a tter  

o f  B rita in ."  L e w is 's  b io g r a p h e r s , R o g e r  G r e e n  a n d  W a lter  H o o p e r , te ll  u s  th a t

14 "[J]'aime; c'est pour cela que j'ai regu m on  pouvoir m agique. Si je n'aim ais pas, m algre  
m a science pu isee  aupres de Taliesin, je n e  pourrais rien d e  p lu s que les autres." The 
translation is m y  ow n.
15 See Sim one Bernard-Griffith's d iscussion  of Q uinet's v iew  of Eros and A gap e as the  
m ovin g  forces w h ich  bring about m etam orphoses in  nature and in  history tow ard a 
harm onious ideal.
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L e w is  d e l ig h te d  in  r e a d in g  a n d  r e r e a d in g  A r th u r ia n  sto r ie s , in c lu d in g  m o d e r n  

v e r s io n s . In  1945 , h e  p u b l is h e d  h is  W ill ia m s - in f lu e n c e d  n o v e l ,  That Hideous 
Strength.

In  b o th  W ill ia m s  a n d  L e w is , M e r lin  b e c o m e s  th e  in s tr u m e n t  o f  a c tio n . 

W illia m s 's  tw o  c o lle c t io n s  o f  A r th u r ia n  p o e m s  d e a l n o t  o n ly  w ith  th e  o r d in a r y ,  

f in ite  w o r ld , b u t  a lso  w ith  th e  sp ir itu a l w o r ld  b e y o n d , " th e  r e g io n  o f  th e  su m m e r  

stars."  In  th e se  v o lu m e s ,  M e r lin  is  a su p e r n a tu r a l a g e n t  w o r k in g  to  a c c o m p lish  

C h r is tia n  e n d s .  T h e  p o e t  T a lie ss in , in  "T h e C a ll in g  o f  A rth u r,"  m e e t s  M e r lin  a n d  

B risen , th e  c h ild r e n  o f  N im u e , w h o  are  " T im e  a n d  sp a c e , d u r a t io n  a n d  

e x te n s io n "  (W illia m s, Taliessin 129). A s  M e r lin  e x p la in s , h e  a n d  h is  s is te r  B r isen  

are to  e s ta b lish  th e  h o ly  k in g d o m  o f  L o g r e s , a n  id e a l  B r ita in  w h e r e  m e n  a n d  

w o m e n  ca n  b e  c o m p le te  a n d  in te g r a te d . B u t l ik e  a ll f in ite  c re a tio n s , L o g r e s  can , 

a n d  d o e s , fa il  to  m a in ta in  th is  id e a l. In  That Hideous Strength, L e w is  d e p ic ts  

M e r lin  a s  a fo r ce  fr o m  th e  m e d ie v a l  p a s t , w h o , w ith  h is  " A tla n tea n  m a g ic ,"  ta k e s  

a n  a c t iv e  a n d  d e c is iv e  r o le  in  a m o d e r n  s tr u g g le  b e tw e e n  g o o d  a n d  e v il .  B o th  th e  

p o w e r  o f  e v il ,  r e p r e se n te d  b y  th e  d e m o n ic a lly  c o n tr o lle d  N IC E , a n d  th e  p o w e r  o f  

g o o d , r e p r e se n te d  b y  th e  c o m p a n y  o f  St. A n n e 's ,  are  e a g e r  to  e n l is t  M e r lin  a n d  

h is  p o w e r s , th e  o n e  to  e n s la v e  h u m a n  b e in g s  a n d  th e  o th e r  to  e n su r e  th e ir  

fr e e d o m . L e w is  s u g g e s t s  th a t th e  a m b ig u ity  o f  M e r lin 's  o r ig in , fr o m  a p u r e  

m o th e r  a n d  a d e m o n ic  fa th er , le a d s  b o th  N IC E  a n d  th e  c o m p a n y  o f  St. A n n e 's  to  

b e l ie v e  th a t M e r lin  w i l l  su p p o r t  th e ir  r e s p e c t iv e  c a u se s . In  b o th  W ill ia m s  a n d  

L e w is , M e r lin  u s e s  h is  e x tr a -h u m a n  p o w e r s  to  d ir e c t  th e  fa te  o f  h u m a n k in d , a n d  

w h ile  b o th  s tr e s s  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  fr ee  w il l ,  th e ir  M e r lin  f ig u r e s  in te r v e n e  

d ir e c t ly  th r o u g h  m a g ic  in to  h u m a n  a ffa irs in  o r d e r  to  a c h ie v e  th e ir  g o a ls .  A s  w e  

w il l  s e e  b e lo w , T o lk ie n 's  c o n c e p t io n  o f  G a n d a lf  fo c u s e s  to  a g r ea te r  e x te n t  th a n  

W illia m s  a n d  L e w is  o n  th e  q u e s t io n  o f  fr ee  w il l ,  a n d  b y  fo r e g r o u n d in g  G a n d a lf 's  

r o le  a s  a te a ch er , h e  d e -e m p h a s iz e s  th e  r o le  o f  th e  w iz a r d  f ig u r e  a s  a p o w e r fu l  

m a g ic ia n  w h o  u s e s  h is  p o w e r s  to  c h a n g e  h u m a n  d e s t in ie s .

T h e  a b o v e  o v e r v ie w , w h i le  n e c e s s a r i ly  b r ie f  a n d  s c h e m a t iz e d , d o e s  

p r o v id e  in s ig h t  in to  r e c u r r in g  th e m e s , a b ilit ie s , a n d  a c c o m p lis h m e n ts  a ss o c ia te d  

w ith  M e r lin  f ig u r e s  fr o m  m e d ie v a l  t im e s  o n w a r d . A  m u lt i- fa c e te d  f ig u r e , M e r lin  

is  m o s t  f r e q u e n t ly  s h o w n  to  h a v e  c o m e  fr o m  a m b ig u o u s  o r ig in s , b o th  g o o d  a n d  

e v il ,  a n d  to  h a v e  im m e n s e  m a g ic a l  a n d  o c c u lt  p o w e r s .  H e  h a s  a c cu ra te  a n d  e v e n  

a s to u n d in g  a b ilit ie s  to  k n o w  th e  p a s t  a n d  p r e d ic t  th e  fu tu re , a fe a tu r e  c o m m o n  to  

a lm o s t  a ll a c c o u n ts  a n d  v a r ia t io n s  o n  th is  f ig u r e . M a n y  a c c o u n ts , e s p e c ia l ly  

R o b er t's  Merlin a n d  M a lo r y 's  Morte d'Arthur, e m p h a s iz e  h is  r o le  a s  a tu tor , 

c o u n se lo r , a n d  sh a p e r  o f  d e s t in ie s .  M e r lin  is  f r e q u e n t ly  r e p u te d  to  h a v e  th e  

p o w e r  to  r e tu rn  fr o m  th e  d e a d  or  to  l iv e  b e y o n d  h is  d e a th . W h e n  d e p ic te d  a s  a 

p o s it iv e  fo r ce  a n d  sh a p e r  o f  n a t io n s , h e  is  o f te n  v ie w e d  a s  a v is io n a r y  a n d  

p r o p h e t , a s  in  G e o ffr e y 's  History of the Kings of Briton. L ater, in  S p e n se r 's  portra it, 

h e  is  th e  e p ito m e  o f  th e  R e n a is s a n c e  m a n , th e  m a g u s  a n d  th e  artist, w h ile
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Q u in e t 's  Merlin the Enchanter p r e s e n ts  h im  as c r e a t in g  g r e a t  w o r k s  o f  art a n d  

a r ch ite c tu re  a n d  b e in g  g if te d  w ith  e x tr a o r d in a r y  v is io n a r y  p o w e r s .  L ater  still, in  

A p o llin a ir e , h e  is  a so u r c e  o f  crea tio n . In  th e  w o r k s  o f  T o lk ie n 's  fr ie n d s  a n d  

c o lle a g u e s , L e w is  a n d  W illia m s, h e  is  p o r tr a y e d  a s  a p o w e r fu l,  p o s it iv e  f ig u r e  

w h o  s h a p e s  h u m a n  d e s t in ie s  a n d  w h o  d ir e c t ly  in te r v e n e s  in  h u m a n  a ffa irs  in  

o r d e r  to  d e fe a t  th e  fo r c e s  o f  e v il  a n d  to  h e lp  b r in g  a b o u t  th e  g o o d . W h e n  

d e p ic te d  in  n e g a t iv e  te rm s, b y  c o n tra st, h e  is  v ie w e d  a s  a n  a g e n t  o f  e v il ,  su c h  as  

w e  f in d  in  C o c te a u 's  Knights of the Round Table. In  a ll a c c o u n ts , w h e th e r  p o s it iv e  

or n e g a t iv e ,  h e  is  p o r tr a y e d  as a f ig u r e  w h o  d o e s  n o t  h e s ita te  to  u s e  h is  o fte n  

im m e n s e  p o w e r s  to  a c h ie v e  th e  c u ltu r a l, so c ia l, a n d  p o lit ic a l  e n d s  h e  h a s  

e n v is io n e d .

