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The contents o f  S tra t ford Caldecot t  and 

Thomas Honegger ’s co llect ion have  

less  to  do wi th the actua l  inspirat ion 

behind Tolkien’s  composi t ion than wi th 

the recent  cr i t ica l  e ffor t  to  consider  his  

works  as a  source o f inspirat ion for  

scho larship  across and beyond  

Tolke in’s  oeuvre.  This a t  least  was the 

intent  behind the 2006 Interna tional  

Tolkien Studies  Conference,  he ld  by 

Tolkien’s  own alma mater  a t  Exeter  

Col lege,  Oxford,  whose proceed ings  

this  book co mprises.  Keeping with  the  

goa ls o f the conference –  es tab li shing 

the legi t imacy and encouraging the 

gro wth of  Tolkien scho larship  through 

internat iona l  and inte rdisc ipl inary 

collabora t ion –  this  vo lume’s  select ion 

of ten papers seeks to  demonstra te  the 

successful  emergence o f  Tolkien 

Stud ies through i ts  broadness o f scope.  

The co llect ion discusses  Tolkien and 

his legendarium through a wide var ie ty 

of lenses;  however ,  wi thin  the  spec trum 

of subjec ts  covered,  there i s  l i t t le  to  

jus t i fy the vo lume’s t i t le :  only hal f  o f 

i t s  contr ibutors dea l  d irect ly wi th The 

Lord  of  the Rings ,  and  the major i ty o f 

those,  ra ther  than ana lyz ing text  for  

Tolkien’s  own ‘sources of inspira t ion’ ,  

ut i l ize passages only as i l lus tra t ions 

for  broader  theses or  comparat ive s tudy 

wi th  another  work or  author .  The  

search for  a  genuine uni fying pr incip le  

in  l ieu o f such a  t i t le  proves 

unreward ing,  and ye t  perhaps this  i s  to  

be expec ted for  a  vo lume as var ied and  

interd iscip l inary in characte r  as th is  

one  i s .   

Afte r  a  shor t  foreword by Frances 

Cairncross,  current  rec tor  of  Exeter  

Col lege,  on Tolkien’s  undergraduate 

l i fe ,  Caldeco tt  expands upon the goal  

of the conference i t se l f ,  an  event  he 

deems to  have ‘marked the “coming of 

age” o f Tolkien Stud ies’  (6) .  

Caldeco tt ’s  defense o f  the academic 

worthiness  o f th is  disc ip l ine appears 

unnecessar i ly aggress ive,  and is  

matched by a  hear t fe l t  i f  perhaps 

unnecessary defense o f the value o f 

fantasy fro m a layman’s  perspect ive,  

connect ing Tolkien wi th  such modern 

popular  fantas is t s  as J .K.  Ro wling.  

Ult imate ly,  Caldecott  br ings bo th 

perspect ives together ,  r eminding the 
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reader  tha t  the r i se  o f Tolkien Studies 

as an academic endeavour  should not  

leave  Tolkien s tuffed and mounted on 

the dusty pedestal  o f  ‘the grea ts’ ,  nor  

should Tolkien’s popular  appea l ,  

includ ing the spawn of numerous  

imi tato rs,  exc lude his works from 

ser ious  s tudy.  Indeed,  the col lec t ion’s 

var ious authors,  whi le  not  uni f ied in 

subject  matter  or  style ,  a l l  demonstrate  

a  re freshing degree o f enthusiasm to  

match the academic vigour  o f  the ir  

topic .  Whi le  the leve l  o f  pr ior  

kno wledge demanded may put  this  

volume beyond  the  reach of the genera l  

reader ,  i t s  d iverse  o ffer ings conta in 

many unique  insights,  and invi te  the 

reader  to  exp lore fur ther  the many 

direc t ions and  disc ipl ines in  which 

Tolkien Studies  has expanded.  

The papers are  organized into  three 

par ts ,  beginning wi th the 

‘b iographica l ’ .  Of i t s  three essays ,  the 

f irs t  two are pr imar i ly supplements or  

expansions upon books wr i t ten by the 

authors themselves :  John Gar th’s  

Tolkien and  the  Grea t  War  (2003) ,  and 

Peter  Gi l l iver ,  Jeremy Marshal l  and  

Edmund Weiner ’s The Ring of  Words  

(2006) .  Both papers burst  wi th 

information and ins ight ,  but  a lso  

exhibi t  the shortcomings o f the ir  form:  

