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      Few writers in any genre have managed to attract so much attention, arouse so much interest and enthusiasm, stimulate so much
         controversy and adulation, as J. R. R. Tolkien. Yet oddly enough (outside of the large amateur Tolkien clubs) no one has thoroughly
         explored the origins of Tolkien’s work, The Lord of the Rings, nor attempted to relate this modern masterpiece to the long history of magnificent epics of which it is both a part and
         a glorious example.
      

      
      First published in 1969, A Look Behind the Lord of the Rings remains a knowledgable and enormously readable analysis of the history of epic, from the ancient Sumerian hero-sagas to the
         Greek myths to the Norse mythology and on down through Beowulf and the Niebelungenleid to the Siegfried and Brunhilde story: with, of course, particular reference to how The Lord of the Rings fits into this titanic tradition and where its root and sources lie. Lin Carter’s book is fascinating reading for the millions
         of Ring-lovers, (for those who come to this book as Tolkien novices, there is a detailed synopsis of the trilogy) a most appropriately
         happy introduction to a world of wonder.
      

      
      Lin Carter (1930–88) was ideally placed to write an appreciation of Tolkien. As a prolific and highly regarded fantasy writer
         in his own right, he possessed a deep understanding of the genre, something he put to use as a consultant for Ballantine in
         the 1960s, assembling their adult fantasy list. As well as dozens of works of heroic fantasy fiction of his own, Carter wrote
         a number of books detailing the adventures of Robert Howard’s Conan. His other works of criticism include Lovecraft: a Look Behind the Cthulhu Mythos (1972) and (with David Wenzel) Middle Earth: the World of Tolkien (1977).
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      This book is for all those 
who have found, or will find, 
pleasure in The Lord of the Rings. 
and in particular, it is for 
JOHN CLOSSON, 
who has been waiting a very 
long time to read it.
      

   
      
      TOLKIEN

      
      A Look Behind The Lord of the Rings

      
      Orcs, and talking trees, and leagues of grass, and galloping 
riders, and glittering caves, and white towers and golden 
halls,
         and battles, and tall ships sailing.
      

      
      J. R. R. TOLKIEN: The Return of the King

   
      
      Author’s Note

      
      I am indebted to many persons for help, cooperation, and encouragement: their assistance has made this a better book than
         it might otherwise have been. I would like to express my gratitude to Mr Ian Ballantine for his patience and interest in this
         project; to Mr W. H. Auden for his advice, suggestions, and information; to my good friend and sometime collaborator, Mr L.
         Sprague de Camp, for sharing with me his impressions of Professor Tolkien as he lives and works today, the results of a visit
         Mr de Camp made to the Tolkien home in 1967; to Mr Edmund R. Meskys, coeditor of Niekas and current Thain of the Tolkien Society of America, for his enthusiasm and encouragement in this project from its inception
         and for his generosity in providing me with a complete set of the Society’s official organ, The Tolkien Journal; and to Mr Rayner Unwin of George Allen and Unwin, Professor Tolkien’s British publishers, for providing certain needed information.
         I am also grateful to many members of the Tolkien Society who have given help along the way and who, unfortunately, are too
         numerous to list.
      

      
      I should also like to make it clear at this time that my book is by no means to be considered either an ‘official’ or an ‘approved’
         study of The Lord of the Rings. Save for those places, clearly indicated in the text, where I am directly quoting the ideas or opinions of others, I am
         solely and completely responsible for the content of this book – including, of course, whatever errors of fact, emphasis,
         or interpretation it may contain. It is not to be assumed that anything in this book reflects the opinions of my publisher,
         Ballantine Books, or, for that matter, of Professor Tolkien himself.
      

      
      LIN CARTER 
Hollis, Long Island, New York 1969
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      An Introduction

      
      Only three of four books in a lifetime give us anything that is of real importance.
      

      
      MARCEL PROUST, Remembrance of Things Past

      
      It seems that nearly everyone is reading a very long and very peculiar book called The Lord of the Rings. The recent movie versions (2001–3) have brought a large new audience to swell the already enormous following for Tolkien’s
         work.
      

