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N o tes  a n d  L e tter s

A  C o m m e n t  o n  " 1 9 0 4 :   T o lk ie n ,  T r a u m a , a n d  i t s  A n n iv e r s a r ie s "

I  w i s h  t o  c o m m e n t  o n  N a n c y  B u n t i n g 's  P r o v o c a t i v e  " 1 9 0 4 :   T lkien, 
T raum a, an d  its A nn iversaries"  in  M ythlore  #127 (34.1, Fall/W inter 2015). 

T here  is m u ch  in  h e r  article th a t I ag ree  w ith  an d  th a t I believe advances 
T olkien  stud ies. H ow ever, desp ite  B u n tin g 's  com m endab le  care in  p o in tin g  
o u t th a t h e r  conclusions are  u n certa in , I th in k  th a t she reaches for m ore  
conviction  ab o u t p ro p o sed  even ts in  T o lk ien 's life th a n  can be  su p p o r te d  w ith  
cu rren t docum en ta tion . In  h e r  E ditorial, C roft com m ents th a t B u n tin g 's  article 
is "[a ]p p ly in g  o u r cu rren t u n d e rs ta n d in g  of ch ildhood  trau m a  a n d  its la ter 
effects, [and] defin itions of abuse" (3). In  fact, though , som e aspects of trau m a  
th eo ry  u se d  b y  B un ting  rem ain  controversial.

To beg in  w ith  w h a t I find  m ost useful: I am  in  com plete  ag reem en t 
w ith  B un ting 's  em p h asis  on  ch ildhood  trau m a. A lth o u g h  it is com m on 
kn o w led g e  am o n g  T olk ien ists th a t h is  ch ildhood  w as difficult, w ith  th e  loss of 
b o th  p aren ts , I th in k  th e  trau m atic  effect of h is  w a r experiences h as  te n d e d  to 
be  w e ig h ted  m ore  s trong ly  in  th e  lite ra tu re  (for exam ple  Croft, Baptism; G arth). 
D ifferen t peop le  react d ifferen tly  to  th e  sam e p o ten tia lly  trau m atic  events, 
d e p e n d in g  on  the ir tem peram en ts , perso n a lity  struc tu re , a n d  p a s t trau m a  
h is to ry ; T o lk ien 's  d ifficu lt ch ildhood  is im p o rta n t no t on ly  in  itself b u t because 
it u n d o u b te d ly  co n trib u ted  to th e  trau m atic  effects h e  felt from  th e  w ar, so 
B u n tin g 's  focus estab lishes a m ore  accura te  balance be tw een  ch ildhood  and  
w a r experiences in  o u r u n d e rs tan d in g .

B un ting  p ro v id es in fo rm ative  analyses of the  m ean in g s an d  feelings 
th a t m a y  lie b eh in d  a n u m b er of T o lk ien 's  a rtw o rk s  an d  w ritings. For exam ple, 
h e r  analysis of h is  Eeriness w aterco lo r is a tour de force. By carefu lly  s tu d y in g  
th e  m an ifest p a in tin g  a n d  lin k in g  it to  likely  associations, B un ting  
conv incing ly  a rgues th a t Eeriness " is a rep resen ta tio n  of M abel T olkien  [and] 
som ehow  d ea th  a n d  evil, as w ell as salvation  a n d  redem ption , a re  associated  
w ith  h e r"  (66).
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T he p ro b lem  com es in  w h en  B un ting  m oves from  exp lica ting  
T o lk ien 's  feelings, h is  experience, to reco n stru c tin g  ac tua l ch ildhood  even ts 
th a t m ay  h ave  fo rm ed  these  experiences. T here  is n o  clear consensus in  the 
field  over w h e th e r it is possib le  to  m ake  such  reconstruc tions accurately , an d  I 
h av e  p rev io u sly  described  th e  cyclical n a tu re  of o u r society 's beliefs in  th is 
reg a rd  (R osegrant). D u rin g  th e  "M em ory  W ars" of the  1980s an d  1990s there  
w as trem en d o u s  con troversy  in  bo th  th e  scholarly  lite ra tu re  a n d  th e  p o p u la r 
p ress  reg a rd in g  th e  verid ica lity  of recovered  m em ories  of trau m a , in c lud ing  
b iza rre  m em ories of Satanic ch ildhood  abuse  (Loftus). W h en  inves tiga ted  
closely m a n y  of these  recovered  m em ories p ro v ed  to  be false, an d  researchers 
such  as L oftus h ave  d em o n s tra ted  th e  m alleab ility  an d  un re liab ility  of 
m em ory , such  th a t sign ifican t p o rtio n s of w h a t peo p le  code as m em o ry  is 
ac tua lly  fan tasy  (see for exam ple  L aney  & Loftus, L oftus & D avis).

