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The Blade Against the Burden:
The Iconography
of the Sword in
The  Lord  of  the  R ings

M i c h a e l  J .  B r i s b o i s

If  o n e  c o n s i d e r s  t h e  t e r m  " a r t i f a c t "  in  r e la t io n  to  th e  

w r it in g s  o f  J.R.R. T o lk ie n , se v e r a l th o u g h ts  s p r in g  to  m in d .  

F irst a n d  fo r e m o s t  is  th e  w a y  in  w h ic h  h is  w o r k  h a s  b e e n  

r e g a r d e d  a s  c u ltu r a l artifact, b o r n  o u t  o f  h is  g e n e r a t io n 's  

e x p e r ie n c e  in  W o r ld  W ar O n e , b u t  so  w i ld ly  r e c e iv e d  b y  

s u b s e q u e n t  g e n e r a t io n s  th a t its  p o p u la r ity  in fo r m s , e ith e r  for  

or a g a in s t  h is  w o r k , in  sc h o la r ly  o p in io n s  o f  h is  n o v e ls .  It is  

a lso  a n  artifact o f  b o th  th e  m e d ie v a l  a n d  th e  m o d e r n  w o r ld .  

T h e  fr a m e  s to r y  c o n c e it  o f  The Lord of the Rings, th a t T o lk ie n  is  

n o t  a n o v e l is t  b u t  a tr a n sla to r , a n d  th e  s to r y  w e  r e a d  is  in  fa c t  " F ro d o  a n d  th e  

O n e  R in g"  fo u n d  in  th e  f ic t it io u s  Red Book of Westmarch (The Lord of the Rings 
[LotR] P r o lo g u e  1) is  an  e c h o  o f  th e  m e d ie v a l is t  p r a c tic e  o f  c la s s i fy in g  cer ta in  

w o r k s  b y  co lor . T h e  a c a d e m ic  p r e se n ta t io n  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  w ith  its  p u b lish e r 's  n o te  

o n  th e  tex t, fo r w a r d , le n g th y  a p p e n d ic e s  a n d  m u lt ip le  in d e x e s ,  a rra y s th e  

s y m b o ls  o f  sc h o la r sh ip  a n d  th e  e a r ly  m e d ie v a l  p e r io d  in  th e  in te lle c t  a n d  

im a g in a t io n  in  o r d e r  to  fu r th e r  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  th e  fa n ta s t ic  e le m e n ts  th a t are  

n e c e s s a r y  to  b o th  u n d e r s ta n d in g  a n d  e n jo y in g  th e  n a r r a tiv e . In  o r d e r  to  fu r th er  

d is c u s s  th e  w a y  in  w h ic h  a r tifa c ts  fu n c t io n  a s  sy m b o ls , I w i l l  e x p lo r e  th e  w a y  in  

w h ic h  o n e  p a r ticu la r  m a r k e r  o f  m e d ie v a l is m , th e  sw o r d , s e r v e s  to  r e in fo r c e  th e  

th e m e s  o f  The Lord of the Rings.

T o lk ie n 's  n o v e l  is  f i l le d  w ith  w o n d r o u s  a n d  m a g ic a l  ite m s . T h e y  r a n g e  

fr o m  th e  i n n o c u o u s - m a g i c a l  r o p e s  a n d  b r e a d - t h r o u g h  to  th e  im p o r ta n t, su c h  

a s F ro d o 's  m ith r il  sh ir t, a n d  o n  to  th e  d e f in it iv e  in  th e  O n e  R in g . E ach  c o n tr ib u te s  

to  th e  sy m b o lic  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  M id d le -e a r th , b u t  p r io r  sc h o la r sh ip  o n  T o lk ie n 's  

a rtifa c ts  h a s , u n d e r s ta n d a b ly , b e e n  fo c u s e d  a lm o s t  e x c lu s iv e ly  o n  th e  O n e  R in g . 

P rio r  w o r k  o n  so u r c e  te x ts  h a s  le d  to  e x c e lle n t  c o n n e c t io n s  b e in g  d r a w n  b e tw e e n  

th e  O n e  R in g  a n d  P la to 's  R in g  o f  G y g e s  in  The Republic (C ox) a n d  v a r io u s  w o r k s  

o f  m e d ie v a l  lite ra tu re , in c lu d in g  th e  N o r s e  S a g a s  a n d  th e  Nibelungenlied 
(S h ip p e y , Road to Middle-earth). T h e r e  are  v e r y  f e w  sc h o la r s  w h o  h a v e  ta k e n  is s u e  

w ith  th e  R in g 's  m e ta p h o r  o f  a d d ic t io n , p o w e r  a n d  c o rr u p tio n . A s  T o m  S h ip p e y
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h a s  sa id , th e  R in g  is  "far to o  p la u s ib le , a n d  to o  r e c o g n iz a b le "  for  a T w e n tie th  

C e n tu r y  a u d ie n c e  to  e a s i ly  d is m is s  (J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century 115).

J u st a s  u n d e r s ta n d in g  th e  R in g  is  cr itica l to  u n d e r s ta n d in g  th e  n o v e l ,  it 

is  e q u a l ly  im p o r ta n t  n o t  to  o v e r lo o k  o th e r  a r tifa c ts  in  th e  tex t. N o  im a g e  or  

artifact, a s id e  fr o m  p e r h a p s  a n  a r m o r e d  h o r se m a n , is  a s  e ffe c t iv e  in  p r e s e n t in g  

th e  m e d ie v a l i s m  o f  th e  n o v e l  a s  th e  sw o r d . T h e  R in g , a s  p o w e r fu l  a s  it  is , is  a far 

m o r e  u n iv e r s a l  a n d  a te m p o r a l f ig u r e  w h e n  c o m p a r e d  to  a sw o r d . T h r o u g h o u t  

th e  n o v e l ,  s w o r d s  se r v e  a s  m a r k e r s  o f  id e n t ity  a n d  a u th o r ity  a n d  se r v e  to  

e n n o b le  th e ir  b e a r er s . P a r a d o x ic a lly , w h e n  u s e d  a s  a to o l  o f  v io le n c e  s w o r d s  

d e m o n s tr a te  th e  v i l la in o u s  in te n t  o f  th e  b ea rer . U n lik e  th e  R in g , w h ic h  w o r k s  b y  

c o r r u p tin g  th e  b e a r er 's  in te n t io n s , as G a n d a lf , E lro n d , a n d  G a la d r ie l e a c h  in  th e ir  

o w n  tu r n  in s is t  a n d  F ro d o 's  u lt im a te  fa ilu r e  c o n fir m s , th e  s w o r d  is  a s y m b o l  th a t  

is  d e f in e d  th r o u g h  th e  a c t io n s  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l.  T h e  s w o r d  is  le s s  p o la r iz in g  a n d  

p r e d e te r m in e d , b u t  n o  le s s  d e f in in g , a n d  it  is  th r o u g h  th e  u s e  o f  th e  s w o r d  th a t a 

ch aracter's  tru e  n a tu r e  c a n  b e  r e v e a le d .

