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 Foreword

Janet Brennan Croft

Journey Back Again is an ambitious
project: a collection which is far more than just an assortment of
unrelated parts. It is a conversation in book form, where the
authors of the papers work as both individuals and as a creative
community, writing back and forth to each other while finding new
insights to contribute to the many-decades-old field of Tolkien
studies. In this they exemplify what their mentor Diana Pavlac
Glyer has written about in The Company They Keep (2007) and
Bandersnatch (2016): good writing is seldom a solitary
endeavor, but rises to new heights when it is the deliberate
product of acknowledged mutual influence, intellectual hospitality,
and the ongoing conversation of a fellowship of friends. And I use
the word fellowship deliberately, as these authors do, to
evoke a central tenet of The Lord of the Rings: we become
better and stronger as we are both challenged and supported by
working together with our companions.

I have enjoyed watching this project
evolve, and I find myself reminded over and over again that every
first reading is a fresh beginning, to which each reader brings a
unique perspective and with which they engage in a way that is
theirs alone — but that these new perspectives are more fruitful
when shared, discussed, and honed through interaction with
others.

New observations like the ones I
encountered many times in these pages can, as Wyatt Zeimis points
out in his chapter, lead us to a “recovery” of our perspective on
Tolkien as we look through other eyes. Sharing these “recoveries”
is the boon we bring back to the community from our journeys.
Jensen A. Kirkendall, for example, pulls together a list of events
under the heading “Detours” that aren’t usually considered
together. Hana Paz marks the significance that a simple paragraph
break can silently imply. Mark E. Jung shows that stewardship can
subvert strict hierarchy, and Anna K. Dickinson draws our attention
to a passage that I do not think I have ever seen examined in such
detail before. Every chapter has some arresting point of interest
in it.

As Britta E. Bunnel observes of Aragorn
and Gandalf in her paper, the spirit of mentorship works both ways;
those who learn from a wise mentor may also in turn inspire their
mentor’s own future path. With Diana Pavlac Glyer as their
inspiring and inspired mentor, these contributors have entered into
the long conversation of scholarship with confidence, engaging with
the work that has gone before and sharing their own fresh
observations (and fresh approach to working as a collective) with
us. There is great potential in this rising generation of writers
and their collaborative approach, and I look forward to seeing
where their scholarly paths take both this fellowship and its
individual members in the future.


 Preface

Diana Pavlac Glyer

One of my favorite pastimes is hiking, and
I am lucky enough to live in the foothills of the San Gabriel
mountains, where the weather is mild and the trails are plentiful.
My favorite trail follows along the top of the ridge of the
mountain range: a wide, sandy path that offers incredible views.
I’ve seen deer along that path, and tarantulas. And I’ve
encountered a snake or two. Although I’ve not yet met a bear, I’ve
seen their enormous paw prints in the mud along the way.

I never tire of these walks, in part
because I love being outside and in part because no matter how
often I pull on my hiking boots and climb that hill, I always see
something I’ve never noticed before. A small purple flower. A
distant oak. A hawk catching air currents and circling above
me.

Tolkien loved nature, too, and his
sub-created world presents layers and layers that reflect the
natural world: beauty, weather, and wildness, a field of yellow
elanor, a bright star, a lone fox, a soaring bird.
Creatures, peoples, habitats. Virtues, trials, adventures. Harmony,
conflict, romance. Ideas as lofty as the philosophy of evil and as
concrete and ordinary as Sam’s old pots and pans.

It has been an extraordinary privilege to
work alongside these nine scholars as we have journeyed together
through the paths of Middle-earth. As we read and re-read The
Lord of the Rings, we kept asking the question “What do you
notice?” and “What do you see?” Working together, we made fresh
discoveries at every turn.