T o lk ie n 's  G a n d a lf  sh a re s  m a n y  o f  th e  r o le s  a n d  th e  a ttr ib u te s  o f  th e  

a b o v e  M e r lin  f ig u r e s , b u t  h e  is  m o r e  th a n  s im p ly  a n  e c h o  or  ca rb o n  c o p y . A  

M a ia , a n d  th e r e fo r e  a s e m i-d iv in e  f ig u r e , h e  h a s  g r e a t  p o w e r s .  H e  is , l ik e  th e  

m e d ie v a l  M er lin , a g e n e r a l, a s tr a te g is t , a n d  a m ilita r y  a d v iso r . H e  a c ts  a s  a 

te a c h e r  a n d  c o u n se lo r , g u id in g  th e  p e o p le s  o f  M id d le -e a r th  in  th e ir  s tr u g g le  

a g a in s t  th e  fo r c e s  o f  e v il .  H e  su p p o r ts  th e  s u c c e s s io n  o f  th e  tr u e  K in g , A r a g o rn ,  

ju s t  a s  M e r lin  v a l id a te s  a n d  su p p o r ts  th e  k in g s h ip  o f  A rth u r . L ik e  m a n y  M e r lin s  

o f  th e  p a s t , in c lu d in g  R o b er t's  c h ild  p r o d ig y  w h o  fo i ls  K in g  V o r t ig e r n 's  

s o o th sa y e r s  a n d  D r y d e n 's  M e r lin  w h o  o v e r c o m e s  th e  w ic k e d  w iz a r d , O sm o n d ,  

h e  is  c o n tr a s te d  to  h is  e v il  c o u n te r p a r ts , S a u ro n  a n d  S a r u m a n . In  s e v e r a l k e y  

areas, h o w e v e r ,  T o lk ie n  h a s  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  a tr a n s fo r m a tio n  o f  th e  M e r lin  

tr a d it io n . T o lk ie n 's  d e p a r tu r e  fr o m  M e r lin  th e m e s  c le a r ly  e m e r g e s  i f  w e  e x a m in e  

h is  o r ig in s  a s  a m e m b e r  o f  th e  Istari, h is  u s e  o f  m a g ic , h is  r e la t io n sh ip  to  w o m e n ,  

h is  l im ite d  e x e r c ise  o f  p o w e r , a n d  h is  m is s io n  a s  a c o u n s e lo r  a n d  te a ch er .

Gandalf's Origins and the Role of the Istari
In  d is t in g u is h in g  th e  Is ta r i fr o m  f ig u r e s  in  th e  M e r lin  tr a d it io n , T o lk ie n  

ta k e s  p a in s  to  d is ta n c e  h im s e l f  fr o m  th e  w o r d  " w iz a rd ,"  w h ic h  h e  n o n e th e le s s  

u s e s  in  b o th  The Hobbit a n d  The Lord of the Rings. In  o n e  o f  h is  le tte rs , h e  s ta te s  

th a t th e  E n g lish  w o r d  " w iz a rd "  is  n o t  a d e q u a te  to  d e sc r ib e  h is  c o n c e p t  o f  

w iz a r d r y ;  in d e e d , h e  c la im s  th a t it  is  a c tu a lly  a m isn o m e r , a n  im p r e c is e  

tr a n s la t io n  o f  th e  E lv in  w o r d  "istari" (Letters 2 0 7 ). H e  th e r e b y  s ig n a ls  h is  a tte m p t  

to  crea te  s o m e th in g  n e w  a n d  o r ig in a l w h ic h  c a n n o t  b e  c o n ta in e d  or  l im ite d  b y  

c o n n o ta t io n s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  w o r d  w iz a r d . T h e  o r ig in  o f  th e  Is ta r i p r o v id e s  a 

k e y  to  a m a jo r  a lter a tio n  in  th e  fo c u s  o f  th e  tr a d it io n , p a r t ic u la r ly  w h e n  

c o m p a r e d  to  th e  a m b ig u o u s  o r ig in s  o f  M e r lin  f ig u r e s .

T r a d it io n a lly , M e r lin 's  a m b iv a le n c e  as a f ig u r e  p o is e d  b e tw e e n  g o o d  

a n d  e v il  is  tr a ce d  b a c k  to  h is  o r ig in s  a s  th e  s o n  o f  a d e m o n  fa th e r  a n d  a v ir tu o u s  

m o th e r . A lth o u g h  h is  b a p t is m  in  R o b er t's  v e r s io n  m a k e s  h im  a n  e m is s a r y  o f  

C h rist, e v e n  h e r e  M e r lin  p la y s  d u b io u s  r o le s  a s  p a n d e r  a n d  d e c e iv e r  w h o
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l ite r a lly  k id n a p s  y o u n g  A r th u r  fr o m  th e  c h i ld 's  m o th e r  a n d  h e lp s  U th e r  

P e n d r a g o n  to  b la c k m a il h e r  in to  s ile n c e . In  th e  Vulgate a n d  e s p e c ia l ly  th e  Post- 
Vulgate, th e  e v il  o f  h is  o r ig in s  h a u n ts  h im . N in ia n e , in  th e  Post-Vulgate, rejects  

h im  a n d  k ills  h im  m a in ly  b e c a u se  h e  is  th e  " d e v il 's  so n ."  M e r lin 's  p o te n t ia l  for  

g o o d  a n d  e v il  is  th u s  s itu a te d  in  h is  h a lf - in fe r n a l, h a lf -d iv in e  o r ig in s  w h ic h  

c o n t in u e  to  in f lu e n c e  h is  b e h a v io r  a n d  d e s t in y .

T o lk ie n , b y  co n tra st, sh if ts  th e  fo c u s  fr o m  th e  t w o  fo r c e s  a t w a r  in  

M e r lin 's  b ir th  to  th e  fr e e d o m  o f  c h o ic e  g r a n te d  to  G a n d a lf  a s o n e  o f  th e  Istari. In  

h is  1954  " E ssa y  o n  th e  Istari,"  p u b l is h e d  in  Unfinished Tales, T o lk ie n  p r o v id e s  an  

o v e r v ie w  o f  th e  f iv e  Is ta r i or  w iz a r d s , th e  e m is sa r ie s  s e n t  b y  th e  V alar, th e  

im m o r ta l L o r d s  o f  th e  W est, " w h o  s t ill  to o k  c o u n s e l  for  th e  g o v e r n a n c e  o f  

M id d le -e a r th "  (Unfinished 3 8 9 ). W h e n  S a u ro n , o n e  o f  th e  fa lle n  M a ia r  a n d  a 

d is c ip le  o f  th e  v a n q u is h e d  L o r d  M e lk o r  (M o rg o th ), b e g in s  to  in c r e a se  h is  p o w e r  

a n d  h is  " s h a d o w  [ . . . ]  b e g a n  f irs t to  stir  a g a in ,"  th e  V alar, or  H o ly  O n e s , d e c id e  to  

s e n d  f iv e  Istari, w h o  are  " m e m b e r s  o f  th e ir  o w n  h ig h  ord er , b u t  c la d  in  b o d ie s  as  

o f  M e n , r ea l a n d  n o t  f e ig n e d , b u t  su b ject to  th e  fe a rs  a n d  p a in s  a n d  w e a r in e s s  o f  

ea rth , a b le  to  h u n g e r  a n d  th ir st  a n d  b e  s la in "  (389). T h e  fa c t  th a t th e  f iv e  are  " c lad  

in  b o d ie s"  o f  rea l h u m a n  b e in g s  m a k e s  th e m  su b je c t  to  te m p ta t io n , to  error, a n d  

to  fa ilu re . T o lk ie n  th u s  in tr o d u c e s  f r e e d o m  o f  w i l l  a n d  c h o ic e  a s  a n  e s se n t ia l  

e le m e n t  o f  th e  Is ta r i f ig u r e s . T h e ir  p e n c h a n t  for  g o o d  a n d  e v il ,  fo r  su c c e s s  a n d  

fa ilu re , is  b a s e d  n o t  o n  th e ir  o r ig in s  in  V a lin o r , b u t  o n  th e  c h o ic e s  th e y  m a k e  o n c e  

th e y  h a v e  a r r iv e d  o n  M id d le -e a r th .

T o lk ie n  c a lls  o n  se v e r a l M e r lin  tr a d it io n s  in  h is  d e p ic t io n  o f  th e  fa te s  o f  

th e  d if fe r e n t  Istari, f ig u r e s  w h o  ac t a s  fo ils  for  G a n d a lf  a n d  w h o  h ig h lig h t  h is  

d iffe r e n c e s  fr o m  tr a d it io n a l w iz a r d s .  A s  C h r is to p h e r  T o lk ie n  in d ic a te s  in  th e  

n o te s  to  th e  1 9 5 4  e s sa y , t w o  o f  th e  Istari, th e  " B lu e  W iza r d s ,"  d isa p p e a r  in to  th e  

E a st a n d  are  n e v e r  h e a r d  fr o m  a g a in  (Unfinished 3 9 2 ). H o w e v e r ,  th e  r e m a in in g  

th r e e  r e p r e se n t  d iffe r e n t, a n d  c o n tr a stin g , a sp e c ts  o f  th e  M e r lin  tr a d it io n . O n e  o f  

th e  Istari, R a d a g a st , w h o  is  o f  a lo w e r  o r d e r  th a n  th e  o th e r s , b e c o m e s  e n a m o r e d  

o f  th e  b ir d s  a n d  cre a tu r es  o f  th e  fo r e s t  a n d  th u s  r e s e m b le s  th e  w i ld  m a n  o f  th e  

fo r e s t  fr o m  e a r ly  Ir ish , S c o ttish , a n d  W e lsh  le g e n d s .  H o w e v e r ,  th is  v o c a t io n  

p r o v e s  to  b e  a d e a d  e n d , s in c e  it  p r e v e n ts  R a d a g a s t  fr o m  w o r k in g  w ith  th e  

p e o p le s  o f  M id d le -e a r th . H e n c e  h e  fa ils  in  h is  m is s io n  ( Unfinished 39 2 ) a n d  

b e c o m e s  th e  c r e d u lo u s  in s tr u m e n t  o f  S a r u m a n 's  d a rk  d e s ig n s  (Unfinished 394).

