
ABSTRACT

This dissertation defends the thesis that J. R. R. Tolkien’s theory of fantasy has to 

be understood as much in his theological context as in his academic context. We assert 

that Tolkien’s theory is specifically Thomist in its theological nature. To support this 

assertion, our first goal is to show that J. R. R. Tolkien’s overall theory of fantasy is based 

on his Roman Catholic faith. The second goal is to offer a Reformed evaluation of 

Tolkien’s theory of fantasy to provide the basis for the subsequent development of a 

Reformed and covenantal theory of fantasy.

Beginning with a brief presentation of Tolkien’s life, we then examine his 

historical background more closely, paying particular attention to the influence of John 

Henry Newman in the context of nineteenth-century English Roman Catholicism. 

Newman’s influence is particularly crucial to the development of Tolkien’s faith, and so 

to his theory of fantasy. 

The second and third chapters explores Tolkien’s theory in the context of 

contemporary academic debates. Tolkien scholars, while paying close attention to major 

themes in Tolkien’s theory of fantasy, have at times underestimated the importance of 

ongoing academic debates in which Tolkien participated. In these two chapters, we 

consider successively language and mythology to reach a better understanding of 

Tolkien’s own view regarding these topics. We conclude that, while Tolkien follows 

contemporary theories regarding language and mythology, his own convictions in these 

matters is strongly informed by his Roman Catholic faith. 

The fourth chapter unites the conclusions of the preceding chapters in order to 
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present Tolkien’s theory of fantasy. In particular, we examine Tolkien’s notions of man as 

subcreator, the nature of imagination, and his definition of “Faërie.” In this chapter, the 

dissertation focuses on Tolkien’s underlying theological convictions to present the core of 

our thesis regarding the theological nature of Tolkien’s theory of fantasy. Relying heavily 

on the works of Thomas Aquinas and G. K. Chesterton, we conclude that the Thomistic 

notion of analogy between God and man is particularly important to Tolkien’s 

understanding of the nature of imagination and fantasy.

Finally, chapter five presents a Reformed critique of Tolkien’s theory of fantasy. 

Since Tolkien’s fantasy relies on a Thomist starting-point, our evaluation is mostly based 

on the Van Til’s criticism of Thomism. We apply Van Til’s criticism against the notion of 

“autonomous reason” to Tolkien’s use of imagination as an “autonomous” concept. We 

conclude that instead of defining fantasy along the lines of an analogical relationship 

between God and man, it is better to consider that fantasy is intrinsically ethical, rather 

than ontological.
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INTRODUCTION 
“DON’T GO GETTING MIXED UP IN THE BUSINESS OF YOUR BETTERS, OR 

YOU’LL LAND IN TROUBLE TOO BIG FOR YOU.”

—J. R. R. Tolkien, The Fellowship of the Ring

Once upon a time in England was J. R. R. Tolkien, a man whose name can evoke 

such labels as “author of The Lord of the Rings,” “influential fantasy writer,” Oxford 

professor of Anglo-Saxon, inventor of Elven languages, or “Christian fantasist.” Indeed 

Tolkien is famous for all of these accomplishments, although the last aspect of his life 

and work is the least explored. Tolkienian scholarship has been especially concerned with 

the following three areas. First, as author of The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien has gained 

worldwide fame, greater fame than he would have thought healthy for a person to have. 

In 1997, the Waterstone’s poll awarded The Lord of the Rings the title of “book of the 

century.”1 The present study, however, is not concerned with Tolkien's popularity, or with 

1 See among others Joseph Pearce, J. R. R. Tolkien: Man and Myth (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998); 
Tom Shippey, J. R. R. Tolkien, Author of the Century (Boston, New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2002); John J. 
Miller, “The truth beyond memory What lies behind the fellowship.” National Review (December 31, 
2001):n.p.; Sarah Upstone, “Applicability and truth in The Hobbit, The Lord of the Rings, and The 
Silmarillion: Readers, fantasy, and canonicity—critical essay.” Mythlore (Fall-Winter, 2002):n.p. Others 
draw heavily on Tolkien’s influence and popularity, though not mentioning the Waterstone’s results directly. 
See Verlyn Flieger, Interrupted Music: The Making of Tolkien’s Mythology (Kent: Kent State University, 
2005); Jared Lobdell, The Rise of Tolkienian Fantasy (Chicago, LaSalle: Open Court, 2005). For the results 
of the Waterstone’s poll, see http://home.comcast.net/~antaylor1/waterstones100.html, (accessed April 3, 
2008). The shock-wave reaction that followed the publication of the Waterstone’s poll results were,  
however, nothing of a new phenomenon. When The Lord of the Rings finally hit the American literary 
market, its success was immediate and overwhelming. Only then did many critics, in the homeland of 
Middle-Earth, realize that they needed to take a stand against it. Suffice to quote one of Tolkien’s 
humouristic response to his many critics, in form of a poem called, “Criticism”:  

