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M ythopoesis
A Column by Sarah Beach

Specific Derivation
F ollow in g  th e  stra n d s o f  in f lu e n c e  and d er iv a tio n  

has proven to  be an amusing p astim e, p a r t ic u la r ly  in  
o n e 's  f a v o r it e  a u th o rs. Many works o f  sc h o la r sh ip  d w ell 
on p o in ts  o f  o r ig in  fo r  in c id e n t s ,  ch a ra c ters  and names 
in  th e  t a l e s  o f  numerous a u th o rs. J .R .R . T olk ien  has 
rece iv ed  a co n sid er a b le  amount o f  t h i s  s o r t  o f  
a t te n t io n ,  more so  than any o th er fa n ta sy  w r ite r  to  
d a te . One reason  fo r  t h i s  cou ld  sim ply be a fa s c in a t io n  
w ith  th e  v a st  amount o f  m a ter ia l T o lk ien  drew upon and 
in te g r a te d  so  w e ll  in to  h is  own works.

I t  i s ,  o f  c o u rse , easy  enough to  copy th in g s  from 
sou rce m a te r ia l .  I t  i s ,  in  f a c t ,  so  easy  th a t  copying  
i s  what many w r ite r s  do, th u s c lo u d in g  th e  is s u e  o f  
" d e r iv a t io n ."  These d ays, to  say th a t  one th in g  i s  
d erived  from som ething e l s e  i s  to  convey a n eg a tiv e  
judgement o f  th e  new work. T his i s  u n fo rtu n a te , because  
th e  im pulse to  in c lu d e  or absorb som ething one lo v e s  i s  
a very stro n g  one fo r  a S u b -crea to r .

The in t e r e s t  in  th e  flo w  o f  d e r iv a tio n  i s  perhaps 
stro n g er  in  th e  genre o f  fa n ta sy  th a t  i t  i s  e lsew h ere , 
because fa n ta sy  occu rs in  "made up" p la c e s  ra th er  than  
" recreated"  p la c e s .  How does one tak e som ething from 
th e  " rea l world" and reshape i t  in  a su b -crea tio n ?  
There i s  no s e t  procedure, o f  c o u r se , but having an 
a f f e c t io n  fo r  th e  o r ig in a l  m a ter ia l i s  th e  f i r s t  s t e p .  
I  would l i k e  to  o f f e r  th e  s p e c i f i c  example o f  two 
in c id e n ts  in  J .R .R . T o lk ie n 's  The Lord o f  th e  Rings 
(B a lla n t in e  Books: New York, 1965) to  dem onstrate a 
sm all p ortion  o f  th e  p r o c e ss .

In The Return o f  th e  King, th e  two h o b b its , Merry 
and P ippin  both tak e s e r v ic e  under g re a t lo r d s .  These 
two h o b b its  are  o c c a s io n a lly  regarded a s  being  
in te rc h a n g a b le , fo r  they a re  not major c h a r a c te r s . But 
they are d i f f e r e n t ,  w ith  d if f e r e n t  q u a l i t i e s ,  and 
T olk ien  makes t h i s  c le a r  in  th e  two sc en es  where they  
o f fe r  t h e ir  s e r v ic e s .

The b egin n ing  o f  th e se  d if f e r e n c e s  ta k e s  p la ce  
o u ts id e  T o lk ie n 's  M id d le-ea rth . In h is  academ ic l i f e ,  
T olk ien  was a renowned sc h o la r  o f  Old E n glish  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  o f  B eow ulf. He le c tu r e d  on 
t h i s  work many t im e s . I t  was som ething he was tr u ly  
fond o f ,  t h i s  Old E n g lish  poem. In 1983, a book was 
p u b lish ed  c o n ta in in g  m a te r ia l from T o lk ie n 's  le c tu r e s  
on one p art o f  B eow ulf: th e  Finnsburgh e p iso d e . The
book i s  an absorb ing a n a ly s is  o f  th e  e p iso d e , o f fe r in g  
an i n t e l l i g i b l e  in te r p r e ta t io n .