C u ru m r, la ter  k n o w n  a s  S a r u m a n , b y  co n tra st, is  c o n s id e r e d  th e  le a d e r  

o f  th e  Istari. W h e n  h e  a p p e a r e d  b e fo r e  th e  V alar to  b e  s e n t  o n  th e  m is s io n ,  h e  w a s  

" o f n o b le  m ie n  a n d  b e a r in g , w ith  r a v e n  h a ir , a n d  a fa ir  v o ic e , a n d  h e  w a s  c la d  in  

w h ite ;  g r e a t  sk ill  h e  h a d  in  w o r k s  o f  h a n d , a n d  h e  w a s  r e g a r d e d  b y  w e l l - n ig h  all, 

e v e n  b y  th e  E ldar, a s  th e  H e a d  o f  th e  O rd er"  (Unfinished 3 8 9 ). H o w e v e r ,  o n c e  h e  

a s s u m e d  h u m a n  fo r m , h e  l ik e  th e  o th e r  Istari, c o u ld  " fa ll a w a y  fr o m  [h is]  

p u r p o se s , a n d  d o  e v il ,  fo r g e t t in g  th e  g o o d  in  th e  se a r ch  fo r  p o w e r  to  e f fe c t  it"
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(Unfinished 390). S a r u m a n  s u c c u m b s  to  th e  lu s t  for  p o w e r  for  its  o w n  sa k e  a n d  

c o m e s  to  r e p r e se n t  th e  e p ito m e  o f  th e  s in is te r  n e c r o m a n c e r  w h o , co n tr a ry  to  h is  

o w n  a m b it io n s , s e r v e s  th e  p u r p o s e s  o f  th e  D a r k  L ord . H e  th u s  b e c o m e s ,  th r o u g h  

c h o ic e , a r e p r e se n ta t iv e  fo r  th e  d a rk er  a sp e c t  o f  th e  M e r lin  tr a d it io n .

L o r d  S a u r o n  is  n o t  a m e m b e r  o f  th e  Istari, b u t  a M a ia  w h o  tu r n e d  a w a y  

fr o m  V a lin o r  a n d  b e c a m e  th e  se r v a n t  o f  M o r g o th  o n  M id d le -e a r th . H e  is  a lso  

p o r tr a y e d  as m a k in g  a  c h o ic e  w h ic h  tu r n s  h im  in to  th e  w ic k e d  c o u n te r p a r t  o f  th e  

M e r lin  p o r tr a y e d  in  Q u in e t 's  Merlin the Enchanter. W e  c a n n o t  k n o w  w h e th e r  or  

n o t  T o lk ie n  w a s  fa m ilia r  w ith  Q u in e t 's  sp e c if ic  tex t; h o w e v e r ,  h e  w a s  c e r ta in ly  

fa m ilia r  w ith  th e  c o n c e p t  o f  a w iz a r d  w h o  a t te m p te d  to  w ie ld  a b s o lu te  p o w e r  

o v e r  h is  su b jects . B u t in s te a d  o f  p o r tr a y in g  th e  a ll-p o w e r fu l w iz a r d  in  a p o s it iv e  

l ig h t , a s  th e  e m b o d im e n t  o f  c iv i l iz a t io n  a n d  a s  a  c r e a tiv e  fo r ce  su c h  a s  w e  f in d  in  

Q u in e t , T o lk ie n  d e p ic ts  S a u ro n  a s  th e  e p ito m e  o f  e v il  w h o  d e s tr o y s  c iv il iz a t io n  

a n d  e n s la v e s  th e  w i l ls  o f  th o s e  w h o  se r v e  h im . F or T o lk ie n , a s  w e  w il l  

d e m o n s tr a te  in  o u r  d is c u s s io n  o f  G a n d a lf , a b so lu te  p o w e r , a n d  e v e n  th e  w i l l  to  

a b s o lu te  p o w e r , c o r r u p ts  b o th  m a ste r  a n d  se r v a n t. I n s te a d  o f  b u i ld in g  

c iv il iz a t io n , S a u r o n  la y s  w a s te  to  it. H e  d e s tr o y s  th e  v e r y  la n d s c a p e  w h ic h  

b e c o m e s  a  b a r r en  d e se r t. S a u ro n  e m b o d ie s  th e  c o r r o s iv e  n a tu r e  o f  r a w  p o w e r  as  

it  a ffec ts  h u m a n  b e in g s ,  th e ir  so c ie t ie s ,  a n d  th e  ea rth  itse lf . T o lk ie n  th u s  

r e in te r p r e ts  th e  a ll-p o w e r fu l w iz a r d  in  a  n e g a t iv e  se n s e  b y  fo c u s in g  o n  h is  

p e r n ic io u s  u s e  o f  p o w e r  to  e n s la v e  ra th er  th a n  to  free .

G a n d a lf , b y  c o n tra st, d o e s  n o t  se e k  to  b e c o m e  th e  a l l-p o w e r fu l  w iz a r d  

w h o  w r e n c h e s  d e s t in ie s  to  h is  o w n  e n d s ,  w h o  u s e s  h is  m a g ic a l  p o w e r s  to  c h a n g e  

th e  c o u r se  o f  h is to r y , a n d  w h o  r e q u ir e s , a s in  th e  c a se  o f  R o b e r t 's  M er lin , 

a b s o lu te  o b e d ie n c e  to  h is  c o m m a n d s . A s  a m e m b e r  o f  th e  M a ia r , d iv in e  b e in g s  

w h o  are  o f  th e  o r d e r  o f  th e  A in u r , G a n d a lf  h a s  g if t s  a n d  p o w e r s  m u c h  l ik e  th o s e  

o f  tr a d it io n a l M e r lin  f ig u r e s . In d e e d , h is  a b ilit ie s  s e e m  to  c o n n e c t  h im  s tr o n g ly  to  

th e  M e r lin  tr a d it io n , a n d  y e t  w e  f in d  im p o r ta n t  d if fe r e n c e s  th a t p o in t  to w a r d  

G a n d a lf 's  u n iq u e  r o le  in  The Lord of the Rings. B e c a u se  o f  h is  d e fe n s e  o f  f r e e d o m  

o f  c h o ic e  a n d  m o r a l a g e n c y , G a n d a lf  h a s  a m u c h  m o r e  c o m p le x  r e la t io n sh ip  to  

p r o p h e c y  a n d  m a g ic , to  w o m e n ,  to  p o w e r ,  a n d  c o n c o m ita n t ly  to  h is  r o le  as  

c o u n s e lo r  a n d  tea ch er .

Gandalf, Prophecy, and Magic
A ll tr a d it io n s  a n d  te x ts  d e p ic t  M e r lin  a s  th e  c o n su m m a te  p r o p h e t  w h o  

fo r e te lls  th e  fu tu r e  w ith  g r e a t  a c cu ra c y . R o b er t d e  B o r o n  a n d  th e  Vulgate s h o w  

h im  a s  h a v in g  fu ll  k n o w le d g e  o f  b o th  p a s t  a n d  p r e se n t , w h ile  Q u in e t  p o r tr a y s  a  

M e r lin  w ith  g o d - l ik e  p o w e r s  o f  fo r e s ig h t . If G a n d a lf  w e r e  tru e  to  th is  tr a d it io n , 

w e  w o u ld  e x p e c t  h im  to  h a v e  e x tr a o r d in a r y  p o w e r s  o f  p r o p h e c y , k n o w le d g e ,  

a n d  fo r e s ig h t . B u t th is  is  n o t  th e  ca se . T o lk ie n 's  w iz a r d  h a s  s tr o n g  p r e m o n it io n s  

a n d  a  k e e n  a b ility  to  tra ce  o u t  th e  r e p e r c u ss io n s  o f  a n  a c tio n , b u t  h e  h a s  litt le  sk ill
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in  p r e d ic t in g  th e  fu tu r e . G a n d a lf , for  e x a m p le , h a s  n o  k n o w le d g e  th a t S a u ro n  

w il l  b e  a b le  to  r e g a in  h is  s tr e n g th  a n d  r etu rn  to  p o w e r  after  b e in g  d e fe a te d  at th e  

B a ttle  o f  M ir k w o o d . H e  a lso  fa ils  to  r e a d  S a r u m a n 's  m o t iv e s  co rrec tly , le a d in g  to  

h is  o w n  im p r is o n m e n t . T h is  m is r e a d in g  o f  S a r u m a n  p r e v e n ts  h im  fr o m  h e lp in g  

th e  h o b b its  ta k e  th e  R in g  o u t  o f  th e  S h ire  b e fo r e  th e  R in g w r a ith s  are  o n  its  trail. 

F u r th e rm o r e , h e  n e ith e r  p r e d ic ts  n o r  p r e v e n ts  h is  o w n  d e a th , p r o v in g  b e y o n d  a 

d o u b t  th at, w h a te v e r  h e  m a y  b e  in  V a lin o r , o n  M id d le -e a r th  a s  o n e  o f  th e  Istari, 

h e  is  an  in c a r n a te  b e in g , su b ject to  a ll o f  th e  fr a ilt ie s  a n d  fa ilu r e s  th a t f le s h  is  h e ir  

to . A s  T o lk ie n  e x p la in s , w h e n  th e  Is ta r i c a m e  to  M id d le -e a r th , th e y  h a d  to  " fo rg o  

m ig h t , a n d  c lo th e  th e m s e lv e s  in  f le s h  so  a s  to  trea t o n  e q u a l i ty  a n d  w in  th e  tr u st  

o f  E lv e s  a n d  M e n . B u t th is  w o u ld  im p e r il  th e m , d im m in g  th e ir  w is d o m  a n d  

k n o w le d g e ,  a n d  c o n fu s in g  th e m  w ith  fea rs, cares, a n d  w e a r in e s s e s  c o m in g  fr o m  

th e  fle sh "  (Unfinished 3 9 3 ). G a n d a lf  is  th u s  m o r e  h u m a n  th a n  p r e v io u s  M e r lin  

f ig u r e s .

G a n d a lf  a lso  d if fe r s  fr o m  p r e v io u s  M e r lin  f ig u r e s  in  h is  u s e  o f  m a g ic .  

