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THE VENTED SPLEEN
by Claire Howard

To deepen my understanding of J .R .R .  Tolk ien 's work, I read 
as much c r it ic a l writing as possible. So with high hopes I bought 
an attractive-looking pamphlet ($1. 00) called J . R . R . Tolkien, by 
Catharine R . Stimpson. Th is is  No. 41 in the s e r ie s  Columbia E s ­
says on Modern W riters, Columbia University P re ss , New York, 
1969. The author is  an assis tan t p rofessor of English at Barnard 
College. The essay  seem ed prom ising and I looked forward to 
learning something new about Tolkien. Learn  something I did, but 
little  new about Tolkien and a  lot about P rof. Stimpson. I discov­
ered that a supposed scholar can be m ost unscholarly. (In her e s ­
say the P ro fesso r  discu sses Tolk ien 's other fiction briefly , but 
concerns h erse lf m ostly with The Lord of the Rings. My rem arks 
are  confined to the la t te r .)

I'v e  always thought it redundant or s te r ile  to review a review. 
But the essay  in question is so  dishonest that I fe lt it  deserved a 
challenge. My principal objection to it is  not that it is  unsympa­
th etic, which it is , but that it  is  so unobjective. So slanted is  it 
that it  neither gives Tolkien the chance to speak for him self nor 
the reader the chance to draw his own conclusions — except about 
Prof. Stimpson. The P rofesso r states clea rly  from  the outset 
that she is  not one of Tolk ien's ad m irers. N evertheless, one has 
the right to expect from  a w riter of Prof. Stim pson's undoubted 
academ ic qualifications the ability to review a work with a  read­
able degree of responsibility to the work and the reader both.
One is  entitled to expect fa ir , even if unsympathetic, judgment. 
Unfortunately, Prof. Stim pson's essay  is  the type of display of 
undiluted venom that c r it ic s  use against non-books like The Love 
Machine. But LotR is  a work of literatu re  and Tolkien is  not J a c ­
queline Susann.

P rof. Stim pson's aversion to Tolkien proceeds, I suspect, 
from  the rather strange political and h isto rica l m essage which she 
draws from  his work. (I am not going to discuss that h e r e .) Her 
b ias has led her into ca re le ss  e rro rs  of fact, the tendency to a r ­
rive at conclusions that are nowhere indicated in Tolk ien 's text, 
the doubting of Tolk ien 's honesty as a w riter, and the use of acid 
language whose purpose can only be to prejudice the reader a - 
gainst Tolkien from  the very beginning.

L e t's  s ta rt with the m istakes. P rof. Stimpson repeatedly r e ­
fe rs  to " the G ollum ," as if  this were a generic term  rather than 
a proper nam e. Hobbiton is  w ritten "Hobbitown. " In her biblio­
graphy the P ro fesso r  includes Donald Swann's song-book but ca lls  
it  The Road Goes On F o rev er . This is , of course. The Road Goes 
E ver On. The final confrontation between the forces of Mordor and 
the W est, the P ro fesso r  cla im s, took place on the Battle Plain of 
Dagorlad. In fact, it  took place before the Morannon of the Tower 
of C irith  Gorgor, south of the Battle P lain. The P ro fesso r  de­
scr ib es  Sam  and Frodo, at the end of th eir quest, as "standing by 
for a rescu e by the eagles. " The two hobbits actually had no hope 
of rescu e; they were resigned to th eir death. In discussing the 
R ings,of Pow er, the P rofesso r say s: "A ring gives m an .. .  long 
l i f e . . .  at the r isk  of fading to the substance of a shadow. " This 
was true only of those rings fallen under Sauron's control. These 
a re  e r ro r s  of fact. When Prof. Stimpson ch aracterizes Borom ir 
as "g iv e n .. .  to se lf-love and tardy horn blowing, "  this is  not only 
a factual e rro r  but a piece of gratuitous nastiness. Borom ir had 
only one aim : to save Gondor, even at the sa cr ifice  of his own 
life . He blew his horn "tard ily" because he was too weakened by 
orc-wounds to do anything else .