B un ting  does n o t d iscuss recovered  m em ories per se, b u t th e  larger 
question  ra ised  b y  th e  M em ory  W ars is the ex ten t to  w h ich  w e can in fer actual 
specific ch ildhood  even ts from  ad u lt m em ories, fantasies, an d  behav io rs, 
w h ich  in  T o lk ien 's  case inc lude  h is  a rtw o rk  an d  w ritings. M y  ow n  belief, 
b a sed  on  clinical experience an d  su p p o r te d  by  L o ftu s 's  research , is th a t one 
m u s t be  cau tious in  reaso n in g  from  a d u lt m em ory /fan tasy /b eh av io r to 
ch ildhood  fact.

T here  are several exam ples w h e re  I th ink  B un ting  takes th is step  
unconv incing ly , b u t for reasons of space I w ill focus on ly  on  h e r  cen tral 
a rg u m en t th a t M abel w as abusive  to  h e r  sons an d  th a t T o lk ien 's  re su ltin g  
am bivalence ab o u t h e r  (as seen for exam ple in  h is  feelings b e h in d  th e  Eeriness 
pa in ting ) con tribu ted  to  h is  com plex trau m atic  reaction  to  h is  m o th e r 's  death . 
B un ting  d raw s toge ther various p ieces of c ircum stan tia l evidence, inc lu d in g  
am o n g  o thers  th a t " th rash in g s"  of ch ild ren  w ere  com m on a t th a t h is to rica l 
period , th a t governesses w ere  especially  stric t a n d  M abel w as a governess, th a t 
T o lk ien 's  id ea lized  im age of M abel d id  no t in c lude  th e  "ch a rity  and  
fo rg iveness" (71) th a t h e  lea rn ed  from  F a th er F rancis, an d  th a t T olkien  show ed  
ten -year a n d  tw en ty -year ann iv e rsa ry  reactions to  th e  year of M abel's  death .

E ach of these  p ieces of ev idence cou ld  be o therw ise  exp la ined , b u t 
since a key  p a r t of B u n tin g 's  a rg u m en t th a t T olkien  w as trau m a tized  in  th is 
p a rticu la r w ay  in  1904 is b a sed  on  th e  an n iv e rsa ry  reactions th a t she 
hypo thes izes, le t m e  focus on  these. B un ting  is certa in ly  correct th a t trau m a  
victim s can find  the  ann iversaries of trau m atic  experiences pa rticu la rly  
difficult, a lth o u g h  in  m y  clinical experience th ere  is n o th in g  special ab o u t ten  
or tw en ty  years; an y  year an n iv e rsa ry  m a y  be challenging. (Frodo h a d  one- 
an d  tw o-year ann iv e rsa ry  reactions to  h is w o u n d in g  on  W eathertop  a n d  the 
d es truc tion  of th e  R ing.) B ut desp ite  B un ting 's  in te restin g  analyses of T o lk ien 's 
th o u g h ts  a n d  a rt d u rin g  these  an n iv e rsa ry  years, I am  no t p e rsu a d e d  th a t he
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w as h a v in g  an n iv ersary  reactions. Such reactions are  m o s t easily  recogn ized  
w h en  th ey  occur on  or very  n ea r th e  da te  of th e  trau m atic  event, b u t B unting  
p ro p o ses trau m atic  reactions th ro u g h o u t the  ten th  an d  tw en tie th  years after 
M abel's  death , ra th e r th a n  in  N ovem ber w h en  she ac tua lly  d ied . (B unting 
d o cu m en ts  th a t o th er tim es in  1904 w ere  stressfu l because  b o th  T olkien  an d  h is 
b ro th e r w ere  seriously  ill, b u t she also d o cum en ts  th a t th e  su m m er w as idyllic. 
A n n iv e rsa ry  reactions are less likely  to  even ts th a t a re  n o t c learly  de linea ted  
an d  inc lude  idyllic periods.) F u rth erm o re , T o lk ien 's  b io g rap h y  ind ica tes th a t 
h e  w as equa lly  p ro n e  to p a in  a t m an y  o th er tim es. B un ting  even  g ives an  
exam ple  in  a footnote, T o lk ien 's  n e a r "b reak d o w n "  in  1938, th irty -fo u r years 
after M abel's  death .

