TOLKIEN: THE BOOKS, THE FILMS, THE PHENOMENON

[Talk given at King Edward’s School, 5th July, 2011]

I mean to talk about 4 things today: the Tolkien Phenomenon, and then, in this order, the man, the books, and the films. That’s quite a tall order, so I shall have to hurry along.

I’ll begin with a brief establishing shot from the Jackson movies, one of 6 clips which the school has kindly set up for me. It’s the very start, Kate Blanchett doing a cool voice-over to scenes of violent action

PLAY CLIP 1

Already you can see the ambitious scale of Tolkien’s vision. The only way Jackson could get started was to take the story back to the end of the Second Age, 3000 years before the main events of the story. And the backstory of the Silmarillion goes back for two Ages before that. And that scale is mirrored by Jackson’s thousands of extras and many millions spent on computer simulation.

THE PHENOMENON

However, let me turn to the scale of “the Tolkien phenomenon”. No-one knows how many copies of The Lord of the Rings  have been sold. Wikipedia guesses, 150 million. But that’s of the trilogy as a whole, usually but not always sold as three volumes, so it could be up to 400 million actual books.

Also, as I remember very well, the first edition was priced in the 1950s at three guineas, which I could not afford till I won the B Block Form Prize in 1959. Since I happen to remember the price of a pint of bitter in 1961, one-and-threepence, I can scale three guineas up to £130 in modern money. 150 million times 130 would be 19.5 billion pounds in takings. Of course the books got steadily cheaper.

But then there’s The Hobbit, probably 100 million sold; The Silmarillion, and the many minor works and works published posthumously (of which, I think, there have been 29); and the translations, into languages like Icelandic and West Frisian: I have the Icelandic Lord of the Rings, engagingly titled Hringadrottins saga, and the Frisian Hobbit – which, since Frisian is the language most closely related to English, is just titled De Hobbit. And the movies, and the marketing of the movies. Wikipedia estimates that the takings there come to over 6 billion dollars, and rising. I was told some time ago that in the all-time table of posthumous earnings, Tolkien was number 2 – behind Elvis Presley. But he was gaining on Elvis fast, and I think will now have overtaken him.

All that’s just money, but let me point out one odd factor. The Lord of the Rings movies did not do very well as video rentals. But that was because people didn’t want to watch them once, they wanted to watch them again and again, so they bought the DVDs. Tolkien’s books weren’t just bought, they were read; and they weren’t just read, they were re-read; and the same goes for the movies.

The other side of this massive phenomenon is its strangely small beginnings. The Hobbit was published in 1937 almost by accident – one of Tolkien’s graduate students passed an unfinished typescript to a publisher. When they asked for a clean and complete copy, Tolkien got his teenage son Michael to do it, but Michael had cut his hand badly, so the whole thing was typed out one-handed – no question of a paid  professional typist. The publusher, Stanley Unwin, got his pre-teenage son Rayner to write a report on it, which he did, recommending publication, and Sir Stanley gave him a shilling for it – 5p, that is. That was a well-invested shilling. I don’t know how much Tolkien gave Michael.

Sir Stanley, however, asked for a sequel, and Tolkien got started right away, at Christmas 1937. 17 years later he handed in The Lord of the Rings. Sir Stanley looked at this thousand-page book, not for children any more, with a hundred pages of Appendices, and its repeated use of unknown languages, which the author surprisingly often did not bother to translate, and said, in effect, “we can’t do this”. His son Rayner, now grown, however said, in effect, “Dad, I think it’s a work of genius.” And Sir Stanley is said to have replied, “if you think it is a work of genius, you may lose a thousand pounds of the firm’s money on it.” And that was a much bigger investment than the initial shilling, but still unbelievably profitable.

Three final points about The Tolkien Phenomenon: 

(1) it was totally unexpected, and even unwanted, by our metropolitan literary classes. The 1954 review in the TLS, by Evelyn Waugh’s extremely aristocratic friend Alfred Duggan – stepson of Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India - said “This is not a work that many adults will read right through more than once.” A pretty safe bet, since few adults ever read a thousand-pager through even once, but Duggan couldn’t have chosen a worse example! A few years later Philip Toynbee, father of Polly, and another of the well-known literary Mafia of Etonian Communists – or pseudo-Communists, or poser-Communists – said that “today these books have passed into a merciful oblivion”, and that even Tolkien’s supporters are now beginning “to sell out their shares.” If anyone had had shares and sold them in 1961, they lost bigtime. This hasn’t stopped people like Germaine Greer saying the same sort of thing fifty years later.