These scholars have done their research,
sure, but they have also brought their enthusiasm and courage and
heart to the task. And as the editor of this book, here is what
delights me more than anything: this is more than a collection of
essays. These writers learned to lean on one another through every
step of the process, and you will see evidence of that very fact
throughout these pages. To work together at the level of reading,
thinking, drafting, questioning, challenging, and revising in this
way is rare. To persist in it with courage and good cheer is a
blessing. And when it works, it is spectacular.

The book you hold in your hand is an
invitation for you to walk alongside us, to revisit Middle-earth,
and to discover details you might have missed. Enjoy.


 Abbreviations

FL = The Four Loves by C. S.
Lewis

FS = “On Fairy-stories” by J. R. R.
Tolkien

H = The Hobbit by J. R. R.
Tolkien

Letters = The Letters of J. R.
R. Tolkien, edited by Humphrey Carpenter, with the assistance
of Christopher Tolkien

LotR = The Lord of the Rings
by J. R. R. Tolkien

Mythlore = Mythlore: A Journal
of J. R. R. Tolkien, C. S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and Mythopoeic
Literature

S = The Silmarillion by J.
R. R. Tolkien

UT = Unfinished Tales of Númenor
and Middle-earth by J. R. R. Tolkien

VDT = The Voyage of the Dawn
Treader by C. S. Lewis


 An unliterary man
may be defined as one who reads books once only. […] We do not
enjoy a story fully at the first reading. Not till the curiosity,
the sheer narrative lust, has been given its sop and laid asleep,
are we at leisure to savour the real beauties. Till then, it is
like wasting great wine on a ravenous natural thirst which merely
wants cold wetness.

 — C. S. Lewis “On Stories”


 Introduction

Jensen A. Kirkendall

 After their
harrowing experiences in the Old Forest, Merry, Pippin, Sam, and
Frodo find refuge in Tom Bombadil’s house. When they first arrive,
cold and shaken by the fact that a willow tree just tried to eat
them, Tom does not explain the nature of the sinister Old Man
Willow until they have rested. When Tom gathers them around his big
chair, he answers their questions in the form of “long tales”
(LotR I.7.129).1 He
tells them remarkable stories, sometimes singing and dancing,
sometimes talking to himself, but all the while weaving together
the story of the forest — with all its insects and grasses, its
evil and good.

Listening to this story, the hobbits begin
to “understand the lives of the Forest,” seeing themselves as
strangers in this land (LotR I.7.129). Weaving in and out of
this tale is Old Man Willow, who they learn is as old as the earth
and a menace older than Sauron. Tom then expands his story beyond
the woods to the lands just outside of it, casting the hobbits’
imaginations back to the ancient battles of the first and second
ages. Eventually, he goes even further, into “strange regions” past
their memory, “into times when the world was wider,” when there
were only Elves, and even before (LotR I.7.131).

This “story time” with Tom Bombadil is
neither juvenile nor pointless. His tale-telling exemplifies the
way stories function in Middle-earth. The hobbits are, in one
sense, entertained, but this is not all. The stories give them a
vision of a reality far beyond themselves. This reality is “not
comfortable lore,” but nonetheless leaves them “enchanted” by the
wonder of the world (LotR I.7.129, 131). It captures their
imaginations.

None of the hobbits stand up and tell
Bombadil, “This is all fine and good, but these are merely
stories!” In Middle-earth, it is understood that wisdom is often
expressed best through the lore, history, and legends of the past.
The hobbits readily discern the truth and importance of all that
Tom says. This storytelling is essential. It prepares the hobbits
to face not just the rest of the world but also the dark powers
beyond it. It could be said that Tom tells them what they need to
know by means of the very genre in which Tolkien chooses to
write.

Tolkien claims that “successful Fantasy”
relies upon “a sudden glimpse of the underlying reality or truth”
(FS 71). He claims that this is what makes fantasy delightful. This
indicates Tolkien’s belief that fantasy is, first of all, meant to
be enjoyed. But many are inclined to leave it at that. Fantasy
tends to be relegated to fiction that is merely entertaining and
recreational but not sophisticated, edifying, or of literary
merit.