A c r u c ia l  in c id e n t  in  th e  ep iso d e  comes when 
H engest i s  g iven  a sword —  or a s  i t  i s  r e la te d  in  
B eow ulf, a sword i s  la id  in  h is  la p .  The p assage i s  n ot  
easy  to  in te r p r e t ,  but T o lk ien  draws on h is  broad 
knowledge o f  th e  Northern c u ltu r e s  in  order to  o f f e r  
th e  reason ab le  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  In p a r t ic u la r ,  he makes 
r e fe r e n c e  to  two s l i g h t l y  d if f e r e n t  p roced u res, 
d if f e r e n t  in  th e  q u a lity  o f  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  im plied  
between th e  lord  and th e  w arrior g iv in g  h is  sword.

(1 )  There i s  a p assage in  Saxo Book I I  where
a f t e r  th e  death o f  H ro lfr  Kraki (R olvo) on ly

Viggo i s  l e f t  a l i v e .  H ia r tv a r u s .. .  h is  s la y e r  
ask s Viggo i f  he i s  w i l l in g  to  become h is  
man, and when he sa y s  y e s ,  o f f e r s  him a drawn 
sword; but Viggo r e fu s e s  th e  b la d e , and 
s e iz e s  th e  h i l t ,  sa y in g  th a t  th a t  was th e  way 
Rolvo used to  o f f e r  th e  sword to  h is
m e n ..." fo r  form erly th o se  who were about to  
engage th em selves a s  members o f  th e  k in g 's  
com itatuB were accustom ed to  prom ise s e r v ic e  
w h ile  touch in g  th e  s w o r d - h i l t " . . .

(2 )  . . . a  sword cou ld  be la id  on th e  la p  a s  a 
mere p resen t accompanying a g i f t  o f  
v a s s a ls h ip , or a req u est to  be accep ted  a s  a 
v a s s a l . . . .  "The ambassadors o f  Halbdenus, 
b rother o f  King S ig i f r id u s ,  o f fe r e d  to  th e  
king (H lu dovicus) a s  a g i f t  a sword which had 
a golden  h i l t ,  e a r n e s t ly  b eseech in g  th a t  th e  
king should  d eign  to  have t h e ir  m asters in  
p la ce  o f  so n s , w h ile  th ey  would honour him as  
a fa th e r  a l l  th e  days o f  t h e ir  l i f e . "  (Finn  
and H engest. J .R .R . T o lk ie n , e d ite d  by Alan 
B l i s s ,  Houghton M if f l in :  B oston , 1983, p .
1 3 3 -1 3 4 .)

The d if f e r e n c e s  in  th e se  two modes o f  
sw ord -p resen ta tion  convey d if f e r e n t  a t t i t u d e s .  The 
f i r s t  fo c u se s  on a sim ply form al procedure. Nothing i s  
im p lied  about th e  q u a lity  o f  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between  
lo rd  and w a rr io r . Indeed , in  th e  f i r s t  example T o lk ien  
c i t e s ,  th e re  i s  a d egree o f  p erson a l h o s t i l i t y  between  
th e  tw o. In  th e  second exam ple, th e  o f f e r  o f  th e  sword 
and v a s s a ls h ip  sp r in g s  e n t ir e ly  from th e  p ersonal 
regard th e  w arrior has fo r  th e  lo r d .

When one tu rn s from th e se  exam ples, w ith  which 
T olk ien  was o b v io u sly  q u ite  fa m il ia r ,  to  The Lord o f  
th e  R ings one can se e  how he d erived  th e  d if f e r in g  
en cou n ters th a t  P ippin  and Merry have from h is  
knowledge o f  th e se  cu stom s. He makes u se  o f  th e  
d is t in c t io n s  between th e  two procedures t o  h ig h lig h t  
d if f e r e n c e s  between Merry and P ip p in  and between th e  
lo r d s  to  whom th ey  p led ge th e m se lv e s .

P ip p in 's  encounter w ith  Denethor fo llo w s  th e  f i r s t  
example T olk ien  gave in  Finn and H engest. Denethor has 
spoken s l i g h t in g ly  o f  h o b b its  and P ip p in 's  p r id e  s t i r s  
him to  o f f e r  h is  sword.