The Lord of the Rings 
Is one of those things: 
If you like it you do: 
If you don't, then you bool.

From Humphrey Carpenter, J. R. R. Tolkien: A Biography (London: HarperCollins, 1995), 222. Henceforth 
Biography.
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the popularity of the fantasy genre. There are already many valuable, well-written, and 

deeply researched books on these subjects.2 Second, Tolkien had a great influence on the 

development of the fantasy genre in the course of the twentieth century, both in terms of 

theory and method, and in terms of practice and writing. Indeed, Tolkien has become, 

since the late 1960s, an author well-known by the “popular” readership, and it can be 

confidently said that most Westerners have, by now, heard about Tolkien and that many 

have even read at least one of his works.3 Moreover, Tolkien scholars such as Shippey, 

Flieger, or Pearce have argued for Tolkien’s influence on modern fantasy. But again, the 

present study is not concerned with the influence of Tolkien’s status as a fantasy writer. 

Third, the aspect most overlooked is Tolkien’s position as a Christian fantasist. Some 

scholars have noticed the importance of Tolkien’s Roman Catholicism and its relevance 

upon his fantasy.4 Again, it is not directly Tolkien’s Catholicism that will be the object of 
2 For a study on fantasy and fairy tales see Jack Zipes, ed., The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales (Oxford, 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Jack Zipes, Spells of Enchantment: The Wondrous Fairy Tales  
of Western Culture (New York: Viking, 1991), Sticks and Stones: The Troublesome Success of Children's  
Literature from Slovenly Peter to Harry Potter (New York: Routledge, 2001); Richard Matthews, Fantasy:  
The Liberation of Imagination (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1997); Lucie Armitt, Fantasy Fiction: An 
Introduction (New York: Continuum, 2005); Colin Manlove, Modern Fantasy: Five Studies (Cambridge, 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1975), remarkable by its absence of real study of Tolkien. For a 
background to fantasy, see Jack Zipes, When Dreams Came True: Classical Fairy Tales and Their  
Tradition (New York, London: Routledge, 1999); Jennifer Schacker, National Dreams: The Remaking of  
Fairy Tales in Nineteenth-Century England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003); 
Stephen Prickett, Victorian Fantasy (Bloomington, London: Indiana University Press, 1979); Humphrey 
Carpenter, Secret Gardens: A Study of the Golden Age of Children’s Literature (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1985); Colin Manlove, Christian Fantasy: From 1200 to the Present (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1992). On the “tolkienian” tradition of fantasy, see Lobdell, The Rise of Tolkienian Fantasy.

3 That is, usually The Hobbit, or The Lord of the Rings and even, for the more courageous, The Silarillion. 
W. H. Auden, in his review of The Return of the King, even affirmed than from now on, the world would be 
divided between those who had read The Lord of the Rings, and those who would. W. H. Auden, “At the 
end of the quest, victory,” The New York Times (January 22, 1956), 
http://www.nytimes.com/1956/01/22/books/tolkien-king.html (accessed April 24, 2009). See also his 
review of The Fellowship of the Rings, “The Hero is a Hobbit,” The New York Times (October 31, 1954), 
http://www.nytimes.com/1954/10/31/books/tolkien-fellowship.html, (accessed April 24, 2009).

4 Pearce, J. R. R. Tolkien: Man and Myth; Joseph Pearce, ed., Tolkien, a Celebration: Collected Writings on  
a Literary Legacy (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1999); Matthew T. Dickerson, Following Gandalf: Epic 
Battles and Moral Victory in The Lord of the Rings (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press); Matthew T. Dickerson 
and David O'Hara, From Homer to Harry Potter: A Handbook on Myth and Fantasy (Grand Rapids: Brazos 
Press, 2006); Bradley J. Birzer, J. R. R. Tolkien’s Sanctifying Myth: Understanding Middle Earth 
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this study. 