T h r o u g h o u t  th e  n o v e l ,  th e  F e l lo w s h ip  d o e s  e v e r y th in g  w ith in  its  p o w e r  

to  a v o id  c o n flic t  a n d  o n ly  f ig h ts  in  s e lf -d e fe n s e .  C o n flic t , w ith  th e  e x c e p t io n  o f  a 

f e w  b r ie f  m o m e n ts  o f  a c tio n , su c h  a s  th e  O rc C h ie fta in 's  c h a r g e  in  M o r ia  or  S am 's  

s tr u g g le  to  c a p tu r e  G o llu m , is  r e n d e r e d  in  b r o a d  s tr o k e s  (LotR 11:5, 317; VI:1, 600). 

S w o r d s  in s te a d  p la y  a la rg e r  r o le  in  th e  h e r o 's  so c ia l a c t iv ism . B o th  P ip p in  a n d  

M e r r y  m a r k  th e ir  w i l l in g n e s s  to  se r v e  th e ir  r e s p e c t iv e  lo r d s  b y  o f fe r in g  th e ir  

s w o r d s  to  th e m , a n d  d e s p it e  th e  p o s s ib i l it y  o f  g r e a t  h u m o r  in  th e s e  s c e n e s , th e r e  

is  so  m u c h  se lf -sa c r if ic e  a p p a r e n t  in  th is  u s e  o f  th e s e  w e a p o n s  th a t th e r e  is  n o  

la u g h te r  (V:1, 739-40; V :2, 760). E o w y n  p r o v e s  h e r  a r g u m e n ts  r e g a r d in g  th e  

s tr e n g th  o f  w o m e n  a n d  th e  e q u a l i ty  o f  th e  s e x e s  b y  d e fe a t in g  th e  W itc h -k in g  o f  

A n g m a r  o n  th e  f ie ld  o f  b a ttle  (V :6, 8 2 3 -4 ). E v e n  th e  a s s a u lt  o n  M o r d o r 's  B lack  

G a te  is  u n d e r s to o d  a s  a sa c r if ic ia l r e a r g u a r d  a c t io n  in te n d e d  to  d is tr a c t  S a u ro n  

a n d  h o p e fu l ly  a l lo w  F ro d o  t im e  to  d e s tr o y  th e  R in g  (V :9, 855 -8 6 4 ).

T h is  so c ia l u s e  o f  th e  s w o r d  is  an  in te r e s t in g  s ig n  o f  h o w  T o lk ien 's  

im a g in e d  w o r ld  c ir c u la te s  its  so c ia l p o w e r s .  S w o r d s , a w e a p o n  o f  v io le n c e ,  are  

c o n tr a s te d  w ith  r in g s , c o m m o n ly  a s y m b o l  o f  a llia n c e  ( w e d d in g  b a n d s , s ig n e t  

r in g s  u s e d  to  se a l  p a c ts ) . S w o r d s , u s e d  r e s p o n s ib ly , a l lo w  th o s e  w ith o u t  p o w e r  to  

g a in  a c c e ss  to  r e s p e c t  in  c u ltu r e s  w h ic h  m a r g in a liz e  th e m  (b e  it  o n  g r o u n d s  o f  

race , l ik e  th e  h o b b its , or  g e n d e r , a s  in  th e  c a se  o f  E o w y n ) . T h e se  ch a ra cters  d o  n o t  

u s e  th e ir  s w o r d s  a s  to o ls  a g a in s t  th e ir  o w n  c u ltu r es , b u t  u s e  th e m  a s  s ig n s  o f  

th e ir  se r v ic e , p r o v in g  th e ir  w o r th  in  e x e c u t io n  o f  th e ir  d u t ie s .  R in g s , o n  th e  o th e r  

h a n d , are  m o s t  c o m m o n ly  p la c e d  in  th e  h a n d s  o f  th e  p o w e r fu l ,  to  d isa s tr o u s  

c o n se q u e n c e :  th e  " d w a r f-lo r d s"  are  u n d o n e  a n d  th e  "m orta l"  k in g s  o f  M e n  

b e c o m e  s la v e s  to  S a u ro n 's  w i l l  (I:2, 49).

T h e r e  are  t w o  m a in  c o m p lic a t io n s  in  th is  b r ie f  m e n t io n  o f  th e  m a g ic a l  

r in g s: th e  e lf -r in g s , a n d  F a ra m ir's  r e je ctio n  o f  th e  O n e  R in g . In  th e  fo r m e r  ca se ,

94 Mythlore 103/104, Fall/W inter 2008
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n o n e  o f  th e  e lf -r in g s  are  in  p o s s e s s io n  o f  m o r ta ls — o n ly  th e  s e m i-d iv in e  

(G a la d r ie l a n d  E lro n d ) a n d  th e  d iv in e  (G a n d a lf)  b ea r  th e m , so  th e  p r o b le m s  

r e la t in g  to  th e  c o r r u p tio n  o f  th e  b e a r er s  is  r e n d e r e d  n u l l  b y  th is  fact; th e  r in g s  are  

p r o te c te d  b y  th e  e x c e p t io n a l n a tu r e s  o f  th e ir  b ea rers. G a la d r ie l's  a n d  G a n d a lf's  

te m p ta t io n s  b y  th e  O n e  R in g  are m o m e n ta r y  a n d  m a k e  th e  la tter  c a se  o f  F aram ir  

a f ig u r e  w o r th y  o f  m o r e  c o n s id e r a t io n . B o r o m ir  is  c o r r u p te d  b y  th e  O n e  R in g  

b e c a u s e  o f  h is  d e s ir e  for  p o w e r —h e  b e l ie v e s  in  w in n in g  w a r  b y  a n y  m e a n s  

n e c e s sa r y . F a ra m ir  c le a r ly  d o e s  n o t . H e  is  u n w i l l in g  to  sa c r if ice  th e  v ir tu e s  h e  is  

f ig h t in g  for. T h is  d isr e g a r d  for  p o w e r  a n d  fo c u s  u p o n  v ir tu e  is  s im ila r  to  S am 's  

fo c u s  o n  s im p le  d o m e s t ic  p le a s u r e s — b o th  r e m a in  la r g e ly  u n a ffe c te d  b y  th e  R in g  

b e c a u s e  n e ith e r  d e s ir e s  p o w e r . T h is  is  s im ila r ly  th e  so u r c e  o f  F ro d o 's  s tr e n g th  as  

w e ll ,  th o u g h  h is  c o r r u p tio n  b y  th e  R in g  r a is e s  q u e s t io n s  a b o u t  F ro d o 's  ch a r a c te r .1 

R in g s  are  to o ls  o f  th e  p o w e r fu l ,  a n d  c ir cu la te  p o w e r  a m o n g  e n tr e n c h e d  

a u th o r it ie s , w h ile  s w o r d s  ca n  p r o v id e  g r ea te r  so c ia l m o b il it y  to  th o s e  

d isa d v a n ta g e d  b y  th e  fe u d a l  s o c ie t ie s  o f  M id d le -e a r th .

