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Mythopoesis
A Colum n by Sarah Beach

History
Human b e in g s  a r e  b o rn  in  t im e ,  l i v e  in  

tim e  a n d , i n  t im e  d i e .  The w hole  o f  o u r 
l i v e s  i s  s p e n t  w ith  th e  f lo w  o f  t im e ,  and so 
i t  i s  o n ly  n a t u r a l  t h a t  we te n d  to  th in k  o f 
th e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h in g s  i n  a s t r a i g h t  c h r o n o lo 
g i c a l  and s e q u e n t i a l  o r d e r .  Y e t, when i t
comes to  th e  m a t te r  o f  m y th o p o e s is ,  i f  we
re m a in  lo c k e d  in  su ch  h a b i t s  o f  th o u g h t ,  we
s h a l l  become l o s t .  The h i s t o r y  o f  a f a n t a s y  
w o rld  r a r e l y  comes to  i t s  a u th o r  in  a c h ro n o 
l o g i c a l  f a s h i o n :  t h a t  i s ,  th e  a u th o r  r a r e l y
b e g in s  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  and g o es on to  th e  
e n d . He u s u a l l y  b e g in s ,  l i k e  T o l k i e n 's  N ig 
g l e ,  w ith  a s i n g l e  l e a f ,  and in  g o in g  on
f i n d s  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  b r a n c h e s ,  o th e r  l e a v e s ,  
t r u n k  and r o o t s  t o  be a c c o u n te d  f o r .

When c o n s id e r in g  th e  m a t te r  o f  th e  " i n 
t e r n a l  h i s t o r y "  o f  f a n t a s y  w o r ld s ,  one f i n d s  
t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  ty p e s  o f  w o r ld s .  The 
f i r s t  i s  th e  S in g le  S to ry  W o rld , w here th e  
f a n t a s y  w o rld  was c r e a t e d  f o r  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  
s t o r y  b e in g  t o l d .  The h i s t o r y  t h a t  th e  r e a d 
e r  l e a r n s  i s  I n c lu d e d  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  s i g n i f i 
c a n t  t o  th e  s t o r y  b e in g  t o l d .  Of c o u r s e ,  th e  
a u th o r  may ta k e  more th a n  one volum e to  t e l l  
h i s  s t o r y ,  b u t  i t  i s  one s t o r y .  The seco n d  
ty p e  o f  w o rld  i s  th e  M u l t i - S to r y  W o rld , w hich 
was o r g i n a l l y  c o n c e iv e d  by th e  a u th o r  a s  
h o ld in g  more th a n  one s t o r y .  Many o f  th e s e  
w o r ld s ,  i t  i s  t r u e ,  a r e  c r e a t e d  f o r  th e  p u r 
p o se  o f  a s t r i n g  o f  s t o r i e s  a b o u t one p a r t i c 
u l a r  c h a r a c t e r ,  l i k e  C onan . b u t  i t  i s  a l s o  
th e  ty p e  o f  w o rld  T o lk ie n  m ade. The t h i r d  
ty p e  i s  th e  W orld R e v i s i t e d .  T h is  i s  a f a n 
t a s y  w o rld  w h ich  was o r i g i n a l l y  a S in g le  
S to ry  w o r ld ,  b u t  w h ic h , b e c a u se  o f  r e a d e r s '  
dem ands o r  a f f e c t i o n  f o r  i t  on th e  p a r t  o f  
th e  a u t h o r ,  th e  a u th o r  r e - e n t e r s  w ith  a new 
s t o r y .

F o r th e  S u b - C r e a to r ,  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  t h r e e  
ty p e s  o f  w o r ld s  p r e s e n t  d i f f e r e n t  p ro b le m s in  
th e  m aking o f  t h e i r  h i s t o r y .  The S in g le  
S to ry  W orld i s  th e  s im p le s t  s i t u a t i o n ,  f o r  i f  
th e  h i s t o r y  o f  th e  w o rld  e n t e r s  th e  s t o r y  a t  
a l l ,  i t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  to  th e  s to r y  l i n e .  
The W orld R e v i s i t e d  i s  th e  m ost aw kw ard, f o r  
th e  a u th o r  h a s  to  be c a r e f u l  in  o p e n in g  o u t 
th e  h i s t o r y ,  in  o r d e r  t h a t  he n o t  in t r o d u c e  
im p o s s ib le  i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s  o r  ch an g e  th e  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  p r e v io u s ly  e s t a b l i s h e d  " h i s 
t o r y . "  The M u l t i - S to r y  W orld i s  th e  m ost 
co m p lex , f o r  th e  S u b -C re a to r  i s  r e a l l y  i n 
v o lv e d  in  d i s c o v e r in g  th e  w o r ld .