If B un ting 's  conclusions ab o u t ch ildhood  abuse  are  incorrect, w hence 
cam e T o lk ien 's  pa in?  I do  n o t w an t to  specu la te  m u ch  u n til w e h av e  m ore  
evidence, b u t w e sh o u ld  keep  in  m in d  th e  cen trality  of loss a n d  dea th  in  h is 
w rit in g s—som ehow , T olkien  g rew  to be in tense ly  a n d  p o ig n an tly  sensitive to 
loss an d  death . C erta in ly  h is o rp h an in g  a n d  W o rld  W ar I con trib u ted  to  this. If 
these  are n o t en o u g h  to  exp la in  it, w e m a y  n o t n eed  to look a t acu te  trau m as 
for th e  exp lana tion . O u r society likes th e  idea  th a t d ras tic  d iscre te  ep isodes 
exp la in  th e  p a in  of life—w itn ess  m ov ies like Ordinary People a n d  The Fisher 
K ing— and  som etim es in d eed  th is is the  case. I h ave  h a d  pa tien ts  w h o  w ish ed  
th ey  cou ld  iden tify  such  a trau m a  in  the ir lives to  g ive clarity, an d  som etim es it 
is there . B ut often  th e  p a in  in  life g ro w s o u t of stra in  trau m as like sm all b u t 
reg u la r p a ren ta l m isa ttu n em en ts , an d  often  these  h a p p e n  in  p reverba l years 
th a t are very  d ifficu lt to  access consciously.

I am  g ra te fu l to B un ting  for s tim u la tin g  these  th o u g h ts . W hen  the 
T olkien  arch ives are  opened , w e m ay  find  th a t h e r  specu la tions are  com pletely  
correct. W e m a y  find  in s tead  th a t T o lk ien 's  p a in  is la rgely  exp la inab le  b y  h is 
o rp h an in g  an d /o r the  w ar an d /o r s tra in  trau m as n o t y e t iden tified . A n d  w e 
m a y  find  som eth ing  else en tire ly . U n til then , I reco m m en d  cau tious h u m ility  
in  o u r conclusions. I also reco m m en d  th a t w e keep  in  m in d  th a t w h a t w as 
m o s t u n u su a l ab o u t T olkien  w as n o t th e  p a in  h e  experienced , b u t th e  creative 
tran sfo rm atio n s of it th a t w en t in to  h is  art.

