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Tolkien once described how the discovery of the One Ring in an Orc cavern by Bilbo Baggins was as much a surprise to him as it was to his Hobbit hero, knowing, at the time, as little of its history as Bilbo Baggins did. Tolkien has previously explained how it grew from a simple vehicle of plot in The Hobbit into the central image of his epic tale The Lord of the Rings.

So just how did this incredibly important ring emerge so casually from the caverns of Tolkien’s mind, with little to no indication of how significant a symbol it would become in, arguably, one of the greatest fantasy stories ever told? To more fully understand this, it is important to first consider the tradition of a type of storytelling referred to as “ring quest tales”. The term is a self-explanatory one and refers to a tale or story with the symbol of the ring at its centre. Such tales are an ancient form of storytelling that are thought to date back to a time before the pyramids of Egypt were built or the walls of Babylon were raised. While the glorious civilization of Greece and the mighty empire of Rome rose and fell, the tradition of ring quest tales lived on, surviving the fall of the pagan gods, the rise of Buddha, Muhammad and Christ.

We can garner a rough idea of the early forms the ring quest took from observations made of the nomadic tribes of Lapland and Siberia in the 20th century, among whom symbolic rituals of the quest long remained intact. Anthropologists living among the shamanic Laplanders during the last century have frequently recorded the ritual enactment of the ring quest. In this ceremony the shaman or wizard of the tribe places a brass ring on the head of a sacred drum. The designs and markings on the skin of the drum are essentially a cosmic map of the human and spirit worlds. The shaman begins to chant and gently tap the rim of the drumhead with his drum hammer, making the ring move and dance. The ring’s progress can be likened to the journey of the human soul, and as it moves around the cosmic map, the shaman sings the tale of the soul’s perilous journey through the human and spirit worlds.

Though the bookish Oxford don who was J. R. R. Tolkien and the nomadic tribal shaman may seem worlds apart, they are intrinsically linked by the single tradition of ring quest tales that span more than five thousand years. In producing a final typescript for his publisher, Tolkien tapping on his typewriter keys set the wandering soul of his Hobbit hero on a journey that moved and danced to a pulse akin to that tapped out by the shaman on his drum. And the journey of Tolkien’s One Ring across the map of Middle-earth is not so unlike the journey of the shaman’s ring across the drum map of his human and spirit worlds.

It is also important to consider the significance of myth when tracing the inspiration behind Tolkien’s One Ring. The richness of this heritage is evident in his tales and his vast mythological structures. Tolkien was deeply committed to the study of the ancient wisdom of the human soul as preserved in myth and legend. In The Lord of the Rings, he awoke something deep in human consciousness through the universal language of mythic images drawn from the early history of humankind. His extraordinary tale confirms his place as one of the greatest heirs to an ancient storytelling tradition rooted in a shared symbolic language of myth.

This was one of the most profound aspects of Tolkien’s genius as an author. He combined a natural storyteller’s ability and inventiveness with a scholar’s capacity to draw from the deep well of myth, legend, literature and history. He breathed life into ancient traditions that, but for him, would have remained forever unknown to the large majority of modern readers.

However, it should never be mistaken that Tolkien’s creative process was a mere cobbling together of ancient lore. Richer and more profound though Tolkien’s writing is for the ancient tradition it draws upon, Tolkien’s art is by no means mere imitation. The Lord of the Rings is a highly realized and originally conceived novel that has renewed, invigorated and finally reinvented the ring quest for the 20th and 21st centuries.

The Ring Legends of Tolkien is not an attempt to examine The Lord of the Rings page by page, image by image. Rather, it will open a broader investigation into the rich body of literature, myth and history that inspired Tolkien in the creation of his epic fantasy world. It will look at other rings and ring quests, and will discover where many elements of his epic tale were inspired and brought into existence. Just as Tolkien’s Wizard Gandalf set out to discover the history of the Hobbit’s ring, so too will this book search out the history and journey of Tolkien’s epic One Ring.

[image: Illustration]

[image: Illustration]
Gollum’s “precious” ring is discovered by the Hobbit, Bilbo Baggins
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