U rs u la  K. LeGuin in  The L anguage o f  th e  
N ig h t (G .P . P u tn a m 's  S o n s , 1979) u s e s  j u s t  
t h a t  w ord : " d i s c o v e r i n g . "  And " e x p l o r i n g . "
" I  am n o t  an e n g in e e r ,  b u t  an e x p l o r e r .  I 
d is c o v e r e d  E a r th s e a "  ( p .  5 0 ) .  But in  m ytho
p o e s i s ,  d i s c o v e r y  i s  o n ly  r a r e l y  a c h r o n o lo 

g i c a l  ( i n  th e  f a n t a s y  w o r ld 's  r e f e r e n c e )  
p r o c e s s .  V a r io u s  s t o r y  i d e a s  may random ly  
a p p e a r  to  th e  a u th o r  anyw here  a lo n g  h i s  
w o r l d 's  t i m e - l i n e .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  new s t o r i e s  
grow o u t o f o ld e r  ( i n  th e  a u t h o r 's  m ind) 
s t o r i e s ,  l i k e  le a v e s  a p p e a r in g  on th e  
b ra n c h e s  o f  a s a p l i n g .

On to p  o f  t h i s  h a p -h a z a rd  c h ro n o lo g y , 
th e  S u b -C re a to r  h a s  to  d e a l  w ith  th e  f a c t  
t h a t  s t o r i e s  may change sh a p e  u n d e r h i s  
h a n d s . W a lte r  H ooper in  P a s t  W a tc h fu l 
D ragons ( C o l l i e r  B ooks, 1979) o b s e rv e s  t h i s  
in  L e w is 's  n o te b o o k s  f o r  th e  N a rn ia  t a l e s :

A lth o u g h  [ L e w is 's  n o te b o o k s ]  
d o n 't  t e l l  u s  v e ry  much, t h e r e  i s  
n e v e r t h e l e s s  s u f f i c i e n t  to  g iv e  us 
an id e a  o f  th e  " d e l i b e r a t e  i n v e n t 
in g "  t h a t  was som etim es n e c e s s a r y  
when h i s  m e n ta l " p i c t u r e s "  d id  n o t  
g roup  th e m s e lv e s  i n t o  a c o m p le te  
t a l e .  I t  i s  a l s o  o b v io u s  t h a t  h i s  
f i r s t  p i c t u r e s  w ere so m etim es s u p 
p la n te d  by o t h e r s ,  and t h a t  p i c 
t u r e s  t h a t  w ere n o t  u sed  in  one 
s t o r y  o f t e n  found  a p la c e  in  some 
o t h e r ,  ( p .  4 5 -4 6 )

C h r i s to p h e r  T o lk ie n  in  an e d i t o r i a l  n o te  in  
U n f in is h e d  T a le s  (H oughton  M i f f l i n ,  1980) in  
th e  s e c t i o n  on A ld a r io n  and E re n d is  makes a 
r e l a t e d  o b s e r v a t io n  a b o u t t h i s  p r o c e s s :

From th e  p o in t  w here A ld a r io n  re a d  
th e  l e t t e r  from  E r e n d is ,  r e f u s i n g  
to  r e t u r n  to  A rm em elos,- th e  s t o r y  
can  o n ly  be t r a c e d  in  g l im p s e s  and 
s n a t c h e s ,  from  n o te s  and j o t t i n g s :  
and even  th o s e  do n o t c o n s t i t u t e  
th e  f r a g m e n ts  o f  a w h o lly  c o n s i s -  
t a n t  s t o r y ,  b e in g  com posed a t  d i f 
f e r e n t  t im e s  and o f te n  a t  odds w ith  
th e m s e lv e s ,  ( p .  205)

I f  th e  a u th o r  i s  aw are o f  w hich  ty p e  o f 
w o rld  he i s  c r e a t i n g ,  h a n d l in g  i t s  " h i s t o r y "  
becom es a s l i g h t l y  e a s i e r  c h o r e .  b u t o n ly  
" s l i g h t l y "  e a s i e r ,  f o r  s t o r y - i d e a s ,  l i k e  a . 
band o f  m is c h ie v io u s  m onkeys, a r e  l i k e l y  to  
bounce up and down and hop from  one p la c e  to  
a n o th e r ,  w h ile  th e  a u th o r  s c ra m b le s  to  g e t  
them  i n t o  t h e i r  p ro p e r  p l a c e s .

