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LETTERS

((In a cover letter, the writer has said this is meant 
to be delibarately provocative and intended to provoke 
a response from the faithful. —Ed.))

JOHN SCHWINDT TAJIQUE, NEW MEXICO

What's Wrong with The Silmariltion?
The p ro b lem  w i t h  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  d u l l .

I t  i s  n e i t h e r  d e l i g h t f u l l y  e n c h a n t in g  l i k e  The H o b b it  
n o r  p r o f o u n d ly  e n g a g in g  l i k e  The Lord o f  t h e  R in g s  
T r i l o g y .  E ven  t h e  m o st  a r d e n t  T o lk ie n  i d o l a t o r  f i n d s  
The S i l m a r i l l i o n  t e s t i n g  h i s  p a t i e n c e  and e n d u r a n c e .
How c o u ld  T o lk ie n  w r i t e  su c h  a  t e d i o u s  b o o k  a f t e r  w r i t 
in g  a  m a s t e r p ie c e  o f  c h i l d r e n ' s  l i t e r a t u r e  and  t h e  m a s t e r -  
p i e c e  o f  e p i c  f a n t a s y ?

A c t u a l l y ,  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  w a s n ' t  w r i t t e n  a f t e r  t h e  
m a s t e r p i e c e s ,  b u t  b e f o r e .  I t  w as b eg u n  i n  1 9 1 7  and when  
p r e s e n t e d  t o  p u b l i s h e r  S t a n le y  Unw in in  D ece m b er , 1 9 3 7 ,  
i t  w as p r o m p tly  r e j e c t e d , .  Unw in r i g h t l y  p e r c e i v e d  t h a t  
"The B ook o f  L o s t  T a le s " — T o l k i e n ' s  o r i g i n a l  t i t l e —  
s h o u ld  rem a in  l o s t .  The S i l m a r i l l i o n ,  t h e n ,  i s  n o t  t h e  
c r o w n in g  a c h ie v e m e n t  o f  t h e  g r a n d  o ld  m an, b u t  a c o l l e c 
t i o n  o f  im m atu re and  a b o r t i v e  p i e c e s .

N or d id  T o lk ie n  a c t u a l l y  " w r i t e ” The S i l m a r i l l i o n ,
The l o s t  t a l e s  a r e  c o l l e c t e d ,  r e v i s e d ,  and e d i t e d  by  
T o l k i e n ' s  s o n ,  C h r is t o p h e r ,  I t  w as n o t  h i s  d u ty  o r  i n 
t e n t  t o  c r e a t e  new m a t e r ia l  t o  f i l l  g a p s  i n  t h e  manu
s c r i p t s .  In  f a i r n e s s  t o  C h r i s t o p h e r ,  we s h o u ld  r e c o g 
n i z e  t h a t  t h e  f i f t y - y e a r  a c c u m u la t io n  o f  T o lk ie n  p a p e r s ,  
l a c k i n g  d e s i g n  o r  c o h e r e n c e ,  w as s u r e l y  r e c a l c i t r a n t  
m a t e r i a l .

W hat, s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  i s  w ron g  w i t h  The S i l m a r i l l i o n? 
S u r e ly  t h e  l a c k  o f  h o b b i t s  and h o b b it  humor i s  a t  t h e  
h e a r t  o f  t h e  f a i l u r e .  B ut a l s o  t h e r e  a r e  p r o b le m s  o f  
p l o t ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  la n g u a g e ,  and e t h o s .

U n l ik e  The H o b b it , The R in g  T r i l o g y ,  and s o  many 
o t h e r  c l a s s i c s  o f  w o r ld  l i t e r a t u r e ,  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  i s  
n o t  a t h e r e - a n d - b a c k - a g a in  j o u r n e y ,  b u t  r a t h e r  i s  a  c o l 
l e c t i o n  o f  d i v e r s e  and o f t e n  u n r e l a t e d  n a r r a t i v e s .  In  
th e  fo r e w o r d  C h r is t o p h e r  T o lk ie n  c a l l s  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  
"a c o m p i la t i o n ,  a c o m p e n d io u s  n a r r a t i v e , "  b u t  i n  th e  p r o 
d u c t io n  and t h e  p r o m o tio n  o f  t h e  b o o k , th e  p u b l i s h e r  c a r e 
f u l l y  a v o id e d  a n y  i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  i s  a 
c o l l e c t i o n  o f  t a l e s  and n o t  a s u s t a i n e d  n a r r a t i v e  o f  
e p i c  f a n t a s y .  B e c a u se  t h e  p l o t  i s  e p i s o d i c ,  The 
S i l m a r i l l i o n  l a c k s  t h e  d r a m a t ic  i n t e n s i t y  and  t h e  s u s 
p e n s e  w h ic h  m akes t h e  R ing T r i l o g y  su c h  c o m p e l l in g  
r e a d in g .

