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T he P lace of M yth  in  a  M yth ical L and:
T w o  N otes (C on verg in g )

by L ionel Basney

In m y title ,-  "m yth" has two an a lo g ica l but d is tin c t 
m ean ings. F i r s t - - m o s t  com m on and f i r s t  in  the  t i -  
t l e - - a  "m y th " is  a ta le  (or co h e ren t s e t  of ta le s )  r e 
counting fa n ta s tic  o r  h e ro ic  ev en ts  which c ry s ta ll iz e  
and "p ro jec t d ra m a tic a lly "  the  v a lu es  of the  t r ib e  
th a t te l ls  the  ta le .  In l i te r a r y  language, the  m yth is  
a 'to ta l sym bolic c o n s tru c t"  em bodying th e se  v a lu es; 
fo r  the  t r ib e  i tse lf , the m yth func tions a s  a re p o s i
to ry  of i ts  knowledge and p ra c t ic a l  w isdom , a s  an 
exp lanation  of the u ltim a te  o rig in s  of th in g s o r  c u s 
to m s, and so m etim es  a s  a fo re c a s t  of ap o caly p se .1  
"W hat it o ffe rs  is  the d ra m a tiz a tio n  of p o w ers  tha t 
a re  assu m ed  to  have u n iv e rsa l au th o rity  o v er the 
ac tio n s of m en. "1 2 In p ra c t ic e  th is  "u n iv e rsa l a u 
thority" is  n o rm a lly  the  san c tio n  of the p o litic a l o r  r e 
lig io u s au th o rity  which g o v ern s the  t r ib e .  Myth on 
th is  lev e l fad es  into fa iry  ta le  and n u r s e ry  rhym e at 
one end and deepens into S c rip tu re  at the o th e r.
It ap p e a rs  in  The L ord  of the R ings a s  p o e try  o r  f a 
ble re c a llin g  and ce le b ra tin g  the e ld e r  days. I w ill 
need to co n s id e r th is  fu r th e r  in the second  note.

But how can  we m odify th is  defin ition  in o rd e r  to 
apply "m yth" to  The L ord  of the  R ings a s  a whole, 
a s  in "m y th ica l lan d ?"  O bviously, T o lk ien 's  s to r ie s  
a re  fa n ta s tic  (and h e ro ic ). Ju s t  a s  p la in ly , how ever, 
th ey  su m m arize  va lu es fo r  no definab le so c ia l o r  
cu ltu ra l unit like a tr ib e . What The L o rd  of the 
Rings te l ls  us is  not "know ledge, " fo r  the  ta le s  a re  
im ag in ary . (W isdom, of c o u rse , is  an o th er m a tte r .)  
We do not be lieve  in  T o lk ien 's  w orld  in  quite the 
l i te r a l  way tha t A m erin d s believed  ta le s  of the 
coyote m an, o r  A m azonian Ind ians ta le s  of the  p r i 
m eval m onkey o r  s e rp e n t; a s  T o lk ien  would put it, 
we hold "seco n d ary  be lie f. " At the  sam e tim e , 
we a re  not deceived  by the se n se  th a t M id d le -ea rth  
has the sam e fran k , p r im a ry -c o lo r ,  day ligh t c o h e r
ence th a t c h a ra c te r iz e s  r e a l  (in c o n tra s t  to  invented) 
m yths. The ta le  does leave us w ith a sen se  of co h e r
ent sym bolic  s tru c tu re . (T his is  not the " fee l"  of 
a lleg o ry , which is , as  Van Ghent say s , in te lle c tu a l; 
th e  fee l of m yth is  em otional. )3  * It a lso  p o s s e s s e s  
a s o r t  of "u n iv e rsa l au th o rity , " o r  u n iv e rsa l ap p li
cab ility , w hich depends on no sp ec ific  se t of c u l tu r 
al values o r  any sp ec ific  c u ltu ra l  au th o rity . M iddle- 
e a r th  is  one, co n s is ten t, e th ica lly  in te llig ib le --a n d  
" tru e "  in  a sen se  above the  t ru th s  of sp ec ific  c u l tu r 
a l fo rm u lae .