An a u t h o r ,  a d d i t i o n a l l y ,  n e e d s  to  be " in  
tu n e "  w ith  h i s  f a n ta s y  w o r ld , so t h a t  he can 
t e l l  when a s t o r y  ( o r  " h i s t o r i c a l " )  id e a  has 
f i n a l l y  s e t t l e d  down i n t o  i t s  p ro p e r  s h a p e .

T h e s e , th e n ,  a r e  th e  two f o r c e s  a Sub- 
C r e a to r  h a s  to  d e a l  w ith  w h ile  fo rm in g  th e  
h i s t o r y  o f  h i s  f a n t a s y  w o r ld : th e  n o n -c h ro n o -  
l o g i c a l  f a s h io n  in  w hich s t o r y  i d e a s  p r e s e n t

 Continued on page 34
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I  th in k  t h a t  i t  w ould be o f  no v a lu e  to  
r e a l l y  d e fe n d  my e p i t h e t s  e x c e p t  to  say  (and  
by so d o in g  le a p  to  th e  d e fe n s e  o f  my e p i 
t h e t s )  t h a t  i n  my own i d e o l e c t  I  d i s t i n g u i s h  
b e tw een  m o d if ie d  and u n m o d if ie d  p h r a s e s .  
A d je c t iv e s  p la y  a dynam ic r o l e  in  e x p r e s s io n  
and I  u se  them  a s  o f t e n  a s  o c c a s io n  p e r m i t s .  
T h e r e f o r e ,  " p e n c h a n t f o r  d r o l l e r y "  d i f f e r s  
som ew hat from  th e  a d m i t te d ly  " k n e e - j e r k "  
p h ra s e  w hich  I  c h o se  to  u s e .  I  a p o lo g iz e  i f  
I  c r e a t e d  an a m b ig u ity  a s  to  w hat I  m ean t.

W ith r e g a r d  to  h i s  c o u n te r - e v id e n c e :  I  
d o n 't  r e c a l l  h a v in g  e v e r  s a id  t h a t  th e  E lv is h  
" d e r i v e s  from  some r e a l  h i s t o r i c a l  s o u r c e " ,  
e x c e p t  to  th e  d e g re e  t h a t  T o lk ie n  h im s e lf  
s a y s  th e y  d o . S in c e  I  h av e  n o t done so in  
th e  p a s t  n o r in te n d  to  do so  in  th e  f u t u r e ,  I  
f in d  i t  som ewhat d i s c o n c e r t i n g  t h a t  I am now 
" p e r s i s t i n g "  in  i t .  In  Freshm an C o m p o s itio n , 
t h i s  k in d  o f  c o u n te r - a rg u m e n t  t h a t  Thomas 
u s e s  i s  c a l l e d  th e  "s traw m an  A rgum ent" and he 
h a s  g iv e n  us a f i n e  exam ple  o f  o n e .