Journey Back Again is an attempt to
expand beyond this view by example, rather than by argument. Each
chapter contains a reason why The Lord of the Rings as a
work of fantasy is not only worth reading but is worth reading many
times. The underlying assumption of each chapter is what Tolkien
suggests above: truth and reality run through all of
Middle-earth.

To say that a work of fantasy is true and
realistic is not to indicate that it is factual. Middle-earth has
walking trees, wizards, and magic rings, none of which are rooted
in the material world as we know it. Truth is not the same as fact.
Facts are all around us, but truth is often more elusive than we
realize, and good fantasy helps us see truth more clearly. An
imagined world is a reshuffling of our own, a kaleidoscopic turning
of things to reveal new angles, an overturning of familiar soil to
give it room to take in new seed. Middle-earth is such a world.

In recollection, however, all seems
simple, straightforward, and easily categorized. There are fantasy
creatures who go on a journey to beat the bad guy, and they win.
But as soon as you look back at the actual words on the page,
deeper meaning unfolds, neat categories unravel, and seeming
simplicity proves deeply complex. The magic of Middle-earth is a
subtle type of enchantment, not flashy like most of us imagine it
would be. Events that seem random have an alluring hint of
providence about them. People are baffling, and with proper
attention paid, they never fail to defy expectations. Hobbits are
dismissed as insignificant, and in less than a year, they overthrow
the greatest threat of their era, both abroad and at home.

These are just a few examples expanded on
in this book, ultimately suggesting that Middle-earth is not as
simple as, at first, it may seem. They are but a sampling of
particular places to look more closely and ways to think more
deeply about Tolkien’s work. While doing so is not necessary for
enjoying the story, this type of scholarship can stimulate new
insight that ultimately leads back to the story itself.

The Lord of the Rings is capable of
reorienting the imagination to better see what is true and
beautiful in our own world. However, this process is, by nature,
inefficient. No matter how impactful a great work of art is, this
impact does not easily endure. Humans are a forgetful race. We must
go back again and again, allowing Tolkien’s world to refresh our
vision of our world. He tells us wonderful stories and reminds us
what is worth paying attention to: things like human connection,
sacrificial leadership, the power of mercy, the profundity of hope,
and the significance of ordinary heroes. Middle-earth warrants a
second look, a lingered attention, a longer walk among its hills
and mountains. Giving this extra bit of attention brings
Middle-earth into focus, in both its griefs and its joys.
Ultimately, this can encourage us to reconsider our own world, to
honestly face the sorrow and the wonder of it all.


 Chapter 1:

A Narrative Quest

Jensen A. Kirkendall

Daily life would be a lot more exciting if
we started referring to our weekly errands of grocery shopping and
lawn mowing as quests. The word “quest” evokes a certain grandeur
and loftiness most of us do not feel about our lives. Choosing to
view life as a quest allows all of the ups and downs to become
meaningful. The small moments, both pleasant and unpleasant, can be
part of a bigger story — a story that we hope leads us to the
places we want to go.

 This is one of the
appeals of stories. They tell us about the winding and tumultuous
paths of characters as they make their way through the world. The
best stories are the ones that draw us into this world, making us
feel like we are walking alongside the characters, seeing what they
see and feeling what they feel. After returning from these types of
stories, we emerge to see our own world with a refreshed
vision.2 This
vision is not always comforting, for it may indicate realities we
would rather ignore, but it always has the potential to teach us
something important.

The Lord of the Rings does this
drawing in and refreshing of vision particularly well. Middle-earth
continues to capture the imaginations of many: the characters are
engaging, the road is filled with adventure, and the vibrancy of
the world is captivating. However, some readers find reading The
Lord of the Rings to be an arduous journey. It requires a
degree of attention and energy that causes many to simply opt for
the movies instead. Despite this challenge, the very structure and
design of Tolkien’s narrative make it worth reading again and
again.