O f  c o u r se , th e r e  are  e x c e p t io n s  to  th e  u s e  o f  s w o r d s  a s  so c ia l  to o ls  o f  

s e lf -d e fe n s e .  O rcs, a lo n g  w ith  S a r u m a n  a n d  h is  r a v a g er s , are  a ll to o  e a g e r  to  u s e  

th e ir  w e a p o n s  a g a in s t  o th e r s . T h is  w i l l in g n e s s  to  h a r m , th e  d e s ir e  to  h a r m , 

p r e s e n ts  a c u ltu r e  w h ic h  is  p r o n e  to  in te r n a l v io le n c e  a n d  c ru e lty . C o n s id e r  th e  

m u lt ip le  t im e s  th r o u g h o u t  th e  n o v e l  in  w h ic h  orc  q u a r r e ls  w ith  orc, m o s t  

c r it ic a lly  w h ile  th e y  h a v e  c a p tu r e d  F r o d o  at C ir ith  U n g o l  (V I:1, 8 8 5 -8 7 ). S im ila r ly , 

S a r u m a n  m e e t s  h is  e n d  at th e  h a n d s  o f  W o r m to n g u e , th o u g h  in  th a t c a se  it  is  a 

k n ife , a far  m o r e  c o m m o n  b la d e d  to o l a n d  m e a n t  to  s h o w  ju s t  h o w  d im in is h e d  

S a r u m a n  h a s  b e c o m e  a s  S h a r k e y  (V I:8, 9 9 6). T h e se  so c ie t ie s  u s e  s w o r d s  a s  to o ls  

o f  v io le n c e , a n d  th e ir  a b il ity  to  m a in ta in  c o h e r e n c e  is  c o n s ta n t ly  t e s te d  b y  th is  

f la w e d  u s e  o f  th e  sw o r d .

In  a r e c e n t  is s u e  o f  Mythlore, K .S . W h e tte r  a n d  R . A n d r e w  M c D o n a ld  

a lso  tu r n e d  to  th e  n e g le c t e d  su b ject o f  s w o r d s  in  th e  n o v e l .  T h e ir  e s s a y  "In th e  

H ilt  is  F a m e"  is  a n  e x c e lle n t  c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  th e  w a y  in  w h ic h  T o lk ie n 's  

m e d ie v a l  so u r c e s  r e s o n a te  w ith  h is  n o v e l 's  w o r ld ,  a n d  I w o u ld  d ir ec t  a n y  sc h o la r  

in te r e s te d  in  th e  so u r c e  te x ts  or  th e  in s tr u m e n ta l m a g ic a l  p r a c tic e  o f  n a m in g  

w e a p o n s  to  th a t p a r ticu la r  artic le . A n d  a lth o u g h  m y  im m e d ia te  c o n c e r n  is  w ith  

th e  u s e  o f  s w o r d s  a s  s e m io t ic  m a r k e r s  in  th e  tex t, I f in d  it  m o s t  u s e fu l  to  r e iter a te  

W h e tte r  a n d  M c D o n a ld 's  p o s it io n  th a t th e  n o v e l  is  a s  m u c h  a r e c r e a t io n  o f  a 

h e r o ic  a g e  a s  it  is  a fo r er u n n e r  o f  th e  m o d e r n  fa n ta s y  g e n r e  (26). Far to o  o ften , 

T o lk ie n  is  r e a d  in  v i e w  o f  h is  im ita to r s , ra th er  th a n  as th e  c o n tin u a t io n  o f  th e  

r o m a n c e  tr a d it io n . In  fact, it is  e x a c t ly  th e  u s e  o f  a h e r o ic  p a s t  a s  a lite r a r y  m o d e l  

th a t sp u r s  th e  r e a d e r  to  e n g a g e  w ith  th e  te x t  m o r e  c o m p le te ly ,  a n d  it  is  th e  la ck

1 I often  w on der if  Frodo's exalted p osition  as Ringbearer is the source o f h is failure. H e is 
tem p ted  b y  the Ring before the Council o f Elrond, but not as pow erfu lly  as afterwards.
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o f  th is  tr a d it io n a l c o n t in u ity  th a t d im in is h e s  so  m a n y  a u th o r s  w h o  a tte m p t to  

d u p lic a te  T o lk ie n 's  fea t.

In  th e  fa u x -h is to r ic a l  c o n c e it  o f  The Lord of the Rings, th e  p r e se n ta t io n  o f  

th e  su b ject m a tte r  g e n e r a te s  in te r e s t  in  th e  r ea d er  a n d  a ttracts th o s e  in te r e s te d  in  

se r io u s  m e d ie v a l  m a te r ia l. The Lord of the Rings's c o n t in u e d  p o p u la r ity  is  d u e  in  

p a r t to  its  u s e  o f  a u th e n tic  m e d ie v a l  te x ts  in  its  so u r c e  m a te r ia l. T h e  c o n s tr u c t io n  

o f  th e  im a g in a r y  w o r ld  o f  M id d le -e a r th  w a s  d o n e  in  su c h  a c a re fu l m a n n e r , w ith  

a n  in te n t io n a l tu r n  a w a y  fr o m  d ir e c t  a lle g o r y , th a t th e  n o v e l  is  a b le  to  a p p e a l to  

r e a d e r s  fr o m  m a n y  w a lk s  o f  life . T h e  n o n -r e l ig io u s  r e a d e r  m ig h t  ta k e  c o m fo r t  in  

its  la ck  o f  W e ste r n  r e lig io n , a s  th e  y o u th  o f  th e  1 9 6 0 s  d id  (W a lm sle y ) . B u t a 

r e l ig io u s  r e a d e r  m ig h t  a lso  ta k e  c o m fo r t  in  th e  s ta te m e n t  b y  T o lk ie n  th a t th is  

w o r k  is  "a fu n d a m e n ta l ly  r e l ig io u s  a n d  C a th o lic  w o r k "  (T o lk ien , Letters 172). A  

p a c if is t  r ea d er  m ig h t  ta k e  h e a r t  in  F r o d o 's  s tr u g g le  to  d e s tr o y  th e  w e a p o n  o f  th e  

E n e m y , w h ile  a m ilita r is t ic  r ea d er  w il l  th r ill a t th e  d e sp e r a te  b a tt le s  o f  H e lm 's  

D e e p , M in a s  T ir ith , th e  P e le n n o r  F ie ld s  a n d  th e  B la ck  G a te , h o w e v e r  m u c h  th a t  

m ig h t  b e  a r e s u lt  o f  m isr e a d in g .

The Lord of the Rings p r e se n ts  a w o r ld  w h ic h  a l lo w s  its  m o d e l  r e a d e r s  to  

e n g a g e  th e ir  c o n te m p o r a r y  su b je c t iv ity  w ith  a n  id e a l iz e d  im a g e  o f  m e d ie v a l  life . 

T h e  h is to r ic a l r e -c r e a t io n is t  h o b b ie s  th a t m a n y  T o lk ie n  r e a d e r s  e n g a g e  in , fr o m  

so c ia l  c o s tu m e  p a r t ie s  to  i s o la t e d  v id e o  g a m e s , in d ic a te  th a t p e o p le  in te r e s te d  in  

th e  M id d le  A g e s  a lso  f in d  T o lk ie n 's  w o r k  in te r e s t in g . T h e  c o n n e c t io n  b e tw e e n  

T o lk ie n 's  a c a d e m ic  a n d  p e r so n a l w r it in g s  is  m a d e  c le a r e st  in  th e  w a y  in  w h ic h  

h is  w r it in g s  o n  B e o w u lf  e x p r e s s  h is  o w n  m e th o d o lo g y :

