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TOLKIEN AND THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

LESSON:

Tolkien’s Mythology and Traditional Influences
GOAL:
Introduce students to Tolkien’s biography, his mythology, and the historical-cultural influences of Anglo-Saxon culture and Catholicism on his writings.  

OBJECTIVES:
Students will be able to:

1. View a biographical account of Tolkien’s life and works and discuss factors that likely influenced his writing of The Lord of the Rings (LOTR).

2. Take organized notes on a lecture dealing with Tolkien’s mythology.

3. Read, analyze, and discuss text excerpts that provide evidence of the influence of Anglo-Saxon and Catholic traditions on LOTR.

PROCEDURES:

Day One (Monday, May 16)



45 minutes

1. Focus exercise on overhead transparency instructs students to:

“Take out notepaper and your copies of the Wood biography and the Flieger chronology of Tolkien’s life.  Watch the video biography dealing with Tolkien’s life and make a short list of events, ideas, and traditions which likely influenced Tolkien’s writing.  Focus especially but not exclusively on twentieth century influences.  Be prepared to discuss your thoughts.”

2. Play Tolkien video biography and LOTR backgrounder from the extended DVD version of The Fellowship of the Ring.  Take attendance while students view the selections.

3. Discuss the information provided in the video selections and work with the class to develop a short list of potential influences.  Note that students could have “cheated” by looking at the unit overview for evidence of major influences.  

4. Ask students to consider how Tolkien could be considered as a reflection of his time (the early twentieth century).  Can he be viewed as a bridge between two very different modes of thinking – medieval and modern?  Note that Tolkien and C.S. Lewis are generally considered as the two most widely-read medievalists of the twentieth century.  

5. Take general questions from students and preview remaining lessons for the unit to demonstrate how these influences will be addressed.  
Day Two (Tuesday, May 17)

45 minutes 

1. Focus exercise on overhead transparency instructs students to:

“Take out notepaper and a pen or pencil and take three minutes to write out your thoughts on whether or not mythology remains important in modern society.  Feel free to draw upon previous lessons during the year.”

2. Take attendance while students write their responses.
3. After five minutes, briefly discuss student reactions and tie in to previous lessons on romantic nationalism and totalitarian mythology from earlier in the year.
4. Introduce the lecture by noting that Tolkien developed his own mythology for Middle-Earth that underlies The Lord of the Rings.  To fully understand the book, it’s important to know some background of that mythology, its origins, and its relationship to characters in The Lord of the Rings.  While making this transition, pass out the map of Beleriand (attached) and elven/human genealogies from The Silmarillion.  
5. Deliver lecture using lecture notes on the overhead transparency (see attached) as a guide for students.  Use a piece of copy paper to reveal only one or two lines of text at a time.  Encourage students to listen and write down more than what they see on the screen.

6. Cite quotes from Tolkien’s The Silmarillion, Tolkien’s letter to publisher Milton Waldmann, Humphrey Carpenter’s J.R.R. Tolkien: A Biography, Tom Shippey’s J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century, and John Garth’s Tolkien and the Great War, as supporting evidence during the course of the lecture.  Make references to the map and genealogy tables as appropriate.



Day Three (Wednesday, May 18 or Thursday, May 19)




90 minutes

1. Focus exercise on overhead transparency instructs students to:

“Sit with one of the six groups (your choice).  Take out the unit overview, LOTR text(s), highlighter, pen/pencil, and notepaper.  Take five minutes within your group to discuss and decide whether LOTR is essentially a “medieval” or “modern” work.  Be prepared to share your response.”

2. Take attendance while students discuss the issue.

3. After five minutes, poll group results and ask for supporting evidence.  Note that (as some groups will have determined), LOTR can be interpreted both ways and also serves as a bridge between modes of thinking.  Ask students to identify characters that stand out as examples of either the “medieval” or “modern” mode and write these on the board.  Examples should include at the very least the hobbits (essentially modern) and Aragorn and/or Boromir (medieval/archaic).

4. Point out that the focus of the day’s lesson is on Anglo-Saxon and Catholic influences, both of which find their roots in late classical/early medieval culture.  Stress that Tolkien’s Catholic faith meant a great deal to him and that it cannot be limited as a simply a “medieval” influence on his work; it was very much a living part of who he was and what he believed.  

5. Ask students to recall basic elements of early medieval Germanic culture and medieval (and even modern) Catholic tradition from earlier lessons.  Write a short list on the board as a recall aide and ask students to jot down these elements at the top of their notebook paper.  Elements should include at least the following:

Germanic (Anglo-Saxon): Norse mythology; values of loyalty and heroism; importance of the king’s hall; idea of the comitatus; warrior culture; importance of heroic epic (e.g., Beowulf)
Catholic: importance of Christ and the Virgin Mary; rituals, including communion, baptism, and last rites; clerical hierarchy; tradition of the saints; communalism; contrast of good (Christ) vs. evil (Satan)

6. After discussing the list, explain that students will now be asked to examine LOTR text excerpts for evidence of Anglo-Saxon and/or Catholic religious influence in Tolkien’s work.  Assign each group to one of the text excerpts below and repeat procedures as in the previous text analysis lesson from week one, with the difference being that students will also report their findings the same day in class.  Allow approximately 30 minutes for analysis and 30 minutes for presentation/discussion.