—John R oseg ran t
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J e a n  L o u i s e  t o  t h e  D a r k  T o w e r  C a m e

T o  b e t t e r  u n d e r s ta n d  H a r p e r  L e e 's  G o  S e t  a  W a t c h m a n  (GSAW), one 
n eed s  to  u n d e rs ta n d  R obert B row n ing 's  "C h ilde  R o land  to th e  D ark  

T ow er C am e" a n d  Joseph  C am pbell's  sp iritu a l jo u rn ey  of the  hero . P e rh ap s a 
b e tte r title  for L ee 's n ew  novel w o u ld  be J e a n  L o u i s e  t o  th e  D a r k  T o w e r  C a m e  

since B row n ing 's  p o em  is re fe renced  five tim es; how ever, th e  b iblical 
connection  to  th e  tw en ty -firs t chap te r of Isa iah  is also ap p aren t, rep resen tin g  
Jean  L ou ise 's  conscience in to  h e r  o w n  iden tity . B row ning  a n d  th e  Bible are 
c learly  in te rtw in ed  in to  GSAW  th a t "o n ly  G od  an d  R obert B row n ing  kn ew  
w h a t she [Jean Louise] w as likely  to  say" (Lee 20); how ever, u p o n  deep er 
analysis, Joseph  C am pbell lays the p a th w ay  for b o th  p ieces of lite ra tu re .

R obert B row n ing 's  p o em  exem plifies th e  h e ro 's  jo u rn ey  defined  by  
C am pbell as th e  m o n o m y th  (s e p a r a t i o n — i n i t i a t i o n — r e t u r n ). T he p o em  reveals 
th e  s e p a r a t io n  of a kn igh t, C h ilde  R oland , on  a jo u rn ey  in  search  of th e  D ark
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Tower. Although told by the "hoary cripple" (l.2) which way to go, the 
narrator feels lied to, but he carries on with the initiation of the journey. He 
must overcome trials of a disastrous landscape: "As for the grass, it grew as 
scant as hair/ In leprosy; thin dry blades prick'd the mud/ Which underneath 
look'd kneaded up with blood" (l.73-75). As Campbell tells us, "Trials and 
revelations are what it's all about" (126). To help continue with the quest, 
Roland remembers back to two friends, Cuthbert and Giles, since "one taste of 
the old time sets all to rights" (Browning l.90). Finally, in order to return and 
fulfill the hero cycle, he successfully finds himself at the end of his journey, at 
the Dark Tower, "And blew 'Childe Roland to the Dark Tower came’” (l.204).

The several allusions to Browning's poem in GSAW make the 
parallels between the two pieces obvious. Uncle Jack clearly identifies Jean 
Louise as our hero, "I can't stop you and I mustn't stop you, Childe Roland" 
(Lee 201). With her return from New York City to Monroeville, Alabama, Jean 
Louise's separation brings her back to Atticus, who is afflicted with rheumatoid 
arthritis, as our hoary cripple. Then Jean Louise feels she has been lied to and 
begins her initiation. She battles Atticus on his views on racism and humanity, 
stating, "I'll never believe a word you say to me again. I despise you and 
everything you stand for" (Lee 253) and "[Hitler] You're no better" (252). 
Throughout these trials our heroine repeats 'Childe Roland to the Dark Tower 
came' (241, 266). While continuing on her journey, she remembers two 
important people to her, Jem and Dill, her Cuthbert and Giles, to help her 
focus on who she really is. The physical absence of these important characters 
from TKAM is important to note, for Jem, now deceased, can not help guide 
Jean Louise through her trials; she must go on her journey alone. For the same 
reason, Dill is in Italy, and probably is the one that Jean Louise really wants to 
marry, not Henry, hence her struggle to commit to him. Jem and Dill's 
absences are, therefore, necessary for Jean Louise's "transformation of 
consciousness," a fundamental component of Campbell's hero journey 
(Campbell 126). Her mentor, Uncle Jack, tells Jean Louise that she now is her 
own watchman. "You had to kill yourself, or he [Atticus] had to kill you to get 
you functioning as a separate entity" (Lee 265). Campbell echoes this idea: 
"losing yourself, giving yourself to some higher end, or to another—you 
realize that this itself is the ultimate trial" (126). However, Jean Louise's return 
can not be completed without Uncle Jack explaining that instead of running, 
she should return to teach others in Maycomb to be more like her. In a final 
conversation between Uncle Jack and Jean Louise, he states, "You may not 
know it, but there's room for you down here." "You mean Atticus needs me?" 
"Not altogether. I was thinking of Maycomb" (272). Jean Louise to the Dark 
Tower came and shall return.
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C am pbell sta tes th a t " th e  tria ls  are  desig n ed  to  see to  it th a t the 
in ten d in g  h e ro  sh o u ld  be  rea lly  a hero . [...] D oes h e  h av e  th e  courage, the 
know ledge, th e  capacity , to  enab le  h im  to serve?" (126). Jean L ouise  
exem plifies th e  h e ro  as she h o ld s to  h e r  n o n -p re ju d iced  v iew p o in t w h ile  n o t 
on ly  confron ting  H e n ry  a n d  U ncle Jack on  racial eq u a lity  b u t also s tan d in g  u p  
to  A tticus, h e r  father, h e r  G od. U ncle Jack exp la ins th a t w h a t she d id  took 
courage; how ever, n o t like C hilde R o lan d 's  hero ism . "O h, n o t th e  k in d  of 
courage  th a t m ak e  a so ld ier go across n o -m an 's -lan d . T h a t's  th e  k in d  th a t he  
su m m o n s u p  because  h e  h a s  to. T his k in d  i s —w ell, it is p a r t of o n e 's  w ill to 
live, p a r t of o n e 's  in s tinc t for self-p reservation" (Lee 266). Jean L ouise 
jo u rn ey ed  from  th e  d a rk  tow er of rac ism  to becom ing  h e r  ow n  w atchm an.