A s  th e  p o e t lo o k s back  in to  th e  p ast, su r v e y in g  th e  h isto ry  o f  k in g s  an d  

w arriors in  th e  o ld  trad ition s, h e  se e s  th at all g lo ry  (or as w e  m ig h t say  
'culture' or 'civ ilization ') e n d s  in  n igh t. T h e so lu tio n  o f  that tra g ed y  is n o t  

trea ted  [ .. .] .  W e g e t  in  fact a p o e m  fro m  a p reg n a n t m o m en t o f  p o ise , 
lo o k in g  b ack  in to  th e  p it, b y  a m a n  learn ed  in  o ld  ta les  w h o  w a s  

stru g g lin g , as it w ere , to  g e t  a g en era l v ie w  o f th e m  all, p e r ce iv in g  their  

c o m m o n  tra g ed y  o f in ev ita b le  ru in , an d  y e t  fe e lin g  th is  m o re  poetically 
b e c a u se  h e  w a s  h im se lf  rem o v e d  from  th e  d irect p ressu re  o f  its desp air . 
(T olk ien , "Beowulf: T h e M on sters a n d  th e  C ritics" 23)

T o lk ie n  lo o k s  b a ck , s e e s  th e  e n d  o f  c u ltu r e  a n d  c iv il iz a t io n  in  h is  S o m m e  

e x p e r ie n c e , b u t  o ffe r s  a w a y  o u t  o f  it  th r o u g h  th e  c r e a tio n  o f  M id d le -e a r th . T h ere  

are c o n s id e r a b le  id e a li s m  a n d  c o n te m p o r a r y  e c h o e s  in  th e  w a y  th e  n o v e l  

p r e s e n ts  its  m e d ie v a l  w o r ld . T h e  q u a in t  S h ire  is  far m o r e  r e c o g n iz a b le  a s  

E d w a r d ia n  th a n  A n g lo -S a x o n , a n d  th e  h e r o ic s  o f  th e  F e l lo w s h ip  h a v e  far m o r e  to  

d o  w ith  m o d e r n  t h e o lo g y  a n d  m o r a l i ty  th a n  w ith  B e o w u lf 's  fa m e -s e e k in g .  T h e  

sw o r d , a s  m o r e  th a n  s im p ly  a w e a p o n , p la y s  a r o le  in  th is  r e la t io n sh ip  b e tw e e n  

th e  m e d ie v a l  a n d  th e  rea d er . A s  n o  o th e r  ch a ra cter  is  a s  m a r k e d  b y  h is
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r e la t io n sh ip  w ith  th e  s w o r d  a s  A r a g o r n , th e  n a r r a tiv e  c o n n e c t io n  b e tw e e n  

ch a ra cter  a n d  w e a p o n  m a k e s  h im  a n  id e a l  su b ject for  c lo ser  r e a d in g .

A s  th e  m a n  w h o  w o u ld  b e  k in g , A r a g o r n  is  c e r ta in ly  n o t  c o n s tr u c te d  in  

a h is to r ic a lly  a c cu ra te  m a n n e r . T h r o u g h  s ig n if ic a t io n , A r a g o r n  is  t ie d  to  th e  

im a g e  o f  th e  m e d ie v a l ,  p e r h a p s  e v e n  p r e -C h r is t ia n , k in g , b u t  h e  is  r e n d e r e d  m o r e  

p a la ta b le  to  a m o d e r n  a u d ie n c e  th r o u g h  h is  k in d n e s s  a n d  c o m p a ss io n . W h ile  h e  

is  in d e e d  fe a r le s s  a n d  sk il le d  in  b a ttle , h e  is  far m o r e  an  id e a l o f  a m e d ie v a l  k in g  

ra th er  th a n  th e  r ea lity . M u c h  l ik e  th e  r e tu r n in g  R ic h a r d  th e  L io n h e a r t  o f  th e  

R o b in  H o o d  le g e n d , A r a g o r n  is  v a lia n t  a n d  n o b le , a b e n e v o le n t  m o n a r c h  m o r e  

c o n c e r n e d  w ith  th e  w e l l -b e in g  o f  h is  p e o p le  th a n  h is  o w n  su c c e ss . H is  k in d n e s s  

is  e v id e n t  in  h is  g e n t le n e s s  to  F ro d o  fo l lo w in g  th e  d e a th  o f  G a n d a lf , a n d  h is  

s e l f le s s n e s s  is  c lear  in  h is  d e s ir e  to  r e s c u e  M e r r y  a n d  P ip p in .

A lo n g  w ith  h is  sw o r d , A n d u r il ,  A r a g o r n  is  a n  e x a m p le  o f  T o lk ie n 's  

p r o c e s s  o f  r e f le c t in g  th e  p r e s e n t  in  th e  s y m b o lic  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  M id d le -e a r th . A s  

a m e d ie v a l is t  T o lk ie n  w a s  in t im a te ly  a w a r e  o f  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  a k in g  w ie ld in g  

a s w o r d  th r o u g h  th e  m a n y  ite r a t io n s  o f  th e  f ig u r e  fo u n d  th r o u g h o u t  m e d ie v a l  

l ite r a tu r e — th e  h e r o -c h ie f ta in  o f  th e  la y s , sa g a s , a n d  A r th u r ia n  le g e n d s .  S w o r d s ,  

su c h  a s  A r th u r 's  E x ca lib u r , h a v e  a lw a y s  b e e n  s y m b o ls  o f  le a d e r sh ip  (D e V r ie s  2 0 

2 1 ). T h e ir  e f fe c t iv e n e s s  a s  a w e a p o n  a n d  th e ir  h ig h  c o st  o f  m a n u fa c tu r e  h a v e  

m a d e  th e m  th e  m o s t  e lite  o f  a r m s in  m o s t  c u ltu r e s . M a n y  B r o n z e  a n d  Iro n  A g e  

b u r ia l s ite s  are  th e  f in a l r e s t in g  p la c e s  o f  k in g 's  sw o r d s ,  a n d  th e r e  is  e v id e n c e  

th a t s w o r d s  w e r e  u s e d  a s  v o t iv e  sa c r if ice s , u s u a l ly  to  th e  r iv e r s  w h e r e  th e y  h a v e  

b e e n  fo u n d , a p r a c tic e  r e f le c te d  in  th e  m y th  o f  th e  L a d y  o f  th e  L a k e  (B r a d le y  9 9 

101 , 1 32-3 ). A n th r o p o lo g is t  C h r is t ia n  K e ller  n o te s  th a t w h ile  "a s w o r d  is  

o b v io u s ly  m a d e  fo r  k i l l in g  p e o p le  [ . . . ]  it  ca rr ie s  a s y m b o lic  m e s s a g e ,  w h ic h  c o u ld  

b e  k ille r , so ld ie r , fr ee  m a n , a r is to cr a t or  th e  lik e"  (92).

