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jV tisery  loves... A  Root of Villainy
Deborah Webster Rogers

Someone is  following.

As our hero throws h is all into fulfilling  his 
d estiny , someone is  shadow ing him to w reck the hero 
and se ize  what the  shadow d esires . "I follow but to 
serve  my turn upon him," as Iago p u ts it.

Not your braggart quarreler, your sad ist, your 
Fuhrer, nor your common th ie f will I in vestiga te  
today, but a particular kind of villain and his motive. 
We shall stu d y  him in three  se ttin gs: Tolkien’s Middle- 
earth, Barrie’s Neverland, and Peter Shaffer’s Vienna; 
Gollum, Captain Hook, and Salieri.

What (you may ask) have they  in  common: a bur­
rowing sneak , a pirate in  a Charles II w ig, and a real 
— well, historical — well, historically  based ar tis t  and 
su ccessfu l man of his time?

I did not think out their resemblance; it came to 
me like a Hirschfeld cartoon, apparently of P eter  Pan. 
But the figure  fly in g  and crow ing, "Oh, the  c lev ern ess  
of me!" was Mozart. The v illain sta lking  him, of course  
Salieri, was say in g , "I have bitten one fin ger  o ff  the  
Muse and will never res t  un til I have devoured her 
entirely!" — But the yen  to eat the r est of someone is  
not Captain Hook’s, i t ’s  the crocodile’s; and a fin ger  is  
bitten off by Gollum, never  by Salieri!

But th is  m ixed -up  c artoon  sh ow s th e  common 
theme among th ese  villains: their motive. All our
authors make clear that the  villa in's main perception  
is  that he lacks som ething, hence his v illainy. Each 
fee ls  a lack and d evotes himself to making it good at 
the expense  of a protagonist who has what the villain  
w ants. B esides ge ttin g  "It," each Villain also sa y s he 
w ants revenge.

Gollum w ants the Ring. He w anted revenge f ir s t  on 
Bilbo, "Thief Baggins," for having taken it; later on 
any Baggins or any R ing-bearer he can find . The 
intended victim  of his stalk which we w itness is  
Frodo.

Hook w ants to avenge himself on P eter Pan for  
cutting  off h is hand. Though th is  has not disabled the  
pirate, it has endangered his life  by g iv in g  the croco­
dile an appetite for him. Hook and his crew also want 
to stea l Wendy.

Salieri’s want is  want of talent. He sta lks Mozart 
and craves revenge because (as Salieri se es  it) Mozart 
not only has talent, he has been g iven  talent — by  
God, with Whom Salieri thought he himself had a deal. 
So he p u rsues revenge, as he says, through Mozart, 
on God. Is  talent som ething one can se ize  like a ring  
or a girl? Salieri is  going to try: to stea l the credit  
for Mozart’s  R equiem .1

So there  is  each villa in ’s motive for revenge, 
object of desire, and in tended victim. Longing and 
str iv in g  as he does to d estroy  his victim , the villain  
obviously hates him. Hook says, "Most of all, I want 
their captain, Peter Pan... I’ve  waited long to shake 
his hand with th is. Oh, I’ll tear him!"2 Gollum yells, 
"We hates it  forever!"3 Salieri con fesses, "My heart 
was filling  up with such hatred for that little  man!"4

They hate their victim s, right? Wrong. Take Hook. 
Besides revenge and his q u est-ob ject, more in vo lves  
him with Peter. Peter is  admired! He has Good Form! 
He is  "Youth, Joy, a little  bird that has broken out of 
the egg!"5 And what Hook really  would crave is to be 
P eter Pan.

But a longing to id en tify  with someone goes with 
love, not hate. What is  going on? What about our 
other villains? Gollum villainously w ants to id en tify  
with Frodo as Ring bearer, fee lin g  he himself should  
be it . He leaves himself free  to hurt Frodo by con­
founding the two in his trick oath, "I will serve  the  
master of the  Precious" (II, 285). Yet we glimpse some 
d isin terested  identification. Sam sees Frodo and Gollum 
as "akin" (II, 285).6 When Gollum find s Frodo and Sam 
asleep , "a strange expression passed over h is lean 
and hu ngry  face .... A spasm of pain seemed to tw ist  
him.... slow ly puttin g  out a trembling hand,... he 
touched Frodo’s knee — but almost the touch was a 
caress." He looked like "an old weary hobbit" (II, 
411).