—D ebra Polesiak
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could tu rn  into a publication.
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A m e r i c a n  S u r v i v o r :   W i l l i a m  F a u l k n e r ' s  A  f a b l e

W h ile  B a p tism  o f F ire  F o cu sed  o n  B ritish  F an tas is ts , th ere  w ere  also a 
n u m b e r of A m erican  rea lists  w h o  sp en t tim e on  E u ro p ean  soil d u rin g  

th e  conflicts of W orld  W ar I an d  II an d  w ere  in sp ired  b y  th e ir tim es in  the 
overseas conflicts. E rnest H em in g w ay  w as an  am bu lance  d riv er in  W orld  W ar 
I w ho  w as w o u n d e d  a n d  w ro te  ab o u t som e of th e  s trugg les  there  (inc lud ing  
T he S pan ish  C ivil W ar (July 17, 1936- A pril 1, 1939). John  Steinbeck covered 
W orld  W ar II for N ew  York n ew sp ap e rs  as w ell as V ietnam  years la ter w h en  
tw o  of h is  ch ild ren  w ere  sold iers. Steinbeck also w ro te  a K ing A rth u r book  th a t 
w as p u b lish ed  after h is dea th  a n d  is w o rth  read ing , especially  g iven  th e  them e 
of the  2015 M ythcon , b u t h e  is n o t o th erw ise  a fan tasy  au thor. M ore u n u su a l 
ho w ev er w as th e  sto ry  of W illiam  F au lkner (1897-1962) w ho  w as p a r t of the 
C an ad ian  A ir Force d u rin g  W orld  W ar I, an d  re tu rn e d  la te r to  th a t tim e w ith  A  

F a b le  (1954) w h ich  fo llow ed  h is receiv ing  th e  N oble P rize  in  L ite ra tu re  in  1949. 
F au lk n er m a d e  fo rays in to  gen re  subjects like crim e stories, th e  S ou thern  
G othic, an d  w ar stories. H e  w as reac ting  to  som e of th e  sam e th in g s the 
Ink lings w ere  in  A  F a b le , w h ich  w as a reaction  to  W o rld  W ar a n d  d o esn 't quite 
fit to ge ther w ith  F au lkner 's  o th er books. In  th is effort it is clear th a t th e  fires of 
w a r w ere  still b u rn in g  in  h im .