Mr. D o n a h u e 's  p o in t  i s  w e l l - t a k e n  w ith  
r e g a r d  to  th e  anagram  o f  " - i n d ( e ) "  and now I 
c o n f e s s  my e y e s  a r e  open to  h i s  t h i n k i n g ,  b u t 
b e in g  a c ra n k y  and a s t i f f - n e c k e d  s o r t ,  I 
f i n d  m y se lf  d i s a g r e e i n g  w ith  h i s  c o n c lu s io n  
s im p ly  b e c a u se  Mr. Donahue " p e r s i s t s  in  h i s  
b e l ie f -  t h a t  E lv is h  may d e r iv e  from  some r e a l  
h i s t o r i c a l  s o u r c e . "  Donahue c o n t in u e s  by 
s a y in g  t h a t  Q uendi " d o e s n ' t  have to  have  an 
In d o -e u ro p e a n  grammar o r  s y l l a b l e  s t r u c t u r e , "  
b u t  o u r  a u th o r  a s s e r t s  t h i s  v e ry  t h in g  in  h i s  
f i r s t  p a p e r .  I  m i ld ly  o b je c te d  ’to  th e  etym o
l o g i e s  b e c a u se  I  th o u g h t  JRRT w o u ld . In  
U n f in is h e d  T a le s  ( 3 8 8 - 4 0 2 ) ,  t h e r e  i s  a r a t h e r  
lo n g  d i s c u s s io n  on th e  I s t a r i  and o f  Gan- 
d a l f ' s  names in  p a r t i c u l a r .  On page 3 9 9 , h i s  
name Ir ic a n u s  i s  t r e a t e d  in  some d e t a i l .  Jim  
A lle n  (an d  many, many o t h e r s )  c o n c lu d e d  b e 
f o r e  th e  p u b l i s h in g  o f  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  and 
U n f in is h e d  T a le s  t h a t  In c a n u s  came from  th e  
L a t in  " in c a n u s " ,  m ean ing  " g r e y " .  T o lk ie n ,  in  
an u n p u b l is h e d  n o te  r e f e r r e d  to  by C h r i s t o 
p h e r  T o lk ie n  in  UT, m akes th e  same o b s e r v a 
t i o n ,  b u t c o n c lu d e s  t h a t  n o te  by s a y in g  t h a t  
" th e  c o in c id e n c e  in  form  o f  th e  Quenya name 
and th e  L a t in  word MUST (my e m p h a s is )  be 
r e g a r d e d  a s  an 'a c c i d e n t '  in  th e  same way 
t h a t  S in d a r in  " o r th a n c "  'f o r k e d  h e i g h t '  h ap 
p en s to  c o in c id e  w ith  th e  A ng lo -S ax o n  word 
" o r  a n c "  'c u n n in g  d e v i c e ' ,  w h ich  i s  th e  
t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  t h e  a c t u a l  name in  th e  l a n 
guage o f  th e  R o h ir r im "  ( p .  4 0 0 ) .  Now, I  
su p p o se  we a r e  f r e e  to  b e l i e v e  JRRT o r ' n o t ;  I  
c h o se  and ch o o se  to  ta k e  him a t  h i s  w ord . 
O th e rw is e  th e  w hole  t h i n g  d e g e n e r a te s  i n t o  
Edmund W ils o n 's  " p h i l o l o g i c a l  gam e". To 
p u rs u e  " e n d le s s  l i n g u i s t i c  g e n e o lo g ie s "  o f  
E lv i s h  r o o t s  i n  th e  r e a l  w o rld  l e x ic o n  i s  to  
en g ag e  in  an a c t i v i t y  f o r  w hich  n e i t h e r  
Thomas Donahue n o r  m y s e lf  have  t im e  enough in  
th e  w o r ld .  I f  T o lk ie n  d o e s  bo rrow  m o rp h o lo 
g i c a l  e le m e n ts  and  t h e i r  s e m a n tic  v a lu e s  f o r  
h i s  in v e n te d  la n g u a g e s ,  he d o es  so u n co n 
s c i o u s l y  a n d , in  a d d i t i o n ,  d e n ie d  t h a t  b o r 
ro w in g  when c o n f r o n te d  w ith  them .

In  h i s  sw eep in g  d e n u n c ia t io n  o f  th e  
" w e a r in g  down" t h e o r y ,  M r. Donahue h a s  e f f e c 
t i v e l y  e l im in a te d  from  h i s  l i s t  o f  " r e a l

l i n g u i s t s "  th e  l i k e s  o f  B a rb a ra  M. H. S t r a n g ,  
T h eo d o ra  B ynon, A nthony A r l o t t o ,  M. L. 
S a m u e ls , W in fred  Lehmann, E l i s a b e t h  C lo s s  
T r a u g o t t ,  D w ight B o l in g e r , R o b e r t  D. K in g , 
Raimo A n t i l l a ,  and a h o s t  o f  o t h e r s .  W ith 
r e g a r d  to  " s im p le  p h o n e t ic  c h a n g e s " ,  I  was 
r e f e r r i n g  to  Mr. D o n a h u e 's  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  n o t  
th e  h i s t o r i c a l  l i n g u i s t i c  d e v e lo p m en t o f 
M id d le - e a r th  la n g u a g e s .