A r a g o r n 's  p la c e  a s  m o n a r c h  d e m a n d s  th e  u s e  o f  a sw o r d . T h e  c u ltu r a l 

c o n v e n t io n s  b u i lt  u p  a r o u n d  w e a p o n s  a n d  th e ir  w ie ld e r s  as w e l l  as th e  c u ltu r e s  

th a t p r o d u c e  th e m  (c o n s id e r  th e  katana a n d  Jap an ) are  a sp e c ts  o f  a d e e p ly  

e n tr e n c h e d  r e la t io n sh ip  th a t c a n n o t  b e  ig n o r e d . T h e  m o d e l  r ea d er  o f  The Lord of 
the Rings w o u ld  in tu it  th a t a n y  o th e r  w e a p o n  w o u ld  c o n f lic t  w ith  A r a g o r n 's  ro le  

a s k in g . A  r a n g e d  w e a p o n , su c h  a s  a b o w , is  to o  r e m o v e d  fr o m  o n e 's  o p p o n e n ts  

a n d  o fte n  s ig n if ie s  la w le s s n e s s  (a s  it d o e s  in  th e  R o b in  H o o d  le g e n d ) .  D e s p ite  

L e g o la s 's  m a s te r y  o f  su c h  a w e a p o n , it  b e a r s  lo w e r  c la ss  c o n n o ta t io n s  in  a 

m e d ie v a l  c o n te x t. C la s s  r e la t io n sh ip s  a lso  e lim in a te  h a fte d  w e a p o n s ,  su c h  as  

sp e a r s  a n d  h a lb e r d s , b e c a u se  th e s e  w e r e  th e  w e a p o n s  o f  th e  p e a sa n t  in fa n tr y , n o t  

n o b le  k in g s . In  A r a g o r n 's  a sc e n d a n c y  in  G o n d o r , h e  f ig h ts  a s  a c h e v a lie r , th e  

p r o p e r  m e d ie v a l  p la c e  for  a k in g  a n d  k n ig h t  (LotR V :10 , 8 6 6 -7 4 ). W h ile  it  is  tr u e  

th a t r o d s  a n d  s c e p te r s  are  sy m b o lic a lly  l in k e d  to  k in g s , A r a g o r n  c o u ld  n o t  h a v e  

sa t is fa c to r ily  w ie ld e d  a b lu n t  w e a p o n  su c h  a s  a m a c e , d u e  to  th e  c ler ica l
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c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  su c h  a w e a p o n  in  m e d ie v a l  w a r fa re  a n d  th e  c o n n e c t io n  b e tw e e n  

lo r d s h ip  a n d  th e  sw o r d .

A r a g o r n 's  b la d e  is  n o t  o n ly  a s y m b o l o f  lo r d s h ip  a n d  k in g ly  

r e s p o n s ib ility , b u t  a lso  a m e ta p h o r  in  th e  n o v e l 's  r e p r e se n ta t io n  o f  M id d le -e a r th 's  

m ille n n ia l  r e n e w a l. In  th e  n o v e l ,  A r a g o r n 's  s w o r d  is  o r ig in a lly  N a r s il , th e  sw o r d  

w ie ld e d  b y  E le n d il a t th e  B a ttle  o f  th e  L a st  A ll ia n c e , d u r in g  th e  f in a l d a y s  o f  th e  

S e c o n d  A g e .  W h e n  E le n d il  w a s  s tru ck  d o w n  b y  S a u ro n , h is  so n  I s ild u r  r u s h e d  to  

h is  a id . In  th e  b a ttle , N a r s il  is  sh a tte r e d , b u t  I s ild u r  m a n a g e s  to  c u t o f f  th e  f in g e r  

b e a r in g  th e  O n e  R in g . F o l lo w in g  th e s e  e v e n ts , th e  s w o r d  r e m a in e d  sh a tte r e d  to  

se r v e  as a r e m in d e r  o f  I s ild u r 's  c o r r u p tio n  b y  th e  R in g  (LotR I:2, 51).

W h e n  w e  f ir s t  m e e t  A r a g o r n  in  th e  n o v e l ,  h e  is  s t il l  A r a g o rn -S tr id er , a  

r o g u is h  f ig u r e  m is u n d e r s to o d  b y  th o s e  w h o  d o  n o t  k n o w  h im . W h e n  th e  h o b b its  

c h a lle n g e  h is  v ir tu e  in  th e  In n  at B ree , A r a g o r n  u s e s  th e  b r o k e n  b la d e  a s  a  m a r k e r  

o f  id e n tity :

H e  sto o d  u p , a n d  se e m e d  su d d e n ly  to  g r o w  taller. In  h is  e y e s  g le a m e d  a 
ligh t, k e e n  a n d  co m m a n d in g . T h r o w in g  back  h is  c loak , h e  la id  h is  h a n d  o n  

th e  h ilt  o f  a sw o r d  th at h a d  h u n g  c o n cea led  b y  h is  side . [ . . . ]  "I am  A ragorn  

so n  o f  A rathorn" [ . ]  H e  d r e w  o u t h is  sw o rd , a n d  th e y  sa w  th e  b la d e  w a s  

in d e e d  b rok en  a fo o t b e lo w  th e  h ilt. "N ot m u c h  u s e  is  it, Sam ?" sa id  
Strider. "But th e  tim e  is n ear  w h e n  it sh a ll b e  fo r g ed  an ew ."  (I:10, 168)

A r a g o r n 's  tr a n s fo r m a tio n  fr o m  ra n g e r  to  r e tu r n in g  k in g  a n d  M id d le -e a r th 's  

r e v ita liz a t io n  in  th e  c o m in g  o f  th e  F o u r th  A g e  is  h e r e  te le g r a p h e d  th r o u g h  

N a r s il's  fa lle n  fo rm . O n c e  th e  s w o r d  h a s  b e e n  r e m a d e  a n d  r e n a m e d  A n d u r il  

f o l lo w in g  th e  C o u n c il  o f  E lro n d , it  s e r v e s  a s  a s y m b o l  o f  r e n e w a l  a n d  a m a r k e r  o f  

A r a g o r n 's  id e n t ity  th r o u g h o u t  th e  r e m a in d e r  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  a s  e v id e n c e d  b y  

A r a g o r n 's  e n c o u n te r  w ith  E o m e r  a n d  h is  R id e r s  o n  th e  P la in s  o f  R oh an :

A ra g o rn  th r e w  b ack  h is  c loak . T he e lv e n -sh e a th  g littered  as h e  g ra sp ed  it, 
a n d  th e  b righ t b la d e  o f  A n d u ril sh o n e  lik e  a su d d e n  fla m e  as h e  sw e p t  it 
out. "E lendil!" h e  cried . "I am  A ragorn  so n  o f A rathorn , a n d  am  ca lled  

E lessar, th e  E lfstone, D u n a d a n , th e  h eir  o f Isild u r E len d il's  so n  o f  G ondor.
H ere  is  th e  S w o rd  th at w a s  B roken a n d  is fo rg ed  again!" [...] H e  se e m e d  to  

h a v e  g r o w n  in  stature w h ile  E om er h a d  shrunk; an d  in  h is  liv in g  face  th ey  
c a u g h t a b rief v is io n  o f  th e  p o w er  an d  m ajesty  o f  th e  k in g s  o f  ston e. For a 

m o m e n t it se e m e d  to  th e  e y e s  o f L ego las th a t a w h ite  flam e flick ered  o n  

th e  b r o w s o f  A ra g o rn  lik e  a sh in in g  crow n . (III :2, 423)

A r a g o r n 's  u s e  o f  N a r s i l  in  B ree  a n d  A n d u r il  in  R o h a n  in d ic a te  th a t th e  r ea d er  

s h o u ld  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  s w o r d  a s  b e in g  r e p r e se n ta t iv e  o f  k in g s h ip  a n d  th e  v ir tu e s  

a ss o c ia te d  w ith  it. A r a g o r n  m ig h t  u s e  th e  w e a p o n  to  m a r k  h is  id e n t ity , b u t  in
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G o n d o r  it  is  n o t  n e c e s s a r y  fo r  h im  to  u s e  it  a s s u m e  th e  th r o n e . H e  f ig h ts  n o  w a r  

o f  u n if ic a t io n  n o r  su f fe r s  a n y  m a r tia l c h a lle n g e  fr o m  h is  n o b le s .2