L ik e  h is  w iz a r d  p r e d e c e s so r s , G a n d a lf  h a s  g r e a t  m a g ic a l  p o w e r s , e s p e c ia l ly  after  

h is  re tu rn  fr o m  d e a th . B u t h e  s e ld o m  u s e s  th e m . M e r lin  f ig u r e s  in  th e  p a s t  h a d  

u s e d  th e s e  p o w e r s  to  s h a p e  th e  d e s t in ie s  o f  k in g s  a n d  to  w r e n c h  th e  fu tu r e  to  

th e ir  o w n  e n d s , a s  in  G e o ffr e y 's  a n d  R o b er t's  a c c o u n ts  o f  M e r lin 's  in te r v e n t io n  to  

e n s u r e  th e  s u c c e s s io n  o f  A r th u r . T h e y  h a d  c r e a te d  g r e a t  b u i ld in g s  a n d  v a s t  

u n d e r g r o u n d  k in g d o m s , a s  in  th e  c a se  o f  Q u in e t 's  e n c h a n te r , a n d  th e y  h a v e  h a d  

th e  p o w e r  to  b e c o m e  th e  so u r c e  o f  c re a tiv ity , a s  in  A p o ll in a ir e . G a n d a lf , 

h o w e v e r ,  is  c o m p le te ly  a ty p ic a l in  u s in g  th e s e  p o w e r s  in fr e q u e n t ly  a n d  o n ly  

u n d e r  g r e a t  d u r e ss . W h e n  th e  d a rk  v is io n s  in  th e  palantir le a d  D e n e th o r  to  

d e sp a ir  a n d  m a d n e s s ,  G a n d a lf  c o m m a n d s  th e  d e fe n s e  o f  G o n d o r  w ith o u t  u s in g  

h is  sp e c ia l  p o w e r s .  In  fact, h e  le a v e s  th e  b a tt le  in  th e  h a n d s  o f  o r d in a r y  p e o p le  in  

o r d e r  to  s a v e  th e  l if e  o f  F a ra m ir  fr o m  h is  fa th e r 's  in s a n e  a t te m p t  to  b u r n  b o th  

h im s e l f  a n d  h is  so n  o n  a fu n e r a l p y r e . T h e  f e w  t im e s  w h e n  G a n d a lf  a c tu a lly  d o e s  

ca ll u p o n  h is  p o w e r s  are  s tr ik in g  b e c a u s e  th e y  o c cu r  so  s e ld o m . W h e n  

W o r m to n g u e  c h a l le n g e s  h im  in  th e  c o u r t o f  T h e o d e n , p r e s s e d  for  t im e  a s  th e  

a tta ck  o f  S a r u m a n 's  fo r c e s  g r o w s  im m in e n t , ra th er  th a n  w a s te  w o r d s ,  G a n d a lf  

r e n d e r s  th is  e v il  c o u n s e lo r  u n c o n s c io u s  w ith  h is  sta ff. O u ts id e  th e  g a te s  o f  M in a s  

T irith , h e  is  fo r c e d  to  s a v e  F a ra m ir  fr o m  th e  W itc h -k in g  b y  u s in g  h is  b r illia n t  

w h it e  l ig h t  m a g ic . T h e r e  is  n o  t im e  to  w a it  fo r  m o r e  o r d in a r y  m e a s u r e s .  F or th e  

m o s t  part, h o w e v e r ,  G a n d a lf  k e e p s  h is  p o w e r s  c o n c e a le d . E v e n  in  th e  b a tt le  w ith  

th e  B a lro g , G a n d a lf  u lt im a te ly  k il ls  th e  c re a tu r e  w ith  p h y s ic a l  force .

Gandalf and Women of Power
G a n d a lf 's  r e la t io n sh ip  to  w o m e n  is  r a d ic a lly  d if fe r e n t  fr o m  M e r lin 's .  In  

th e  M e r lin  tr a d it io n , w o m e n  h a v e  b e e n  fr e q u e n t ly  d e p ic te d  a s  th e  w iz a r d 's  fa ta l 

w e a k n e s s ;  p a s s io n  a n d  lo v e  are p o r tr a y e d  in  a n e g a t iv e  l ig h t  a s  c u r ta ilin g  h is
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a c t iv it ie s , n e u tr a l iz in g  h is  p o w e r , a n d  e v e n  d e s tr o y in g  h im . In  th e  Vulgate, w h ic h  

in tr o d u c e s  th is  th e m e , h e  is  p o r tr a y e d  a s  lo s in g  h is  p o w e r s  w i l l in g ly  a s  th e  

p r iso n e r  o f  h is  b e lo v e d  V iv ia n . In  th e  Post-Vulgate, a s  in  M a lo r y 's  Morte d’Arthur, 
N in ia n e ,  w ith  w h o m  M e r lin  is  in fa tu a te d , le a r n s  h is  se c re ts , e x p lo it s  h im , a n d  

th e n  e n to m b s  a n d  m u r d e r s  h im . O n ly  o c c a s io n a lly  is  th is  r e la t io n sh ip  v ie w e d  in  

a p o s it iv e  lig h t: Q u in e t  g lo r if ie s  th e  w iz a r d 's  lo v e  a s  th e  so u r c e  o f  h is  p o w e r s ,  

w h ile  E d w a r d  A r lin g to n  R o b in so n  p o r tr a y s  V iv ia n  a s  a w o m a n  se e k in g  w is d o m  

w h o  d o e s  n o t  a tte m p t to  tra p  th e  w iz a r d . In  th e  c a se  o f  G a n d a lf , b y  c o n tr a st  to  

th e  la te  m e d ie v a l  tr e a tm e n ts , h is  e n tr a p m e n t  a n d  d e a th  are  n o t  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  as  

a r e su lt  o f  h is  r e la t io n sh ip  w ith  a w o m a n . In s te a d , h e  is  im p r is o n e d  b y  a f e l lo w  

w iz a r d  a n d  la ter  d ie s  d u r in g  h is  b a ttle  w ith  a m a le  m o n s te r , th e  B a lro g .

In  The Lord of the Rings, th e  e m p h a s is  is  th u s  sh if te d  a w a y  fr o m  w o m e n  

a n d  lo v e  a s  a so u r c e  o f  G a n d a lf 's  w e a k n e s s  a n d  d e a th . T o lk ie n  r e m o v e s  th e  

w iz a r d 's  q u e s t io n a b le  r o le s  a s p a n d e r  a n d  d o t in g  fo o l. N o r  d o e s  T o lk ie n  s h o w  

lo v e  i t s e lf  a s  th e  so u r c e  o f  G a n d a lf 's  g r e a t  p o w e r s , w ith  th e  w o m a n  a c t in g  m e r e ly  

a s th e  c a ta ly s t  for  th e m . In s te a d , T o lk ie n  a lter s  tr a d it io n  b y  s h o w in g  p o w e r fu l  

w o m e n  as a c t iv e ly  p r o m o t in g , p r o te c t in g , a n d  h e a l in g  G a n d a lf . W h e n  th e  Istari 

are s e le c te d , G a n d a lf  is  r e lu c ta n t  to  p u t  h im s e l f  fo r w a r d . W h e n  h e  a g r e e s  to  g o  

a fter  th e  e n c o u r a g e m e n t  o f  M a n w e , it is  V ard a  w h o  r e c o g n iz e s  h is  im p o r ta n c e ,  

e m p h a s iz in g  th a t h e  is  n o t  th e  th ir d  in  c h o ic e  a n d  im p ly in g  th a t h e  is  first  

(Unfinished 3 9 3 ). G a la d r ie l a lso  r e c o g n iz e s  h is  im p o r ta n c e , w a n t in g  h im  to  h e a d  

th e  W h ite  C o u n c il. S h e  h e lp s  to  h e a l  h im  a n d  r etu rn  h im  to  l if e  a fter  h is  b a ttle  

w ith  th e  B a lro g . G a n d a lf  s e e s  n o t  o n ly  V a r d a /E lb e re th  a s  a so u r c e  o f  p o w e r , b u t  

h e  a lso  c a lls  o n  th e  s tr e n g th  o f  G a la d r ie l. W h e n  fr e e in g  T h e o d e n  fr o m  th e  sp e ll  

c a st u p o n  h im  b y  S a r u m a n 's  se r v a n t, W o r m to n g u e , G a n d a lf  s in g s  a s o n g  in  

p r a ise  o f  G a la d r ie l, m u c h  as o n e  w o u ld  ca ll o n  th e  a id  o f  a h ig h e r  p o w e r .  

G a n d a lf 's  r e la t io n sh ip  to  w o m e n  in  s o m e  w a y s  r e p r e se n ts  T o lk ie n 's  a p p r o a c h  to  

w o m e n  th r o u g h o u t  h is  w r it in g s . F or G a n d a lf , a s  for  m a n y  o f  T o lk ie n 's  m a le  

ch a ra cters , w o m e n  e n h a n c e  h is  p o w e r , a p o w e r  h e  u s e s  to  n u r tu r e  th e  p e o p le  o f  

M id d le -e a r th .