Salieri obviously lon gs to iden tify  with "God’s 
beloved" composer. Mozart’s music tran sfixes him like 
love’s own arrow, plunging him into p ositively  petrar-  
chian paradoxes: "agonizing delights" (S, 519), or " a 
phrase of such deligh t it had me trambling," which  
becomes "Long lin es of pain around and through me" 
(S, 497, cf. I ll , 286).

But perverse  loves, when they  are all Hell-bent on 
robbery and murder. Those are no fru its  of love, but 
of hatred. Again, what goes on? Oh, I never  said 
these  villa ins w eren’t driven by hatred: I said hatred 
was not the  crux of their fee lin gs for their victim s. 
Hook, Gollum, and Salieri all hate: them selves. We are 
bidden to love our neighbor as ourself; these  twisted  
three , hating them selves, take it  out on their neigh­
bor. The best sh ort term for their common motive 
would be a French coinage: haine-propre.

They hate them selves for the  lack which underlies 
all they  know of them selves. "Now... I fee l my empti­
ness as Adam fe lt  h is nakedness" (S, 519); "Poor 
Smeagol... w ent away long ago. They took his Precious, 
and he’s lost now" (II, 283); Hook "felt h is ego s lip ­
ping from him" (PW, 112).

The protagonists have what the  villains lack. We 
have heard P eter’s Key w ords, "joy," "youth," and the  
riddlesome "a little  bird that has broken out of the  
egg." Again Iago sums it  up: "He hath a daily beauty  
in  his life that makes me u g ly .”

That our villains lack beauty need hardly be bela­
bored. That th ey  crave it  — yes, all. Hook affects  
Restoration d ress and (Barrie says) goes in  for music. 
Music is  Salieri’s passion (second only to that for 
him self). Looking at Mozart’s  m anuscripts, he says, "I 
was staring  through the cage of those m eticulous ink 
strok es at an Absolute Beauty" (S, 519). And Gollum: 
when he say  the Ring he had no thou ght of gain ing  
in v isib ility , nor food, nor power; he only wanted it 
"because the  gold looked so brigh t and beautiful" (I, 
85). Beautiful gold , emblematic of plen itude, a n tithesis  
of lack. Salieri decks h is apartment with gold. Hook’s  
Jo lly  R oger  no doubt carries golden loot.
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So th ey  lack but crave beauty. Their lack of joy 
— well, g iven that their central perception is  of 
them self, and that se lf  lacking, how could one be joy­
ful? "Unsmiling concentration upon self," says C.S. 
Lewis, "is the mark of Hell."’

The phrase "a little  bird that has broken out of 
the egg" incorporates two ideas, youth and freedom. 
Do the villa ins lack freedom compared to the prota­
gon ists?  Salieri seem s more free; his smooth conduct 
has won him the entree  anyw here, w hereas Mozart is  
poor and le ss  popular: limited. Yet Mozart has free  
access to some divine vein  of music. He is altogether  
too free  in his speech . And the circum spect Salieri 
surm ises he is  free to leap into bed with sopranos! 
Which ju st  turns the screw s on Salieri’s  sen se  of his 
own lim itations.

Gollum traverses M iddle-earth far and wide, and 
he had the Ring of Power for some five  hundred  
years. This sounds free! He is  bound by no duty to 
others, as Frodo is. But Gollum is  incapable of d esir ­
ing anyth ing  but the Ring, and following it. Frodo has 
his own will, has freely  assumed th is ob ligations, and 
a c tu a lly  o p p o se s  the  R ing, c a rr y in g  it  tow ards  
destru ction . And what happened while Gollum had the  
One Ring, its  lon gest possessor  except for Sauron its  
maker? Gollum sp en t almost f ive  hundred years alone, 
in eternal dark and w et, ex isting  on raw fish  and 
ores. If that is  freedom, I’ll take poverty , c h astity , 
and obedience.

Peter Pan’s freedom — he can fly , for human 
bein gs the  grea test image of freedom. And he can 
pass back and forth between Neverland and London. 
Captain Hook aboard his sh ip has not broken out of 
any shell.

Peter is  also free  to choose to remain a boy and 
never grow up, which brin gs u s to the su b jec t of 
youth . Lo, it m atters in all three  w orks we are s tu d y ­
in g . All our authors make a point of youth, and neot-  
eny , which is  the retention of youthfu l fea tu res in  an 
adult specim en.