Then P ippin  looked  th e  o ld  man in  th e  
e y e , fo r  p r id e  s t ir r e d  s tr a n g e ly  w ith in  him, 
s t i l l  stun g by th e  scorn  and su sp ic io n  in  
th a t  co ld  v o ic e .  ' L i t t l e  s e r v ic e ,  no doubt, 
w i l l  so  g re a t a lord  o f  Men th in k  to  f in d  in  
a h o b b it, a h a l f l in g  from th e  northern  S h ir e ;  
y e t such a s  i t  i s ,  I  w i l l  o f f e r  i t ,  in  
payment o f  my d e b t . '  T w itch ing a s id e  h is  grey  
c lo a k . P ip p in  drew fo r th  h is  sm all sword and 
la id  i t  a t  D en eth or's f e e t .

. . . ' G i v e  me th e  weapon!' [D enethor]
s a id .

P ippin  l i f t e d  i t  and p resen ted  th e  h i l t s  
to  h im .. . .

' I  a ccep t your s e r v i c e . . .  Swear t o  me 
now!' C on tin u ed  on p a g e  36
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w ill  b rin g  lo v e  to  F a n ta s tic a . Then th e  tw o 
w o rld s w i l l  be o n e .” (p . 3 6 7 .)

E n d e 's  d o u b le  F a iry  S to ry  draw s u s in  w ith  B a s tla n  
to  th e  m a rv e llo u s  w o rld  o f F a n ta s tic a . B ut p r im a r ily  i t  
draw s u s in  to  B a s tia n 's  w o rld , so  th a t  we f e e l  w ith  
him th e  gam ut o f em o tio n s th a t  he e x p e r ie n c e s . We 
em erge from  B a s tia n 's  s to ry  e n ric h e d  by th e  m agic o f  a  
sm a ll boy and h is  a tte m p ts  to  w in th e  a t t e n t io n  and 
lo v e  o f h is  g r ie v in g  f a th e r .  As C .S . L ew is o b s e rv e s ,

The F a n ta s tic  o r M y th ica l i s  a  Mode a v a ila b le  
a t  a l l  a g e s  fo r  some r e a d e r s ; f o r  o th e r s , a t  
n o n e . A t a l l  a g e s , i f  i t  i s  w e ll u sed  by th e  
a u th o r  and m eets th e  r i g h t  r e a d e r , i t  h a s  th e  
sam e pow er: to  g e n e ra liz e  w h ile  rem a in in g
c o n c re te , to  p re s e n t in  p a lp a b le  form  n o t 
c o n c e p ts  o r  even  e x p e rie n c e s  b u t w hole 
c la s s e s  o f e x p e rie n c e , and to  th ro w  o f f  
i r r e le v a n c ie s .  B ut a t  i t s  b e s t i t  can  do 
m ore; i t  can  g iv e  u s  e x p e rie n c e s  we have 
n ev e r had and th u s , in s te a d  o f 'com m enting  on 
l i f e , '  can  add to  i t .  [8 ]

E n d e 's  w ork p ro v id e s  e v id e n c e  f o r  th e  v e r a c i ty  o f 
L e w is 's  th e o ry , and s u p p o r ts  th e  n e c e s s ity  o f  e le m e n ts  
" w e ll-u se d  by th e  a u th o r"  m ee tin g  " th e  r i g h t  r e a d e r " : 
b o th  a re  e s s e n t ia l  to  th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f m eaning and 
to  p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  th e  seco n d a ry  w o rld . Of c o u rs e , 
E n d e 's  book i s  much m ore th a n  an  a lle g o r y , b u t th a t  
dem ands m ore sp a c e  th a n  t h i s  p ap e r a llo w s . As a lle g o r y , 
how ever, i t  a f f irm s  th e  v a lu e  o f th e  F a n ta s tic  a s  a 
m eans o f "a d d in g  to  l i f e "  and e n tre n c h e s  E n d e 's  p la c e  
a s  th e  w r ite r  o f fa n ta s y  among th e  ra n k s  o f th e  
m a s te rs , L ew is, T o lk ie n  and M acD onald.