T h e  d is t in c t io n  T o lk ie n  d r a w s  b e tw e e n  A r a g o rn 's  r o le  a s  k in g  a n d  

w a r r io r  is  b e s t  e x a m in e d  th r o u g h  a c o m p a r is o n  w ith  a so u r c e  te x t  T o lk ie n  w a s  

fa m ilia r  w ith : T h e  Volsunga Saga. In  sh o r t  su m m a r y , The Saga of the Volsungs te lls  

th e  s to r y  o f  th e  d r a g o n -s la y e r , S ig u rd . It b e g in s  w ith  a g e n e a lo g y  tr a c in g  b a c k  to  

A s g a r d  a n d  p r o g r e s s e s  th r o u g h  th e  d e a th  o f  S ig u r d 's  fa th er , a k in g , to  S ig u r d 's  

l ife  w ith  h is  a d o p t iv e  fa th er , R e g in . In  t im e , S ig u r d  r e c e iv e s  a sp e c ia l  sw o r d  

fo r g e d  to  r e p r e se n t  h is  k in g sh ip , s la y s  th e  d r a g o n  F afn ir , a n d  b e c o m e s  a p r o p e r  

k in g . In  th e  c o u r se  o f  h is  a d v e n tu r e s , h e  m a r r ie s  th e  b e a u t ifu l  a n d  w il lfu l  

G u d r u n  a n d  a id s  h is  fr ie n d  G u n n a r  in  s e d u c in g  th e  V a lk y r ie  B r y n h ild  b y  

a s s u m in g  G u n n a r 's  fo r m , r id in g  th r o u g h  a w a ll  o f  fire , a n d  s p e n d in g  th r e e  d a y s  

a n d  n ig h ts  w ith  h e r . T h is  s e d u c t io n  u lt im a te ly  le a d s  to  h is  d o w n fa l l  a s  h e  is  

b e tr a y e d  b y  h is  a llie s  o v e r  th e  d e c e it  a n d  is  m u r d e r e d  in  b e d  (B y o ck ).

A t th is  p o in t, a b r ie f  c o m p a r is o n  o f  th e  Volsunga Saga a n d  th e  

Nibelungenlied is  w a r r a n te d , a s it  c o n ta in s  th e  s e e d s  o f  th e  h is to r ic a l d e v e lo p m e n t  

th a t T o lk ie n 's  n a r r a tiv e  r e p r e se n ts . T h e  S ig u r d  o f  th e  V o ls u n g s  is  q u ite  s im ila r  to  

th e  c o u r tly  h e r o  S ie g fr ie d  o f  th e  Nibelungenlied, b u t  th e r e  are  d is t in c t  d if fe r e n c e s  

b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  w o r k s . T h e  r o m a n c e  is  far  le s s  m a g ic a l  th a n  th e  S a g a . T h e r e  is 

n o  d r a g o n , n o  s h a p e -s h if t in g  (a lth o u g h  a c lo a k  o f  in v is ib i l ity  is  a k e y  e le m e n t  o f  

th e  r o m a n c e ) . T h e  Nibelungenlied is  a lso  le s s  b lo o d y . In  b o th  s to r ie s , th e  b e tr a y a l  

a n d  m u r d e r  o f  th e  h e r o  is  a n  a c t o f  c o w a r d ic e , b u t  S ie g fr ie d 's  d e a th  is  p o e t ic , for  

h e  is sp e a r e d  in  th e  b a c k  w h ile  c r o u c h e d  at a s tr ea m , w ith  n a r r a tiv e  e m p h a s is  

p la c e d  o n  th e  f lo w e r s  s ta in e d  b y  h is  b lo o d  (H a tto  131-2 ).

In  co n tra st, S ig u r d  is  k i l le d  in  b e d , w ith  h is  w if e  G u d r u n  n e x t  to  h im . 

H e  is  c u t so  v ic io u s ly  th a t th e  k ille r 's  b la d e  d r iv e s  in to  th e  b e d . S ig u r d  a w a k e n s  

a n d  th o u g h  fa ta lly  w o u n d e d  a n d  u n a b le  to  r ise , g r a sp s  a s w o r d  a n d  h u r ls  it at 

h is  f le e in g  m u r d e r er . T h e  s w o r d  h it s  w ith  su c h  fo r ce  th a t it sp lit s  h is  ta r g e t in  

tw o . A m id s t  th e  c o m m o tio n , G u d r u n  a w a k e n s  c o v e r e d  in  b lo o d , a p p r o p r ia te ly  

s c r e a m in g  a n d  la m e n t in g  p r o u d  S ig u r d 's  m u r d e r  (B y o c k  90).

T h e  c o n tr a sts  b e tw e e n  S ig u r d  a n d  S ie g fr ie d  s h o w  h o w  th e  b a s ic  o u t lin e  

o f  a s to r y  ca n  r e m a in  s im ila r , w h ile  th e  a c tu a l e v e n ts  m a y  b e  c h a n g e d  to  su it  th e  

a u d ie n c e 's  se n s ib ilit ie s .  S ig u r d  is  a N o r s e  h e r o . S o m e  o f  h is  a c t io n s  are  

u n c o n s c io n a b le  to  a C h r is t ia n  rea d er . S ie g fr ie d  is  th e  m e d ie v a l ,  C h r is t ia n  k n ig h t .  

H is  v io le n t  im p u ls e s  are  s u p p o s e d ly  te m p e r e d  b y  c o u r tly  r o m a n c e  a n d  e t iq u e tte . 

H is  ta le  is  s im ila r  to  S ig u r d 's  b u t  d if fe r e n t  in  to n e  a n d  m o r a lity .

2 W hile the A ppend ices m ention  G ondor's, and  b y  extension  Aragorn's, in vo lvem en t in  
conflicts fo llow in g  the close o f The Lord of the Rings, these are not internal conflicts, nor do  
an y  of Aragorn's a llies question  his right to the throne. There is no m ention  of Aragorn  
fighting w ars o f aggression  or expansion , again  fulfilling the novel's v iew  of warfare: it is 
on ly  justified in  defense.

Mythlore 27:1/2, Fall/W inter 2008  99



Michael J. Brisbois

T h e  c h a n g e  in  to n e  a n d  m o r a lity  b e tw e e n  th e  p r e -C h r is t ia n  so u r c e  a n d  

th e  r e fo r m a tio n  o f  th e  te x t  is  e x a c t ly  w h a t  ta k e s  p la c e  w ith in  T o lk ie n 's  u s e  o f  p r e 

C h r is t ia n  m y th . I f  w e  r ec a ll th e  su m m a r y  o f  th e  sa g a  a b o v e , th e r e  are  o b v io u s  

s im ila r it ie s:  th e  sa g a  te lls  th e  s to r y  o f  th e  d o w n fa l l  o f  a k in g , w h o s e  s o n  is  r a is e d  

b y  a tr u s te d  fr ie n d . In  t im e , th is  s o n  r e c e iv e s  a s w o r d  th a t m a r k s  h im  a s  a k in g , 

u n d e r ta k e s  g r e a t  c h a l le n g e s  a n d  r isk s, a n d  b e c o m e s  a p r o p e r  k in g . In  m a n y  o f  

th e s e  d e ta ils , A r a g o r n  a n d  S ig u r d  are n e a r ly  id e n tic a l.  B o th  are  o r p h a n e d  s o n s  o f  

k in g s . B o th  are r a is e d  b y  a fo s te r  fa th e r -fig u r e : S ig u r d  b y  R e g in , A r a g o r n  b y  