Barrie is  the most overt. How ever  long Peter has 
been in ex isten ce , he is  and will be a boy. Barrie says  
severa l times that he still has his f ir s t  teeth . Hook, on 
the other hand, is  a Grownup (ugh ). Further, he is  
usually played by the  same actor as George Darling, 
Wendy’B father. Barrie characterizes Darling Daddy as 
having his own villainous streak, se lf-ab sorb ed  and 
dishon est.

Salieri is  older than Mozart by six years: not a 
lot. Salieri has qualities we would praise as "mature": 
he has developed his ability  and moved from being a 
sm all-town kid to a su sta ined  career at court. This 
hardw orking adult is  outraged to find in  "infantine  
Mozart" "an obscene child!" (S, 520, 497). Mozart, aged  
from tw en ty -six  to th ir ty -six , is  small and rest le ss , 
child ish  traits; also irreveren t, potty-m outhed , and a 
showoff. Seeing th is  creature  gifted  and believ in g  him 
beloved, Salieri becomes p er fectly  m iserable with his 
grownup statu s. (So, by the  w ay, are S h affer’s Dr. 
D ysart and Pizarro.)

Tolkien pu ts neoten y  at the cen ter  of his fiction  
with hobbits. They are two to four fee t tall and don’t 
grow beards. Other races have trouble taking them  
se r io u s ly . Their lon g  lif e sp a n s  go  w ith ex te n d ed  
youth: Frodo at th ir ty -th r ee  is  only ju st  o f age. Gol­
lum, also of hobbitish nature, has had h is lifespan  
stretched  by the  Ring and is  "tired." Tolkien’s  leading

case  of what we could call pernicious adulthood is a 
human villain, Denethor.

So villainy in heres in adulthood, one g e ts  to 
Heaven by being a child , and our Villains' main lack is  
of youth? No. Not one of our authors is simply stating  
that the grownup is the bad guy. Shaffer makes clear  
that Mozart's neoteny damages him and is not a nec­
essa ry  yoke-fellow  of his talent. Barrie makes Peter  
stun nin gly  attractive , yet un dercuts him too: he tells  
us Peter is im poverished in personal relations, e .g . he 
can’t be touched. And after  the capture of the Jo lly  
Roger, Peter can be found strik in g  attitu d es as a 
mini-Hook. Tolkien, with the g rea test variety  of neote-  
nous characters, shows us with Pippin’s pranks that 
mere c h ild ish ness brin gs trouble. (Imagine Pippin and 
Mozart let loose at the same party!)

But if neither adulthood nor childhood makes a 
villain, what have youth and age to do with our 
study? P lenty, g iven  that the villains are driven to 
discon tent with them selves. Human children and adults 
are notorious for fee lin g  their own lacks and wanting  
to be the other. The child fee ls  he lp less, the grownup  
fee ls burdened; both feel they lack freedom. Each is 
certain  that the other has more fun. Gollum’s desp er­
ate need and D enethor’s conviction that he is the Sole 
Responsible Party g ive  u s the two poles.

So the question of how not to be a villain becomes 
a pair of questions: how can one be young w ithout 
being a baby or a brat, and how can on be mature 
without being a Grownup (ugh ), m iserable, enviou s, 
and se lf-h a tin g?

Barrie and Shaffer provide no answ er. Mozart and 
Hook are dead, Peter is frozen in time; and Salieri, 
"alive though bare ly ,” com bines a d egree  of dementia 
with Final Im penitence. The playw righ ts are lim ited to 
one e v en in g ’s matter.

Tolkien can range wider and does. Frodo, Sam, 
Merry, and Pippin su rv ive , to mention only the hob­
bits; and hobbits particu larly have the fea tu res Tol­
kien seem s to deem necessary  for a su cc essfu l, non- 
villainous life . Primarily two: fun and company.

I have mentioned that among u s , children and 
adu lts su sp e ct each other of having more fun . But 
among hob bits, all ages fran kly  enjoy  bright colors, 
fe tes  and firew ork s, and p resen ts . Fun in clu des learn­
ing — a hobbit conning her family tree  or Faramir in 
the arch ives of Minas Tirith. Fun in clu des all the ar ts  
(remember beauty?): dw arves forg in g , hobbits dancing  
in the sp rin glerin g , or Mozart com posing.

The villainB don’t have fun . You’d think Hook 
would, "for it  is , it is  a glorious thin g  to be a pirate  
king," especia lly  in N everland. But he is  so obsessed  
with not being P eter and reven ge  for his hand that 
he poisons his own ex isten ce . Captain Hook’s  hand is  
in a c la ss  with Captain Ahab’s  leg; we should also  
mention Salieri’s fu tile  attem pt on h is jugu lar. Their 
p ersonalities have som ething cut off. Frodo, le ft  w ith  
the same mark as archvillain  Sauron, the m issing fin ­
ger , f in d s he no longer  much e n joys Shire fe s t iv it ie s .