NOTES
[1 ] M ich ael E nde, The N ev eren d in g  S to ry . T ra n s . R alph  
Manheim (L ondon: A lle n  L an e , 1 9 8 3 ).
[2 ] Jo su e  V. H a ra r i, " P re fa c e "  to  T e x tu a l S t r a te g ie s : 
P e rs p e c tiv e s  in  P o s t - S tr u c tu r a l is t  C r it ic is m  (o f  w hich 
he i s  e d i to r )  ( I th a c a , N .Y .: C o rn e ll U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 
1 9 7 9 ), p . 3 7 .
[3 ] W olfgang I s e r ,  "The R ead ing  P ro c e s s : A
P h en o m en o lo g ical A p p ro ach ", in  I s e r ,  The Im p lied  
R ead e r: P a tte r n s  o f C om m unication in  P ro se  F ic t io n  from  
Bunyan to  B eck et (B a ltim o re , 1974) q u o ted  by S usan K. 
S u leim an  in  h e r In tro d u c tio n  to  The R ead er in  th e  T e x t: 
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[6 ] M.H. A bram s, "The D e c o n s tru c tiv e  A n g e l" , in
C r i t i c a l  In q u iry  3 (1 9 7 7 ), q u o ted  by S u le im a n , c i t .  
s u p ra , p p . 4 2 -4 3 .
[7 ] C h ris to p h e r  N o r r is , D e c o n s tru c tio n : T heory  and 
P r a c t ic e  (L ondon: M ethuen, 1 9 8 2 ), p . 108 .
[8 ] C .S . L ew is, "S om etim es F a iry  S to r ie s  Say B e st 
W h a t's  to  be S a id " , in  O f T h is  and O th e r W o rld s. p p . 
7 4 -7 5 .

M ythopoesis, continued from  page 16

'T ak e  th e  h i l t s , '  s a id  G a n d a lf, 'a n d  
sp eak  a f t e r  th e  L o rd , i f  you a r e  re s o lv e d  on 
t h i s . ’ ' I  a m ,' s a id  P ip p in . (RK, p .3 0 -3 1 )

In  t h i s  s c e n e , T o lk ie n  u s e s  th e  fo rm u la  o f  sw ea rin g  on 
th e  h i l t s  o f th e  sw o rd . He a ls o  r e p e a ts  th e  te n s e  
a tm o sp h ere  w hich i s  e v id e n t in  th e  exam ple c i te d  in  
F in n  and H enges t .

M e rry 's  o f f e r in g  s e r v ic e  to  T heoden h a s a  
c o m p le te ly  d i f f e r e n t  to n e  to  i t .

' I  h av e a  s w o rd ,' s a id  M erry , c lim b in g  
from  h is  s e a t ,  and d raw in g  from  i t s  b la c k  
sh e a th  h is  sm a ll b r ig h t b la d e . F i l le d  
su d d en ly  w ith  lo v e  f o r  t h i s  o ld  m an, he k n e lt 
on one k n e e , and to o k  h is  hand and k is s e d  i t .
'May I  la y  th e  sw ord o f  M eriadoc o f  th e  S h ire  
on y o u r la p , Theoden K in g ? ' he c r i e d . 
'R e c e iv e  my s e r v ic e  i f  you w i l l ! ’

'G la d ly  w i l l  I  ta k e  i t , '  s a id  th e  k in g : 
and la y in g  h is  lo n g  o ld  h an d s upon th e  brown 
h a ir  o f th e  h o b b it , b le s s e d  h im . 'R is e  now, 
M eriad o c , e s q u ire  o f  Rohan o f th e  h o u se -h o ld  
o f M ed u se ld !' he s a id . 'T ak e  y o u r sw ord and 
b e a r i t  u n to  good f o r tu n e ! '

'A s a  f a th e r  you s h a l l  be to  m e ,' s a id  
M erry .

'F o r  a  l i t t l e  w h i le , ' s a id  T heoden . (RK,
P .5 9 ) .