Prof. Stimpson has a habit, common among som e c r i t ic s , of 
authoritatively interpolating meanings and ideas that cannot be 
substantiated by the text. She c la im s, for example, that "a  star 
always means hope, enchantment, wonder; an ash heap always 
means despair, enslavement, w a ste ."  The Entwives, she says, 
"se ttle  down to garden, anticipating divorce d ecrees on the grounds 
of mutual incom patibility ."  (?  !) She is  sure that the Sh ire is 
"a  little  sm aller  than West Virginia. "  Denethor, she w rites, " a s ­
p ires to be a wizard. " " F ir e  sym bolizes energy, " she says. 
(Traditionally, fire  has meant purification and/or destruction.)

Furth erm ore, P rof. Stimpson brings in "explanatory" m ater­
ia l whose sou rce she fa ils  to cred it. In discussing Tolk ien 's use 
of language, she mentions his "insatiable d esire for the h istoric  
Finnish. " D escribing Tolk ien 's supposed c r itic is m  of modern 
m an's use of technology, which cre a tes  only ugliness, she adds:
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many fa iry  sto ries , th ere are  m agical devices that are  taken for 
granted. (I wonder why she d idn 't include G alad riel's m irro r  or 
Gandalf's staff to bo lster her argum en t.) The P ro fesso r  also 
goes into biographical detail about Lew is C arro ll as well as T o l­
kien and the other Inklings to "explain " why they wrote fantasies.
I can 't understand Prof. Stim pson's need for such explanation.
To me it  seem s irre levan t, albeit in terestin g. Why not accept a 
fantasy for what it is?

Prof. Stimpson even w rites utter nonsense. Again, talking 
about Tolk ien's use of language, she points out that "T o lk ien 's he­
roes use lots of '1' sounds, his v illains lots of 'k 's  and 'z 's .  The 
beginnings of a dangerous orthodoxy a re  apparent. " Obviously, 
the P ro fesso r  has overld&ked the Dwarves who, unlike the other 
heroes, use lots of k 's  and z 's . That la st rem ark about a "dan­
gerous orthodoxy" makes me wonder if  the P rofesso r fee ls  th reat­
ened by LotR .

In the sam e paragraph Prof. Stimpson w rites: "H e ., . frequent- 
■ ly trea ts  a word, neither as re feren ce  nor gesture, but as a thing, 

a dead end, unto it s e l f . "  Since she c ite s  no exam ples, I can 't fa ­
thom her meaning. L ater on, com paring Tolk ien 's work to other 
fan tasies, myths, rom ances and epics, she say s: "F o r  reading 
Tolkien is  not (her em phasis) like reading rea l (my em phasis) 
books, like A lice in Wonderland. . .  " What on earth is  a "r e a l"  
book? The P ro fesso r  doesn't say.

Prof. Stimpson further reveals h er antagonism in other com­
ments on Tolk ien 's use of language in LotR , besides those quoted 
above. She acknowledges Tolk ien 's delight in, and love of, lang­
uage, and notes that many Tolkien figures have th eir own ch arac­
te r is t ic  speech. Then she goes on to make som e odd rem arks a - 
bout it . The tr o lls  in The Hobbit, she says, "speak filthy, rough, 
w orking-class Cockney. Recently, of cou rse, m usical groups 
have shown us the wit and poetry of w orking-class English speech. " 
The tr o lls ' speech is  certain ly  rough, and appears to be Cockney. 
But it  is  P rof. Stimpson who assum es th is speech is  "filthy, "  not 
Tolkien. T h ere is  filthy speech, but it  is  ch aracteris tic  of the 
O rcs. The la tter , in terestingly  enough, speak standard English, 
not Cockney. How would P rof. Stimpson explain that, in light of 
her comment about w orking-class English speech? __
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The Professo r also objects to Tolkien's use of archaic-sound­
ing syntax. Tolkien d resses English in costume, w rites Prof. 
Stimpson, "to fram e and then regain a vanished past. "  Granted. 
She co rrectly  notes that Tolkien uses archaic rhetoric "to give a 
sense of both antiquity and freedom from  triv ia. "  She then follows 
this observation with, "Shunning ordinary diction, he also wrench­
es syntax. If we expect 'They got an g ry ,' he will w rite, 'Wrathful 
they g rew .' If we expect, 'He came to an island in the middle of 
the r iv e r , ' he will w rite, 'To an eyot he ca m e .'"  (Why should we 
expect "They got angry" and "He came to an is la n d .. .  " if  we a c ­
cept LotR on its  own term s?) Supposedly a professor of English 
ought to have some knowledge of the history of the language and 
some acquaintance, I would hope, with other Germ anic languages, 
at lea st modern ones. Prof. Stimpson's comment about wrench­
ing syntax makes me doubt that she has such a background; or per­
haps she has it and ignores it.