Salieri loves m usic, except he makes him self hate  
it  when it  is  not h is, and his own is  no more fun  for  
him sin ce  it  isn ’t  Mozart’s! Otherwise all he en joys is  
sw eets, and he makeB even  that an occasion for s e lf -  
hatred: "It’s  a litt le  rep ellan t,... bu t... the  firBt s in  I 
have to c on fess  to you is  Gluttony. S tick y  g lu tton y  at 
that. In fantine — Italian gluttony!" (S, 488). Now,
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would any hobbit mock itse lf  for taking secon ds on 
crema al mascarpone?8

I said all Saleri enjoyed was sw eets, and I hope 
those of you familiar with the stage  version  of Ama­
d e u s  will retort, "What about Katherina?" That brings 
u s  back to the su bject of company. Our villains lack 
it. On the  stage, even  though Salieri has a wife and a 
m istress, the marriage is  deliberately cold and boring, 
and the affaire was entered in to more from sp ite  than 
lu st. In the screen  version , Shaffer w isely cu ts  both 
(Katherina is  so lely a pupil, desp ite  the lu st) . This 
g ives us a more accurate picture of Salieri’s m entally 
lone condition.

Hook lacks the rapport w ith h is band that Peter  
has with his. "As dogs he treated and add ressed  
them, and as dogs they  obeyed him" (PW, 66). Gollum 
is  Tolkien’s most isolated character except for dragons 
and Shelob, who aren’t  even  anthropomorphic.

Company, externally , is  being with other persons. 
Internally, it  ranges from recogniz ing some common 
in terest up through all k inds of love. Company can 
even  exist w ithout presence: Aragorn and Arwen are 
"with" each other; Elbereth is  "with" Sam in Mordor.

Two e asy  occasions for becoming company are with 
one’s likes and (often) with the unfortunate; harder  
are with persons d ifferent from oneself and (for some) 
with the fortunate. Examples: hobbits generally  are 
alike and have an easy  time being company with each 
other. E lves and Lost Boys band together  easily . The 
other easy  in is  when one sees  someone in m isfortune  
and fee ls  a sad ness for it. This is  p ity , spoken of by  
all our authors and specia lly  stre sse d  by Tolkien.

The p layw rights raise the su bjec t only to d eny it, 
"Does no fee lin g  of compassion distu rb  his sombre 
breast? The man is  not wholly ev il.... What really  
warps him is  a presentim ent that he is  about to fail" 
(P, 73). "Could I not have stopped my war? Shown him 
some pity? Oh y e s... if  He above had shown me one 
drop of it!" (S, 537). In Tolkien, P ity is  a hero’s 
quality. Bilbo, Frodo, and even  Sam take p ity  on Gol­
lum; and snared by p ity , he reso lves the plot when 
Frodo will not. Gollum had (as we saw) his moment of 
fee lin g  p ity and companionship with Frodo and Sam, 
but Sam’s p itiless  a ttitude at that point isolated  
Gollum again in to his villainy. It’s these  p ossib ilities  
gettin g  w asted that make our villains tragic  (specially  
Salieri) and not ju st  bad.

So with one’s lik es or the un fortunate it is  easy  
to  become company; le s s  e a sy  w ith o th e r s . For 
instan ce, someone of the opposite sex  in an Other. 
Tolkien’s en ts  and entw ives have allowed their d iffer­
ences to sunder them completely. Lust can provide a 
fa st start toward a relationship , but as we saw with 
Salieri and Katherine and Theresa, going to bed with 
someone does not n ecessarily  mean much company. 
Mozart and Constanze, on the other hand, have a letch  
for each other and have fun and stick  together  
through thick and thin . This is  company. (If Tolkien 
had ever  lowered himself to lurk around in  w ing 
chairs the way Salieri does, God forb id, we might find  
out Sam and Rosie have coarse private jokes. "Mind 
your own beeswax” [S, 411].)

People of d ifferent races are Others. Bilbo the  
Hobbit starts  with the dw arves as the m erest, grud­
g ing on both sid es, com m on-interest companion, and 
Tolkien shows u s  by what gradual s tages he becomes 
a fu ll companion and friend . Elf and dwarf, Legolas 
and Gimli, begin as su sp ic iou s roadfellows and become

friend s because of Galadriel the e lf ’s  appreciation of 
dw arvish arts.