T h is  sc e n e  fo llo w s  th e  seco n d  exam ple T o lk ie n  had 
o f f e re d  in  th e  B eow ulf s tu d y . I t  c o n ta in s  th e  o f f e r  o f 
th e  sw ord a s  p a r t  o f a  g i f t  o f  v a s s a ls h ip , and th e  
p e rs o n a l r e la t io n s h ip  betw een  th e  lo r d  and w a rr io r  
w h ere in  th e  lo r d  s ta n d s  a s  f a th e r  to  h is  fo llo w e r .

By p la c in g  th e  tw o sc e n e s  from  The L ord  o f  th e  
R in g s b e s id e  th e  exam ples o f  sw o rd -o a th s  from  th e  f a r  
o ld e r  l i t e r a t u r e  T o lk ie n  knew in  h is  r o le  a s  s c h o la r , 
one can  s e e  an  exam ple o f  s p e c i f ic  d e r iv a tio n . T o lk ie n  
to o k  so m eth in g  he knew w e ll and a b so rb e d  i t  in to  h is  
S u b -c re a tio n . The in c id e n ts  in  h is  f i c t i o n  a re  n o t 
c o p ie s  o f e v e n ts  he knew a s  a  s c h o la r , r a th e r  th e y  a re  
th e  im ag in ed  c h ild r e n  o f th o s e  e v e n ts . They e x is t  n o t 
to  d is p la y  cu sto m s a b o u t sw o rd -o a th s , b u t r a th e r  to  
d is p la y  c h a ra c te r  t r a i t s  o f  th e  tw o h o b b its . P ip p in  i s  
moved by s tu n g  p r id e , th e  sam e p r id e  th a t  had been 
c a u g h t in  th e  p a l a n t i r ' s  s p e l l .  M erry , how ever, 
re sp o n d s  to  T heoden th e  man w ith  lo v e , re sp o n d s  w ith  
w ill in g  s e r v ic e  to  Theoden K in g .

The f a c t  t h a t  T o lk ie n 's  f i c t i v e  in c id e n ts  a re  
e v id e n tly  d e riv e d  from  h is  s c h o la r ly  ex am p les d o es n o t 
im ply  th a t  i t  w as a  c o n sc io u s  c o n n e c tio n  in  h is  m ind a t  
th e  tim e  he w as w r it in g  The L ord  o f  th e  R in g s .  In  th e  
in tro d u c tio n  to  F in n  and H e n g e st. A lan B lis s  m akes 
c le a r  th a t  T o lk ie n  gave h is  B eow ulf le c tu r e s  many tim e s  
o v e r th e  c o u rs e  o f  h is  w hole c a r e e r . The ex am p les o f 
sw o rd -o a th s  w ere l i k e ly ,  th e n , to  be p a r t  o f  th e  
b ackground  f a b r ic  o f  T o lk ie n 's  im a g in a tio n . I t  i s  th e  
b ackground  f a b r ic  o f any S u b - c r e a to r 's  im a g in a tio n  
w hich sh a p e s  th e  d e t a i l s  o f  th e  S eco n d ary  w o rld . 
A n y th in g  th a t  one h a s  s tu d ie d  and ab so rb ed  w ith  
i n t e r e s t  may p ro v id e  th e  s o r t  o f  e n r ic h in g  d e t a i l ,  a s  
th e s e  tw o ty p e s  o f o a th - ta k in g  p ro v id e  in  The L ord o f 
th e  R in g s .

L eaf and Key, continued from  page 29

N ig g le  b e fo re  h is  T ree  b ecau se  o f th e  many s e e d lin g s  
w ith in  my own so u l th a t  I  w ould have come to  m a tu rity  
som eday. I  la u g h  in  th e  M o u n ta in s, know ing th a t  i f  I. do 
n o t p a in t them  h ig h  and b e a u ti f u l  and f a r  aw ay, th e r e  
a re  many who h av e and m aybe i t  w i l l  n o t be a  bad th in g  
to  be a  P a r is h . A lle g o ry  d o es n o t re a c h  th a t  d e e p ly .

A l i t t l e  s to r y , t h i s  "L ea f by N ig g le " ; b u t l i k e  
A tk in s , I  c a n 't  g e t i t  o u t o f  my m ind.
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