rushed summaries ,  leaps  in logic,  and 

fragmentary gl impses in  place o f 

deta i led  ana lys is .  John Garth’s e ssay,  

‘Tolkien,  Exeter  Col lege and the Grea t  

War’ ,  ut i l izes an impressive array o f 

memoirs and  unpubl ished documents to  

paint  an o f ten amusing and sometimes 

elegiac p ic ture o f  Tolkien’s 

undergraduate l i fe ,  ranging from his  

many pranks and  par t ies  to  the War’s 

impact  on the College and on Tolkien 

as a  student .  Gar th’s  essay focuses 

mainly on Tolkien’s non-academic  

endeavours,  making only a  cursory 

at tempt at  connec ting them wi th his  

wr i t ings;  however ,  h is  d iscuss ion of 

Tolkien’s  academic inte res ts  and 

involvement in the Apolaust icks and 

the Stapeldon Socie ty –  par t icular ly 

Tolkien’s  highly dramat ic  secretar ial  

accounts –  reveal  roo ts and  ear ly 

offshoots o f  Tolkien’s more mature 

work.  Gil l iver ,  Weiner  and Marsha ll ,  as 

editors in the Oxford English 

Dic t ionary  Revis ion Programme,  each 

discuss a  par t icular  aspect  o f Tolkien’s 

work wi th the OED  in  their  essay ‘The 

Word as  Leaf :  Perspect ives on Tolkien 

as Lexicographer  and Philologist ’ .  

Gil l iver  descr ibes,  wi th frequent  

tangents  in to  the obscur i t ies o f 

dict ionary edi t ing,  Tolkien’s personal  

rela t ionships wi th two of the OED’s  

chief edi tors,  Will iam Craigie  and 

Henry Brad ley,  as wel l  as his  work on 

Middle English texts wi th Kenneth 

Sisam.  Weiner ’s contr ibut ion is  a  

specula t ive appra isa l  o f the o f ten-dry 

l inguis t ic  or igins o f Tolkien’s words –  

some of  which are fascina ting,  o thers 

of which seem unnecessar i ly complex 

for  words as straight forward as 

‘Treebeard’ and  ‘wolf-r ider ’.  In 

contrast ,  Marshal l ’s  note on Tolkien’s 

‘ incorrect ’  use o f the plura l  dwarves  
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provides a  sa t i s fyingly deta i led ,  wel l -

supported argument for  Tolkien’s  r ight  

to  adopt  a  minori ty spe ll ing.  Fina lly,  

Verlyn Flieger ’s essay,  ‘Gi lson,  Smi th,  

and  Baggins, ’  addresses  The Lord of  

the Rings  i tsel f ,  read ing Sam Gamgee’s 

last  l ine ‘Well ,  I ’m back’ in the l ight  

of those who were no t  –  namely,  

Tolkien’s  close  fr iends  Rob Gi lson and 

Geoffrey Smith,  two of the ‘ immor ta l  

four ’ o f  the TCBS, both ki l led in  

France.  Fl ieger  at  t imes reaches too far  

in  demonstrat ing ho w Gi lson and Smith 

are represented in Frodo  and those 

charac ters who cannot,  or  cannot  ful ly,  

return to  ear thly l i fe ;  however ,  she 

does make s trong connections between 

Tolkien’s  s truggles to  reconci le  the 

sense lessness  o f his  fr iends’ deaths and  

the themes o f dea th and immortal i ty,  

d ivine purpose and se l f -doubt,  wi thin 

his  work.   

The second sect ion,  ‘Mythos and 

Moderni ty, ’  seeks  to  relate  Tolkien to  

contemporary t rends in phi losophy,  a  

subject  in which readers  unfamiliar  

wi th  Enl ightenment and Modernis t  

th inkers may eas i ly become lost .  

Patr ick Curry’s  essay on enchantment,  

though wr it ten in his  t rademark 

conversat iona l  tone and clar i fied wi th 

bul le t -pointed l i s ts ,  i s  somewhat 

di f ficult  to  fo l lo w.  The connect ions 

drawn be tween Max Weber ’s ideas  o f 

disenchantment,  Tolkien’s ‘On Fairy-

Stor ies’,  and the wr i t ings o f Jan 

Zwicky stand  well -supported,  but  the 

arguments Curry draws f rom Tolkien’s 

personal  exper iences as  wel l  as fro m 

his f ic t ion fai l  to  reveal  a  clear  l ine o f 

reasoning,  lead ing many of his  

statements to  appear  as opinion rather  

than extensions or  explana tions o f  

Tolkien’s  phi losophy.  Mark Oziewicz’s 

‘The Aff irmat ion of Myth agains t  the 

Tyranny of Reason’  notes paral lel s  

between the philo logical  work of 

eighteenth-century phi losopher  

Giovanni Batt is ta  Vico and  tha t  o f 

Tolkien.  Both men aff irmed  myth and 

phi lology,  decr ied  the  ra t iona li sm and 

modernism of the ir  day,  and  devoted 

themselves to  the deve lopment o f vast  

mythopoeic projec ts .  Interest ing as 

these simi lar i t ies  are ,  Oziewicz admits 

in  his  opening paragraph that  there is  

as ye t  no p roof that  Tolkien ever  

encountered Vico’s t reat ises ;  thus,  the  

ident i fica t ion o f Vico as  a  source o f  

insp ira t ion ‘may…be legi t imate only in 

i t s  broadest  sense o f  “intel lec tua l  

t radi t ion”‘ (113) .  Pe ter  M. Candler ’s 

essay compar ing Tolkien and Nietzsche 

l ikewise  must  draw intel lec tual  

connect ions where no  evidence  o f 

personal  fami l iar i ty exis ts .  Candler  

ably discusses bo th authors’ d isdain 

toward  modernity,  but  the s imi lar i ty 

ends there :  thei r  proposed so lut ions for  

the prob lem of modernity take the 

concepts o f  myth and philology in 

opposi te  d irec t ions,  Tolkien turning to  

‘sub-creat ion’ and Nie tzsche  to  the 

eternal  recurrence wherein nothing can 

be truly created.  Candler  also  examines  

the One Ring as an image of 

Zarathustr ian e terna l  recurrence,  
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reading The Lord o f  the Rings  as  the 