Then we ge t the situation which calls for reverse  
pity  (is there  a word?). Hook and Salieri are con­
fronted with a superior, a creature of wonder. We 
have seen  that som ething in them would w ish to join  
with him, to rejoice and to love. But th ey  don’t. Nei­
ther will Denethor, the hitherto fa ithful stew ard, 
rejoice in  his returned King. They won’t  be compan-

Why not? Because the  Villains are entire ly  stuck  
and centered on them selves. We have spoken of their  
main perception of them self as lacking: now sh ift  
emphasis: they  perceive  ju st  them self, and it lacking. 
It’s I and Me and Mine from here to Hell with all of 
them. God is  a member of Salieri’s  entourage! He and 
Denethor make the same dying  declaration: "I would... 
be Lord of th is  C ity.... But if doom den ies th is  to me, 
then I will have naught" (III, 158); "If I cannot be 
Mozart then I do not w ish to be anyth ing."9 This is  
pride, as Gandalf observes: pride, the  v illa ins’ bese t­
ting  sin  even  more than envy .

Now, ev er y b o d y  i s  la c k in g , p r o ta g o n is ts  too. 
Mozart sa y s frankly, "I’m a jackass" (S, 528), and 
goes on composing his heavenly music. Frodo fee ls  
and is  ve ry  small in  the face of his task. He glad ly  
appreciates the  help of his company, specia lly  Sam, 
and even  Gollum. Everyone lacks, somehow. Our v il­
lains fee l th is  personally, jud ge it  w rong, and make it  
the cen ter  of their un iverse . Their se lv es being  
d efective, they  w orship the defec tive , which cyclically  
warps them more and more.

continued on page 40
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continued fro m  page 10
*« In a paper read at The Tolkien Workshop in- Lon­

don, 15 May 1987
25 Patrick K. Ford Trans, and Ed. The M abinogi and  

o th e r  Welsh Tales (London: U niversity  of California 
P ress 1977)

26 Evangeline Walton The Son g  o f  R hiannon  (New 
York: Ballantine 1972)

22 M arilyn E. Hicken ( C um ula ted  F ic tio n  I n d e x  
1975-1979  (England: A ssociation  of A ss is ta n t
Librarians 1980); Marilyn E. Hicken C um ulated  
F iction In d e x  1980-1984 (England: Association of 
A ssistant Librarians 1985)

28 Mary Stewart, The C rysta l Cave (London: Hodder 
and Stoughton 1970)

28 John Gloag, A rto r iu s  R ex  (London: C assell & Co. 
1977)

30 T.H. White The Once and  F u tu re  K ing  (London: 
Collins 1958)

31 Leslie Alcock A r th u r 's  B rita in  (London: Pelican 
Books 1973)

32 Kathleen H erbert, The L a d y  o f  th e  F o u n ta in  
(Frome: Bran’s Head 1982)

33 It cannot be coincidence that F innbogi is  also  
mentioned in Graenlendinga Saga as one of the 
earlier se ttlers  of Greenland. He is  un likely to be 
Snorri’s father, as he was murdered in  his f ir s t  
w inter there.

34 Jefferson P Sw ycaffer, "Historical M otivations for 
the Siege of Minas Tirith" in M ythlore  Number 35, 
page 47; Jessica Yates in M ythlore  Number 39, 
page 41

continued from  page 25
Companions, who look outside them selves, are made 

better. Childish Pippin and rustic  Sam become heroes. 
Vulgar Stanzi becomes a prop to her g ifted , neotenous 
husband. Jealous little  inhuman Tinker Bell shows her­
oism when she drinks Hook’s poison.

Our v illains claim to be poisoned by the Other, 
but they  aren’t. Each is  overdosed to death with him­
self.

Notes

1 Not fa r -fe tch ed :  h is to r ic a lly , th a t Mass was
commissioned by someone who wanted to stea l the  
credit, though it w asn’t Salieri.

2 J.M. Barrie, P eter  and  W endy  (New York, Scrib­
ner’s , 1926), p. 72. Further quotations from th is  
book will be identified in  the text with PW and 
the page number.

3 J.R.R. Tolkien, The H obbit (New York, Ballantine,
1965), p. 93. All Tolkien quotations will be from 
the  Ballantine p ap erb ack s , id en tifie d  by  p age  
number and H ( The H obbit), II (The Two Tow ers), 
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