1

My f i r s t  note co n ce rn s  two re la te d  techn iques fo r
m aking th is  m yth ical w orld  im p re s s  us w ith i ts  sen s
uous s o l id ity - - i ts  " re a l i ty  to  the  se n se s . " N ear the 
end of The D isca rd ed  Im age , L ew is spends a p a r a 
g rap h  on "the c h a ra c te r is t ic a l ly  m ed ieva l type of 
im ag ination . "

It is  not a tra n s fo rm in g  im agination  like

W o rd sw o rth 's  o r  a  p e n e tra tiv e  im ag in a tio n  
like  S h a k e sp e a re 's . It i s  a re a l is in g  im a g i
nation . M acaulay  noted in  D ante the  e x tre m 
e ly  fa c tu a l w o rd -p a in tin g ; the  d e ta ils , the 
c o m p a riso n s , d esig n ed  at w h a tev e r c o s t of 
d ign ity  to  m ake s u re  th a t we see  ex a c tly  what 
he saw . Now D ante in  th is  is  ty p ica lly  m ed i
ev a l. The M iddle A ges a re  u n riv a lled , t i l l  
we re a c h  quite m o d ern  t im e s , in  the  s h e e r  
fo re g ro u n d  fa c t, the  " c lo s e -u p ." 4

L ew is l i s t s  m ed iev a l ex am p le s , and r e m a rk s  th a t 
th is  gen ius fo r  sen su o u s  r e a l is m  h as  becom e the 
s to c k - in - t ra d e  of m o d ern  n o v e lis ts . So be it: but 
w ith a "novel"  like  T o lk ien 's , I th ink , we a r e  back 
to  the m ed ieva l, even D antean, " re a l is in g  im a g in a 
tion . " L ike D ante, T olk ien  d e s c r ib e s  b e in g s and 
ev en ts  w hich a re  p u re ly  im ag in a ry . E ach  h as , as  
it w e re , m ade up an im ag in a ry  w orld  "befo rehand , " 
and th en  w ritten  s to r ie s  w hich " p ro je c t"  th is  w orld  
in  a n a r ra t iv e  s itu a tio n . Now n e ith e r  T o lk ien  n o r 
Dante c re a te d  h is  w orld  ex n ih ilo ; D a n te 's  depends 
on the  co sm ic  m yths of S ch o lastic  theo logy , and 
T o lk ie n 's  topography , as  h as  been re m a rk e d , is  
v e ry  B ritish . But the job of " re a l is in g "  th e se  s e t 
tin g s  is  s t i l l  m o re  u rg en t than  th a t of the  o rd in a ry  
n o v e lis t.

L ike Dante, then , o r  the  au th o r of Huon, T olkien 
s e ts  out to  " r e a l i s e "  h is  sce n es  w ith sh a rp  v isu a l, 
ta c t i le ,  au d ito ry  d e ta il. A good e x a m p le - -a  re a l  
d e ta il  in  a  c lim a c tic  p lace , though h eav ily  red o len t 
of ro m a n c e - - is  the h o rn s of Rohan h ea rd  by P ip p in  
in  M inas T ir i th  (III, 103, 126). 5 A host of ex am 
p le s  a p p e a rs  e a r l i e r  d u rin g  M e rry  and P ip p in 's  c a p 
tiv ity  by th e  o re s  of S arum an . Now an o re  is  quite 
beyond m y ex p e rien ce ; at th is  po int, T o lk ien  b e a rs  
down on the  sen su o u s d e ta il to  help  us " fee l"  P ip p in 's  
s itu a tio n .

An O re se ize d  P ipp in  like a sack , put i ts  
head betw een h is  tied  hands, g rab b ed  h is  
a rm s  and d ragged  th em  down, un til P ip p in 's  
face  was c ru sh e d  ag a in s t i t s  neck; th en  it 
jo lted  off w ith him  (II, 51).
P ip p in  w as b ru ise d  and to rn , h is  aching head 
was g ra te d  by the filth y  jowl and h a iry  e a r  of 
the O rc th a t held him . Im m ed ia te ly  in fro n t 
w ere  bowed back s, and tough th ick  leg s  going 
up and down, up and down, u n re s tin g , as  if 
th ey  w ere  m ade of w ire  and horn . . . (II, 55).
A long h a iry  a rm  took each  of th em  by the 
neck and d rew  th em  to g e th e r . D im ly th ey  
w ere  aw are  of G rish n a k h 's  g re a t hand and 
hideous face  betw een them ; his foul b re a th  
was on th e ir  ch eek s. He began to  paw  th em  
and fee l them . P ipp in  shuddered  as h ard  
cold f in g e rs  groped  down h is  back. (II, 58). 