      
      Science fiction fans were the first to discover it. They read and discussed it avidly in their small-circulation privately
         published amateur magazines called fanzines. No one even noticed or, if they did, probably did not think twice about it. As
         is well known, science fiction fans read that crazy rocketship stuff; if they can swallow that, they can take anything.
      

      
      But before long, in the 1960s The Lord of the Rings was being talked about and argued over in Greenwich Village espresso houses, then in high-school yards and on college campuses.
         It was even explored and sometimes praised by literary folk like Anthony Boucher and W. H. Auden, Richard Hughes and C. S.
         Lewis. And, finally, it somehow got into the hands of the ‘general reader,’ who usually subsists on fat novels from The New York Times’ best-seller list.
      

      
      The psychedelic-poster-and-button set (who came along after the book did) adopted The Lord of the Rings with little goat-cries of bliss. And today it is even mentioned at glossy East-side cocktail parties. In fact, everyone seems to have just completed it, has just begun it, or is just about to read it over for the second time.
      

      
      Although LOTR (as its admirers acronymically refer to the trilogy, pronounced to rhyme with ‘boater’) has been in print in this country
         for half a century, interest in this odd and lengthy novel seems to grow steadily, rather than diminishing to eventually fade
         into that genteel literary limbo that claims 99 out of every 100 new fictions. Hardly a month passes without the flaws or
         merits of Professor Tolkien’s three-decker novel being praised or condemned by an article in Saturday Review or Seventeen, The New Yorker or Saturday Evening Post, Esquire or Holiday, The Nation or Triumph.
      

      
      Entrepreneurs, ever eager to clamber aboard the bandwagon of every new fad that goes whooping and jingling by, seized upon
         LOTR with loud hosannas. An astonishing variety of Tolkieniana is now on sale, from four-color travel posters with the headline
         ‘Come to Middle-earth!’ to gorgeously decorated 25-inch-by-38-inch wallmaps of Tolkien’s imaginary world that make the more
         mundane productions of Rand McNally look pallid by comparison. All around the world you can purchase lapel buttons that claim
         ‘Frodo Lives!’ or applaud ‘Go Go Gandalf ’ – appropriately rendered, of course, into Tolkien’s invented language and runic
         alphabet, Elvish.
      

      
      All across the country local clubs of Tolkien-infatuated readers, loosely confederated under the banners of The Tolkien Society
         of America, are springing up like mushrooms after the rainy season. Far-scattered Tolkienists have for some years past been
         keeping in touch with each other via the U.S. mails, issuing a number of amateur magazines whose Tolkienish titles, such as
         Entmoot and I Palantir and Green Dragon and The Tolkien Journal, make no mystery of their principal topic of discussion.
      

      
      While Tolkien’s readers are unanimously in favor of his style of fiction, literary critics and reviewers on both sides of the Atlantic register a wide range of differing viewpoints.
         America’s distinguished Edmund Wilson in The Nation for 14 April 1956, articulated the case for His Majesty’s Loyal Opposition; sourly comparing Tolkien’s prose to that of Howard
         Pyle, he scorned the verse with hearty contempt and summed up his case with the observation: ‘It is essentially a children’s
         book – a children’s book which has somehow got out of hand’; and I do not think he was entirely aiming this remark at the
         fact that the trilogy adds up to a hefty 1,300-odd pages of small type. Michael Moorcock, himself a prolific writer of fantasy
         fiction; was even more dismissive, calling the book ‘Winnie the Pooh for grown-ups’.
      

      
      At the other end of the critical spectrum are the New Statesman & Nation, holding the opinion that ‘It is a story magnificently told, with every kind of colour, and movement, and greatness,’ and
         the New York Herald Tribune, calling the work ‘An extraordinary, a distinguished piece of work’; Richard Hughes, discussing LOTR as a heroic romance conceived and written on a scale that has not been attempted for centuries, considers it impossible to
         praise by mere comparisons and ends helplessly: ‘What can I say then? For width of imagination it almost beggars parallel, and it is nearly as remarkable for its vividness and for the narrative skill which
         carries the reader on, enthralled, for page after page.’
      

