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TOLKIEN AND THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

LESSON:

Tolkien’s Modern Influences
GOAL:
Evaluate Tolkien’s responses to modern trends and events as reflected in The Lord of the Rings
OBJECTIVES:
Students will be able to:

1. Take organized notes from a lecture on Tolkien’s life and times.
2. Discuss and analyze LOTR imagery that reflects Tolkien’s own views on modern war and the nature of evil.
3. Reflect on their personal view of LOTR as a meaningful literary work.

PROCEDURES:

Day One (Tuesday, May 31)



45 minutes

1. Focus exercise on overhead transparency instructs students to:

“Watch the following excerpt from The Two Towers depicting Saruman’s fortress tower of Orthanc.  Listen carefully to Saruman’s words.  What are the characteristics of Saruman’s particular brand of evil?  Be prepared to discuss your views.  You will need notepaper and a pen or pencil.”

2. Take attendance while students watch the video excerpt.

3. After the video excerpt is completed, solicit student reaction to the focus question.  Open up the discussion to a consideration of twentieth century ills related to industrialization, Promethean technology, totalitarianism, and even genocide.

4. Introduce the lecture by pointing out that Tolkien scholars generally agree that Tolkien had a strong, negative reaction to some of the trends of modern times.  His goal was not to ignore these ills and escape them but to confront them in his writings.
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 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 WWI maps as appropriate.
7. Remind students to finish reading the Shippey excerpt (distributed in class on Friday, May 20) by the next class session and to prepare responses to the reflection questions (contained in the unit overview) by the start of class on Friday.
Day Two (Wednesday, June 1 or Thursday, June 2)

90 minutes
1. Focus exercise on overhead transparency instructs students to:

“Take out your copy of LOTR, notepaper, the Shippey reading, and a pen or pencil.  Work with a partner to try to identify as many images of modern warfare as you can from LOTR.  Briefly jot down examples in list format.  Think specifically of Tolkien’s experience in the trenches of WWI.

2. Take attendance while students work together to develop their lists.
3. After five minutes, solicit examples from students and ask them to explain how each choice is an example of modern (as opposed to medieval) warfare.  

4. Show excerpt from The Two Towers film of Frodo, Sam, and Gollum making their way through the Dead Marshes.  Link with student examples (as available) and ask students to assess how the imagery presented in the film might link to Tolkien’s own experiences in WWI.  Read aloud selected quotes from the Two Towers chapter, “The Passage of the Marshes” to reinforce trench warfare imagery of noxious fumes, corpses, haze, and the flying Nazgul.  Also read the description of the land before the Morannon and Sam’s thoughts on the dead Southron (TT 301).  Ask students to evaluate how effectively Tolkien translated his real experiences into his fantasy writing.
5. For a twentieth century view of war, ask students to read TT 311-15, Frodo’s conversation with Faramir on the ringquest and war.  Give ten minutes for students to complete the reading silently.  Discuss their reactions in light of Faramir’s comment on the purpose of war.  Is his view more medieval-heroic (like his brother Boromir) or modern-reflective?  Open this up to a discussion on modern attitudes on war and note the difference between how Faramir is portrayed in the book and in the film version.  Note also that Tolkien likened himself to Faramir more than any other LOTR character.

6. Transition to the Shippey excerpt by organizing students into small groups of 4-5 participants each.  Each group should identify how Tolkien’s imagery can be applied to twentieth century examples of evil.  Discussion should focus on the corrupting power of the One Ring, the idea of a “wraith,” and philosophical views on the nature of evil.  Use focus questions on the overhead as a guide (see attached).   Remind students of their earlier study during third quarter of the Final Solution and their viewing of HBO Films’ Conspiracy (faithful account of the Wannsee Conference) and connect that with Shippey’s description of “wraithing.”  Link also to Tolkien’s views on the atomic bomb and technology in general.
7. After 30 minutes, ask each group to identify a representative to briefly share the group’s responses with the class.  Extend discussion as time permits.

Day Three (Friday, June 3)
45 minutes

1. Focus exercise on overhead transparency instructs students to:

“Take out your LOTR reflection responses and the unit overview.  Take five minutes to hare your responses with a partner and be prepared to discuss them with the class.”