In  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  t h e r e  a r e  no m em o ra b le  c h a r a c 
t e r s — no G a n d a lf ,  no G o llu m , no B i lb o  o r  F r o d o . The 
S i l m a r i l l i on r e v e a l s  t h a t  T o lk ie n  w i t h o u t  h o b b i t s  i s  
l i k e  p r e t z e l s  w i t h o u t  b e e r — d r y ,  t a s t l e s s ,  and h a rd  t o  
g e t  dow n. O nly  B e r e n  and L u th ie n  em erg e  from  t h e  cro w d s  
o f  em pty  f a c e s  and t h e  l i s t s  o f  m e a n in g le s s  nam es t h a t  
we f i n d  on e v e r y  p a g e .  B e r e n , a m o r ta l  m an, and L u t h ie n ,  
an im m o rta l e lv e n -w o m a n , j o u r n e y  t o  M o r g o th 's  f o r t r e s s  
h o p in g  t o  c u t  a  s i l m a r i l  j e w e l  from  h i s  i r o n  cro w n .
T h is  q u e s t  m ig h t  h a v e  b e e n  d e v e lo p e d  a s  a n  in d e p e n d e n t  
e p i c  f a n t a s y ,  b u t  i n  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  i t  i s  o n ly  a  s h o r t  
s t o r y ,  th o u g h  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  d e e p  p e r s o n a l  f e e l i n g ,  p r o 
b a b ly  t h e  b e s t .  T h ro u g h o u t h i s  c o u r t s h i p  and m a r r ia g e  
T o lk ie n  i d e n t i f i e d  h i m s e l f  w it h  B e r e n  and h i s  w i f e  w it h

L u t h ie n .  T h e ir  to m b s to n e  r e a d s :  " E d ith  Mary T o lk ie n ,
L u t h ie n , 1 8 8 9 - 1 9 7 1 .  J oh n  R o n a ld  R e u e l T o l k i e n ,  B e r e n , 
1 8 9 2 - 1 9 7 3 ."

The la n g u a g e  o f  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  i s  g e n e r a l l y  p r o s a i c  
and o f t e n  p r e t e n t i o u s  i n  i t s  a t te m p t  t o  a c h i e v e  e p i c  
s o l e m n i t y  b y  u s in g  a r c h a i c  B i b l i c a l  d i c t i o n  and s y n t a x .  
M is s in g  a r e  t h e  d e t a i l e d  p a s t o r a l  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  th e  
b e a u ty  o f  M id d le -E a r th  t h a t  m ake The T r i l o g y  su c h  a  
s e n s u a l  w o rk . A p p a r e n t ly  T o lk ie n  d id  n o t  l e a r n  how t o  
w r i t e  a b o u t  n a t u r e  u n t i l  h e  d i s c o v e r e d  h o b b i t s  and th e  
h o b b it  p o i n t  o f  v i e w .  N one o f  t h e  e c o l o g i c a l  o r  e n v ir o n 
m e n ta l  c o n c e r n s  o f  The T r i l o g y  c a n  b e  fo u n d  i n  The  
S i l m a r i l l i o n .