Gandalf and Absolute Power
T o lk ie n  u s e s  G a n d a lf 's  p o w e r  u n tr a d it io n a lly  to  m a k e  a p a r a d o x ic a l  

p o in t:  G a n d a lf  m u s t  r e n o u n c e  m a g ic a l  p o w e r  in  o r d e r  to  fr ee  th e  p e o p le s  o f  

M id d le -e a r th  a n d  to  te a c h  th e m  h o w  to  d e v e lo p  th e ir  o w n  p o w e r s . T o lk ie n  

s tr e s se s  th is  sa m e  p o in t  in  h is  " E ssa y  o n  th e  Istari,"  w h e n  h e  s ta te s  th a t th e  Istari, 

a s e m is sa r ie s  o f  th e  V alar, w e r e  " fo r b id d e n  to  r e v e a l th e m s e lv e s  in  fo r m s  o f  

m a je s ty , or  to  se e k  to  r u le  th e  w i l l s  o f  M e n  or  E lv e s  b y  o p e n  d is p la y  o f  p o w e r ,  

b u t  c o m in g  in  sh a p e s  w e a k  a n d  h u m b le  w e r e  b id d e n  to  a d v is e  a n d  p e r su a d e  

M e n  a n d  E lv e s  to  g o o d ,  a n d  to  s e e k  to  u n ite  in  lo v e  a n d  u n d e r s ta n d in g  a ll th o s e  

w h o m  S a u ro n  [ . . . ]  w o u ld  e n d e a v o r  to  d o m in a te  a n d  corru p t"  (Unfinished 389).
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T h is  im p o r ta n t  p a r a d o x  e x te n d s  to  G a n d a lf 's  r e la t io n sh ip  to  th e  R in g  o f  

P o w e r . M e r lin s  o f  th e  p a s t  h a v e  h a d  p o w e r s  s im ila r  to  th o s e  r e p r e se n te d  b y  th e  

R in g , a n d  th e y  h a v e  n o t  h e s ita te d  to  u s e  th e m  to  crea te  k in g d o m s  a b o v e  a n d  

b e lo w  th e  e a r th  a n d  to  c h a n g e  th e  c o u r se  o f  h is to r y . G a n d a lf , b y  co n tra st, r e fu se s  

to  u s e  th e  R in g . In  m o d if y in g  th e  w iz a r d  tr a d it io n , T o lk ie n  s h o w s  th a t G a n d a lf  

m u s t  r e n o u n c e  p o w e r  in  o r d e r  to  u s e  it  a p p r o p r ia te ly . B y  d e p ic t in g  th e  a b so lu te  

p o w e r  r e p r e se n te d  b y  th e  R in g  a s  a n e g a t iv e  a n d  d e s tr u c t iv e  fo rce , T o lk ie n  

u n m a s k s  th e  p r o b le m s  in h e r e n t  in  th e  p o w e r  it  r e p r e se n ts . G a n d a lf  r e c o g n iz e s  

th a t, r e g a r d le s s  o f  th e  u s e r 's  in te n t io n s  or  ch a ra cter , th e  R in g  c a n  n e v e r  b e  u s e d  

fo r  g o o d . B e c a u se  th e y  u n d e r s ta n d  its  c o r r u p tin g  in f lu e n c e , G a n d a lf  a n d  

G a la d r ie l r e fu se  F r o d o 's  fr ee  o ffer  o f  th e  R in g  a n d  th e  a b s o lu te  p o w e r  it  

r e p r e se n ts . T h e y  b o th  r e c o g n iz e  th e  R in g  a s  a te m p ta t io n , s in c e  th e y  w o u ld  b e g in  

to  w ie ld  it fo r  g o o d  o n ly  to  b e  c o r r u p te d  b y  its  p o w e r . B o r o m ir  d o e s  n o t  h a v e  th e  

sa m e  le v e l  o f  in s ig h t  in to  th e  d e s tr u c t iv e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  p o w e r  o ffe r e d  b y  th e  R in g . 

In  a t te m p tin g  to  ta k e  th e  R in g  fr o m  F ro d o , B o r o m ir  b e l ie v e s  h e  w a n ts  to  u s e  it  for  

g o o d , b u t, in  o r d e r  to  o b ta in  th e  R in g , h e  a tte m p ts  to  fo r ce  th e  w i l l  o f  a n o th er  

a n d  th u s  c o m m its  a n  act th a t e n c r o a c h e s  o n  a n o th e r 's  fr e e d o m . F or B o ro m ir , 

e v e n  th e  lo n g in g  fo r  th e  R in g  c o rr u p ts  h im .

G o llu m , fr o m  th e  o u tse t , is  a lm o s t  to ta l ly  c o r r u p te d  b y  its  in f lu e n c e .  H is  

c o r r u p tio n  is  e x p r e s s e d  in  h is  w i l l in g n e s s  to  k ill  for  th e  p o s s e s s io n  o f  th e  R in g  

a n d  in  th e  p h y s ic a l  c h a n g e s  c a u s e d  b y  p o s s e s s in g  it. E v e n  F ro d o , a t th e  m o m e n t  

o f  tr iu m p h , fa ils  to  a c c o m p lish  th e  d e e d  h e  h a s  se t  o u t  to  d o , to  c a st th e  R in g  in to  

th e  fir e s  o f  M o u n t  D o o m . T h e  R in g  h a s  e x h a u s te d  h is  m o r a l s tr e n g th  d u r in g  th e  

p r o tr a c te d  s tr u g g le . E v e n  th o u g h  F ro d o  d o e s  n o t  u s e  th e  R in g  for  its  p o w e r ,  

s im p le  c o n ta c t w ith  su c h  p o w e r  ta in ts  th e  b ea rer . G a n d a lf  t e lls  D e n e th o r , w h o  

b e l ie v e s  h e  c o u ld  h a v e  u s e d  th e  R in g  s u c c e s s fu lly , "Y ou are s tr o n g  a n d  c a n  still  

in  s o m e  m a tte r s  g o v e r n  y o u r s e lf  [ . . . ]  y e t  if  y o u  h a d  r e c e iv e d  th is  th in g , it  w o u ld  

h a v e  o v e r th r o w n  y o u "  (LotR V :4 , 796). U n lik e  D e n e th o r , h is  s o n  F a ra m ir  is  " w is e  

e n o u g h  to  k n o w  th e r e  are  s o m e  p e r ils  fr o m  w h ic h  a m a n  m u s t  f lee"  (IV :5. 666). 

G a n d a lf  u n d e r s ta n d s  th a t h e , h im s e lf ,  is  n o t  e x e m p t. A s  T o lk ie n  w r ite s  to  E ile e n  

E lg a r  in  a le tte r  d a te d  S e p te m b e r , 1963 , " G a n d a lf  as R in g -L o r d  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  

far  w o r s e  th a n  S a u ro n . H e  w o u ld  h a v e  r e m a in e d  'r ig h te o u s ',  b u t  s e lf -r ig h te o u s .  

[ . . . ]  G a n d a lf  w o u ld  h a v e  m a d e  g o o d  d e te s ta b le  a n d  s e e m  e v il"  (Letters 3 32 -3 ).

T h e  r ea l d a n g e r  o f  u s in g  th e  R in g , th e n , c o m e s  fr o m  its  p o w e r  to  fo r ce  

th e  w i l ls  o f  o th e r s , a n d  u lt im a te ly , to  c o rr u p t th e  w i l l  o f  th e  u se r . T h is  is  th e  

p r o b le m  T o lk ie n  im p lic i t ly  c r it iq u e s  in  p r e v io u s  d e p ic t io n s  o f  M e r lin  fig u res:  

th e ir  a b s o lu te  p o w e r  c a u se s  th e m  to  n e g a te  th e  w i l l  o f  o th e r s . A s  T o lk ie n  w r ite s  

in  h is  le tte r  to  N a o m i M itc h iso n , "T h e s u p r e m e ly  b a d  m o t iv e  is  (for  th is  ta le , 

s in c e  it  is  e s p e c ia l ly  a b o u t  it) d o m in a t io n  o f  o th e r  'free ' w il ls "  (Letters 2 0 0 ). In  h is  

d e p ic t io n  o f  th e  R in g  a n d  its  r e la t io n sh ip  to  p o w e r ,  T o lk ie n  s h o w s  th a t to  fo r ce  

th e  w i l ls  o f  o th e r s  is  to  d e p r iv e  th e m  o f  f r e e d o m  a n d  to  e n s la v e  th e m . B e c a u se
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th e y  are  n o t  fr e e  a g e n ts , s la v e s  c e a se  to  b e  m o r a l b e in g s .  F o r c in g  th e  fr ee  w i l l  o f  

o th e r s , e v e n  th o u g h  it  b e  'fo r  th e ir  o w n  g o o d ,'  c o rr u p ts  th e  e n fo r c e r  b y  th e  v e r y  

act o f  c o er c io n .

T h e  e v il  o f  a b s o lu te  p o w e r  a n d  th e  a c c o m p a n y in g  d e s ir e  to  c o n tr o l th e  

w il ls  o f  o th e r s  r e p r e se n t  th e  g r e a te s t  e v il  in  M id d le -e a r th . B y  ta k in g  i s s u e  w ith  

th e  c o n c e p t  o f  a b s o lu te  p o w e r  itse lf , T o lk ie n  a lso  d is ta n c e s  h im s e l f  fr o m  th e  

c o n c e p t  th a t a b s o lu te  p o w e r , a s  w ie ld e d  b y  M e r lin  f ig u r e s  o f  th e  p a s t , c o u ld  b e  

e ith e r  g o o d  or  e v il ,  d e p e n d in g  o n  th e  u s e s  to  w h ic h  it  w a s  p u t. F or T o lk ien ,  

a b s o lu te  p o w e r  in  i t s e lf  is  a n  e v il ,  s in c e  it  n e c e s s a r i ly  c o rr u p ts  th o s e  w h o  w ie ld  it 

a n d  d e s tr o y s  th o s e  w h o  are  e n s la v e d  b y  it .16 T h is  v i e w  is  e x p r e s s e d  in  h is  

d e p ic t io n  o f  M o r g o th , S a u ro n , a n d  S a r u m a n , for  w h o m  th e  d r iv e  for  p o w e r  is  

a ss o c ia te d  w ith  ty r a n n y  a n d  s la v e r y . In  h is  u s e  o f  p o w e r , G a n d a lf  is  q u ite  u n lik e  

a n y  o th e r  M e r lin  f ig u r e  fr o m  th e  p a s t  a n d  q u ite  u n l ik e  th e  e v i l  M e r lin  f ig u r e s  

T o lk ie n  h im s e l f  d e p ic ts .  W h e r e a s  p r e v io u s  M e r lin  f ig u r e s  e m b r a c e d  p o w e r ,  

G a n d a lf  r e c o g n iz e s  its  in h e r e n t  a n d  in e sc a p a b le  d a n g e r s  a n d  th u s  r e n o u n c e s  it.

