


Traveling Through Mordor to Acquire the Ring


I had passed him in the hall any number of times and spoken to him.  His response was always an embarrassed, non-committal “hi”.  However, the day he walked into my room and noticed my Lord of the Rings posters, we formed a connection which would continue through his high school career.  You see, he was a Tolkien lover just as I am.


It is hard for high school teachers to create an atmosphere of excitement in a composition class.  For most students, composing essays generates even less enthusiasm than watching snails cross the sidewalk.

Yet, the task becomes much easier, if we can form a link by using a movie, a game or some media source popular with the students to create a spark of excitement which will bring them to the subject with open minds.  Bearing this in mind, I have created a composition curriculum which is interwoven with the Lord of the Rings trilogy.  Most of my students have seen the movies and react favorably to the stories, the actors and the realm of Middle Earth.


My first tantalizing tidbit that I use to lure my reluctant scholars

is a giant bulletin board filled with movie posters from the Lord of the Rings films. Some of my colleagues also have stand up characters or maps of Middle Earth or capes from Lothlorien or even the One Ring (placed strategically in their classrooms).  These aids never fail to get a comment such as “Cool, are we reading that this year?” or “Legolas is soooooo cute!”  Once I have piqued my students’ curiosity, I lay out the plan for the semester.  Much like reluctant Frodo when he accepts the challenge to carry the Ring to Mordor, my students are wary, but in the end, they grab their cloaks and stoically sally forth to conquer the art of composition.


Since my first semester is a composition class, I unfold my plan to write all our essays over the outside reading books from the trilogy.  I share the grading rubric and assign the readings.  Because Tolkien meant The Lord of the Rings to be six volumes, the readings assignments fall into six parts.

“It is divided into six’Books” (the three volumes in which it usually appears were a pulishing decision based on the cost of paper in post-war Britain).  The first Book takes Bilbo’s successor Frodo. . .to Rivendell.  There he is joined by Gandalf and the rest of the ‘fellowship’ of the ring, that is, Boromir, Legolas and Gimli.  Their journey south. . .takes up the second Book.  During the third, fourth, fifth and part of the sixth Book these groups, still further supplemented (by the return of Gandalf) and subdivided (by the separation of Pippin and Merry), weave their paths in and out of each others’ knowledge. . .”(Shippey 50).


On our first day of actual writing instruction, I share a quote about composition with my students.  Tolkien said. . .

“A story. . .’grows like a seed in the dark out of the leaf-mould of the mind. . .one’s personal compost heap. . .’”(Carpenter 126: quoted in Flieger, Question of Time 23).

I also share what Tolkien said about editing.

“It was begun in 1936, and every part has been written many times.  Hardly a word in its 600,000 or more has been unconsidered.  And the placing, size, style, and contribution to the whole of all the features, incidents, and chapters has been laboriously pondered” (Tollkien, Letters 160).


Of course, the rest of the semester, we delve into writing, editing, revising, rewriting, punctuation, grammar, etc., etc., etc. (This is the journey of the fellowship.)  We learn the patterns and the purposes of writing, looking at student examples and professional examples, as well.  However, hovering in the background of our composition process is the Lord of the Rings backdrop and each essay assignment is tied to the reading.


Challenge one (crossing the mountains) is an essay about style.

Students become aware of stylistic elements such as dialect, sentence structure and literary devices used by Tolkien in his books.  We take examples of Elrond’s, Frodo’s and Gimli’s speech and examine the differences that characterize each one.  For essay one, the young scholars must rewrite a fairy tale such as “The Three Little Pigs” using the speaking style of one of Tolkien’s characters.


After a brief rest for elevensies, we try a little introspection.  Students of the fellowship must choose a character from Fellowship of the Ring, a character to whom they can relate.  Then, those students must write about a similar experience or decision which eventually affected their lives. This is essay two.


The third essay assignment is a referential description.  Following a class exercise centered around sensory words in general (words which describe Moria), students are asked to find descriptive quotes from the novels which describe the Lord of the Rings characters who are pictured on the wall.  Long sheets of “parchment” are located beneath each picture and each student must write a quote under the appropriate picture.  The requirement that no two quotes may be alike will widen the descriptive “leaf-mould” which students collect to write the third essay.  Essay three involves describing a character or location in the first half of The Two Towers.


For essay four, students must compose a persuasive analysis where they explore questions similar to these:

----Could Sam have been the ring bearer if Frodo had died?

----Is the ring innately evil?

----Should Gollum have been pitied or condemned?

----Should Aragorn have accepted leadership earlier in the novel?

(This is a sticky business much like Shelob’s web.)  Of course, students must support their assertions with specific material from the novels.  This would mean that we would study the MLA form for quotations and citations prior to the assignment.


Because Tolkien translated Beowulf and used many concepts for his works from his study of this material, the class would read and study Beowulf before essay five.  Included in this study would be the concepts of wyrd, wergeld and comitatus.  We would also study literary devices such as compounding, kenning and litotes, as well as archetypes found within Beowulf and the Lord of the Rings.  In the essay itself, students must compare/contrast specific parallels or differences found in the two readings.  (Just as we compare Gollum to Smeagol.)


The final project for this Lord of the Rings/composition class gives students carte blanche in their research paper topics.  These topics must be approved by the teacher, yet, the student is able to delve into some aspect of the trilogy which interests him or her.  MLA form is required in all research papers.  Once this is finished, the student has acquired the Ring (or the grade).  Unlike Frodo’s loss at Mount Doom, hopefully students will be able to find joy in their achievements.


Now, this outlines a tremendous amount of work for students and presents a challenging curriculum so it might be best for a semester long dual-credit class.  However, any composition teacher could choose some aspects to include in the classroom.  Perhaps, one book and one essay might be better geared to some classes.  The trick to enticing students to learn is find something that captures their interest and establish a curriculum which incorporates something they love.
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