E lro n d . B o th  e m b a r k  o n  a p e r io d  o f  tr a v e l a n d  r e c e iv e  p r o p e r  e d u c a t io n  in  

c o u r t ly  a n d  in te lle c tu a l m a tte r s . M o r e  in te r e s t in g ly , b o th  ch a ra cters  h a v e  a 

sh a tte r e d  s w o r d  in  th e ir  p a s t . In  S ig u r d 's  ca se , h is  fa th er  S ig m u n d  sh a tter s  h is  

s w o r d  a g a in s t  a fo e 's  sp ea r , w h ile  A r a g o r n 's  a n c e stra l b la d e  N a r s il  is  sh a tte r e d  

b y  S a u ro n . S im ila r ly , e a c h  r e c e iv e s  a sw o r d  fo r g e d  at th e  h a n d s  o f  or  b y  

c o m m a n d  o f  th e ir  a d o p te d  fa th er . T h e  s w o r d s  are  b o th  n a m e d , G ra m  a n d  

A n d u r il  r e s p e c t iv e ly , le n d in g  th e m  th e  air o f  in s tr u m e n ta l m a g ic . B o th  S ig u r d  

a n d  A r a g o r n  are  p r e s e n te d  a s  ch a ra cters  in  tu n e  w ith  n a tu re : S ig u r d  c a n  sp e a k  to  

b ir d s  a n d  A r a g o r n  is  a R a n g er  (a n  e x c lu s iv e  g r o u p  o f  w ild e r n e s s  g u id e s  a n d  

w a r rio r s). W h ile  A r a g o r n  d o e s  n o t  e x a c t ly  s la y  a d r a g o n  a s  S ig u r d  d o e s , h e  d o e s  

v a n q u is h  m a n y  fo e s  a n d  a c h ie v e s  a s in g u la r  v ic to r y  o v e r  th e  g h o s t s  in  th e  P a th s  

o f  th e  D e a d , w h o  m a y  b e  c o n s id e r e d  to  b e  s im ila r  in  n a tu r e  to  d r a g o n s , d u e  to  

th e ir  c o n n e c t io n  w ith  th e  fa ll o f  E m p ir e s  a n d  th e  in e v ita b il i ty  o f  d e a th  (B a tes 7 5 

78).

In  a m o r e  c o m p le x  m a n n e r , b o th  ch a ra cters are s e l f le s s ly  w i l l in g  to  h e lp  

o th e r s  a n d  b o th  im m e d ia te ly  ta k e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  th e ir  a c tio n s , b u t  m a n y  o f  th e  

in n e r  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  a sp e c ts  o f  th e  ch a ra cters  d iffe r . S ig u r d  n e v e r  p a u s e s  in  h is  

p u r s u it  o f  a d v e n tu r e . H e  s h o w s  lit t le  c a u tio n  a n d  n e v e r  d o u b ts  th e  c o r r e c tn e ss  o f  

h is  a c tio n , n o r  d o e s  h e  s h o w  a n y  r e g r e t  o v e r  w r o n g d o in g :  " H e  d id  n o t  la ck  in  

c o u r a g e  a n d  h e  n e v e r  k n e w  fear"  (B y o c k  73). H is  a c tio n s , w h ile  o f te n  th r illin g ,  

are a g g r e s s iv e ly  v io le n t , w ith  S ig u r d  a c t iv e ly  w a g in g  w a r s  o f  c o n q u e s t .  M a n y  

s e c t io n s  o f  th e  sa g a  are  fo c u s e d  o n  th e  s e d u c t iv e  c o n q u e s t  o f  w o m e n , m o s t ly  

u n d e r  fa ls e  p r e te n se s . A r a g o r n  is  n o t  l ik e  S ig u r d  in  th e s e  r e sp e c ts . W h e r e a s  

T o lk ie n 's  h e r o  is  c o n f id e n t  o f  h is  r ig h t  to  b e  k in g , h e  is  n e ith e r  w o m a n iz in g  n o r  

d is h o n e s t  ( th o u g h  su b te r fu g e  p la y s  a r o le  in  T h e  P r a n c in g  P o n y ) . H e  d o e s  n o t  

g lo r y  in  w a r , n o r  f ig h t  a w a r  o f  c o n q u e s t . H is  w a r  is  a w a r  o f  r e a r g u a r d  a c tio n , 

d e s p e r a te ly  b u y in g  t im e  fo r  th e  p a s s iv e  q u e s t  o f  F r o d o  to  su c c e e d . In  o r d e r  to  b e  

r e c o g n iz e d  as k in g , A r a g o r n  m u s t  b e  r e c o g n iz e d  th r o u g h  a n  a c t o f  h e a lin g , n o t  

k illin g . A r a g o r n  is  a lso  a m o n o g a m o u s  h e r o , r e m a in in g  tr u e  to  A r w e n  d e s p ite  th e  

a d v a n c e s  o f  E o w y n . W h a t th is  m e a n s  is  th a t A r a g o r n  is  p a t te r n e d  a fter  S ig u r d  in  

o u tw a r d  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e , b u t  is  m o r a lly  a n d  p s y c h o lo g ic a lly  

d iffe re n t.
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T h e r e  are a lso  k e y  n a r r a tiv e  d if fe r e n c e s  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  w o r k s  a n d  th e  

t w o  ch a ra cters . T h e  e v e n ts  o f  S ig u r d 's  p a s t  are  le s s  c lear, le s s  s in g u la r . S ig u r d 's  

fa th e r 's  d e a th  in  th e  sa g a  is  r a n d o m , a n  a c c id e n t  o f  b a ttle , b u t  in  The Lord of the 
Rings, S a u ro n , th e  o n e  w h o  su n d e r s  E le n d il's  s w o r d  a n d  b e c o m e s  A r a g o rn 's  

n e m e s is ,  is  so  im p o r ta n t  h e  b e c o m e s  th e  t itu la r  ch a ra cter . S ig u r d 's  s w o r d  is  m a d e  

fr e sh  a n d  n e w ,  w h ic h  c o n tr a sts  m a r k e d ly  w ith  r e n e w a l o f  th e  p a s t  th a t is  m a r k e d  

b y  th e  r e fo r g in g  o f  A r a g o r n 's  b la d e . T h is  d is t in c t io n  in d ic a te s  a  c h a n g e  in  th e  

w a y  h is to r y  is  v ie w e d .  F or th e  N o r se , h is to r y  is  m o r e  ab stract, le s s  p e r m a n e n t ,  

b u t  fo r  th e  C h r is t ia n  T o lk ien , a ll h is to r y  m u s t  b e  te le o lo g ic a l  a n d  th e r e fo r e  

r e q u ir e s  a s im ila r ity  to  m a jo r  m y th ic  e v e n ts .