F i n a l l y ,  t h e  e t h o s  o f  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  i s  d i s t i n c 
t i v e l y  f a t a l i s t i c .  T o lk ie n  h a s  f a t e  d e t e r m in e  t h e  d e s 
t i n y  o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s ,  r a t h e r  th a n  a l l o w i n g  t h e  m o r a l  
c h o i c e s  o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  d e t e r m in e  t h e i r  f a t e .  T h is  
i s  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e m a t ic  m o t i f s  su c h  a s  " th e  c u r s e  o f  
M an d o s."  I t  i s  c l e a r  fro m  t h e  p r o m in e n c e  o f  f a t e ,  doom , 
c u r s e s ,  and  o a t h s  t h a t  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  i s  p e r m e a te d  by  
t h e  N o r th e r n  p a g a n  s p i r i t ,  w h e r e a s  t h e  j o y  o f  T o l k i e n ' s  
l a t e r  w o rk s i s  d e r iv e d  from  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  s p i r i t ,  in  
w h ic h  t h e  e u c a t a s t r o p h e  o f  t h e  G o s p e l s — t h e  s h o c k in g  
r e s u r r e c t i o n  o f  J e s u s  o f  N a z a r e th — i s  t h e  m o d e l f o r  
d e l i v e r a n c e  from  a lm o s t  c e r t a i n  d e f e a t .  In  h i s  e s s a y  
"On F a i r y - S t o r i e s "  ( 1 9 3 8 )  T o lk ie n  i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  G o s p e ls  
a s  t h e  a r c h e t y p a l  f a n t a s y :  "The G o s p e ls  c o n t a i n  a  f a i r y -
s t o r y ,  o r  a  s t o r y  o f  a l a r g e r  k in d  w h ic h  e m b r a c e s  a l l  
t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  f a i r y - s t o r i e s . . . .  T h is  s t o r y  i s  su p rem e;  
and  i t  i s  t r u e .  A r t  h a s  b e e n  v e r i f i e d .  God i s  t h e  L o r d , 
o f  a n g e l s ,  and  o f  man— and o f  e l v e s .  L eg en d  and h i s 
t o r y  h a v e  m et and f u s e d ."  T he p e r s i s t e n c e  o f  doom and  
t h e  l a c k  o f  C h r i s t i a n  j o y  i n  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  c o n f ir m  
t h a t  i t  w as w r i t t e n  i n  h i s  im m a t u r i ty ,  w h i l e  T o lk ie n  
s t i l l  r e g a r d e d  t h e  N o r th e r n  e p i c s  a s  a p p r o p r ia t e  m o d e ls  
f o r  m odern  f a n t a s y .

And w h a t a b o u t  t h e  s i l m a r i l s ?  In  e a c h  o f  h i s  m a jo r  
w o rk s T o lk ie n  e m p lo y s  a  sy m b o l f o r  human s e l f i s h n e s s  and  
p o s s e s s i v e n e s s .  In  t h e  T r i l o g y  i t  i s  t h e  d e s i r e  f o r  t h e  
One R in g , t o  w h ic h  e v e n  F rod o  su c c u m b s . In  The H o b b it  
i t  i s  " d r a g o n - s i c k n e s s ,"  t h e  d e s i r e  f o r  S m a u g 's  h o a r d ,  
t o  w h ic h  e v e n  B i lb o  su c c u m b s . I n  T he S i l m a r i l l i o n  i t  i s  
t h e  d e s i r e  f o r  th e  s i l m a r i l s ,  j e w e l s  c o n t a i n i n g  t h e  o n ly  
l i g h t  r e m a in in g  from  t h e  o r i g i n a l  tw o t r e e s .  In  d e v e lo p 
in g  m y fh s s u r r o u n d in g  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  s y m b o ls ,  T o l k i e n ' s  
p u r p o s e  th r o u g h o u t  h i s  w ork  in  f a n t a s y  r e m a in e d  c o n s t a n t : 
h e  w a n te d  t o  w arn u s  t h a t  we a r e  v e r y  d a n g e r o u s  c r e a t u r e s  
c a p a b le  o f  d e s t r o y i n g  o u r s e l v e s ,  o u r  n e ig h b o r s  and  
M id d le -E a r th  i t s e l f  i n  o u r  i n s a t i a b l e  d e s i r e  t o  a s s e r t  
and p o s s e s s .  I t  i s  f o o l i s h  f o r  u s  t o  l o o k  aro u n d  th e  
w o r ld  f o r  p a r a l l e l s  t o  T o l k i e n ' s  s y m b o ls  o r  f o r  a p p l i 
c a t i o n s  o f  h i s  m y th s ,  f o r  t h e  p r o b le m , g e n t l e  r e a d e r ,  
i s  i n  o u r s e l v e s .  We a l l  h a v e  t h e  d r a g o n  s i c k n e s s ,  th e  
d e s i r e  t o  a s s e r t  and p o s s e s s ,  and e s p e c i a l l y  t h o s e  o f  
u s  o f  th e  F a u s t ia n  W est who s i t  sm u g ly  on  S m a u g 's h o a rd  
w h i l e  o t h e r s  s u f f e r  and s t a r v e .