S o  w h e n  G a n d a lf  le a d s  th e  sm a ll  a r m y  th a t se ts  o u t  for  M o r d o r , h e  d o e s  

n o t  h o p e  to  w in  th r o u g h  m a g ic a l  p o w e r  or  s tr e n g th  o f  a rm s. In s te a d , h e  d e v e lo p s  

a  f in a l s tr a te g y  th a t a l lo w s  th e  s e e m in g ly  w e a k  to  b r in g  a b o u t  th e  g r e a te s t  

v ic to r y , n o t  th r o u g h  m a g ic a l  in te r v e n t io n  b u t  th r o u g h  w is d o m . A s  e a r ly  a s  th e  

C o u n c il  o f  R iv e n d e ll,  E lro n d  h a d  o b s e r v e d  th a t " [th e] q u e s t  m a y  b e  a t te m p te d  b y  

th e  w e a k  w ith  a s  m u c h  h o p e  a s  th e  str o n g ,"  a d d in g ,  " sm a ll h a n d s  d o  [su c h  

d e e d s ]  b e c a u s e  th e y  m u s t , w h ile  th e  e y e s  o f  th e  g r e a t  are e ls e w h e r e "  (LotR II:2, 

2 6 2). E lro n d , in  e ffec t, a d u m b r a te s  G a n d a lf 's  f in a l s tr a te g y . T h e  b a ttle  c a n n o t  b e  

w o n  b y  s tr e n g th  o f  a r m s a n d  G a n d a lf  w i l l  n o t  w in  b y  m a g ic . H is  s tr a te g ic  p la n  is  

a fe in t  s e r v in g  to  d e f le c t  S a u r o n 's  a t te n t io n  a w a y  fr o m  M o r d o r  a n d  F ro d o  so  th a t  

F r o d o  c a n  d e s tr o y  th e  R in g . G a n d a lf  m a r c h e s  in to  th e  tra p  S a u ro n  h a s  se t  for  

h im , b u t  G a n d a lf  k n o w s  h is  e n e m y . S a u ro n  c a n n o t  im a g in e  th a t a n y o n e  w o u ld  

w a n t  to  d e s tr o y  th e  R in g  a n d  th u s  to  r e n o u n c e  its  p o w e r . N o r  c a n  h e  im a g in e  

th a t a n y  im p o r ta n t  q u e s t  w o u ld  b e  g iv e n  to  th e  w e a k e s t  o f  h is  o p p o n e n ts .  

G a n d a lf 's  k e e n  in s ig h t  in to  th e  lu s t  for  p o w e r  ra th er  th a n  m a g ic a l  in te r v e n t io n  

h e lp s  to  d e te r m in e  th e  o u tc o m e .

G a n d a lf 's  p r in c ip a l w o r k , th e n , m u s t  b e  to  act a s  c o u n s e lo r  a n d  tu to r  to  

th e  fr ee  p e o p le s  a s  th e y  s tr u g g le  a g a in s t  S a u ro n . In  te a c h in g  th e m  h o w  to  r e s is t  

a n d  d e fe a t  S a u ro n , h e  h e lp s  th e m  to  p r e p a r e  for  th e  s tr u g g le s  to  c o m e  in  th e  

F o u r th  A g e , th e  D o m in io n  o f  M e n . In  h e lp in g  th e m , h o w e v e r ,  h e  is  c a re fu l n o t  to  

e n c r o a c h  u p o n  th e ir  fr e e d o m , or th e y  w i l l  c e a se  to  b e  m o r a l a g e n ts . In  a  w o r ld

16 The on ly  exceptions are the Valar, w h o  d o  not desire to enslave others. But ev en  th ey  are 
subject to tem ptation, as the case o f M orgoth, a former Vala, dem onstrates. By succum bing  
to the desire to control the w ills  o f others, he loses h is status and place in  the B lessed  
Realm, and brings about h is o w n  final destruction.
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w h e r e  th e  " e v il o f  S a u ro n  c a n n o t  b e  w h o l ly  c u r ed , or  m a d e  a s  if  it  h a d  n o t  b e e n "  

(LotR 111:8, 5 3 7), m o r a l a g e n ts  m u s t , a c c o r d in g  to  T o lk ie n , f r e e ly  w i l l  th e  g o o d  

w h ic h  ca n  n e v e r  b e  fu l ly  e s ta b l is h e d  or  p e r m a n e n t  in  th e  f in ite  w o r ld  o f  t im e . A t 

th e  e n d  o f  The Return of the King, G a n d a lf  e x p la in s  to  h is  c o m p a n io n s  th e  

m e a n in g  o f  m o r a l a c t io n s  in  a w o r ld  w h e r e  g o o d  c a n  n e v e r  b e  e s ta b lish e d  

p e r m a n e n tly :

O ther e v ils  there  are th at m a y  com e; for Sau ron  is h im se lf  b u t a servant or 

em issary . Yet it is  n o t ou r p art to  m aster  all th e  t id e s  o f th e  w o r ld , bu t to  
d o  w h a t is  in  u s  for th e  su ccor o f  th o se  years w h e r e in  w e  are set, 
u p r o o tin g  th e  e v il  in  th e  f ie ld s  th a t w e  k n o w , so th at th o se  w h o  liv e  after  

m a y  h a v e  c lea n  earth  to  till. W hat w ea th er  th e y  sh a ll h a v e  is n o t o u rs to  

rule. (V:9, 861)

In  a w o r ld  w h e r e  e v il  c a n n o t  b e  fu l ly  e r a d ic a te d  a n d  w h e r e  th e  

g u id a n c e  o f  th e  Ista r i c a n n o t  r e m a in  p e r m a n e n t ly  as m y th  p a s s e s  in to  h is to r y ,  

in d iv id u a l  m e n  a n d  h o b b its  m u s t  le a r n  to  c h o o s e  w is e ly  in  o r d e r  to  d o  th a t g o o d  

th a t ca n  b e  d o n e  w ith  th e  t im e  e a c h  is  g iv e n .

Gandalf as Teacher and Counselor
G a n d a lf 's  r e la t io n sh ip  to  p o w e r  is  s tr o n g ly  lin k e d  to  h is  r o le  a s  a 

te a ch er . In  th e  p a s t , M e r lin  f ig u r e s  h a d  b e e n  p o r tr a y e d  b o th  a s  te a c h e r s  a n d  as  

c o u n s e lo r s . H o w e v e r ,  a s  in  th e  c a se  o f  th e  M e r lin  f ig u r e s  p o r tr a y e d  in  G e o ffr e y  

a n d  th e  Vulgate, fo r  e x a m p le , th e y  s e ld o m  c u r ta ile d  th e ir  o w n  p o w e r s  fo r  th e  

p u r p o s e s  o f  p e d a g o g y .  I n d e e d , th e y  fr e q u e n t ly  s t e p p e d  in  w ith  m a g ic  p o t io n s  to  

d e te r m in e  th e  d e s t in y  o f  k in g s , a n d  th e y  d id  n o t  h e s ita te  to  o v e r r id e  th e  w i l l  o f  

o th e r s  in  o r d e r  to  a c h ie v e  th e ir  e n d s . R o b er t's  M e r lin  d e m a n d s  a b so lu te  

o b e d ie n c e , a n d  h e  d e m o n s tr a te s  h is  p o w e r  o v e r  K in g  U th e r  b y  m a k in g  th e  k in g  

s p e a k  w o r d s  fu r th e r in g  A r th u r 's  s u c c e s s io n , e v e n  th o u g h  U th e r  is  in  a c o m a  a n d  

o n  th e  b r in k  o f  d e a th . M e r lin  f ig u r e s  s e ld o m  e x p la in e d  th e m s e lv e s ,  s e ld o m  a sk e d  

q u e s t io n s , a n d  s e ld o m  s h o w e d  p a t ie n c e  w ith  th o s e  th e y  c o u n s e le d .  T h o s e  w h o  

d o u b te d  th e  w is d o m  o f  th e ir  w o r d s  a n d  a d v ic e  su ffe r e d , or  e v e n  d ie d , a s  a r esu lt .

F or G a n d a lf , p e r h a p s  h is  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  ta sk  is  th a t o f  te a c h e r  a n d  

c o u n se lo r . B u t in  c o n tr a st  to  p r e v io u s  f ig u r e s , h e  d o e s  n o t  e x e r c is e  th is  r o le  in  th e  

ty p ic a l  M e r lin  fa sh io n , d e m a n d in g  o b e d ie n c e  to  h is  c o m m a n d s  a n d  r e q u ir in g  

p r e c is e  o b se r v a t io n  o f  h is  in s tr u c t io n s . F u r th e rm o r e , l ik e  a n  o r d in a r y  te a ch er , h e  

d o e s  n o t  h a v e  a c c e ss  to  th e  p a s t  a n d  th e  fu tu re . In s te a d , h e  b o th  d is c o v e r s  a n d  

p r o v id e s  k n o w le d g e  in  o r d in a r y  w a y s , a n d  h e  sh a r e s  th a t k n o w le d g e  w ith  o th e r s  

so  th e y  ca n  h e lp  th e m s e lv e s .  W h e n  h e  b e g in s  to  su s p e c t  th a t B ilb o 's  r in g  is  

S a u r o n 's  R in g  o f  P o w e r , h e  d o e s  n o t  r e ly  o n  v is io n s .  In s te a d , h e  b u r ie s  h im s e l f  in  

I s ild u r 's  m a n u sc r ip ts ,  r e se a r c h in g  th e  tr u th  o f  th e  R in g . In  p r e p a r in g  th e  h o b b its ,  

e s p e c ia l ly  F ro d o , for  th e  q u e s t , h e  g iv e s  th e m  th e  in fo r m a t io n  th e y  n e e d  a n d  th e
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k n o w le d g e  o f  th e  d a n g e r s  th e y  w il l  fa ce . U n lik e  S a r u m a n  w h o  u s e s  o th e r s  

m e r e ly  to  g a in  k n o w le d g e  th a t w i l l  fu r th e r  h is  s e l f - s e r v in g  e n d s ,  w h o  sc o r n s  th e  

in s tr u m e n ts  h e  u s e s ,  a n d  w h o  c a re s  n o th in g  fo r  th e ir  in d iv id u a l  ch a ra cter  or  

e th n ic  s ta m p , G a n d a lf  s e e s  a n d  lo v e s  in d iv id u a ls  in  th e ir  c o n te x t. H e  le a r n s  th e  

la n g u a g e s  a n d  e n jo y s  th e  h is to r y  a n d  c u s to m s  o f  th e  p e o p le s  o f  M id d le -e a r th .  