Mr. Donahue h as  n o t  d is a b u s e d  me o f 
p o in t  4 .  In  p o in t  5 , I  do n o t  assum e th e  
p h o n e t ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw een  Quenya and 
S in d a r in  a s  c o r r e l a r y  w ith  L a t in  and W elsh ; 
T o lk ie n  s t a t e s  t h a t  t h a t  i s  th e  f a c t .  W hile 
i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  su c h  a s t a te m e n t  do es n o t 
p r e c lu d e  T o l k i e n 's  u se  o f  G rim m 's and 
V e r n e r 's  Law s, I  p e r s o n a l ly  have  a d i f f i c u l t  
tim e  im a g in in g  th e  P r o f e s s o r  e m p h a t ic a l ly  
d e s c r ib in g  one p ro c e s s  o p e r a t i o n a l  in  l a n 
guage r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and n o t  m e n tio n in g  such  
an e x t r a o r d i n a r y  s u p e r im p o s i t io n  o f  G erm anic 
p h o n e t ic  p r i n c i p l e s  in  th e  p r o c e s s .  T h e re  i s  
a l s o  a s u b t l e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw een  S in d a r in  
b e in g  W elsh and S in d a r in  p h o n o lo g ic a l ly  r e 
se m b lin g  W elsh . Mr. Donahue a s s e r t s  t h a t  I 
a f f i r m  th e  fo rm e r when in  f a c t  P r o f e s s o r  
T o lk ie n  and I  s t a t e  th e  l a t t e r .

Why "G o rb ad o c" h as  a n y th in g  to  do w ith  
C e l t i c  was p a r t i a l l y  a n sw ered  in  p o in t  8 . 
Most a l l  o f  th e  H o b b it names in  th e  S h ir e  a r e  
in  r e a l  la n g u a g e s  and a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  e f f o r t  
was ex p en d ed  by JRRT to  make s u r e  t h a t  th e  
names w ere g e o g r a p h ic a l ly  c o n s i s t e n t .  P hono- 
a e s t h e t i c ?  To be s u r e ,  b u t t i g h t l y  woven 
i n t o  th e  e n t i r e  ta p .e s t r y  o f  th e  l i n g u i s t i c  
p a t t e r n .

W ith r e g a r d  to  p o in t  13 , Mr. D onahue 
s im p ly  d i s m is s e s  my c o n te n t io n  w ith  an a s s e r 
t i o n  o f h i s  own. I  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a 
tw o -ed g ed  sw ord ( t h a t  i s ,  I  am g u i l t y  o f  th e  
s a m e ), b u t I  b e l i e v e  t h a t  th e  in e le g a n c e  o f  
Mr. D o n a h u e 's  e x p la n a t io n  o f  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
b e tw een  " a t a n i "  and " e d a in "  w ould g iv e  o u r 
l i s t  o f  " u n r e a l  l i n g u i s t s "  p a l p a t a t i o n s .

E xcept, f o r  a p o in t  o r  two w h e re in  Mr. 
Donahue c l a r i f i e s  a m b ig u ity  in  h i s  o r i g i n a l  
p a p e r ,  I  s ta n d  by my o r i g i n a l  c r i t i q u e .
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th e m s e lv e s ,  and th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  s t o r y  may 
change shape (so m etim es d r a s t i c a l l y )  under 
h i s  h a n d s. Yet even  b e in g  aware th a t  t h i s  i s  
o f t e n  how th e  m yth op oeic  p r o c e s s  works w i l l  
n ot sa v e  th e  S u b -C reator  from a d eg ree  o f  
f r u s t r a t i o n .  H is c r e a tu r e s  may n ot have f r e e 
w i l l  such  a s  we p o s s e s s ,  but th ey  do o f te n  
have an adamant d e te r m in a tio n  to. be c o n s i s 
t e n t  t h a t  can border on th e  w i l f u l l .  I f  th e  
S u b -C reator  pays a t t e n t io n  to  h i s  c r e a tu r e s  
he may even  f in d  th e  c o u r se  o f  th e  h i s t o r y  
w hich he has mapped o u t b e in g  changed by some 
w i l l f u l  hero  or h e r o in e  in  one o f  h i s  
s t o r i e s .

The w hole p r o c e s s  o f  c r e a t in g  a h i s t o r y  
i s  a s l ip p e r y  o n e , and sh o u ld  be approached  
w ith  c a r e .  One s l i p ,  and th e  c r e a tu r e s  w i l l  
be le a d in g  th e  (S u b -)  C re a to r —  n o t n e c e s s a r 
i l y  in  a bad m anner, but c e r t a in ly  in  an 
u n ex p ected  o n e .
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