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In  the  twelve volumes of  the  History  of  Middle-earth  ser ies ,  publ ished between 1983 

and 1996,  Chr is topher  Tolkien compiled and presented otherwise unpublished 

mater ial  f rom his  father’s  legendarium:  Early draf ts ,  a l ternate  vers ions,  unfin ished 

projects ,  and organizat ional  information.   For  scholars  of  J .  R.  R.  Tolkien,  the ser ies  

represents  a  t remendous resource,  but  a lso a  daunting chal lenge.   For  Tolkien,  as  for  

few other  wri ters ,  scholar ly c la ims of  in tent  in  par t icular  texts  are  veri f iable,  by 

careful  compar ison of  var ious draf ts .   I t  i s  s imply not  possible  to  maintain,  for  

example,  that  in  The Lord of  the Rings  Tolkien set  out  to  te l l  the s tory of  a  

d ispossessed king,  s ince the ear ly draf ts  ( in  which Str ider  is  in  fact  a  Hobbit ,  cal led  

Trot ter )  bel ie  th is  u t terly .  

In  The Evolut ion of  Tolkien’s  Mythology:   A Study of  the  His tory  of  Middle-earth  

El izabeth Whit t ingham accepts  the chal lenge and taps  the resources  of  the 

History.   The book makes many helpful  d is t inctions which may prof i t  o ther  scholars ,  

including a  d ivis ion of  Tolkien’s  wri t ings (not  publ icat ions)  in to  f ive  chronological  

per iods.  Although bedevi l led  throughout  by extremely poor  copyedi t ing (‘counsel’  

for  ‘council ’ ,  p .  38;  ‘accedes’  for  ‘concedes’ ,  p .  43;  etc ,  e tc) ,  the  work is  an 

example of  ser ious scholarship  in  a  f ie ld  fu l l  of  insubstant ia l  

popular izat ions.   Indeed,  i f  anything,  the s tudy retains  too many of  the ci ta t ions 

doubt less  imposed upon i t  in  i ts  larval  s tage as  a  thesis:   Far  too much is  c i ted,  

including elementary observat ions about the Scrip tures .  

Within  Tolkien’s  Middle-ear th  legendarium, Whit t ingham leaves aside The Lord of  

the Rings  and The Hobbit  to  focus ent ire ly upon the Silmari l l ion ,  the col lect ion of  

ta les  on which Tolkien laboured throughout  his  l i fe ,  some of  which were publ ished 

in  edi ted  form as  The Si lmari l l ion.   As the Table  of  Contents  below reveals ,  this  

sui ts  the  author’s  in teres ts ,  which are  d irected to  macroscopic issues in  the  creat ion 

of  the secondary world .  
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 While  conceding Tolkien’s  d is l ike for  b iographical ly  based cr i t ic ism,  Chapter  One 

provides a  good,  fa ir  summary of  Tolkien’s  l i fe ,  balanced on al l  subjects ,  including 

notably his  re lat ionship  with h is  wife .   I t  is  a  re l ief  to  see  that  despi te  frequent  

c i ta t ions of  Ver lyn Fl ieger ,  including her  Splin tered Light ,  Whit t ingham does not  

accept  the  thesis  that  most  of  Tolkien’s  ideas  can be t raced to  Owen Barf ie ld ;  on the 

other  hand,  Barf ie ld  might  have meri ted  a t  leas t  some mention,  par t icular ly in  the  

context  of  Tolkien’s  d iscussions with  Lewis concerning ‘The True Myth’  (a  

subchapter  heading) .  