(2) the Phenomenon completely changed publishing. Bestseller lists for decades have been dominated by fantasy – but Harry Potter and now George Martin, of A Game of Thrones, would not have got started if Tolkien hadn’t shown publishers what was possible. Martin said, simply and without exaggeration, that Tolkien formed “the literary backbeat” of his youth.

(3) and repeating a point, the small beginnings. If we were to pick a date for the start of the Phenomenon, it might be 12th December 1914, when Tolkien met with his three Edwardian friends, Christopher Wiseman, Rob Gilson, and Geoffrey Smith to discuss their future ambitions. And these four provincial adolescents, who called themselves the TCBS, the Tea Club and Barrovian Society, because they used to leave school and go round to Barrows Stores to have tea, seem to have decided that what they would do was reform society through poetry – a ridiculously ambitious goal. But in a way, they did. Tolkien was certainly the most widely-read poet of the 20th century, even though his poetry was embedded in his fiction, and his social impact has been incalculable.

THE MAN

The first thing that I have to say here, and this is personal, is that I found the whole Tolkien Phenomenon incredibly funny. That’s because I spent most of my career in the same job that Tolkien had, Professor of English Language and Medieval Literature, And the job of UK Professors of English Language is to fight the Profesors of English Literature, which is what Tolkien and I did – and we always lost. He has a phrase, “fighting the long defeat”, and I feel like saying, “yes, I know.” What the Literature Professors were always saying was that what the students wanted was stuff that was modern, and relevant, and committed, not to mention politically correct. And finding that what the students wanted was not courses on James Joyce but courses on Tolkien, and on the ancient languages and literatures they’d heard about from Tolkien – it drove them hysterical. 

I know that at many UK universities, if you turned up for interview by the English tutors, and you told them you’d been reading Tolkien, you were an instant reject. Once I had managed to set up a system of options for the undergraduates at Leeds, I used to enjoy saying things like, “well, I see we have 75 fot the course in modern fantasy, and Old Norse has been divided into two groups , each capped at the number the language lab can take. Now, how many have we got for ‘Poetry and Post-Modernism’. Um five. Well, normally I feel we could not allow a course to proceed with so little support, but on this occasion, just this once, perhaps we can make an exception.” It was me being magnanimous that really burned.

However, the gist of my first book on Tolkien, and the most obvious thing about him, to my mind, was that the source of his inspiration was his job, specifically the discipline of “comparative philology” – the great invention of the 19th century, largely the work of Jacob Grimm, of the Grimm’s Fairy-Tales.

It’s been said, very rightly, that the true hero of The Lord of the Rings is neither Frodo nor Aragorn nor Sam, but Middle-earth itself. And everything in Middle-earth – elves, dwarves, ents, orcs, woses, Riders of Rohan, even hobbits, in a way – comes from one source or another in Old English, or Old Norse, or some associated language, from the fragments often unearthed by Jacob Grimm and his successors.

But it was Tolkien who put the pieces together. He created – and this is George Martin again – the first “fully realised secondary universe”.

Having said all that about my personal reaction to the phenomenon, and my take on Tolkien the man, the mere facts of Tolkien’s life are very easy to summarise: 

· born in South Africa in 1892, returned to England aged three

· in 1896 his father died in South Africa

· in 1903 Tolkien started at KES

· the next year his mother died, when he was 12, and he started a long shuffle between relatives and guardians, in which KES was the most stable feature of his life

· he went to Oxford in 1911, graduated 1915 and joined up, married his childhood sweetheart Edith Bratt in 1916

· he was on the Somme with the Lancashire Fusiliers, like his friends. Two of them met typical, almost symbolic deaths. Rob Gilson went over the top on July 1st 1916, the Black Day of the British Army, and was shot dead before he reached the uncut wire. Five months later Geoffrey Smith was nicked by shell splinters, wrote home to his mother to tell her he was OK, but died a few days later of gas gangrene. Both can be found in the Service Record of KES Birmingham, 1914-1919. (One might note, on page 133, the entry for Geoffrey Smith, and on pages 132-3 that for W.J. Slim. The school song, says, “These have plucked the bays of battle, Those have won the scholar’s crown,” and KES can claim the most skilful Allied general of the 20th century, and the most successful and scholarly author. Who can beat that?)

