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Publisher’s Note

As Christopher Tolkien notes in his Introduction, The Bovadium Fragments was a ‘satirical fantasy’ written by his father. It grew out of a planning controversy that erupted in Oxford in the late 1940s when J.R.R. Tolkien was the Merton Professor of English Language and Literature.

Inspired by a comic poem, Motor Bus by A.D. Godley, of which he had received a copy, together with what he described as ‘a recrudescence of the debate about Oxford roads’, Professor Tolkien’s tale was written initially for his own amusement, a private academic jest that poked gentle fun at such things as the ‘pomposities of archaeologists’ and ‘hideousness of college crockery’. However, it was at the same time expressing a barbed cri de coeur against the inexorable rise of motor transport and ‘machine-worship’ that was overwhelming the tranquillity of his beloved city. This was something of which Tolkien was acutely aware, as expressed in his letter to his son, Michael, written in 1944 when he and Edith were living in Holywell:


‘We are having a very bad time here, as the traffic goes from mad to madder, and the past week-end was intolerable.’ [The Letters of J.R.R.Tolkien (Revised and Expanded edition), #134a, p. 238]



The Tolkiens eventually escaped the din and disturbance and moved to 76 Sandfield Road in the spring of 1953, but the increasing volume of traffic was an ever-present cause of disruption for the city. Yet the solution proved to be less palatable than the cure. When writing to Michael Straight in 1956, Tolkien referred to the proposed ‘Sharp plan’ to provide a relief road through Christ Church Meadow:[1]


‘. . . the spirit of ‘Isengard’, if not of Mordor, is of course always cropping up. The present design of destroying Oxford in order to accommodate motor-cars is a case.’ [The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien (Revised and Expanded edition), #181, p. 340]



Christopher Tolkien remarks that, in the early 1960s, it seemed that The  Bovadium  Fragments might find its way to publication. By 1966, Tolkien’s longtime publisher Rayner Unwin had given his endorsement of the work. Yet around this time, J.R.R. Tolkien also sought the opinion of Clyde Kilby, who was then assisting the professor with his preparation of The Silmarillion. Regrettably, Kilby demurred, concerned that the tragedy within the comedy might be disregarded, and the liberal use of Latin within the text might prove off-putting to modern readers; this lukewarm response was enough to persuade Tolkien to shelve it.

In this new edition, Christopher Tolkien has provided notes and commentary which serve to address Kilby’s concern, and which will enable the reader to enjoy at last this tale of an imagined Oxford viewed through the lens of future (and not wholly reliable) academic study. As is now customary, his notes and commentary are printed in smaller type to that used for his father’s text.

The tale is accompanied by a small selection of illustrations by the author, some of them previously unpublished, which while not created specifically for this work, convey something of the tone and setting of the story, thereby enriching the tale. They may be found on pp. 1 (‘London to Oxford through Berkshire’), 15 (‘O to be in Oxford (North) now that Summer’s here’), 20 (‘Turl St., Oxford’), 26 (Untitled [‘Alder by a Stream’]), 29 (‘Broad Street, Oxford’), 39 (‘King’s Norton from Bilberry Hill’) & 44 (‘The Wood at the World’s End’).[2]

In his essay, ‘The Origin of Bovadium’, which accompanies Tolkien’s short story, Richard Ovenden OBE, Bodley’s Librarian, paints a vivid portrait of Oxford during the first half of the twentieth century. The essay is illustrated with contemporary photos of the period by the award-winning Dutch photographer and designer, Cas Oorthuys, from his book, Term in Oxford, together with Thomas Sharp’s actual plans that sparked the controversy. He also provides rich background to the casus belli which led to the furore that Tolkien witnessed first-hand, as the embers of debate between ‘Town’ (the municipal planners seeking to solve the city’s notorious traffic congestion) and ‘Gown’ (the university colleges opposed to change) were fanned into flame.

Playful, erudite, and ultimately tragically moving, The Bovadium Fragments is like nothing else that J.R.R. Tolkien wrote, and its themes remain both provocative and timely. Within its lines may be found a concern for the fragility of our natural world, a love of which that was shared by both father and son. As Christopher Tolkien’s final presentation of his father’s work, it is therefore perhaps fitting that The Bovadium Fragments should be their coda.

CHRIS SMITH, 2025




Introduction

This work was certainly in being near the end of 1960: for on 25 October in that year my father’s secretary, Elizabeth Lumsden, wrote to Rayner Unwin ‘to ask on Tolkien’s behalf the name of the current editor of the magazine Time and Tide. Tolkien wants to offer him a short piece he has written, “a sort of satirical fantasy”’ (Christina Scull and Wayne G. Hammond, The J.R.R.Tolkien Companion and Guide, Vol. I, p. 593, citing Tolkien–George Allen & Unwin archive, HarperCollins). On the same day, Elizabeth Lumsden, in a letter in my possession, wrote to my father telling him that she had written to Rayner Unwin as requested, and also that she had ‘typed half of the Motores MS and will finish it by the end of the week and send it to you’. On 28 October she wrote again (my father not being at home at that time) to say that Rayner Unwin knew the editor of Time and Tide, and that my father was very welcome to use Rayner’s name, if he wished, when submitting ‘the Bovadium Fragments’; and she added: ‘Please try to ignore cold feet and just send it.’

Whether he did or did not do so I don’t know; but some references bearing on the question of publication are given by Scull and Hammond, op. cit. pp. 707 and 774. In August 1966 Rayner Unwin wrote to him saying that he had read The Bovadium Fragments with pleasure and that he thought that my father should publish it in the Oxford Magazine; and in December 1968, in a letter to Rayner Unwin, he said of ‘The End of Bovadium’ that he had ‘no intention of publishing it now (if ever)’.

It is also recorded (op. cit. p. 707) that at some time in the summer of 1966 my father gave ‘Bovadium’ to Clyde Kilby to read, asking him if he thought it publishable. His comments, the only ones that I know of, survive, on a typescript slip preserved with the texts.[3] He told my father that he saw ‘two difficulties’ (i.e. in the way of publication). One was that ‘the use of Latin, clever as it is, becomes a stumbling block of an obvious kind for most people, even those of considerable education perhaps.’ He had observed, presumably, that the Latin passages were translated, so that the mere presence of Latin would in his view constitute a stumbling-block. The second difficulty was the danger that readers wouldn’t see ‘the tragedy behind the comedy’, for ‘the motor has made itself so much a part of our lives’ that any writing hostile to it would be simply disregarded. If these criticisms were accepted they would of course instantly sink the ship.

The initial inspiration for the work lay in verses entitled Motor Bus by A.D. Godley. From a letter found with the manuscripts and typescripts of The Bovadium Fragments it appears that my father received a copy of these verses from an acquaintance in April 1957. At
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BUS STOP OUTSIDE QUEEN’S COLLEGE ON THE HIGH STREET.
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