In  Chapter  Two,  the explorat ion of  the mythology proper  begins and the methods 

Whit t ingham wil l  apply throughout  the book are  deployed.   A br ief  and,  as  

mentioned above,  over-ci ted  discussion of  world  creat ion myths is  used to  der ive 

universal  categor ies  (many taken f rom other  typologies ,  e .g .  that  of  Prof .  Claus 

Westermann) which can then be used in  d iscussing Tolkien’s  texts .1 

Another  book-wide concern  that  makes i ts  f i rs t  appearance here  is  the or ig inal  

inclusion and eventual  e l iminat ion from the Silmaril l ion  of  a  framing s tory (a  s tory 

within  which the main  ta le  is  recounted) .   Most  of  these involve a  human traveller  

arr iv ing at  a  house (‘The Cottage of  Lost  Play’)  not  unl ike Elrond’s ,  a l though in  fact  

on Tol  Eressëa,  where the  travel ler  hears  the  accounts  which form the bulk  of  a  

g iven text .   Whit t ingham posi ts  that  f raming s tor ies  could  have been used to  achieve 

the ‘depth’  for  which The Lord of  the Rings  i s  much praised,  despi te  deal ing with  

his tory a t  a  very deep level .   The humanness  of  the s tory-hearer  is  meant  to  inci te  

the reader’s  sympathy,  in  the  same way that  Hobbi ts’  essent ial  normalness  

does.   She argues fur ther  that  the removal of  the frames is  indicat ive of  a  tendency 

over  t ime by Tolkien to  make his  myths less  l ike those of  the pagan cul tures  f rom 

whom he drew or ig inal  inspirat ion,  and more l ike the creat ion account  of  Genesis  

(on which more below).   While  this  is  possible ,  and in terest ing,  Whit t ingham does 

not  take in to  account  the d iff icul ty of  composing a  ‘deepening’  f rame story,  and the 

l ikel ihood (or  so  i t  seems to  the reviewer) ,  that  the framing was recognized as  being 

not  very good,  and removed.   Framing accounts  tend ei ther  to  be perfunctory (as  at  



the beginning of  The Worm Ouroboros  by Tolkien’s  acquaintance E.  R.  Eddison) ,  or  

to  intrude so  much in to the  s tory that  they cease being s imply frames (as  in  Plato’s  

Symposium,  al though i t  bears  not ing that  th is  includes mult ip le  f rames) .   Tolkien 

may s imply have decided that  the s tor ies  could  s tand on their  own,  and that  the 

in termediar ies  he had orig inal ly thought important  were in  fact  d is tractions.  

Chapter  Three resembles  i ts  predecessor,  beginning with considerat ion of  

mythological  comparanda,  in  th is  case,  the gods and demi-gods of  pagan myth,  and 

the God and angels  of  the Bible .   Of the Kalevala ,  one of  Tolkien’s  most  beloved 

sources ,  Whit t ingham notes  qui te  correct ly  i ts  n ineteenth  century compiler’s  ‘ lack of  

object iv i ty and precis ion in  edit ing the poems’,  not  to  mention ‘ the lack of  

consensus concerning the ident i ty  of  the gods’;  what  is  odd is  that  she somehow 

thinks that  i t  i s  only ‘[d]espi te’  th is  that  ‘comparisons  between The  [ s ic]  Kalevala’s  

pantheon and Tolkien’s  dei t ies  do reveal  some paral le ls’ .   As (foot)noted above with  

regard to  Bibl ical  cr i t ic ism,  surely the issue is  not  what  the pre- l i terate  Finns really 

told  each other  about  the  gods and heroes  of  their  land,  or  exact ly  what  theological  

t ru th  underl ies  the Hebrew plural  in tensive,  but  how Tolkien received them.  I f  

Whit t ingham is  determined to  make use of  secondary sources,  i t  would  be valuable 

to  at tempt  to  reconstruct  those which Tolkien himself  had consul ted,  i f  any,  ra ther  

than using whatever  is  to  hand.  

