
1 

THE JOURNAL OF INKLINGS STUDIES 
 

Author, Title.  
Review by Nelson Goering 

The Journal of Inklings Studies Vol. 5, No. 1, April 2015 
 

Deborah H.  Higgens ,  Anglo-Saxon Community  in  J .R.R.  To lk ien’s 
The Lord of  the Rings.  Toronto:  Olor is  Publishing,  2014 .  212 pp.  
ISBN (UK):  978-1940992037.  

 

2014 was an exce llent  year  for  those 

interes ted in bo th Tolkien and Old 

English l i tera ture.  The highlight  o f the 

year  was ,  o f course,  the pub licat ion o f 

Tolkien’s  t rans la t ion and commentary 

of Beowul f ,  but  a lso  very welcome was 

this  book- length discuss ion of 

Tolkien’s  l i terary deb t  to  Anglo -Saxon.  

Deborah Higgens i s  to  be commended 

for  giving us a  very clear ,  no t  to  

mention beauti ful ly produced and 

i l lus tra ted,  introduct ion to  th is  well  

worked-over  fie ld .  

Higgens s tructures her  book to  

highlight  cer tain themat ic  l inks 

between Old Engl ish poetic  pract ice 

(above a l l  tha t  o f the Beowul f  poe t)  and  

The Lord of  the Rings  ( focusing,  

though by no means exc lus ive ly,  on the 

Riders o f Rohan) .  After  a  forward by 

Col in Duriez and a  br ie f  introduct ion,  

the four  cent ral  chap ters  take on,  in 

turn,  two of Tolkien’s academic essays  

( ‘On Fairy Stor ies’  and ‘Beowul f :  The 

Monsters and  the  Cri t ics’) ,  mead-hal ls ,  

feast ing and soc ia l  bonds,  and  cup -

bear ing women.  Within each chapter  

al terna ting sect ions  fir st  deal  wi th a  

given top ic in wide  perspect ive and  

then a t tempt to  make l inks wi th  The 

Lord  of  the Rings .  A conclusion,  works 

ci ted,  b ib l iography ( two  dis t inct  

sec t ions) ,  and an index round out  the 

book.  

The sec t ions on Tolkien’s essays  and  

Old English poet ic  culture serve as  

genera l  in troductions to  these subjects.  

Those  unfami l iar  wi th Old Engl ish 

l i tera ture should find much of va lue 

and  interest ,  par t icular ly in the wide -

ranging four th chapter  –  the longest  in 

the book –  which very e ffect ive ly 

charac ter izes the ‘comitatus’ ( the 

Germanic war -band bound together  by 

bonds o f loya lty and gi f ts  o f  t reasure 

and  mead)  and the ro le  of feast ing in  

conso lida t ing posi t ive rela t ionships 

(Higgens has  a  very Hobbit i sh interest  

in  food throughout  the book) .  Along 

wi th  e ffect ive ly employing some 

judic ious,  though occas iona lly 

repet i t ive,  quo ta t ions from Tacitus,  

Higgens i s  to  be especia l ly co mmended  

in  this  chap ter  for  keep ing his tor ica l  

Anglo-Saxon soc ie ty dis t inc t  from the 

culture dep ic ted in surviving poet ry –  a  
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dis t inct ion poss ibly at  the hear t  o f 

Tolkien’s  infamous comment in 

Appendix F denying any close 

resemblance between the Rohirr im and 

the Anglo -Saxons –  al though she does 

not  mainta in this  d is t inc t ion carefully 

elsewhere in the book.  

In l inking her  ana lys is  o f Tolkien’s 

essays  or  o f  Anglo -Saxon culture to  

The Lord of  the Rings ,  Higgens no t  

infrequently weakens her  case 

somewhat by overs tat ing i t .  With  

‘Beowul f :  The Monsters and  the 

Cri t ics’,  for  instance,  she o ften says  

that  Tolkien could  as well  be  

descr ibing his o wn work as Beowul f  

(pp.  21,  27,  35) .  Yet ,  whi le  Tolkien 

does indeed  use monsters in  his  f ic t ion,  

these bear  l i t t le  resemblance to  those  

in  Beowulf  in terms of the ir  structural  

roles.  Nor  does Frodo’s career  much 

match tha t  o f Beowul f ,  whose sharply 

drawn contras t  be tween youth and o ld  

age gives  shape to  the whole Old 

English poem.  