I propose, here at the beginning, a
seemingly trivial example. Early on in the story, before Frodo
would even use the word “quest” for his own journey, the narrator
describes Frodo, Pippin, and Sam camping for the night on their way
to Crickhollow. Suddenly, from out of the woods, an unnamed,
nondescript fox emerges. The narrator informs us with a direct
quotation from the fox’s mind that the fox found it “mighty queer”
to find three hobbits out and about at night, sleeping in the woods
(LotR I.3.72). At first, this moment seems insignificant.
However, lingering on it prompts the question: why would Tolkien
include the thoughts of a fox in this grand epic narrative?

 Bear this question
in mind, for I will return to it at the very end of this chapter,
only with new vocabulary to deepen our understanding of Tolkien’s
work. While the rest of the chapters of Journey Back Again
examine and evaluate themes pertaining to the content of The
Lord of the Rings, this chapter starts with more foundational
aspects regarding the narrative’s form — the narrative techniques
Tolkien employs in telling the story. Form and content work
together to communicate the meaning of the work as a whole. The
best authors employ a form that deepens their stories’ meaning,
communicating what they want it to on multiple levels. The content
likewise becomes dependent upon the form for its meaning. This
makes the form indispensable to the content, not merely a container
for the plot points of the story.3

In his discussion of Tolkien’s narrative
style, Charles Moseley points out that the very first thing a
reader encounters is not the content of the story but the form and
style of how it is told (Moseley 41). All stories contain countless
decisions concerning narrative technique. These include overarching
concerns, such as tone and the order of events, as well as
page-by-page decisions, such as specific metaphors and how much to
describe a character.

Tolkien’s narrative choices are distinct
in many ways, but four storytelling techniques in particular stand
out. The best way to explain these is in terms of a journey, and
the perspectives, detours, discoveries, and vitality encountered
along the way. These apply to both the narrative journey of The
Lord of the Rings and any journey taken in our own lives. By
courageously choosing to go beyond their beloved Shire, the hobbits
encounter new perspectives from their fellow travelers, unforeseen
detours in the paths they must take, invaluable discoveries about
the land of Middle-earth, and the breathtaking vitality of the
world they inhabit.

Perspectives

 The characters of
the story operate as windows to view Middle-earth. The narrator of
The Lord of the Rings narrows in on particular characters’
perspectives at particular points in the narrative. The narration
alternates carefully between general description and personal
character perspectives. Usually, the narrator provides the
perspective of the least experienced figure present.4

 This closeness to
the characters is carefully chosen to ground the reader in the
narrative, provide relatability to the characters, and communicate
important meanings that would otherwise be lost. The close-up
perspectives are most often through the hobbits’ eyes, allowing us
to relate to their experience of the vast newness of wider
Middle-earth.5 These
close-ups are subtle, yet influential to the reader’s
experience.

Pippin’s experiences with the
palantír and with Minas Tirith serve as good first examples
(LotR III.11; V.1). Throughout these passages, Pippin serves
as the focal point of the reader’s attention. After the events at
Isengard, the narrator describes Pippin’s erratic behavior towards
Gandalf and Merry, his restlessness, and eventually his theft of
the palantír while Gandalf sleeps. Alone with Pippin and the
globe, the reader watches helplessly as the hobbit engages with the
mind of Sauron.

No other character’s internal perspective
is given during these events. It might seem more pertinent for the
narrator to focus on Gandalf, Théoden, or Aragorn as they
contemplate what to do about the Dark Lord. Instead, we hear about
Pippin’s internal emotions that seem largely petty and unwarranted.
Pippin is haunted by his passing encounter with the palantír
and uncharacteristically bitter toward Gandalf for taking it from
him so abruptly (LotR III.11.590–91). He expresses his
desire to examine it to Merry, who mostly shrugs it off and tells
him to wait until morning.