      
      It is this amazing range of differing critical opinions, and the vigor and enthusiasm with which they are pressed, that make
         the book so controversial. Indeed, I suppose it could be said with considerable truth that here is one book on which it is almost impossible to remain neutral. You either read it with rapt, absorbed fascination – or you can
         hardly endure to read it at all and generally get bogged down in the first thirty pages.
      

      
      The odd thing about these reviews is that there is a germ of truth in even the most negative of them. Wilson’s remark about
         the trilogy’s being ‘a children’s book’ is not unperceptive – nor is it unfair, although I dare say he meant the term in a
         derogatory sense. In the course of a full-page article on the third volume of the trilogy (in The New York Times Book Review for 22 January 1956), Pulitzer Prizewinning poet W. H. Auden praised the Professor for his handling of epic materials and
         went on to state that he ‘succeeded more completely than any previous writer in this genre in using the traditional properties
         of the Quest, the heroic journey, the Numinous Object,’ and so on, while at the same time ‘satisfying our sense of historical
         and social reality.’ He concludes with the opinion that, in one way at least, Tolkien ‘has succeeded where Milton failed.’
      

      
      The late Oxford professor, distinguished lay theologian C. S. Lewis (himself the author of several brilliant, thoughtful fantasy
         novels and a close personal friend of Tolkien, who heard much of The Lord of the Rings read aloud in manuscript), praised the trilogy and pointed out that ‘If Ariosto rivalled it in invention (in fact, he does
         not) he would still lack its heroic seriousness.’ Naomi Mitchinson also commented on this element, remarking that the work
         is to be taken quite as seriously as Malory; and Richard Hughes expressed the opinion that nothing had been attempted on such
         a scale since Spenser’s Faerie Queene.
      

      
      For a work of modern fiction seriously compared to Ariosto, Malory, and Spenser, The Lord of the Rings has proved an astonishingly popular commercial success. Sales of the hardcover edition moved slowly but steadily in this
         country for about nine years. It was not until the trilogy began appearing in paperback editions – the first from Ace Books
         in June 1965 and four months later Tolkien’s own revision from Ballantine – that Tolkien began to make publishing history. For a 1,300-page trilogy to sell a quarter of a million copies in ten months is certainly extraordinary.
      

      
      Exactly what is this enormously long and very unusual book? Here, as in critical estimates, opinions differ vastly. Is it,
         as Edmund Wilson suggests, just a super-king-sized children’s book? A sort of fairytale for grown-ups, like the exquisite
         short stories Lord Dunsany used to write in his Book of Wonder and its sequels? But who ever heard of a 1,300-page fairy tale? Or is it a ponderous and old-fashioned allegory, like those
         of Dean Swift and Spenser – an allegory on the struggle of light against darkness, good against evil, or even on the ideological
         conflict between East and West?
      

      
      If it is just a fantasy novel, an entertaining work of fiction, why did its author provide so extensive a critical apparatus,
         in the form of 134 pages of appendices, including maps, lists of kings, and genealogical charts, calendars, alphabets, and
         linguistic notes, and a historical outline of his imaginary Second and Third Ages of Middle Earth, covering 6,462 years?
      

      
      Is it a genuine work of literature, a product of a certain form of imaginative genius, such as we have seldom seen since Sir
         Thomas Malory composed his Morte d’Arthur? Or is it just a tedious and cumbersome literary oddity, an eccentric Don’s hobby?
      

      
      This book hopes to answer these questions.

   
      
      1

      
      The Lives and Times of Professor Tolkien

      
      I have wandered in many lands, seeking the lost regions from which my birth into this world exiled me, and the company of
         creatures such as I myself.
      