The S i l m a r i l l i o n , t h e n ,  m u st b e  r e c o g n iz e d  a s  an  a p p r e n 
t i c e s h i p  p i e c e ,  an  im m atu re w ork  v a l u a b l e  m a in ly  f o r  r e 
v e a l i n g  t h e  p r o b le m s  o f  c o m p o s i t io n  in  e p i c  f a n t a s y  w h ic h  
T o lk ie n  w as l a t e r  t o  o v e r c o m e . T h o se  s e e k i n g  a  b e t t e r  
u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  T o l k i e n ' s  m a tu r e  f a n t a s i e s ,  The H o b b it  
and t h e  R in g  T r i l o g y ,  s h o u ld  r e a d  "On F a i r y - S t o r i e s , "
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" L e a f  b y  N i g g l e , "  an d  " S m ith  o f  W ooton  M a jo r ,"  i n  w h ic h  
T o l k i e n  e x p l o r e s  t h e  P l a t o n i c  an d  C h r i s t i a n  p r e m is e s  w h ic h  
a r e  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  t h e  b e a u t y  o f  t h e  p o w er  o f  h i s  m a s t e r 
p i e c e s  o f  f a n t a s y .

Patrick Wynne Fosston, MN
I'm currently reading Vergil's Aeneid for the first 

time and am fascinated by the similarity between 
certain of its plot elements and those in Tolkien's 
works. Looking through the Subject Index in ML 31,
I found an article called "The Influence of Vergil's 
Aeneid on The Lord of the Rings. . . . Actually, I've 
noticed more similarities between Vergil and The 
Silmarillion than LotR. Aeneas' escape from the 
fall of Troy with his divinely-destined son Ascanius 
bears a strong resemblance to Tuor's escape from 
the fall of Gondolin with his divinely-destined son 
Earendil, and the burning of the Trojans' ships at 
Sicily reminded me of Feanor's burning of the ships 
at Losgar. Some of the names are similar too:
Vergil's Agenor and Ucalegon to Tolkien's Aegnor 
and Ancalagon.

This reminds me of another interesting Roman/ 
Tolkien similarity. In some of the names of the 
royal houses of the Noldor, the element fin 'hair' 
was used in a non-literal sense to emphasize one's 
lineage. In the names Fingolfin and Finarfin fm is 
used as a prefix to emphasize the fact that these 
two sons of Finwe were descended from the fair-haired 
Vanya Indis rather than Miriel. Both Fongolfin and 
Finarfin in turn gave their first-born sons names be
ginning with fin to mark them as their heirs; hence 
Fingon = 'Commander, Heir of the House of Fingolfin,' 
and Finrod = 'Champion, Heir of the House of Finarfin.' 
This makes more sense to me than taking the names 
literally as 'Hair-Commander' and 'Hair-Champion.' 
Anyway, what this has to do with Rome is that Caesar, 
originally the family name of the first Roman emperors, 
and later used used as a title by all Roman emperors, 
meant 'a head of hair.' A hair-raising coincidence indeed...

The 14th Annual
Mythopoeic Conference

August 12-15, 
1983Scripps College Claremont, California
THEME: Mythic Structures in J. R. R. Tolkien, C.S. 
Lewis, and Charles Williams. Guests of Honor: 
STEPHEN R. DONALDSON and C.S. KILBY. Registration: $10 until Nov. 20, '82; $15 until April 30, '83; 
$20 thereafter. Papers related to the theme are es
pecially encouraged, as well as on the Guests of 
Honor and other subjects. Please send a brief ab
stract of your intended paper as soon as possible.
Send all mail and make checks payable to: Mytho- 
poeic Conference XIV, Post Office Box 711, Seal Beach, California 90740.
ART SHOW DRAMA EXHIBITS FILMS PAGEANTRY 
PANELS PAPERS MASQUERADE MUSIC and more.

Contributions Policy: This is to ammend the state
ment on Mythlore contributions which appeared on page 
14 of issue 30. The previous statement applies to 
subscribers of Mythlore. Non-subscribers which have 
submissions printed will receive one copy of the journal containing their contribution.