We see here the strong and strange
influence of Sauron. His evil will is capable of twisting Pippin’s
mind just enough to create this uncharacteristic irritability.
Merry agrees with Pippin that he would like to see the stone but is
content to wait until morning. Pippin’s itch seems subtly
malevolent. Filtering the narration through his perspective allows
us to experience this passage more intimately, creating a unique
sense of how Sauron threatens the company in this moment through
the seemingly least significant person present.

This theme of reorienting what is
significant comes out even stronger when we rejoin Pippin in Book V
as he enters Minas Tirith, the great city of Men. As is true of the
whole narrative, the narrator does not communicate any of Gandalf’s
internal perspective on Minas Tirith but only relays what he says
out loud and how he interacts with Denethor. By remaining with
Pippin throughout this passage, the reader gets to experience how
overwhelming the city is to a newcomer. This would not be possible
if the narrator were focused on Gandalf’s experience since he has
been to the city many times.

 After their
arrival, the reader then experiences more commonplace aspects of
the city. Instead of grand debates between Gandalf and Denethor or
exciting battle plans, the reader witnesses a great deal of
conversation between Pippin and his guide, Beregond, about such
commonplace things as hobbit culture and where to get a
meal.6 Then
there is some waiting for Gandalf, some wandering about the city,
and a meeting with some children, including Beregond’s son, Bergil,
in an obscure alley of the city.

It is remarkable that these seemingly
insignificant events are chosen as worth narrating. Yet, throughout
these passages, Pippin has many fascinating conversations. He
experiences many things that give the reader insight into the races
of both Men and Hobbits. Following Pippin’s experiences in this
manner keeps the reader rooted in the narrative by showing the
world through the eyes of a character who knows just as little as
we do about the city of Minas Tirith.

 Gérard Genette calls this technique of perspective
“focalization.”7 This
term indicates the narrowing in of the narrator, filtering all the
aspects of particular scenes through a carefully chosen
character.8 This
brings us back to the discussion of form and content working
together to communicate meaning. The meaning communicated in the
content of the chapter is accentuated by the way it is narrated.
The altering of expectations is a theme from the beginning of the
narrative. It is especially evident in the conversations Pippin has
in Minas Tirith (LotR V.1.756–69). Pippin says as much when
admonishing Bergil, telling him that when he is older, he will
realize “folk are not always what they seem” (LotR V.1.769).
The focalization of the narrative through Pippin’s eyes accentuates
the fact that, throughout this chapter, Pippin forces people to
shift their expectations about Hobbits. The content and the form
work together to underscore this theme.

Another example of close-up perspective,
or focalization, occurs when Merry aids Éowyn in slaying the
Nazgûl. This passage demonstrates the importance of the narrator’s
alternation between general description and internal character
perspective (LotR V.6.840–42). Many of the most meaningful
aspects of this passage are expressed from Merry’s perspective. We
could not experience this scene in the same way without it.

The narrator begins the scene with lofty
diction — the ornate phrase “But lo!,” several archaic syntactical
arrangements, and the epic depiction of Éowyn standing alone
between the Nazgûl and Théoden (Hammond and Scull 562). This is
contrasted with Merry’s bumbling efforts to engage in the battle.
The reader only receives auditory descriptions of the narrative
since Merry is blinded by the paralyzing dread of the Nazgûl’s
presence. The reader hears Merry’s thoughts as he fights nobly
against this paralysis, urging himself to stand by the King. One of
the key moments of the passage is when Éowyn boldly stands up to
the Nazgûl, causing it to be struck with sudden silence.
Immediately after this, Merry’s vision returns (LotR
V.6.841). This demonstrates that Éowyn’s boldness actually does
cause the Nazgûl to hesitate, thereby allowing Merry to overcome
his paralysis. Focalization through Merry’s eyes highlights the
significance of Éowyn’s bravery.