Excerpts as follows:

TT 3-8, confession and death of Boromir (elements of both influences)

TT 26-29, Eomer’s riders meet Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli (Anglo-Saxon)

TT 116-23, arrival at the Golden Hall of Meduseld (Anglo-Saxon)

TT 369-73, Frodo and Sam confront Shelob (Catholic)

ROTK 112-18, deaths of Theoden and the Witch-King (elements of both)

ROTK 138-45, Aragorn arrives at the Houses of Healing (Catholic)

MATERIALS:
Day One: DVD player and connections to video monitor, FOTR EXT-DVD, Roy Wood’s biography of J.R.R. Tolkien, Verlyn Flieger’s chronology of Tolkien’s life, focus writing transparency, overhead projector  


Day Two: focus writing transparency, maps of Beleriand and genealogies, transparency with lecture notes (see attached), extra notepaper, blank overhead transparency sheets, overhead projector, books for lecture as noted above

Day Three: focus writing transparency, overhead projector, chalkboard, copies of LOTR, extra notepaper, blank transparency sheets, extra overhead pens, overhead transparency with text selections (see attached)


Optional: CD player and TT soundtrack to play during focus writing exercises

SELECTED TEXT EXCERPTS FROM 

THE LORD OF THE RINGS


ANGLO-SAXON & CATHOLIC INFLUENCES

All page references are for the paperback version.

A. TT 3-8, starting with “Aragorn sped on up the hill” and ending with “… out into the Great Sea at night under the stars.”
B. TT 26-29, starting with “With astonishing speed and skill…” and ending with “… and make ready to ride to the Entwade.”
C. TT 116-23, starting with “A bitter chill came into the air” and ending with “Thus he rode out of the North to the Battle of the Field of Celebrant.” 
D. TT 369-73, starting with, “Drawing a deep breath…” and ending with “They were gone.”
E. ROTK 112-18, starting with “Theoden King of the Mark had reached the road from the Gate to the River,…” and ending with “… ever black and bare was the ground where the beast was burned.” 
F. ROTK 138-45, starting with “Now as the sun went down…” and ending with “… cried Gandalf.”
Objectives:
1. Summarize the main action and/or points of dialogue.

2. Identify and describe themes presented in the excerpt connected to Anglo-Saxon and/or Catholic tradition.
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TOLKIEN’S MYTHOLOGY

I. Origins

A. Tolkien’s interest in language and mythology began while at school (King Edward’s and Oxford); particularly drawn to Norse legends and the Finnish Kalevala
B. Created his own languages (Quenya and Sindarin) based on Finnish and Welsh respectively, attributed to the Elves

C. Prior to and during WWI, Tolkien developed the first of his so-called “Lost Tales,” the basis of what would eventually be published after his death as The Silmarillion
1. saw a need for a uniquely English mythology

2. served as the backdrop for The Hobbit and LOTR
II. The Silmarillion (Middle Earth’s version of the Bible)
A. Ainulindale (Music of the Ainur) – Arda (Earth) sung into being by Eru (Iluvatar) the One and the Ainur (angels)

B. Valaquenta – describes the coming to Arda of the Valar (a subset of the Ainur) and Melkor (who rebelled against Eru)
1. the Valar are patterned on ancient pantheons

2. Melkor is an archetype of personified evil (Lucifer)

3. the Maiar are servants of the Valar

a. origin of the Istari (Wizards)

b. some rebel and join Melkor/Morgoth; including Sauron and the Balrogs (demons)

C. Quenta Silmarillion – tells the story of the coming of Elves and Men and the First Age of Middle Earth

1. Elves (firstborn and immortal); Men (followers and mortal, death seen as the “the gift of Eru”)

2. Dwarves and Ents created by Aule and Yavanna

3. Morgoth vies with the Valar (led by Manwe and Varda) for control of Arda; destroys the light of the Two Trees of Valinor and escapes to Middle Earth
4. Feanor (an elf-lord) creates the Silmarils, jewels which contain the remnant light of the Two Trees; defies the Valar and leads the Noldor into exile in Middle Earth to reclaim the jewels from Morgoth

5. leads to war in Beleriand between the Elves and Morgoth to control the Silmarils; highlights include:

a. tale of Beren (man) and Luthien (elf-maiar), who wrest a silmaril from Morgoth and marry

b. tale of Turin Turambar (Tolkien’s tragic hero)

c. tale of the Fall of Gondolin

d. tale of Earendil the Mariner, who pleads with the Valar for help against Morgoth

e. Morgoth’s defeat marks the end of the First Age

D. Akallabeth – tells of the Second Age of Middle Earth

1. dominated by three figures at the start – the sons of Earendil (Elros and Elrond) and Sauron

a. Elros chooses a mortal life as first King of Numenor (an island kingdom raised up by the Valar after the downfall of Beleriand)
b. Elrond chooses to remain an elf-lord; joins Galadriel, Gil-Galad, and Cirdan as the leaders of elvenkind in Middle Earth

c. Sauron rejects the Valar’s offer of mercy and begins to build up his own power as heir of Morgoth; forges the One Ring

2. Numenorean kings build a great empire but are corrupted by desire for power and immortal life; Sauron encourages this corruption
3. Numenor (Atlantis?) destroyed by Eru when Ar-Pharazon (urged by Sauron) invades Valinor; faithful remnant of Numenoreans are led by Elendil to refuge in Middle Earth

4. Faithful Numenoreans and the Elves unite in the Last Alliance against Sauron; Gil-Galad and Elendil killed; Isildur (Elendil’s eldest son) claims the Ring