Look at the two sentences Prof. Stimpson quotes. Syntactic­
ally they a re  s im ilar;

"Wrathful they grew. "  Predicate (ad j.) + subject + verb 
"T o an eyot he came. "  Predicate (adv.) + subject + verb 

Any student of modern German, say, or any modern Scandinavian 
language learns that a sentence can begin with a predicate, as in 
the two examples above. In that case , the order of the following 
subject and verb must be inverted. Fo r  example:

(Ger ) H ier bin ich. ) L itera ll "H ere am I . "  -  P redi- 
(Swed.) Har ar  jag. ) cate + verb + subject

(G e r.) Einen langen B rie f hat ) L iterally , "A long le t- 
e r  geschrieben. ) te r  wrote h e ." —

(Swed.) E tt langt brev skrev han .) Predicate + verb 
+ subject

In modern English there are vestiges of this kind of word order, 
as in, "H ere com es the judge. " In Old English meanings were 
carried  by inflectional endings rather than by word order. Old 
English word order was therefore fre e r  than ours. The lite r ­
ature abounds with sentences of the inverted verb-su bject type, 
and of other types not under discussion here. There are  also 
fa irly  "regu lar" sentences ( i . e . , subject preceding verb), like 
this one from  the story of Orpheus and Eurydice, from  the Alfred- 
ian version of the De Consolatione Philosophise: " . . .  ond hire
saule mon sceolde laedan to h e lle ."1 L iterally , " __ and her soul
(predicate object) one (subject) should lead (verb) to Hell (predi­
cate adverb). " LotR has many, many sentences of this type.

I suggest that Tolkien does not "w rench" syntax. I suggest 
that he is  attempting to echo not ju st archaic speech but sp ecifi­
cally  arch aic English (a Germ anic language) speech, in order to 
convey a sense of specifically  German antiquity. (Incidentally, 
there is  an excellent discussion of language in LotR in Bruce A. 
B eatie 's  a rtic le  "Fo lk  T a le , Fiction and Saga in J .  R. R. Tolkien's 
The Lord of the Rings, " Mankato State College Studies, Vol. II,
No. 1, Feb . 1967.)

Another element that Tolkien uses to evoke a convincingly Nor­
dic setting in LotR is  concepts of heroism  and fame. W arriors 
were among the aristocra ts in the life  of the Northmen, and valor 
in battle was highly esteemed, as Prof. Stimpson shows she is 
aware. A man died heroically, not only because he would then be

10

seated among the brave in Valhalla, but because, by so doing, he 
would win everlasting fame and honor. As Johannes Br^ndsted 
points out, honor was an outstanding Viking value.2 Honor was 
not m erely fame and fortune; it meant esteem  and security. 
Brindsted quotes from  the Havamal (The Sayings of the High One, 
an Eddie poem): "C attle die, kinsmen die, I myself shall die, but 
there is  one thing which I know never d ies: the reputation we leave 
behind at our death. " 2 Since one's reputation never died, it was 
important for that reputation to be honorable. A man's great deeds 
could be im mortalized in runic inscrip tions, for example, or in 
song. As Brindsted w rites: "T o  the Viking acclaim  was like rain 
upon a parched meadow. When a skald sang the praises of an earl, 
everyone heard it; and when the earl rewarded him with a gold 
ring, everyone saw it: mutual appreciation! "4  Despite Prof. Stimp­
son 's (apparently) wide reading in Northern mythology, she fails 
to grasp this point. As far as she knows, "C h aracters even (my 
emphasis) seek to be the subject of a song. The Lord of the Rings, 
lacking a complete eschatology, makes poetry a version of the af­
te r life . "  Nordic mythology, as Brands ted notes, also lacked a com ­
plete eschatology. We can assume that Tolkien is  aware of th is.