T r e e b e a r d  h a s  r e m a in e d  h is  fr ie n d  b e c a u se , u n lik e  S a r u m a n , G a n d a lf  h a s  b o th  

le a r n e d  fr o m  a n d  sh a r e d  h is  le a r n in g  w ith  th e  E nt.

U n lik e  S a r u m a n  a n d  D e n e th o r , h e  k n o w s  th e  l im its  o f  h is  w is d o m  a n d  

p e r h a p s  o f  w is d o m  in  g e n e r a l. W h e n  M er ry  a n d  P ip p in  v o lu n te e r  to  g o  o n  th e  

q u e s t  d u r in g  th e  C o u n c il  o f  R iv e n d e ll,  G a n d a lf  n o te s  th a t th e y  h a v e  n o  id e a  o f  

th e  p e r ils  th e y  fa ce . H e  c o n c lu d e s  th a t fr ie n d sh ip , n o t  w is d o m  or k n o w le d g e ,  

m a y  b e  th e  b e tter  q u a lity  n e e d e d  fo r  su c h  im p o r ta n t  w o r k . H e  a lso  r e c o g n iz e s  

th a t B ilb o 's  e x e r c is e  o f  m e r c y  a n d  p i ty  in  n o t  k i l l in g  G o llu m , w h e n  it  m ig h t  h a v e  

s e e m e d  w is e  a n d  e v e n  ju s t  to  d o  so , h a s  p la y e d  an  im p o r ta n t  r o le  in  B ilb o 's  

r e s is ta n c e  to  th e  R in g 's  c o r r u p tin g  p o w e r , a n d  th a t  m e r c y  a n d  p ity  m a y  b e  

p o w e r fu l  fo r c e s  in  d e te r m in in g  th e  o u tc o m e  o f  th e ir  s tr u g g le  a g a in s t  S a u r o n 's  

b id  for  to ta lita r ia n  p o w e r . A s  G a n d a lf  t e lls  F ro d o , " M y  h e a r t t e lls  m e  th a t  

[G o llu m ] h a s  s o m e  p a r t to  p la y  y e t, for  g o o d  or  ill, b e fo r e  th e  e n d ; a n d  w h e n  th a t  

c o m e s , th e  p ity  o f  B ilb o  m a y  r u le  th e  fa te  o f  m a n y — y o u r s  n o t  lea st"  (LotR I:2, 58). 

G a n d a lf  c o n su lts  h is  h e a r t in  th is  m a tter , n o t  h is  h e a d .

A s  in d ic a te d  ea rlier , a l th o u g h  G a n d a lf  h a s  a c c e ss  to  m a g ic , h e  s e ld o m  

u s e s  it  a n d , a s  T o lk ie n  s h o w s , fo r  g o o d  p e d a g o g ic a l  r e a so n s . H is  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  

ta sk  in  f ig h t in g  S a u r o n  is  to  tra in  th e  p e o p le  o f  M id d le -e a r th , w h o  d o  n o t  h a v e  

a c c e ss  to  m a g ic , h o w  to  f ig h t  e v il  o n  a h u m a n  le v e l .  D u r in g  th e  f i lm in g  o f  The 
Return of the King, Ia n  M cK ella n , w h o  p la y s  G a n d a lf , w a n te d  to  k n o w  w h y  h e  

w a s  d o in g  h a n d - to -h a n d  c o m b a t w ith  o rcs . " W h y  a m  I h it t in g  th e s e  p e o p le  a n d  

n o t  ju s t  b la s t in g  th e m  w ith  m y  staff?"  D ir ec to r  P e te r  J a ck so n  r e s p o n d e d , "T he  

b a tte r ie s  h a v e  r u n  o u t"  (" W ord s"  D 2 ). W h a t  h a p p e n s  w h e n  th e  b a tte r ie s  r u n  o u t, 

w h e n  th e  m a g ic  is  n o  lo n g e r  a v a ila b le ?  T h is  q u e s t io n  p o in ts  to  th e  cru x  o f  th e  

m a tter . A s  T o lk ie n  s u g g e s t s ,  w h e n  th e  m a g ic  g o e s ,  h u m a n  b e in g s  w i l l  b e  th r o w n  

b a c k  o n  th e ir  o w n  n a tu r a l r e so u r c e s . A s  a te a ch er  o f  th o s e  w h o  h a v e  n o  m a g ic a l  

p o w e r s , G a n d a lf  d e m o n s tr a te s  in  w o r d  a n d  d e e d  h o w  to  o v e r c o m e  th e  e n e m y  

w ith o u t  m a g ic . T o  d o  o th e r w is e  w o u ld  b e  to  te a c h  th e m  w h a t  th e y  c a n n o t  

p o s s ib ly  lea rn .

T h u s , u n lik e  M e r lin  f ig u r e s  th a t  are  p r o f l ig a te  in  th e ir  u s e  o f  m a g ic ,  

G a n d a lf  n o t  o n ly  u s e s  m a g ic  sp a r in g ly , b u t  h e  g o e s  so  far  a s  to  d e f le c t  a tte n t io n  

fr o m  w iz a r d r y  in  o r d e r  to  e m p h a s iz e  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  w o r k in g  th r o u g h  

o r d in a r y  h u m a n  m e a n s . W h e n  G a n d a lf  is  c r e d ite d  w ith  th e  v ic to r y  a t  H e lm 's  

D e e p  b y  w iz a r d r y , h e  is  q u ic k  to  d e n y  th a t  w iz a r d r y  h a d  a part. T h e  m o s t  h e  

c la im s  is  th a t  h e  c o u n s e le d  h is  fr ie n d s  a n d  r e lie d  o n  th e  s p e e d  o f  S h a d o w fa x  to  

b r in g  r e in fo r c e m e n ts . S ig n if ic a n tly , h e  a d d s , " y o u r  o w n  v a lo u r  h a s  d o n e  m o r e"

40 Mythlore 103/104, Fall/W inter 2008



Gandalf and Merlin: J.R.R. Tolkien's Adoption and Transformation of a Literary Tradition

(III:8, 530). T h is  s ta te m e n t  is  n o t  ju s t  m o d e s t y  or  f la tter y . It e x p r e s s e s  th e  tr u th  o f  

s u c c e s s fu l  te a c h in g , w h ic h  tu r n s  o n  p la n n e d  o b s o le sc e n c e . T h e  te a ch er  r e c e d e s  as  

th e  s tu d e n t  a d v a n c e s . B y  h is  w o r d s  a n d  a c tio n s , G a n d a lf  h a s  ta u g h t  o th e r s  to  

c h o o s e  w is e ly  a n d  to  h a v e  th e  c o u r a g e  to  p e r se v e r e  in  th o s e  c h o ic e s , a n d  o n c e  h e  

h a s  ta u g h t  th e m  w e ll ,  h is  r o le  is  o v e r . So, a fter  S a u r o n 's  d e fe a t, h e  c o u ld  te ll  

A r a g o r n  th a t  h e , G a n d a lf , m u s t  lea v e : "T h e T h ir d  A g e  w a s  m y  a g e . I w a s  th e  

e n e m y  o f  S a u ro n ; a n d  m y  w o r k  is  f in ish e d . I sh a ll g o  so o n . T h e  b u r d e n  m u s t  lie  

n o w  u p o n  y o u  a n d  y o u r  k in d r ed "  (VI:5, 9 5 0). E v e n  m o r e  p o in te d ly ,  a s  h e  r id e s  

w ith  th e  h o b b its  to w a r d  th e  S h ire , w h ic h  n o w  n e e d s  to  b e  r e s c u e d  fr o m  S a r u m a n  

a n d  h is  h e n c h m e n , G a n d a lf  e x p la in s:

"I am  n o t c o m in g  to  th e  Shire. Y ou m u st se ttle  its affairs y o u rse lv es; th a t is  

w h a t y o u  h a v e  b e e n  tra in ed  for. D o  y o u  n o t y e t  u n d erstan d ?  M y  tim e  is 

over; it is  n o  lo n g er  m y  ta sk  to  set th in g s  to  righ ts, n or  to  h e lp  fo lk  to  d o  
so. A n d  as for y o u , m y  dear friend s, y o u  w il l  n e e d  n o  h e lp . Y ou are g r o w n  

u p  n o w ."  (VI:7, 974)

W h a t  b e tter  w o r d s  ca n  a s u c c e s s fu l te a ch er  g iv e  to  h is  s tu d e n ts :  "Y ou  

h a v e  b e e n  tra in ed "  to  a c c o m p lish  th e  ta sk  o n  y o u r  o w n , a n d  " y o u  are  g r o w n  u p  

n o w ."