      
      BERNARD SHAW

      
      L’homme n’est rien, l’oeuvre tout. [The man is nothing, the work is all]

      GUSTAVE FLAUBERT

      
      The author of The Lord of the Rings was J. R. R. Tolkien. The initials stand for John Ronald Reuel – the last being a family name. As for Tolkien, it is a German
         name (the Professor was of German descent, which may partly explain his lifelong interest in what W. H. Auden calls ‘the Northern
         thing’; but of this, more later), and it is pronounced, variously, ‘Tul-KEEN’ or ‘TOL-kin.’
      

      
      Although both of his parents came from Birmingham, in northwestern Warwickshire, England, Tolkien himself was born, on 3 January
         1892, in Bloemfontein, a city in the central portion of the Union of South Africa. He was extremely young when his father,
         Arthur Reuel Tolkien, died. His mother brought the children (Tolkien had a brother) back to her native city, and Tolkien was
         raised in Birmingham. He attended the King Edward VI School in that city, one of England’s largest provincial municipalities,
         with a population of well over one million.
      

      
      Birmingham is a world center of manufacturing and industry, with steel production plants and factories belching sooty smoke
         over grimy streets lined with bleak rows of brick houses. I have sometimes wondered if the grim, dark city of his boyhood years did not in some part contribute to Tolkien’s vision of Mordor, the evil land of darkness and terror
         in The Lord of the Rings, with harsh, cindery deserts and barren, sterile plains. But what is more certain is that the green fields and hills of the
         countryside which surrounded Birmingham in the late 1890s and early 1900s provided a framework for his vision of the Shire,
         that placid and pleasant land where the Hobbits of his imagination dwell. We have Tolkien’s own word for such a connection.
         In an interview conducted on 2 March 1966, by transatlantic telephone between Henry Resnik (a writer preparing an article
         on Tolkien for the Saturday Evening Post) and the Professor, Tolkien was asked how he got ‘the Northern thing.’ He replied:
      

      
      
         Well, my parents both came from Birmingham in England. I happened to be born there [Bloemfontein] by accident. But it had
            this effect; my earliest memories are of Africa, but it was alien to me, and when I came home, therefore, I had for the countryside
            of England both the native feeling and the personal wonder of somebody who comes to it. I came to the English countryside
            when I was about 3[image: Image] or 4 – it seemed to me wonderful. If you really want to know what Middle-earth is based on, it’s my wonder
            and delight in the earth as it is, particularly the natural earth.*

      

      
      In the article which Mr Resnik made from this interview (‘The Hobbit-Forming World of J. R. R. Tolkien,’ in the Saturday Evening Post for 2 July 1966), he summarized much of the above quotation and concludes the passage by noting: ‘He readily admits that
         the Shire of his trilogy has its roots in the English countryside’ and that Tolkien shaped rural England, ‘one of the major
         interests of his life,’ to his own literary purposes.
      

      
      Birmingham had been the home of Watt and Darwin. Hence it was not only one of the birthplaces of the Industrial Revolution,
         but also a center of scientific inquiry. The famous physicist Sir Oliver Lodge taught there. Sir William Herschel, the distinguished
         atronomer who discovered the planet Uranus, made Birmingham his home for some years as well.
      

      
      But science and industry aside, Birmingham is not without a place in the history of the fine arts, for it was also the home
         of the noted Pre-Raphaelite artist, Sir Edward Burne-Jones, who created a magnificent stained-glass window for its cathedral
         church.
      

      
      In 1904, when Tolkien was a boy of twelve, his mother died. From that point on he and his brother were raised by a Roman Catholic
         priest. Tolkien went from King Edward’s school to Exeter College, Oxford, but before he could take his degree, the First World
         War interrupted. At the age of twenty-three Tolkien entered the Lancashire Fusiliers.
      

      
      The following year, 1916, he married Miss Edith Bratt, who was later to become the mother of his three sons and one daughter.