Tolkien has absorbed mythological traditions more thoroughly 
than Prof. Stimpson seem s to rea lize . She says, for example,
"A king's hands and herbs play at penicillin . " The role of king 
(or chieftain) as magician, medicine-m an, bringer of bountiful . 
harvests, e tc . , has a jj extrem ely long history and has been pre­
valent in many parts of the world. S ir  Jam es Frazer^  mentions 
the survival of belief in the king as a healer in England and France 
even in relatively modern tim es. (We should not overlook C hris­
tian mythology, in which Jesu s  C h rist heals the sick  with his tou ch .)

Another objection of Prof. Stim pson's is  that in LotR ru lers 
inherit their power, and socie ties a re  rigidly stratified by c la ss .
I find this an odd objection. Although commoners som etim es do 
play an im portant part in myths, legends and fairy ta les, the cen­
tra l figures are  most often royal and aris to cra tic . One may as 
well ob ject to Shakespeare's plays on the ground that they revolve 
mainly around the fortunes of kings.

Prof. Stimpson is also averse to the masculine tone of T o l­
kien 's work. As there are few fem ales in LotR, the Professor 
is  sure that Tolkien is  hostile toward and contemptuous of women. 
Tolk ien's fem ales, she says, are  either hackneyed stereotypes 
to whom men give "callow, shallow, and mawkish" devotion; or 
they are  m erely a "n ecessary  adjunct to a dom estic scene" (Rosie 
Cotton, e .g.). Eowyn is sim ply a "fillip  for the plot. " The Ent- 
wives, in Prof. Stimpson's view, are  " le ss  spiritually refined" 
than the Ents. The Professo r finds Shelob a revealing index to 
what she considers Tolkien's hostility toward women. She claim s 
that Sam forces the spider to impale h erse lf "somewhere in the 
region of the womb. " This is  another of the P rofesso r's  unsub­
stantiated interpolations.

P rof. Stimpson is  irritated  by Tolk ien's attitude toward wom­
en, as she im agines it. She is  also  displeased to find in Tolkien's
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work so much affection and warm fellowship among men. (L est 
we suspect otherw ise, she magnanimously hastens to reassu re  us 
that Tolkien, unlike some modern w riters, is  no hom osexual!) 
Perhaps the P ro fesso r  fa ils  to rea lize  that this em phasis on m as­
culinity is  traditional in the mythology of alm ost any nation.
It is  very strong in the Northern tradition, in which Tolkien 
w rites. Th ere  a re  goddesses, shamankas, gian tesses and hero­
ines, of course, but the main figures a re  m asculine.

It is  greatly to P rof. Stim pson's d iscredit that she fa ils  to 
take Tolkien on his own term s. She does not ask if  the a r tis t has 
succeeded in doing what he set out to do. Instead, she im poses 
her own narrow boundaries on the author's m ateria l and faults him 
for failing to observe them — a malady among som e c r it ic s , who 
presum e to te l l the creative a r tis t what and what not to do. The 
P ro fesso r  seem s to think that Tolkien is  trying to deceive us; 
that'he is  trying to impose on the gullible reader his Christianity, 
bogus mythology and parodied resea rch . She refuses to believe 
Tolk ien's emphatic assertio n  that his purpose is  to te l l a tale that 
delights, excites and moves the read er. She declines to accept 
Tolk ien 's denial that LotR is  an allegory. Prof. Stimpson in sists 
that it is .  She does not see  Tolkien as a mythm aker, weaving 
m otifs of e a r lie r  legends, myths, e t c . , to create something new. 
She ca lls  LotR a  pastiche and leaves it  at that. She accepts some 
aspects of Tolk ien 's mythmaking (the E lv es' im m ortality, dreams 
as prophecies, e. g.) and r e je c ts  oth ers, but there is  no pattern 
to her accepting and re jectin g . In sum m arizing T olk ien 's fiction, 
she accurately  sketches the sou rces of Tolk ien 's them es, charac­
te r s , concepts, e tc . Having made us aware of th ese sou rces, she 
then attacks Tolkien fo r having used them.