S ev era l th ings cau se  the  e x tra o rd in a ry  v iv id n ess  of 
th e se  p a ssa g e s , not le a s t the ac tiv e  v e rb s  ("grabbed
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. . . d ragged . . . c ru sh ed . . . jo lted ") and the d e lib e ra te  
im p e rso n a lity  of the re fe re n c e s  to the o re s  (" it. . . 
bowed backs and tough th ick  leg s" ). But spec ific  
s e n so ry  d e ta ils  c a r r y  the p a ssag e  o v e r - - th e  huge 
e a r ,  the c lum sy , h eed le ss  s tren g th , the p iston  legs, 
the  h a lito s is  and filth . B eside th is  im age of c o a r s 
e s t  m ascu line  pow er the hobbits a re  no m o re  o r  le s s  
than  the ch ild ren  they  a re  often ca lled  by m is tak e .

In c o n tra s t, T olk ien  so m etim es  o m its  such deta il 
d e lib e ra te ly , but again h is  p u rp o se  is  to  m ake us 
" fee l"  the re a li ty  of h is m yth. L ew is d e s c r ib e s  th is  
techn ique a lso : "In P a ra d is e  L ost (as i ts  th em e d e
m ands) the a r t  l ie s  le s s  in  m aking us im agine the 
co n c re te  than  in m aking us be lieve  we have im agined  
the un im aginab le . "6 A gain T o lk ien 's  ta c t ic s  r e s e m 
ble an o ld e r w ork. But th e re  is  a d iffe ren ce  too. 
M ilton had to su rm oun t a dogm atic conviction that 
God, Satan, angels  and so on a re  beyond hum an im 
agination. T olkien, on the o th e r hand, m ust in ten 
tio n a lly  leav e  som e th ings "un im ag inab le"  fo r the 
sake of h is s to ry - -a n d  then  m ust help us to  im agine 
th em . In m any in s tan ce s , to d e sc r ib e  too co n c re te ly  
would be to le s se n . The exact lin eam en ts  of the B al- 
ro g  in M oria "could not be seen: it was like a g re a t 
shadow, in the m iddle of which was a dark  fo rm , of 
m an -sh ap e  m aybe, yet g re a te r .  . . " (I, 344). H ere 
as e lsew h ere  T olkien m akes good use of the b lu rr in g  
e ffec ts  of shadow and d a rk n ess  to  c re a te  a sen se  of 
huge but unv isualized  m enace. T h is is  an a r t  w here 
hint and suggestion  "make us believe we have im agin
ed. " The b est exam ple , of c o u rse , is  Sauron, who 
su rro u n d s  his th rone  w ith ve ils  of d a rk n e ss . Not 
only do we n ev e r get a c lo se -u p , un til the Ring is  
d es tro y ed  and a shadow r i s e s  from  B ara d -d u r. 
T olkien only defines Sauron by m etonym y and sy n ec
doche. We fe a r  S au ro n  because  of the m enace of 
the R in g w ra ith s --th e m se lv e s  only o ccasio n ally

" re a liz e d "  with co n c re te  d e ta il (e. g . , the  snuffling 
which p u rsu e s  F ro d o  th rough  the S h ire )- -a n d  fee l 
d isg u s t at h is effect on the land (II, 239). We see 
him  in te rm s  of the B lack Hand (like F ro d o 's ,  fo u r
fin g ered ) to  which Is ild u r and G ollum  re fe r ,  and of 
the  Red Eye, an iconograph ic  sym bol but a lso  the 
palpab le  re p re se n ta tiv e  of S au ro n 's  te lep a th ic  a tten 
tion  to  the a f fa irs  of the Ring. The fo rc e  of S au ro n 's  
p re se n c e  b roods in the s to ry . But T olkien ach iev es 
th is  w ithout d esc rip tio n , depending on a llu sio n  and 
t r a n s f e r r e d  fe e lin g s .