      
      Tolkien served with the Lancashire Fusiliers from 1915 until 1918. With the collapse of Germany and the signing of the Armistice,
         he returned home and went back to his college. He received his M.A. (Oxon) in 1919.*

      
      As a young man Tolkien became fascinated by languages to such an unusual degree that he diverted himself with the invention
         of new ones. After taking his degree, Tolkien worked for about two years as an assistant on the famous Oxford English Dictionary before beginning his career as a teacher. In 1920 he was a Reader in the English Language at the University of Leeds. His
         first major work of scholarship was published two years later: A Middle-English Vocabulary (1922). During the years 1924 and 1925 he was a Professor of the English Language at Leeds. During this time he published,
         with E. V. Gordon, his critical text of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the famous fourteenth-century poem by an unknown contemporary of Chaucer which Tolkien also translated into modern English
         verse (1975).
      

      
      In 1925 he left Leeds and came to Pembroke College at Oxford. For the next twenty years he remained there as Rawlinson and
         Bosforth Professor of Anglo-Saxon. By this time he found himself busily working out the sort of lands and countries in which
         his imaginary languages might be spoken, and before long he began making up stories about them. In 1926 Tolkien became a Fellow
         of Pembroke College. Many years later, he was to become an Emerson Fellow of Merton College and also an Honorary Fellow of
         Exeter College which, of course, was his alma mater.
      

      
      His years at Pembroke were fruitful. While teaching Anglo-Saxon, he published ‘Chaucer as a Philologist’ (1934) and, two years
         later, ‘Beowulf: the Monster and the Critics,’ two influential papers. By this time he had become a highly regarded English
         philologist. Philology which, according to the dictionary, is the study of written records, the establishment of their authenticity
         and of their original form, and the determination of their meaning, is a branch of linguistics, of course; considering the
         fascination languages hold for Tolkien, it is a natural field for his endeavours.
      

      
      Following his study of Beowulf came something quite different. In 1937, when Tolkien was forty-five years old, he published a little book for children called
         The Hobbit, or, There and Back Again. And thereby hangs a tale.
      

      
      For some years – as early as 1935, perhaps – he had found himself amusing his children by telling them tales of the imaginary world he had invented. This made-up world of Middle-earth,
         as he called it (borrowing the term from Norse mythology), and its languages and landscapes, its heroes and their histories,
         had come to occupy his attention more and more. It was at the urging of some of his colleagues at Oxford that he first began
         writing a children’s book based on the stuff of these tales.
      

      
      In doing this, Tolkien was of course following in the hallowed footsteps of another Oxford Don, a lecturer in mathematics
         at Christ Church, Oxford, who died when Tolkien was six years old. This Don – a gawky, shy, stuttering fellow, with the cumbersome
         name of Dodgson – earned his place in the history of letters when he extemporized a story to entertain three children of a
         friend during a hot afternoon as they poled up the river to Godstow. The precise date was 4 July 1862 – surely the second
         most momentous Fourth of July in human history, for the impromptu fairystory, later written down and expanded and presented
         to one of the children, became known to millions of children the world over as Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.
      

      
      The immortal Alice is far from being the only famous children’s classic that took its shape while being told aloud to children. Over the Christmas
         season in 1901, when Tolkien was nine years old, a certain Scots playwright named Barrie took his neighbors, the Davies boys,
         to see a mediocre play for children. While seated in the theater, it occurred to him that he could make as good a play as
         this out of the fairystories he had been making up to amuse his young friends – and Peter Pan was conceived.
      

      
      Similarly, on a May evening in 1904, when Tolkien was twelve, a frightfully respectable Secretary of the Bank of England,
         who had for some time been making up bedtime stories for the entertainment of his little son Alastair (called ‘Mouse’), found he had suddenly introduced a certain intrepid Toad into these tales. Later, when Mouse was away from home
         on vacation, the tales had to be continued in the form of long illustrated letters; and the first words of what would someday
         be known as The Wind in the Willows were set down on paper.
      