Final Considerations
B y  e x a m in in g  th e  w iz a r d  tr a d it io n  in  r e la t io n  to  T o lk ie n 's  p o r tr a it  o f  

G a n d a lf , it  b e c o m e s  c lea r  th a t T o lk ie n  h a s  u s e d  th e  p o r tr a its  th a t c a m e  b e fo r e  as  

a p o in t  o f  d e p a r tu r e  a n d  a fo il. A n d  w h ile  th e r e  are  m a n y  p a r a lle ls  to  G a n d a lf  in  

th e  w iz a r d  tr a d it io n , th e  d if fe r e n c e s  are s tr ik in g . T o lk ie n  is  q u ic k  to  p o in t  o u t  

th a t w h ile  G a n d a lf  h a s  a p la y fu l,  m a g ic a l  s id e , h e  is  far m o r e  th a n  th e  m a g ic ia n  

p e r c e iv e d  b y  th e  H o b b its . W h ile  h e  h a s  fr e e d o m  o f  c h o ic e  to  d o  g o o d  or  e v il ,  as  

th e  c o n tr a st  to  S a r u m a n  s h o w s , G a n d a lf  is  n o  e v il  so rcerer . T h a t v i e w  o f  G a n d a lf  

is  p r o m u lg a te d  o n ly  b y  su c h  ch a ra cters  a s  G rim a  W o r m to n g u e , w h o s e  c r e d ib ility  

is  u n d e r m in e d  b y  th e ir  d e s ir e  to  d is c r e d it  th o s e  w h o  o p p o s e  S a u r o n , or  th o s e  

su c h  a s  D e n e th o r  a n d  T h e o d e n  w h o s e  m in d s  h a v e  b e e n  o v e r tu r n e d  b y  S a u r o n 's  

a n d  S a r u m a n 's  p o w e r . T o lk ie n  th u s  d e p a r ts  s ig n if ic a n t ly  fr o m  J o h n  D r y d e n 's  

e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r y  p o r tr a it  w h ic h  l im ite d  M e r lin 's  r o le  to  th a t o f  a m e r e  so rcerer  

a n d  fr o m  Jea n  C o c te a u 's  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu r y  M e r lin  w h o  is  n o th in g  m o r e  th a n  a 

c h a r la ta n  a n d  d e c e iv e r .

A b o v e  a ll, T o lk ie n  ta k e s  is s u e  w ith  p r e v io u s  v i e w s  o f  M e r lin 's  p o w e r  

a n d  in fa llib il ity  o f  fo r e s ig h t , e s p e c ia l ly  a s  r e p r e se n te d  in  Q u in e t 's  M er lin , w h o s e  

p o w e r s  o f  p r e d ic t io n  are so  a c u te  th a t h e  is  a b le  to  w r ite  th e  g r e a t  n o v e ls  o f  

F r e n c h  lite ra tu re  lo n g  b e fo r e  th e ir  a u th o r s  w e r e  b o r n  a n d  w h o s e  m a g ic a l  p o w e r  

is  so  g r e a t  th a t h e  h a s  c r e a te d  a ll o f  th e  fa m o u s  la n d m a r k s  o f  E u r o p e . G a n d a lf , b y  

c o n tra st, is  e m in e n t ly  h u m a n , w ith  h u m a n  fa i lin g s  a n d  l im ita t io n s . H e  m a k e s
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m is ta k e s . H e  e v e n  d ie s  in  c o m b a t w ith  th e  B a lro g , a n d  w h e n  h e  r etu rn s, it  is  n o t  

b y  h is  o w n  su p e r n a tu r a l p o w e r s , b u t  th r o u g h  th e  in te r c e s s io n  o f  th e  V alar a n d  

th e  h e a l in g  p o w e r s  o f  G a la d r ie l (III:5, 491). A b o v e  a ll, G a n d a lf  in te n t io n a l ly  v e ils  

h is  p o w e r s  a n d  l im its  h is  u s e  o f  m a g ic  so  th a t  h e  ca n  ac t a s  a tr u e  te a ch er  a n d  

c o u n se lo r , th a t  is , o n e  w h o  te a c h e s  o th e r s  h o w  to  b e c o m e  in d e p e n d e n t  rather  

th a n  o n e  w h o  d o e s  th in g s  fo r  th e  p u p ils  h e  m e n to r s . T h is  p a r tic u la r  q u a lity  se ts  

h im  a p art fr o m  su c h  a ll-p o w e r fu l  f ig u r e s  as th e  M e r lin  d e p ic te d  b y  Q u in e t , w h o  

c o n t in u e s  to  l iv e  a fter  d e a th  in  a g r e a t  k in g d o m  b e n e a th  E u r o p e , or  a s  th e  

m e d ie v a l  M e r lin  d e p ic te d  b y  C .S . L e w is , a f ig u r e  w h o s e  v ic to r y  in  m o d e r n  t im e s  

o v e r  th e  fo r ce s  o f  e v il  i s  n e v e r  m u c h  in  d o u b t. T o lk ie n  ta k e s  i s s u e  w ith  p r e v io u s  

M e r lin  f ig u r e s  a n d  th e ir  r e la t io n sh ip  to  p o w e r , p a r t ic u la r ly  in  p it t in g  G a n d a lf  

a g a in s t  S a u ro n , th e  e p ito m e  o f  th e  e v il  so rcerer  w h o  s e e k s  to  b e  a ll-p o w e r fu l a n d  

w h o  d e s tr o y s  b o th  th e  la n d  a n d  o f  th e  w i l ls  o f  h is  su b jects . A b s o lu te  p o w e r , as  

r e p r e se n te d  b y  p r e v io u s  M e r lin  f ig u r e s , is  su b je c te d  to  sc r u t in y  a n d  ta c it ly  

c r it iq u e d  in  T o lk ie n 's  text; it i s  f o u n d  to  b e  a n  e v il  in  itse lf , a fo r m  o f  c o e r c io n  

w h ic h  d e s tr o y s  in d iv id u a l  fr ee  w i l l  a n d  th u s  th e  p o s s ib i l it y  o f  m o r a l c h o ice .

T o lk ie n  w a s  n o t  in d e p e n d e n t  o f  w h a t  w e n t  b e fo r e . H e  w a s  fu l ly  a w a r e  

o f  th e  w iz a r d  tr a d it io n , p a r t ic u la r ly  a s  r e p r e se n te d  b y  th e  f ig u r e  o f  M er lin , a n d  

h e  in c o r p o r a te d  th a t  a w a r e n e s s  in  h is  c r e a tio n  o f  G a n d a lf . In  a d d r e s s in g  th e  

r e la t io n sh ip  b e tw e e n  G a n d a lf  a n d  th e  w iz a r d  tr a d it io n  I  h a v e  fo c u s e d  o n  tw o  

q u e s t io n s . W h a t is  th e  w iz a r d  tr a d it io n ?  A n d  w h a t  is  G a n d a lf 's  r e la t io n sh ip  to  

th is  tr a d it io n ?  In  lo o k in g  at th e  w iz a r d  tr a d it io n  w e  s e e  th a t th e  w iz a r d 's  r o le  can  

b e  d e f in e d  b y  a n u m b e r  o f  r e c u r r in g  ch a r a c te r ist ic s . H o w e v e r ,  w h e n e v e r  w e  

e x a m in e  a s p e c if ic  w iz a r d  in  a n  in d iv id u a l  tex t, w e  d is c o v e r  th a t  h is  ro le  d if fe r s  

e ith e r  s l ig h t ly  or  g r e a t ly  fr o m  th a t o f  o th e r  e x e m p la r s . In  th e  c a se  o f  G a n d a lf , h e  

c le a r ly  h a s  fa m ily  r e s e m b la n c e s  to  M e r lin  f ig u r e s , y e t  h e  r e m a in s  in d iv id u a l iz e d  

a n d  in d e p e n d e n t  w ith in  th e  tr a d it io n .

T h e  r e a so n  fo r  G a n d a lf 's  d if fe r e n c e s  fr o m  o th e r  w iz a r d s  r e s id e s  in  h is  

p r im a r y  fu n c t io n  w ith in  T o lk ie n 's  n a r r a tiv e . B y  e m p h a s iz in g  G a n d a lf 's  r o le  a s  a 

c o u n s e lo r  a n d  tu to r  w h o  m u s t  p r e p a r e  m e n  a n d  h o b b its , n o t  o n ly  for  th e  p r e s e n t  

s tr u g g le , b u t  a lso  fo r  th e  fu tu r e , T o lk ie n  h a s  u n d e r p la y e d  th e  tr a d it io n a l w iz a r d s '  

p o w e r  o f  m a g ic  a n d  p r o p h e c y  a n d  s tr e s se d  h is  h u m a n  ch a r a c te r ist ic s . T h is  i s  a 

s ig n if ic a n t  d e p a r tu r e  fr o m  m a n y  d e p ic t io n s  o f  M e r lin . A s  a n  in c a r n a te  sp ir it, 

su b je c t  to  a ll th e  jo y s  a n d  p a in s  o f  th e  h u m a n  c o n d it io n , G a n d a lf  m u s t  in str u c t  

h is  c h a r g e s  b y  w o r d  a n d  d e e d  in  a m a n n e r  th e y  ca n  u n d e r s ta n d  a n d  e m u la te .  

T h a t is , h e  m u s t  b e  a h u m a n  te a ch er . A n d  w h ile  h e  o c c a s io n a lly  u s e s  h is  m a g ic  

p o w e r s , i f  h e  w e r e  to  b la s t  th e  O rcs  w ith  h is  sta ff, h e  w o u ld  b e  c a ll in g  o n  p o w e r s  

u n a v a ila b le  to  m e n . In  p a r t ic ip a t in g  in  th e  M e r lin /w iz a r d  tr a d it io n , T o lk ie n  f in d s  

su p p o r t  a n d  in sp ir a t io n  for  h is  o w n  cre a tio n . A n d  th r o u g h  h is  c o n c e p t  o f  fr ee  

w il l  a n d  m o r a l a g e n c y , h e  m o d if ie s  th a t  tr a d it io n  in  su c h  a w a y  th a t i t  h a s  n o w  

b e e n  fo r e v e r  c h a n g e d .
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