2

Knowledge, " lo re , " and i ts  use is  a seco n d ary  
(p erhaps) but not m inor them e in The L ord  of the 
R ings. G o n d o r's  g re a tn e s s  lie s  as m uch in its  " lo re "  
- - th ro u g h  which it re a c h e s  back to the N um enoreans 
- - a s  in its  p re s e n t-d a y  m ili ta ry  s tren g th . R iven- 
d e ll, as  A rag o rn  say s , is  a s to reh o u se  fo r  the know
ledge of o ld er days (I, 214); A ragorn  and G andalf 
s tudy  the  lo re  of E lrond  b efo re  the com pany s e ts  out 
fo r  M oria  (I, 219). When F a ra m ir  h e a rs  of G an- 
d a lf 's  fa ll, he lam en ts  the w o rld 's  lo s s  of " lo re "
(II, 279). In c o n tra s t,  M id d le -e a r th 's  v illa in s  c o r 
ru p t o r  a re  defeated  by th e ir  knowledge. S arum an  
w as co rru p ted  by delving fo r  knowledge beyond h is 
m o ra l s tre n g th  (II, 203). Sauron c o r ru p ts  the c ra f t 
of fo rg ing  r in g s ; h is  fa te  at the s to ry 's  c lim ax  is  
d e te rm in ed  by the lim its  of h is knowledge, h is in 
cap ac ity  to  im agine s ta te s  of m ind o th e r than  his 
own.

Much of the knowledge in M id d le -ea rth  is  re ta in ed  
and com m unicated  in o ra l-m y th ic a l fo rm . The m en 
of Rohan a re  w ise, and know th e ir  own h is to ry , 
though as  A rag o rn  say s  th ey  have no b o o k -lea rn in g  
(II, 33). In c o n tra s t,  the lo re  of G o n d o r--an d  of the 
h o b b its - - is  l i te r a r y .  The Shire  Red Book and B ilbo- 
F ro d o 's  book re p re s e n t  the grow th of m y th ical lo re  
in to  fu ll-fled g ed  'h is to ry , " c h a ra c te r iz e d  by an ex 
p lic itly  l i te r a r y  fo rm .

None of th is  is ,  in i ts e lf ,  p a r tic u la r ly  novel. But 
a rev ea lin g  face t of th is  them e is  the freq u en cy  with 
which lo re  in m yth ical fo rm  is  " re a liz e d "  by the  e - 
v en ts  of the s to ry . Of c o u rse , re g a rd e d  one way, 
the e n tire  quest is  a b ir th  in to  knowledge fo r  the 
hobbits who p a r tic ip a te . The S hire i ts e lf  beg ins and 
ends the G rea t W ar in na ive te ; but the fo u r hobbits 
who go find th e ir  c red u lity  and ig n o ran ce  of the l a r 
g e r  w orld  challenged  at e v e ry  point. The peop les 
th ey  encoun te r, m o reo v e r, find the h obb its ' a p p e a r
ance a challenge to th e ir  c re d u lity  and sk ep tic ism . 
T olk ien  re p ea ted ly  m atch es an event with i ts  m yth
ic a l equ ivalen t, showing how an in s u la r  m yth is  
"fu lfilled "  by an unexpected ap p earan ce  o r  o ccu r
re n ce . The p a tte rn  is  th is : an ind iv idual c h a ra c te r ,  
m ore  often than not on h is  home ground, suddenly 
re co g n izes  tha t som e re a li ty  of which he had known 
only in m y th --leg en d , fab le , poem , n u rs e ry  rhym e 
--n o w  fa ces  him  in broad  dayligh t, o r  is  a tte s ted  to 
on au th o rity  he cannot question . But the re a l i ty  n e
v e r  lo se s  i ts  m yth ical fa sc in a tio n . To use a d is tin c 
tion  I m ade e a r l ie r ,  what was m ere  n u rs e ry  rhym e 
tu rn s  out to be S c rip tu re , and fu lfilled  S c rip tu re  at 
th a t.