F o r m e, the m ost objectionable aspect of Prof. Stim pson's 
essay  is  her calculated use of negative, indeed vicious, language. 
F o r  example, h er absurd description of B orom ir, quoted earlie r , 
and her rem ark about the king's hands playing at penicillin . She 
ca lls  Tolk ien 's natural im agery "banal. "  In his handling of roman­
tic  love, Tolkien "seem s a little  childish, a  lit tle  nasty and evas­
ive. " And when Tolkien w rites about rom antic love, he "s id les 
up" to it . His narrative is  "often tedious and w eary ." He makes 
" te rr ib le  e rro rs  of tas te " in using phrases like "lo  and behold. "
He uses "greeting-card  diction. "  His in tellectual, emotional and 
im aginative energies are  "tim id and je ju n e ." He "spews forth" 
what the P ro fesso r  says is  a "reductive, yet redemptive, allegory 
of the human urge to fa il. "  The hobbits a re  "philistine. " The 
P ro fesso r  mentions John T in k ler 's  essay , in Tolkien and the C r i­
t ic s , on what she ca lls  the "incestuous" fam iliarity  between Ang­
lo-Saxon and the speech of the Rohirrim . The la tter , she says.

were "a  horsy Aryan tr ib e . " Tolkien has "rummaged through" 
W estern culture for his them es, settings, ch aracters, e tc . LotR 
is  "the obsessive obituary" of the Third Age. Tolkien "sneaks 
in " m agical devices to do what modern m achines do. The Palan- 
t i r  is  a "s in is te r"  version of M erlin 's  glass ball in The F aerie  
Queene. Tolk ien's heroes are  his "p e ts. "  And so on.

The P ro fesso r's  antagonism is  not restr ic ted  to Tolkien. It 
extends to the Inklings as well. They were "conscious of the cute 
pun" (the name of th eir group). They delighted "boyishly, even 
fatuously, in each o th er's company. " The Inklings, "a  brilliant, 
but condescendingly and oddly s illy , group, " "blotted on" until 
1954. They were verbally eloquent, but "often stam m ered em o­
tionally. " "T hey seem ed to think them selves a company of noble, 
gorgeous knights, beseiged in th eir tower of virtue by the dank 
fo rces of evil and intrigue, vulgarity and co m m erce .. . . "

P rof. Stimpson is  entitled to whatever opinion of LotR she 
chooses, and to any interpretation of it  she p leases to make.
But it seem s to me that a review er who egotistically  tr ie s  to ram  
his/her personal taste down a re a d e r's  throat is  rendering a great 
d isserv ice  to H terature and to the read er. The se r ie s  of which 
P rof. Stim pson's essay is  a part includes such notable w riters as 
G erm aine B ree , W alter K err , Robert Gorham Davis and M artin 
E sslin . Among the advisory editors is  the distinguished Jacqu es 
Barzun. From  such w riters as th ese, one has the right to demand 
fa irn ess, at the very least. Unfortunately, Prof. Stimpson has 
allowed h er  hostility to overpower h er  judgment. It thus blunts 
the edges of her c r itic a l perceptions, precludes fa irn ess and ren ­
ders h er essay  spurious as a piece of lite ra ry  c r itic is m .

FOOTNOTES
1. Jam e s W. Bright, Anglo- Saxon Reader (New Y ork: Holt, R ine­

hart, and Winston, Oct. 1965; rev . by Jam es R. Hulbert,
Ph. D .), p. 5.

2. Johannes Brondsted, The Vikings (Baltim ore: Penguin Books,
1965), p. 316.

3. Ibid. , p. 250.
4. Ib id ., pp. 317-8.
5. S ir  Jam e s F ra z e r, The New Golden Bough (New Y ork: Mentor

Books, pub. by the New Am erican L ibrary , 1964; rev . and 
ed. by Theodor H. G aster), pp. 93 -4 .
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