 Following the
dissipation of the Nazgûl, Éowyn falls unconscious, making Merry
the only witness to Théoden’s last words — words that absolve
Merry’s disobedience and affirm that any valiant heart is welcome
in battle.9 Théoden
tells him not to be distressed about disobeying his orders, for
“great heart will not be denied. Live now in blessedness”
(LotR V.6.842–43). Although he speaks specifically to Merry
after this, it is not a far reach to extend these words of
absolution to Éowyn as forgiveness for her disobedience in joining
the battle when she was commanded to remain at home (LotR
V.2.784). Based on the way this battle is described, no one would
deny Éowyn’s demonstration of “great heart.” Although the reader
never sees them talk about Théoden’s last words, Merry nevertheless
becomes the carrier of potential absolution for Éowyn that Théoden
could not give himself. The alternation between general description
and Merry’s internal perspective in this passage enriches the scene
to communicate and carry even more significance than it would with
simple narration.

 Another example of
the perspective given by focalization is Gimli’s journey through
the Paths of the Dead (LotR V.2.786–88). This is the only
time the reader experiences Gimli’s internal perspective. Gimli
articulates his fear at the entrance to the Paths of the Dead,
though everyone else remains silent. All enter, Legolas exhibiting
no sign of fear at the dead spirits of Men. Gimli is irate that he,
as a Dwarf, is unwilling to enter underground when an Elf is
(LotR V.2.786).10 The
reader follows blindly with Gimli at the back of the company as he
feels a growing sense of dread with every step. The narrator then
informs the reader that there is an invisible host of spirits
following the group, though Gimli cannot see it. Under his breath,
Gimli wonders if Aragorn feels any fear. The reader is left to
wonder this as well, for no glimpse is given into Aragorn’s mind
(LotR V.2.787). The last hour of the journey is summarized
in the observation that Gimli does not remember it well,
highlighting the fact that we are only getting the account through
Gimli’s eyes (LotR V.2.787).

Experiencing the Paths of the Dead in this
way offers a unique experience for the reader. Gimli’s discomfort
emphasizes the unnatural quality of the setting, and his fear
signals the reader to the invisible happenings. While it might seem
more intuitive to follow Aragorn as the central figure for this
chapter, Tolkien’s narrator gives voice to the less expected and
more relatable perspective. To see into Aragorn’s mind would give
the reader a great deal of information about what is going on,
while being with Gimli creates suspense and intrigue regarding what
will happen next.

Although subtle, the focalization
throughout the narrative creates both vibrant characters and
nuanced meaning in the story. There are countless other examples
that vary in their degree and style of focalization, all of which
contribute to a multi-valenced experience of Middle-earth. The
Lord of the Rings is neither flat nor straightforward but
contains complexity and deeper meaning in the very way it is told.
We hear from many voices — often the voices we least expect to be
meaningful offer a crucial perspective. Our journeys in real life
are no different. There is a tremendous variety of perspectives to
be learned from the people we walk with, but we must choose to ask
them what and how they see.

Detours

Not only are the character perspectives
complex and enriching, but also the roads these characters travel
on are winding and unexpected. As we experience the various wonders
and spectacles of Middle-earth with these close-up perspectives, we
see that the path to defeating Sauron is anything but direct.
Detour after detour interrupts the heroes as they strive to further
their purpose.

These interruptions can be ridiculous: for
instance, getting eaten by a tree in the Old Forest or having to
sit and eat on the sidelines of a battle (LotR I.6.117–18;
III.3.457–58). They can also be devastating, like Gandalf
confronting the Balrog in Moria or Sam chasing after a paralyzed
Frodo being carried away by Orcs (LotR II.5.331–32;
IV.10.735–36). Or they can be extremely pleasant, such as dining
with Goldberry and Tom Bombadil or meeting Faramir on the outskirts
of Mordor (LotR I.7.124; IV.5.680–82). No matter the
outcome, the journey through Middle-earth is riddled with detours.
Each detour is an additional thread in the overall fabric of the
narrative.

Tolkien’s story is distinctive in its
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