· Tolkien meanwhile was sent home with trench fever in October 1916, to spend the rest of the war in hospital or convalescent duties. I’d just note, though, that his last parade with the Fusiliers was to be congratulated, with his battalion, and after having been congratulated on successive days by the brigadier, divisional commander, and Army commander, by Haig himself, on a surprisingly successful attack. Tolkien reported sick immediately after that parade, and so went out in a blaze of glory, so to speak. Despite the deaths of Gilson and Smith, Tolkien did not subscribe to what we can call “the Blackadder view” of World War One

· after the war he worked for the OED, got a job at Leeds University in 1920, became a Professor in 1924, and a Professor at Oxford in 1925, retiring in 1959

· meanwhile he started writing the Silmarillion in 1917, got nowhere. Met CS Lewis in Oxford in 1926, and they kind of pushed each other on

· The Hobbit came out 1937, The Lord of the Rings 1954-5, but Tolkien never finished The Silmarillion
· He died on 2nd September 1973. The Silmarillion was eventually completed and issued by his son Christopher in 1977.

Many comments could be made on that relatively uneventful later life, but I will turn now to:

THE BOOKS

And I ask, what made them, and primarily The Lord of the Rings, so appealing? Well, I already said, the world of Middle-earth, drawn from comparative philology, but there’s another answer. And this was the gist of my second book, Tolkien: Author of the Century, which is that while he drew on ancient times for his scenario, his theme was basically a 20th century one.

What struck me when I looked at the list of bestsellers people were bringing out in the 1990s, was first that they were dominated by fantasy. And second that so many of the authors had either been shot or else seriously shot at:

· Tolkien on the Somme

· Ditto CS Lewis, left for dead on the battlefield

· Orwell, shot through the throat in Spain

· Golding, author of Lord of the Flies, 6 years in the wartime navy, mostly in motor torpedo boats, won’t talk about it

· Kurt Vonnegut, author of Slaughterhouse Five. He was in Dresden the night the British firebombed it, one of the very few survivors (he did talk about it)

· And there were others, sometimes rather heavily disguised or reluctant to admit anything.

It seemed to me that all these people had been confronted by the main fact of early 20th century history, which was industrialised warfare, or sometimes by genocide. None of them thought that traditional morality, as explained by politicians or archbishops, gave a proper explanation for this, and they all had to come up with their own explanation – and then express it through fantasy. And all the explanations were different. But that very serious aspect of fantasy is what people have responded to.

Going along with that, among the original aspects of The Lord of the Rings are:

· people often call it a quest romance, but it isn’t. It’s an anti-quest romance. A quest is to find something, like the Holy Grail. In The Lord of the Rings they already have the Ring, the problem is how to throw it away

· and it’s about corruption. People who use the Ring turn into wraiths. That’s what power does. No-one can be trusted with it. And that applies to the real world as well as to Middle-earth

· and there are many kinds of hero in it. There are heroic heroes, like Aragorn and Boromir and Theoden King, and there are anti-heroic heroes like the hobbits, and there are cases in between. I remember asking Mr Trott, fifty years ago, whether he thought anyone could write an epic any more – I meant, after the irony and disillusionment of the 1920s and later (and all those Eton Communists). But the epic was closer than I’d thought.

Now, last question. How does all this come off in:

THE MOVIES

Let me just say that I think Jackson stubbornly retained the concentration on hobbits which was likely to be the first casualty of an action movie. But he had problems:

· the first one, he said, in the first movie, was the chapter called “The Council of Elrond”. It’s a 15,000 word committee meeting, it stops the action dead – but it contains vital information. Which Jackson solved by putting the information into Kate Blanchett’s voice-over

· also, in the book, it ends with a depressed silence, serious anti-climax. Jackson changed it into a crowd scene where everyone ends up on their feet and shouting at each other. Except Frodo.