In  both of  these chapters ,  as  previously mentioned,  Whit t ingham tr ies  to  ident ify the  

direct ion in  which Tolkien was  moving as  he edi ted,  emended,  rewrote,  and re-

imagined.   She out l ines  a  general  movement away from a pagan concept ion of  the  

world  and towards what  she cal ls  a  Judeo-Chris t ian2 one.   Tolkien cer tain ly never  

creates  anything l ike a  t ruly polytheis t ic  system:   One God is  a lways f irmly Creator  

and Disposer .   Whit t ingham highl ights  s teps  he takes  along the way to  make th is  

God’s  sovereignty in  Creat ion more evident,  and to  d is t inguish  the Valar  f rom gods,  

making them more l ike angels .   This  very percept ive ins ight  could  of  course  be  taken 

too far ,  but  Whit t ingham is  content  to  observe and categorize,  making i t  one of  the 

real  s trengths of  the volume.   She observes correct ly  that  the Valar  never  qui te  

mirror  angels  as  they appear  in  the Judeo-Chris t ian  tradi t ion,  a l though some nod to 

C.  S.  Lewis’  Oyéresu would have been worthwhile.  

Evolut ion in  Tolkien’s  thoughts  as  to  the nature  of  the world  i tself  is  a  pr ime subject  

for  th is  volume’s  analysis ,  and i t  is  to  these that  Whit t ingham turns  her  a t tent ions in  

Chapter  Four .   The world  was at  t imes conceived of  as  f la t ,  a t  t imes as  round,  a t  

t imes as  having changed from the one to  the  other  a t  a  par t icular  point  in  i ts  

h is tory.   In  some accounts ,  an  impermeable wall  surrounds the world  and keeps i t  

d is t inct  f rom the void,  sometimes as  a sor t  of  dome or  a tmospher ic layer ,  sometimes 



as  a fence (with  gates for  the sun and moon).   Mis take of  Tolkien’s  Greek in his  

le t ters3 and incorrect  a t t r ibut ion of  gender  to  the famous Old Norse scholar  Jesse 

Byock4  suggest  the author  may be operat ing at  the l imits  of  her  knowledge 

here .   Nonetheless ,  Whit t ingham does wel l  to  note  the contrast  between the seas  the 

Norse gods used to  protect  mankind and those the Valar  use to  protect  themselves 

from men;  perhaps th is  is  comparable to  the ‘quarant ine’  establ ished around Ear th in  

Lewis’  Ransom novels .  

Chapter  Five deals  with death  and immortal i ty  for  the two human5 races  of  Middle-

Ear th:   Elves  and Men.   While  the  contras t  between mortal  Men and immorta l  Elves  

exis ts  f rom the ear l ies t  concept ions of  Tolkien’s  work,  Whit t ingham shows the 

complexity that  under l ies  the d ichotomy.   Elves too can die ,  of  wounds or  great  

sorrow, but  their  deaths  send them only as  far  as  the Hal ls  of  Mandos to  await  e i ther  

rebir th  ( in  ear ly wri t ings)  or  the end of  t ime.   Men,  a l though the days  of  their  l ives  

are  numbered,  survive death  at  least  in  par t :   Their  spir i ts  leave the boundar ies  of  

the world,  and thus wil l  out l ive even the universe.   The author  is  a t  her  best6  in  

clar i fying the developments  of  these separate  but  re la ted  thanatologies  through al l  

the s tages of  Tolkien’s  wri t ing,  and is  to  be commended for  making ful l  use of  

Tolkien’s  correspondence,  in  which these issues were frequently ra ised.  

Chapters  Six displays  the same s trengths  and weaknesses  as  other  par ts  of  the  work 

under  review,  as  i t  surveys some of  the  most  myster ious  and tantal izing elements  of  

Tolkien’s  legendarium:  The end of  the world ,  and the  new world  that  shal l  fo l low 

i t .   Hints  and gl impses of  these are  provided throughout  Tolkien’s  work,  including 

memorably Treebeard’s  farewel l  to  Celeborn and Galadriel  in  The Lord of  the 

Rings .   The author  has  amassed these,  and shown all  that  can be shown of  the  system 

that  under l ies  them. 