tr iumph of  Christ ianity and  of joy,  a  

joy found even in pagan myth,  over  

nihi l i sm and  modernity.   

Candler ’s essay trans i t ions the book 

into  i t s  f inal  sec t ion,  concerning 

Chr is t ian aspec ts o f Tolkien’s work.  

Leon Pere ira ,  O.P. ,  d iscusses the 

inf luence o f Tolkien’s Cathol ic ism on 

his mytho logy.  In addit ion to  drawing 

heavi ly on Tolkien’s  own statements 

about  his  work in the Letters ,  Pereira ’s  

essay carefully walks the reader  

through Tolkien’s moral  sys tem as 

made apparent  in the acts  o f p i ty and 

love by Bilbo,  Frodo,  and especial ly 

Sam depic ted wi thin  The Hobbi t  and 

The Lord of  the Rings .  Pereira  singles 

out  Sam as the true hero  of the s tory:  

the simple,  rus t ic  man,  deeply rel igious 

in  his  love,  made heroic  by his 

exper ience,  and ul t imate ly re turning to  

home and fami ly.  Al ison Milbank 

contr ibutes an essay on ‘Tolkien,  

Chester ton,  and Tho mism’,  in which 

she argues for  Tolkien’s  complex 

f ict iona l  wor ld  as a  re f lect ion o f 

Thomas Aquinas’s metaphysics  and 

theology,  saying tha t  G.K.  Chester ton’s 

phi losophy,  in i t s  presentat ion o f 

Thomist ic  ideas,  ‘undergi rds  Tolkien’s 

Middle-ear th,  and contr ibutes to wards 

i t s  credib i l i ty and overa l l  tone and  

effec t ’  (187) .   At fir s t ,  i t  might  seem 

unnecessary for  Milbank to  approach 

Aquinas through Cheste r ton’s  lens ;  

ho wever ,  in do ing so,  she not  only 

crea tes a  more accessib le  essay,  but  

also  reveals severa l  moments in  The 

Lord  of  the Rings  where  Chester ton’s  

work provides  a  possib le  verba l  

paral le l .  Guglielmo Spir i to ,  O.F.M.  

Conv. ,  in his  essay enti t led ‘The 

Inf luence o f Hol iness :  The Heal ing 

Power o f Tolkien’s  Narrat ive, ’  u t i l izes  

only two pr imary texts :  a  le t ter  from 

Tolkien in reply to  a  reader  who wrote 

of a  ‘sani ty and  sanct i ty’ in The Lord 

of  the  Rings ,  and a  passage from The 

Two Towers ,  when Frodo and Sam are 

shown the Window on the West .  

Gugl ielmo’s  essay does not  exude 

academic erudi t ion so much as e ffus ive 

joy and wonder  at  Tolkien’s 

presenta t ion o f  t ranscendent  glo ry,  

beauty,  and t ruth in myth.  And in the 

last  essay,  S tra t ford Caldecot t  br ings 

together  John Garth’s b iographical  

work,  Tolkien’s  Catho licism,  Char les 

Kingsley’s  Hereward the Wake ,  and 

var ious events in  the  his tory o f Anglo -

Saxon,  Cel t ic ,  and even ear ly ci ty-

based  civi l izat ion in connect ion wi th 

Tolkien’s  mission of  preserving,  or  

perhaps rescuing,  the essence o f 

England.   

Cer ta in aspects o f this  volume 

chal lenge i t s  introduct ion’s c la im that  

Tolkien Studies  have in fact  ‘come of  

age’.  The book could benef i t  from an 

index,  several  footno te and  ci ta t ion 

correc t ions,  a  more p rofessional  cover  

ar t  and  typeface ,  and a  t i t le  more 

representat ive o f i t s  content .  At t imes,  

i t s  contr ibutors are  enthusias t ic  to  the 

point  o f incoherence,  but  the ir  
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enthusiasm i t sel f ,  and the level  o f  care 

and  skil l  they put  in to  the ir  work,  

stands  as an encouraging proof  o f 

Tolkien Studies’  burgeoning growth.  

Thomas Honegger ’s specula t ions in his  

Conclusion concerning the future  o f the 

discip l ine  i s  a l together  hopeful ,  and,  

wi th  a  l i t t le  work,  he  may no t  be 

wrong.   

Fai th Liu  

Hil l sda le  Col lege  