2. Take attendance while students share responses.

3. Preview the week ahead and remind students to have draft seminar preparation ready by the start of class on Monday.

4. Discuss reflection questions (provided in the unit overview) with students.  If time is available, give seminar groups an opportunity to meet together briefly to discuss evidence.  

5. Collect written responses from students at the end of class.

NOTE:  This final day of the week four lesson plan can be compressed to allow more time to deal with previous lessons elements, if necessary.
MATERIALS:
Day One: DVD player and connections to video monitor, TT EXT-DVD, focus writing transparency, overhead projector, transparency of lecture notes (see attached), WWI battle map of the Western Front

Day Two: DVD player and connections to video monitor, TT EXT-DVD, focus writing transparency, overhead projector, transparency with discussion questions on the Shippey reading (see attached), copy of LOTR book(s), copy of the Shippey reading, extra notepaper

Day Three: unit overview, copy of LOTR book(s), reflection responses, focus transparency, and overhead projector
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TOLKIEN’S LIFE AND TIMES

I. Personal Influences

A. Catholicism

1. JRRT called LOTR an “essentially Catholic work”

2. his mother, Mabel, converted to Catholicism after the death of his father; was disowned by her family

3. JRRT viewed his mother as a martyr for her faith
B. Importance of the English Countryside

1. move from South Africa to the Midlands at a young age left a deep impression on him; love of nature

2. modeled the Shire in part on the pastoral village of Sarehole outside of Birmingham

II. Major Trends: Industrialization & Romanticism
A. Rise of the Machines  

1. JRRT lived as a child and orphan in industrial Birmingham – a  large and grimy industrial city that had been transformed by the Industrial Revolution (Sharkey’s transformation of the Shire)

2. personally despised the machine’s impact on trees and nature in general (gave rise to the Ents)
3. observed negative impact of mechanization on workers (psychological and physical deformity as represented by the Orcs)
B. The Romantic Rebellion
1. romanticism as a rebellion against industrial “progress” (Tolkien as a rebel!)

2. turned away from neoclassical rationalism and embraced the “high romantic” Gothic revival

3. reflected in rise of “romantic nationalism”

4. literary revival of Arthurian romance and medieval fantasy (Scott, Morris, Lord Dunsany)

III. Impact of the World Wars

A. World War I 

1. Tolkien and his best friends (the TCBS) fought as junior officers in the trenches of the Western Front

2. deaths of Rob Gilson and G.W. Smith had a profound impact on Tolkien; sense of loss that permeates his works

3. inspired his search for truth and meaning in the past, both real and imagined, as evidenced by his early prose and poetry works from that time

4. other writers of his generation and background turned to realism to make sense out of the war (Graves, Owen, and Sassoon)

B. World War II

1. rise of totalitarianism and Hitler’s “perversion” of Germanic mythology incensed Tolkien

2. JRRT was also now a father of sons going to war

3. expressed fears of military technology and the atomic bomb

C. Decline of the “Old World”

1. Old Europe’s decline in power and prestige, both physically and morally, is reflected in Tolkien’s sense of the passing away of ancient things and people in Middle Earth 

2. raises the question of whether modernity and progress are better than the past and its ideals

3. Tolkien’s role as a “mediator” between past and present, the medieval and the modern
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR T.A. SHIPPEY’S CHAPTER ON “The Lord of the Rings: Concepts of Evil”

With your group, take approximately 20-25 minutes to discuss the following questions.  Be prepared to share your views with the class in open discussion.  You may want to jot down notes for use with the seminars next week.
1. According to Shippey, what does the One Ring represent and how is it applicable to modern times?

2. Do you agree with Shippey’s assertion that the nature of evil in the twentieth century could only be adequately explained by fantasy fiction?

3. What is your reaction to Shippey’s description of “wraithing?”  Does it ring true?  What examples can you identify from your study of twentieth century history that would perhaps fit this model of evil?
4. What are your personal views on the “Boethian” and “Manichaean” concepts of evil?  Do you agree with Shippey’s conclusion that there are elements of both throughout LOTR? 

5. How might these views of evil fit in with European religious traditions and modern philosophies that we have studied this year?  Think especially on the place of “evil” in the modern world.
Make sure to select one of your group members to report out your discussion conclusions to the class.