T h is a rch e ty p a l event o c c u rs  in p u re  fo rm  at le a s t  
fifteen  t im e s  in the c o u rse  of the  tr ilo g y . P ippin  en-
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c o u n te rs  the t r o l l s  he had h ea rd  about fro m  Bilbo (I, 
218); B o ro m ir le a rn s  fro m  E lrond  of the R ing 's  fa te , 
about which the  ta le s  of G ondor have been la rg e ly  
s ilen t (I, 256); H a ld ir m ee ts  hobbits (I, 357); B o ro 
m ir  h e a rs  fro m  C eleborn , and A rag o rn  and L ego las 
m o re  p a r tic u la r ly  fro m  Gandalf, about the  E n ts (I, 
390; II, 102); E o m er en co u n te rs  A rag o rn  and his 
sw ord , and h e a rs  fro m  the th re e  com panions about 
the re a l i ty  of G a lad rie l (II, 35-36); E othain  m eets  
hobbits (II, 37); G im li le a rn s  of the E n d less  S ta ir  
fro m  Gandalf, who h as  been th e re  (II, 105); Sam 
se e s  an Oliphaunt (II, 255, 270); like h is b ro th e r , 
F a ra m ir  encounter's the Ring (II, 289), and la te r  
te l ls  D enethor of the ha lflings "tha t I have seen  w alk
ing out of n o rth e rn  legends"  (III, 84); B eregond m ee ts  
hobbits (III, 33); m en of Rohan and L o ssa rn a c h  m arch  
to  b a ttle  in  M ordor, w hich had been only a legend to 
them  (III, 162); Im ra h il 's  fam ily  s to ry  about e lf- 
a n c e s to rs  is  confirm ed  by L eg o las, who can see  them  
in him  (III, 148). In each  ca se  som e in tim atio n  of the 
ex is ten ce  of hobbits (E nts, and so on) had been given 
by a c u ltu ra l myth; and in each ca se  the myth, p e r 
haps ignored  o r d isb e liev ed  b efo re , tu rn s  out to  be 
a v e rs io n  of sober- re a lity .

"D ream s and legends, " say s  E o m er, " s p r in g  to 
life  out of the g ra s s "  (II, 36). As to  o th e rs , the ex 
p e rie n ce  is  to him  a h a rb in g e r of a new and sp ec ia l 
e ra , t im e s  in which u ltim ate  b a ttle s  m ust be fought. 
But the e ra  is  a lso  c h a ra c te r iz e d  by th is  sp ec ia l and 
unexpected for m of education . The " re a liz a tio n "  of 
m yths whose value a s  knowledge had been questioned  
o r  ignored  r e c u r s  in a vivid, re p ea ted  ex p e rien ce : 
so m e .s im p le  re a li ty  is  both d isco v e red  and reco g - 
n iz e d -- th e  d isco v ery  is  a recogn ition . A unique 
s o r t  of lea rn in g  tak es  p la c e - - th e  m yth th a t one knew 
and did not know suddenly  becom es the  m ost valuable 
bit of knowledge one p o s s e s s e s .

The ex p e rien ce  of m y th -fu lfillm en t is  anothe fo rm  
of the bond which grown am ong the f re e  peop les who 
oppose Sarum an and Sauron. It is  th rough  th is  ex 
p e rie n ce  tha t the v a rio u s  f re e  peop les reco g n ize  each 
o th er and th e ir  enem y. T hey a re  united, finally , by 
knowledge as w ell as  by th e ir  com m on love fo r  f r e e 
dom and ju s tic e . And th e ir  m yth ical knowledge of 
one an o th er, brought into the daylight and f le sh  and 
blood, re p re s e n ts  the  ac tive  c a r i ta s  tha t holds them  
to g e th e r , b es t sym bolized , p e rh ap s , by the F e llo w 
ship  of the Ring.