PREVIEWof The Next Issue
Issue 34 will feature "The Childlike Hobbit" by Tisa 
Ho, "Co-inherence in Lewis and Williams" by Nancy 
Hanger, "Norse Mythological Elements in The Hobbit " 
by Mitzi Brunsdale, "Lewis Carroll, scientifictionist" 
(part II) by Joe Christopher, all the regular features, 
and if space permits, other articles.
LEWIS CARROLL continued from page 28
A rg o n a u ts "  i n  S c ie n c e  S c h o o ls  J o u r n a l  i n  1888 . 
T h is  b e a ts  S y lv ie  and B runo by one y e a r .  (The 
a r t i c l e  on "Time T ra v e l"  i n  N i c h o l l s ' The S c i 
en ce  F i c t i o n  E n c y c lo p e d ia  c r e d i t s  The Time 
M ac h in e , n o t  "The C h ro n ic  A rg o n a u ts "  and n o t 
S y lv ie  and B ru n o , w ith  th e  f i r s t  c o n t r o l l e d  
t r i p s  i n  t i m e . )  P e rh a p s  i t  i s  f a i r e r  t o  say  
t h a t  th e  id e a  o f  t im e  t r a v e l  was " in  th e  a i r "  
a b o u t 1890 .

REVIEWS continued from page 37
th e  " o r g a n ic  s a n c t i t y  o f  m e a n in g ."  He sa y s  
"The m ean in g  s a n c t i f i e s  th e  fo rm , and  th e  
fo rm  th e  m ean in g , l i f t i n g  th e  w hole e x p e r 
ie n c e  b eyond  p l e a s i n g  i n s t r u c t i o n  to  
b e l i e f .  I t  i s  h e re  t h a t  L ew is a c h ie v e s  
th e  e n v ia b le  r e s u l t  o f  m aking  th e  r e a d e r  
f e e l  th e  J o y ,  th e  s u b l im e ly  i n d e f i n e a b l e  
e x h a l t a t i o n  o f  th e  s p i r i t ,  w h ich  he s o u g h t 
th ro u g h o u t  h i s  l i f e . "  (p .  143 )

G lo v e r  h a s  s t a t e d  c l e a r l y  w hat L ew is 
a c h ie v e s  and h a s  ev en  a t te m p te d  to  g iv e  th e  
r e s u l t  a nam e. One m ig h t add  t h a t  d e s p i t e  
h i s  u s e f u l  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  he h a s  n o t  
p re p a re d  a  m anual on th e  a r t  o f  e n c h a n tm e n t. 
W r i t e r s  h o p in g  to  e m u la te  L ew is i n  m erg in g  
"them e and  fo rm ,"  o r ,  a s  L ew is p u t  i t ,
Poiem a and  L o g o s , w i l l  f i n d  t h a t  i t  i s  one 
t h i n g  to  c a l l  th e  a r t  by  nam e. I t  i s  
a n o th e r  to  be a b le  to  a c h ie v e  i t !

Nancy-Lou Patterson

CAVALIER TREATMENT continued from page 39
by b l a c k  m a g ic . "As th e  i n c i d e n t s  l e a d i n g  to  
M iss F o m a r i o 's  d e a th  d id  n o t  t a k e  p la c e  un 
t i l  some e ig h te e n  m onths a f t e r  M olina 's  own, 
t h e  c h a rg e  i s  s c a r c e l y  w o rth  r e f u t i n g .  Even 
i f  th e  l a t t e r  had b e e n  l i v i n g ,  th e  s c r a t c h e s  
fo u n d  on th e  c o rp s e  a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  have 
r e s u l t e d  from  an  a t t a c k  by M oina i n  t h e  form  
o f  a  m o n s te r  c a t  th a n  from  ru n n in g  n ak ed  i n  
th e  d a rk  o v e r  ro u g h  c o u n t r y ,  w h ich  M iss F o r -  
n a r i o  had done im m e d ia te ly  b e f o r e  h e r  c o l 
l a p s e  ."

They g a th e r e d  i n  s e c r e t ,  t h e y  wove fo rm u
l a e ,  th e y  i n i t i a t e d  e a c h  o t h e r  and  c o n f e r r e d  
d e g re e s ?  t h e r e  i s  d e p r e s s i n g ly  l i t t l e  e v i 
d en ce  t h a t  anyone came away h ap p y . B ut some 
p e o p le  o f  l i t e r a r y  t a l e n t  w ere  a f f e c t e d  by 
th e  a s s o c i a t i o n  and  among th e s e  C olquhoun 
l i s t s  C h a r le s  W il l ia m s ,  w i th  c r i t i c a l  r e f l e c 
t i o n s  upon  h im . T h is  a s p e c t  o f  h e r  book  i s  
w o rth  c o n s i d e r in g .  [ To be c o n t in u e d . ]
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