      
      And somewhat earlier, across the ocean in Chicago, a gentleman from Syracuse, New York, forty-four years old and with four
         small sons to support, delighted the children by telling them tales of magical adventures he made up. As a businessman, Mr
         Baum was not very successful. He had tried his hand at an amazing variety of enterprises, from writing Irish musical comedies
         to running a variety store and publishing a newspaper. He had also, rather surprisingly, written some nine books, including
         one on the fine art of decorating shop windows and another (his first), a brief treatise of only seventy-one pages, upon the
         mating, rearing, and management of chickens.
      

      
      His tenth book was to be something quite different: The Wonderful Wizard of Oz.
      

      
      The book which eventually took shape as The Hobbit was published when Tolkien was forty-five. C. S. Lewis, also teaching at Oxford in those days, persuaded Tolkien to submit
         the manuscript to a publisher. The London house of George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., accepted the book. It was not unsuccessful.
      

      
      The New Statesman & Nation observed: ‘His wholly original story of adventure among goblins, elves and dragons … gives … the impression of a well-informed
         glimpse into the life of a wide other-world; a world wholly real, and with a quite matter-of-fact, supernatural natural-history
         of its own’; the article further remarked that it was a triumph of the book that the new genus Hobbit rings as true as do
         the time-honored genera of goblin, troll, or elf.
      

      
      The Times of London called it ‘A fascinating excursion into the early English scene’ and commended the work as ‘a solidly delightful
         book.’ The Observer waxed a bit more enthusiastic: ‘Professor Tolkien’s finely written saga of dwarves and elves, fearsome goblins and trolls,
         in a spacious country of far-off and long ago … a full-length tale of traditional magic beings … an exciting epic of travel,
         magical adventure … working up to a devastating climax.’
      

      
      The success of The Hobbit in its native England has been more than equaled on this side of the ocean. The Houghton Mifflin Company of Boston brought
         out the American edition, which promptly won the Herald Tribune prize as the best children’s book of the year. Since then it has continued in print, through thirty years and many many printings,
         to become one of the best-loved of recent children’s classics, easily on a level with Mary Poppins and Doctor Dolittle and The Borrowers.
      

      
      Unlike that greatest and most popular of all American fairytales, The Wizard of Oz, which was, for the first half-century or so of its history, peristently and universally ignored and unmentioned by the critics,
         historians, and reviewers of children’s books and slighted by librarians and teachers (nobody loved Oz but the several million
         children who have taken it to their hearts), Tolkien’s Hobbit is regularly listed on the ‘approved reading’ roster as one of the most notable and highly recommended of perennial children’s
         classics. And it has been an incredible publishing success: it has sold well over forty million copies, and before the successful
         film versions of Lord of the Rings (2001–03) regularly outsold the adult title.
      

      
      After The Hobbit, Tolkien produced in 1938 a critical essay, ‘On Fairy-Stories,’ first delivered as an Andrew Lang Lecture at the University
         of St Andrews (it was reprinted in 1965 as part of Tree and Leaf ). Other scholarly papers followed, and in 1945 Tolkien left Pembroke to take a post at Oxford as Merton Professor of the English Language and Literature.
         In that position he remained until he retired in 1959. Between 1937, when The Hobbit was published, and 1954 the only two pieces of fiction the Professor published were a slight tale called ‘Leaf by Niggle’
         (which appeared in the Dublin Review during 1947) and a slim but completely delicious novelette-length fairystory called ‘Farmer Giles of Ham,’ which came out
         in Great Britain in 1949 and had its American edition from Houghton Mifflin in the following year.
      

      
      But the writing of The Hobbit had not exhausted the Professor’s interest in Middle-earth – far from it. ‘Soon after The Hobbit was written and before its publication in 1937’(I am quoting from Professor Tolkien’s Foreword to the Ballantine Books edition
         of LOTR) he was at work on another tale of his imaginary world – a more serious and adult story this time, and painted upon a more
         vast and mighty canvas – a new book whose composition was to largely occupy him for the next full thirteen years of his life.
      

      
      He was writing The Lord of the Rings.
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