Many l inks do ho ld more weight ,  such 

as those concerning feas t ing,  g i ft -

giving,  and cup-bear ing wo men.  Sti l l ,  

the a tmosphere  and narrat ive func tion 

of the rushed  meal  a t  Edoras before 

r iding out  to  at tack Saruman seems a  

far  cry fro m the e labora te  feasts  at  

Heorot ,  despi te  the common elements 

between the two.  And the cup -r i tua ls  in 

The Lord of  the Rings  se rve  a  wider  

range o f purposes than do those in  

Beowulf :  these are  used in  Tolkien 

most  o ften for  the ‘cup  of par t ing’,  

something no t  str ic t ly paral le led in Old 

English.  I t  may be mere pedantry to  

note that  most  o f the ‘mead cups’ in 

Tolkien ac tua lly ho ld wine (Galadr ie l ’s  

farewel l  be ing the only scene in  which 

mead exp lici t ly features) .  

 

Speaking of pedant ry,  there are  a  

number  o f philological  quibbles one 

might  make (and perhaps should make 

wi th  regards to  a  work deal ing so 

heavi ly wi th Old  Engl ish) ,  which I  

have a t tempted  to  quarant ine into  one 

paragraph.  The at tempt to  connec t  the 

name Rohan  to  the Old English verb 

rōwan  ‘ to  ro w ’  i s  unphi lological  and 

un-Tolkienian.  Furthermore,  Old 

English poe try i s  quoted  in a  s trange 

format,  wi th each hal f - l ine in i t s  o wn 

column ins tead of be ing separated by 

the t radi t ional  caesura .  Macrons a re 

employed very inconsistently 

throughout,  and three ha l f -l ines are  le ft  

unt ransla ted in the passage on p .  123  

( though these are  trans lated on p .  118) .  

In addi t ion,  diernan  is  not  the  ci ta t ion 

form of th is  adjec t ive  in  Old Engl ish 

and  to  cal l  the hero ic  legends the 

Beowulf  poet  drew upon as ‘old  Norse 

tradi t ions’ (p .  24)  is  a t  bes t  mis lead ing 

–  I  do not  think tha t  Higgens means to  

imply acceptance o f  the controvers ial  

idea tha t  the stor ies in  Beowulf  were 

brought to  England  by Vikings.  Éowyn  

should perhaps be  compared to  a  Norse 

sk jaldmær ,  which Tolkien’s 

‘shieldmaiden’  ac tua lly transla tes,  in 

preference to  a  Valkyrie ,  valkyrja  (p .  
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136) .  F inal ly,  two more genera l  

correc t ions might  also  be noted :  the 

venerab le Bede wro te his  Historia  

ecclesiast ica gent is  Anglorum  c .  726,  

not  627 (p .  49) ,  and Tolkien was 

professor  o f  Anglo -Saxon a t  Pembroke,  

wi th  his  la ter  post  a t  Merton be ing in 

English Language  and Literature (p .  

32) .  

Pedantry as ide,  I  suspec t  tha t  many in 

the Tolkien communi ty wi l l  enjoy this  

book,  and i t  should serve as a  clear  and 

engaging guide to  the Anglo -Saxon 

poetic  wor ld ,  undoubted ly a  foreign 

country for  many of Tolkien’s readers.  

Many may f ind i t  f rui t ful  to  read 

Higgens’s book in conjunction wi th 

Tolkien’s  new trans la t ion o f Beowul f ,  

for  which i t  can stand  as  a  so r t  o f 

contextual iz ing pr imer .  I  suspec t  that  

Higgens would consider  her  job well  

done  i f  she  helps lead  new readers to  

th is  greates t  work of Old English 

l i tera ture,  which she,  l ike Tolkien,  

c lear ly loves.  
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