U lt im a te ly , A r a g o r n 's  r ig h t  to  k in g s h ip  r e s ts  e n t ir e ly  u p o n  h is  a b ility  

n o t  to  u s e  h is  sw o r d . It is  in s te a d  h is  r o le  a s  h e a le r  to  E o w y n  a n d  F a ra m ir  th a t  

fu lf i l ls  th e  p r o p h e c y  o f  h is  re tu rn . T h e  p r o p h e c y  is  a  c lea r  b r e a k  fr o m  th e  

m e d ie v a l  r o le  o f  k in g  a s  m ilita r y  le a d e r  a n d  h a s  a  far g r ea te r  c o n n e c t io n  w ith  th e  

C h r is tia n  v ir tu e  o f  ch a r ity , a lth o u g h  it  d o e s  r e s o n a te  w ith  th e  m e d ie v a l  b e l ie f  in  

d iv in e  p r o v id e n c e . T o lk ie n  p r e se n ts  u s  w ith  a  n a r r a t iv e  th a t is  a ll to o  fa m ilia r  to  

r e a d e r s  b e c a u s e  it  is  a  str u c tu r e  th a t r e p e a te d ly  a p p e a r s  in  b o th  h is to r y  a n d  

l ite ra tu re . T h e  m ille n n ia l  p r o c e s s  th a t M id d le -e a r th  u n d e r g o e s ,  in  b r ief, th e  

p r o p h e t  o f  G a n d a lf  u s in g  th e  h e r o e s  F r o d o  a n d  A r a g o r n  to  r e tu rn  th e  g lo r io u s  

p a s t  to  th e  p r e se n t  a n d  u s h e r  in  a g o ld e n  a g e , is  T o lk ie n 's  o w n  a tte m p t to  

p o e t ic a l ly  r e m o v e  h im s e l f  a n d  h is  r e a d e r s  fr o m  th e  d ir ec t  p r e ssu r e  o f  m o d e r n ity .

S ig u r d  is  l ik e  a  sh e ll , h o l lo w e d - o u t  b y  T o lk ie n  a n d  r e fa sh io n e d  in to  h is  

id e a l  k in g — a C h r is t ia n  k in g . A r a g o r n  is  e x te r n a lly  a p r e -C h r is t ia n  n o r th e r n  

E u r o p e a n  h e r o , b u t  in te r n a lly  h e  is  a  m u c h  m o r e  m o d e r n , se lf -a w a r e , a n d  

m o r a liz in g  C h r is t ia n  h e r o . In  th is  p r o c e s s  l ie s  a la r g e  p a r t o f  th e  a p p e a l o f  

r o m a n c e  a n d  fa n ta sy : it  c re a tes  a c o n t in u u m  in  w h ic h  th e  im a g e s  o f  th e  p a s t  

s e e m  to  h o ld  o u r  v a lu e s ,  r e a s su r in g  th e  r ea d er  th a t th e ir  m o r a l p o s it io n  is  correct  

a n d  h a s  a lw a y s  b e e n  so . T h e  ch a ra cters  o f  th e  Volsunga Saga are  a t t im e s  v e r y  

a lie n  to  u s . B u t th e  ch a r a c te rs  o f  The Lord of the Rings are  n o t . T h is  is  b e c a u s e  o f  

th e  th e m e  o f  m o d e r n ity  T o lk ie n  e x p lo r e s  in  h is  w o r k .

The Lord of the Rings a sk s  q u e s t io n s  o f  m o d e r n ity ,  c r it ic iz in g  its  a p p a r e n t  

la c k  o f  v a lu e s  or  sp ir itu a lity . It a sk s  q u e s t io n s  o f  its  in te n t io n s  a n d  its  p o s s ib le  

e n d p o in ts .  T h e  g r o w in g  iso la t io n  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  a n d  th e  g r o w in g  p o w e r  o f  

h e g e m o n y  are e x p r e s s e d  th r o u g h  S a u r o n  a n d  th e  e m p t in e s s  o f  M id d le -e a r th .  

P a rt o f  th e  r e a s o n  th e  S h ire  is  so  a p p e a l in g  is  b e c a u se  o f  th e  s e n s e  o f  c o m m u n ity  

fo u n d  in  th o s e  s e c t io n s  o f  th e  n o v e l .  Q u e s t io n s  o f  p o w e r  a n d  th e  n a tu r e  o f  

g o v e r n a n c e  are  b r o u g h t  o u t  th r o u g h  d e p ic t io n s  o f  th e  O n e  R in g  a n d  A r a g o rn . O f  

c o u r se , s o m e  o f  th e  a n s w e r s  are C h ristia n . P ity , m e r c y , a n d  C h r is t ia n  c h a r ity  are  

d o m in a n t  th e m e s  in  th e  b o o k , b o th  th r o u g h  G o llu m 's  a n d  A r a g o r n 's  s to r ie s . 

M a n y  o f  th e  n o v e l ' s  e v e n ts  are  v e r y  c o n se r v a tiv e  a n d  b a s e d  o n  T o lk ie n 's  

m o n a r c h ism . B u t th r o u g h o u t  th e  n a r r a tiv e , th e  n o v e l 's  r e s p o n s e  to  M o d e r n ity  is
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m ille n a r ia n , in v o k in g  th e  r e n e w a l o f  th e  p a s t  a n d  th e  c o m in g  o f  a g o ld e n  a g e . 

T o lk ie n 's  c o n s e r v a tiv is m  is  n o t  a m a tte r  o f  so c ia l  r e g r e s s io n  or  in e r tia , b u t  d r iv e n  

b y  u to p ia n  lo n g in g  th a t f in d s  e x p r e s s io n  in  h is  m a ste r p ie c e .

T o lk ie n 's  a tte m p t to  p r o v id e  a n e w  w a y  in  w h ic h  to  d is c u s s  m o d e r n ity ,  

d is t in c t  fr o m  b o th  th e  p r io r  r e a lism  a n d  th e  b r o a d e r  M o d e r n is t  e x p e r im e n t , r e lie s  

o n  th e  s e m io t ic  u s e  o f  h is to r y  a s  a n  artifact. T h e  b la d e  o f  th e  s w o r d  b e c o m e s  th e  

to o l  a g a in s t  th e  d a n g e r s  o f  to ta lita r ia n ism  a n d  w a n to n  in d u s tr ia lism . J u st a s  th e  

R in g  is  a b u r d e n  u p o n  F ro d o 's  m in d  a n d  b o d y , th e  r isk s  o f  u s in g  m ilita r is m  to  

c o m b a t d e s p o t is m  s e e m s  an  e q u a l b u r d e n  u p o n  th e  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  o f  M id d le -  

ea rth . T h e  tr a g e d y  o f  B o ro m ir , th e  fa ll  o f  S a r u m a n , a n d  th e  m a d n e s s  o f  D e n e th o r  

a ll r e ly  u p o n  a n  a r ro g a n t c o n v ic t io n  th a t th e ir  u s e  o f  o f fe n s iv e  v io le n c e  w o u ld  b e  

ju s t if ie d . S a d ly , th e  n o v e l 's  p o r tr a y a l o f  e c o n o m ic  g r e e d , e n v ir o n m e n ta l  

d e g r a d a tio n , a n d  w a r  a s  a n  e x c u s e  to  e x te n d  p o w e r  a n d  w e a lth  s t ill  r e so n a te s  

w ith  c o n te m p o r a r y  r ea d er s . For T o lk ie n  th e  k e y  is  k n o w in g  n o t  w h e n  to  u s e  th e  

sw o r d , b u t  w h e n  to  la y  th a t b u r d e n  d o w n .
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