Watch this clip. See if you can tell how many times Frodo tries to speak. I think it’s four. But only on the third does anyone listen to him.

SHOW CLIP TWO

It’s Gandalf who listens to him. The others only shut up and listen when they see Gandalf listening. There’s the contrast between hero-types I was talking about.

In movies two and three, the problems included lack of continuity – characters like Arwen just drop out and conme back – and lack of female characters. Jackson responded by foregrounding Eowyn and Arwen, and writing in scenes for both, especially in movie 2. This clip you’re about to see is completely original, and makes two points: Eowyn is not a homebody (that’s the first bit), and she has her eye on Aragorn (that’s the second bit):

SHOW CLIP THREE

Furthermore, in volume 2, The Two Towers, Tolkien created a massive anti-climax (as he did again in volume 3). What happens in volume 2 is that the Ents decide to destroy Isengard, they march on it, a chapter ends with them looking down into Nan Curunir, where Isengard is – and then the scene changes, and when we return to the hobbits and the Ents, Isengard is already a ruin. The story of its destruction is told only in flashback. The scriptwriters must have been tearing their hair: can’t do that, lose the big action scene! So Jackson changed the story. The Ents have decided NOT to destroy Isengard, till Pippin decoys Treebeard across the scene of devastation which he did not know about. It’s another scene original to the movie:

SHOW CLIP FOUR

The strange uses of flashback, and anti-climax, in the books made me wonder. And I’ve slowly concluded some things about the Man, the Books, and the Films all together, and they are these:

· Tolkien, as we know, was a very devout Catholic from the time of his mother’s converison – and being a Catholic can’t have been very common at KES in the 1900s


· And I think he wrote The Lord of the Rings the way he did because he wanted to demonstrate in it the way that Providence works: which is, by what appears to be luck. But it isn’t luck. Luck is just what we call things we can’t explain


· Now the way Jackson had to tell the story meant he lost a lot of that. But not quite all. In this clip Sam and Frodo, disguised as orcs, know they have to cross the Plain of Gorgoroth to Mount Doom, to destroy the Ring. But there’s no hope of getting across it. Note what Sam says in this last-clip-but-one:

SHOW CLIP FIVE

He says “Some luck at last.” But the viewers know, it’s not luck. It’s the result of a deliberate distraction attack ordered by Aragorn, to achieve exactly this result. So when we say “luck”, that may be because we do not see the full picture. Only Providence does that.

And there’s one final good thing Jackson did. I’m told that when Jack Nicholson saw the third movie, soemone asked him what he thought, and he said, “Too many endings.” Right:

· there’s the Star Wars ending. Big parade, everyone cheers, the hobbits all get medals

· there’s the “close the book” ending

· there’s the Grey Havens ending, with the ship sailing off towards the sunset – or is it sunrise – to take Frodo and Bilbo to the Undying Lands of the elves.

And then there’s Tolkien’s ending, which Jackson kept, and this is it.

SHOW CLIP SIX

Those are the last words of both book and film. “Well, I’m back.”

This is a very Anglo-Saxon ending. It’s monosyllabic. And it’s terribly obvious. Of course he’s back, we can see he’s back. If he wasn’t back he wouldn’t be there to say “Well I’m back”! But like other Anglo-Saxonisms it has meanings below the surface. Sam has turned down the offer of going to the Undying Lands to come back. So what he means is, “I’ve come back, Rosie, to you, and that means choosing death.”

But not yet. Sam has a long life ahead of him, children and grandchildren and being Mayor of the Shire. So he’s turned down immortality, and chosen death instead, but he’s chosen life as well. It’s a very Anglo-Saxon ending. It’s a very sad ending, potentially. But it’s also a very truthful ending.

So the last thing I’ll say about Tolkien means using an Anglo-Saxon word. He was a truth-teller, yes, and that’s a large part of his appeal. But he was also and in addition a soothsayer.

Tom Shippey