3
My two b rie f  no tes converge when we recogn ize  

th a t the lev e ls  of T o lk ien 's  la rg e r  m yth, and of his 
c r e a tu r e s ' m yths, a lso  converge by analogy. T olkien 
com m u n ica tes  the so lid  re a li ty  of h is m yth by b rin g 
ing us w ithin touching d is tan ce  of h is m yth ical c h a r 
a c te r s .  S im ilarly , the m yths h is  peop les hold b rin g  
them  within touching d is tan ce  of "m y th ica l"  re a litie s . 
T h is  ana log ica l developm ent should suggest one fu r 
th e r  s tep . M id d le -ea rth  as a whole should its e lf  
"open out" to its  re a d e r s  in  te rm s  of unexpected r e 
a lity . The values of T o lk ien 's  m y th --co u rag e , ch a
r ity , freed o m , ju s t ic e - - a r e  values th a t o u r lo fties t 
and m ost ancien t c u ltu ra l and re lig io u s  m yths a s s u re  
us th a t we enjoy: though in a ll t ru th  they  a re  h ard  to 
find  in co n c re te  fo rm  around  us. W hether o r  not we 
e v e r  see  a "halfling  walk out of n o rth e rn  legend" is  
fin a lly  le s s  im p o rtan t than the p o ss ib ility  of being

educated  to  reco g n ize  th e se  m y th ica l v a lu es  in  the 
o rd in a ry  ev en ts  of o u r n o rm a l liv e s . Is  T olk ien  chal
lenging us to  re a liz e  o u r own c u ltu ra l m y th s?  To do 
so in  p ra c t ic e s  and s itu a tio n s  w hich a re  " rea l"  to  us 
would be to  re d is c o v e r  o u r own liv es  "dipped in 
m yth. What we know b es t and th ink  about le a s t 
would be the  " r e a le s t"  and m ost s ig n ifican t knowledge 
we have.

NOTES
1) If I w ere  follow ing in  the fo o ts tep s  of m odern  

s t ru c tu ra l is m - - L e v i-S tr a u s s ,  fo r  in s ta n c e - - I  m ight 
have to say  tha t the t r ib a l  m yth c r e a te s  the t r ib a l  
v a lu es . But m y defin itions h e re  a re  l i te r a r y  r a th e r  
than  an th ro p o lo g ica l, and m y so u rc e s  co rre sp o n d  to 
th is  b ia s . Though re fe re n c e s  to  o th e rs  m ay be in 
h e ren t, my co n sc io u s so u rc e s  a re  two: D orothy Van 
Ghent, The E ng lish  Novel: F o rm  and F unction  (New 
Y ork: H a rp e r  and Row, 1961); pp. 52-53; and N orth 
ro p  F ry e , F a b le s  of Id e n tity : S tudies in P o e tic  
M ythology (New Y ork and B urlingam e: H a rco u rt, 
B race  and W orld, In c .,  1963), pp. 21-38.

My t i tle  echoes a re c e n t a r t ic le  by W. K. W im satt, 
J r . ,  "In P r a is e  of R asse la s : F o u r  N otes (C onverg
ing), " Im agined W orlds: E s s a y s  on som e E nglish  
N ovels and N ove lists  in Honour of John B utt, eds. 
M aynard M ack and Ian G reg o r (London: M ethuen and 
Co. L td .,  1968), pp. 111-136.

2) Van Ghent, The E ng lish  N ovel, p. 53.
3) Idem .
4) The D isca rd ed  Im age: An In troduc tion  to  M edi

eval and R en aissan ce  L ite ra tu re  (C am bridge: U ni
v e rs ity  P r e s s ,  1964), p. 206.

5) All re fe re n c e s  to  The L o rd  of the R ings a re  to 
the  second edition , re v ise d  (Boston: Houghton M if
flin  C o . , 1965).

6) L ew is, The D isca rd ed  Im age, p. 207, n. 1.
7) L ew is, "T he D ethronem ent of P o w er, "T o lk ie n  

and the C r it ic s :  E ssa y s  on J . R. R. T o lk ien 's  "The 
L ord  of the  R ings, " eds. N eil D. Is a a c s  and Rose 
A. Z im bardo  (N otre D am e and London: U n iv e rs ity  
of N otre Dam e P r e s s ,  1968), p. 16.
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