A  F a b le  tells of a fa iled  effort a t lasting  peace d u rin g  the trench  
w arfa re  of W orld  W ar I. C o rpo ra l S tephan  o rd e rs  h is  troops to  desist, an  action 
w h ich  is cop ied  b y  th e  o th er side. Som e h ave  considered  S tephan  a resu rrec ted  
C h ris t like figure. B ut h is  m en  are  la ter o v e rru led  a n d  the  conflict beg in s again. 
H is  su p erio rs  a rg u e  th a t aggression  is p a r t of h u m a n  n a tu re . S tephan  is later 
execu ted ; th e  S ignet M o d ern  C lassic Book cover show s h im  on  the  cover b e in g  
tak en  d o w n  from  w h ere  o th er so ld iers are still h an g in g  on  poles. T he m essage  
is th a t h u m a n k in d  w ill e n d u re  a n d  p revail, in  p a r t because  th e  so ld iers are  n o t 
all o r alw ays b lood -th irsty . The in n e r fires can be p u t out.

F au lk n er m a y  be  sa id  to  share  a lite ra ry  style w ith  T h e  L o r d  o f  th e  

R i n g s  an d  T h e  S i l m a r i l l i o n ;  b o th  F au lkner an d  T olkien  rea lly  req u ire  a second  
read in g  to  be  fu lly  apprec ia ted . T olkien  is d ifficult because  of h is  com plex 
w o rld  bu ild ing , b u t does n o t h id e  obv ious secrets. N o r is he  very  lyrical, b u t 
T olkien  is m o v in g  a n d  p ro fo u n d  nonetheless. T h e  S i l m a r i l l i o n  is less abou t 
shock a n d  aw e, th a n  ab o u t loss, inev itab ility , a n d  sorrow . For a m ore  realistic  
tre a tm en t of w a r a n d  W orld  W ar I one m ig h t p re fe r F au lkner an d  H em ingw ay , 
b u t F au lkner 's  experim en ts, stream  of consciousness, a n d  u n an n o u n ced  
flashbacks, m a y  leave read e rs  guessing . H is  w o rk  is n o t filled  w ith  sym bolic 
enem ies an d  fan tastic  m onsters , b u t still tells an  im p o rtan t p a in fu l sto ry  abou t 
defeat. T hey  do  h id e  secrets a n d  poetry , a n d  one m ig h t ju s t n eed  to  v is it h is
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books m ore  th a n  once to  fin d  it. T he Inklings, especially  Tolkien, cap tu red  th e  
em o tions of w ar, b u t th ey  w ere  less psychological.

F au lk n er m ig h t be  considered  even  m ore  challeng ing  th an  C harles 
W illiam s, w ho  also som etim es exp lo red  d ark  psychological te rrito ry . A  
Fable tells som e d is tu rb in g  tru th s  ab o u t a South  th a t s tru g g led  w ith  slavery  
an d  th e  loss of T he C ivil W ar. O ne can find  such  p a in  as w ell in  The Sound and 
The Fury, The Unvanquished, an d  Light in A ugust. People  con tinue  to  s trugg le  
an d  som e are  still u n v an q u ish ed ; som e h av e  also g ro w n  w eary  of conflict o r of 
th e  p a in  of b e in g  on  th e  lo sing  side. W e can learn  ab o u t these  d a rk  
psycholog ical d e p th s  from  Ink lings also. C.S. L ew is (and  p ro b ab ly  T olkien  also 
in  tandem ) said  th a t peop le  w h o  d o n 't like fan tasy  m ig h t v e ry  w ell be jailers. 
T he Ink lings k n ew  th a t certa in  tru th s  cou ld  be sa id  in  fan tasy  th a t w o u ld  n o t 
fit w ell in  m ore  m a in s tream  genres, th ings w h ich  m ig h t h e lp  u s  p u t o u t som e 
of those  in te rn a l fires. F au lkner in  A  Fable also tr ied  to  contro l those  fires, b u t 
for m any , F au lkner 's  sym bolic b ear still w an d e rs  in  th e  flam m able  w oods.

— R yder W. M iller

R Y D E R  W. M i l l e r  is the editor of From Narnia to a Space Odyssey. He has been 
published in  Mythic Circle, Mythprint, Beyond Bree, The Electronic Green Journal, and The 
Steinbeck Review.
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