Chapter  Seven,  ‘The Final  Victory’ ,  hearkens back to the previous  chapter  in  i ts  

d iscussion of  the eventual  tr iumph of  good,  while  also  wrapping up the volume as  a  

whole.   Whit t ingham’s conclusions are  modest  and appropriate ,  the most  important  

being that  Tolkien’s  revis ions  take his  world  away from his  pagan sources  and 

towards h is  Chr is t ian ones.7 

In  sum,  The Evolut ion of  Tolkien’s  Mythology  i s  a  work to  be  recommended.   I ts  

in terests  are  the grand themes of  a  sub-creat ion,  the secondary world’s  b ir th ,  death,  

and governors .   I t  leaves extensive space for  fur ther  s tudies  a long the same l ines  but  

a t  a  more  par t icular  level ,  for  example  tracing the  evolut ion of  individual  heroes  and 

characters  in  Tolkien’s wri t ings.   Many of  the  work’s  faul ts  are  forgivable  on the 

grounds that  i t  is  b lazing a  relat ively new path,  which always requires  the scholar  to  

s t retch  his  or  her  abi l i t ies ,  c i te  f rom relat ively unknown f ields ,  and which resul ts  



inevi tably in  a  few misunders tandings and misinterpretat ions.   I ts  and i ts  author’s  

successes are  ent ire ly  their  own.  

B.N.  Wolfe 

Wolfson College,  Oxford 

Notes 

1 .  Whi t t ingham would  do  be t te r  to  make  the  case  fo r  c i t ing  Weste rmann’s  and  o the r’ s  
works ,  ra ther  than  s imply  ment ioning  the i r  la s t  names:   She  ranges  ac ross  so  many  
d i sc ip l ines  tha t  he r  reader  can  ha rd ly  be  expec ted  to  know by  name everyone  she  
c i te s .   Some of  these  c i ta t ions  a re  of  dub ious  author i ty  in  any  case .   In  pa r t i cu la r ,  one  might  
ques t ion  the  appl icab i l i ty  of  Bib l ica l  c r i t i c i sm tha t  Tolkien ,  a  Roman Ca thol ic  who was  
educa ted  and ca techised  long  be fore  Divino  Aff lante  Spi r i tu ,  would  l ike ly  have  re jec ted ,  i f  
he  ever  had occas ion  to  come in to  con tac t  wi th  i t .    

2 .  To  Tolkien ,  th i s  would  presumably  have  s imply  been  a  ‘Chr i s t i an’  wor ldview;  
no th ing  i s  d is t inc t ly  Jewish  about  i t ,  and Whi t t ingham’s  occas iona l  c i ta t ions  of  midrash im 
fa i l  to  convince .  

3 .  eoikonmene  [ a  b izar re  imposs ib i l i ty ]  for  he  oikoumene  on  p .112,  a l though  the  
reviewer ’s  copy  of  Carpen te r ’ s  Le t te rs  mispr in t s  th i s  a s  he  oikonmene  #151.  

4 .  p103;  Prof .  Byock i s  a  man,  for  the  record .  

5 .  In  tha t  they  can  in te rmarry  f ru i t fu l ly ;  c f .  Chron ic le  5-3 ,  ‘Heaven  and  the  Human 
Condi t ion  in  Tolkien’s  “The  Marr ing  of  Men”‘  by  B.  Char l ton .  

6 .  Despi te  misunders tanding a l l  the  Bible  verses  c i t ed  on  p .  126,  and  us ing  wi thout  
comment  a  ve ry  conten t ious  and  probably  wrong  t rans la t ion  of  Job  19:26.  

7 .  Tha t  she  charac te r izes  th i s  a s  a  depar ture  f rom ‘mythology’  sugges t s  tha t  she  
misunders tands  what  Tolkien  and  Lewis  mean  by  myth ,  s ince  the i r  def in i t ion  most  cer ta in ly  
inc ludes  the  s tor ie s  of  Chr i s t ian i ty ,  t rue  though they  ho ld  them to  be .  

 