The initial impression of the current condition of Tolkien studies is very positive. 

Tolkienian scholarship does not lack excellent scholars, nor does it lack diversity in 

scope. For example, one can find lay Catholic writers concerned with the specificities of 

Tolkien as a Christian writer.5 One can find studies concerned with main aspects of 

Tolkien’s works, for example his theory of myth.6 Other important elements of Tolkien’s 

life and works include philology and theology. Other studies have investigated loosely 

related aspects of Tolkien, such as his status as political and cultural critic. Some scholars 

have focused on tracing back to the influences that shaped Tolkien’s thinking and writing.

7 Finally, others have paid special attention to Tolkien’s linguistics and to his theory of 

language.8 

(Wilmington: Isi Books, 2002); on a less academic level, see Mark Eddy Smith, Tolkien's Ordinary Virtues:  
Exploring the Spiritual Themes of The Lord of the Rings (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2002). This 
trend has also been strengthened with collections of French studies, see for example Charles Ridoux, 
Tolkien: Le Chant du Monde (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2004); Michaël Devaux, ed., Tolkien: les racines du  
légendaire (Geneva: Ad Solem, 2003); Vincent Ferré, Tolkien: sur les rivages de la Terre du Milieu (Paris: 
Christian Bourgois, 2001); Vincent Ferré, ed., Tolkien: trente ans après (1973-2003) (Paris: Christian 
Bourgois, 2004).

5 See, for example, the work of Joseph Pearce, already mentioned, also author of a biography in progress of  
St. Francis Assisi. See personal correspondence with the author. See his biography in the author page on the 
Ignatius Press website, http://www.ignatiusinsight.com/authors/josephpearce.asp (accessed June 26, 2008).

6 Jane Chance has issued several books and courses on mythology. See, for example, her course “J. R. R. 
Tolkien and The discourses of myth,” held at Kalamazoo College, Michigan, May 8-11, 2003 and her 
books:  The Lord of the Rings: The Mythology of Power (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2001); 
The Lord of the Rings: A Mythology for England (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2001); 
Tolkien's Art: A Mythology for England  (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2001); Tolkien and the  
Invention of Myth: A Reader (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2004). See her biography on the 
website of Rice University, http://www.ruf.rice.edu/~jchance/, (accessed June 26, 2008). 

7 Verlyn Flieger has provided Tolkien scholarship with fascinating studies on some of Tolkien’s 
relationships and influences with Owen Barfield, see Verlyn Flieger, Splintered Light: Logos and Language 
in Tolkien’s World (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002); or with John William Dunne, see Verlyn Flieger, A 
Question of Time: J. R. R. Tolkien’s Road to Faërie (Kent, London: Kent State University, 1997). See more 
information on Flieger’s website http://www.mythus.com (accessed June 26, 2008).

8 In this field, scholars Tom Shippey and Verlyn Flieger are the uncontested experts even though they have 
not covered all the areas of interest, as we shall see later. 
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The richness and diversity of Tolkien studies, however, reveal a recurrent 

problem. In fact, Tolkienian scholarship is methodologically wanting. The example of 

mythological studies is telling. Most scholars are merely interested in a comparison 

between Tolkien’s mythology and Nordic mythologies. This method of investigating 

Tolkien’s mythology leaves out a main element, that is, his interaction with other 

mythologists. The restriction of Tolkienian mythological studies to the comparison of the 

Kalevala, and other Nordic or Anglo-Saxon myths and legends, poses serious 

methodological issues. This method leaves us in the dark regarding the differences and 

the commonalities between Tolkien and his contemporaries.9 The same criticism can be 

made regarding the study of Tolkien’s theory of language, although more careful attention 

has been given to a few theoreticians of language with whom Tolkien interacted. What 

these scholars have overlooked is the scholarship contemporaneous to Tolkien in the 

mentioned fields. Mortimer, working on Tolkien’s modernism, has pointed out the same 

problem and concluded:

It is naïve, then, to assert that Tolkien, born in 1892 and educated in the 
first decade of the twenty-first century, would have emerged in some kind 
of aesthetic vacuum. Yet his work is constantly critiqued and cataloged in 
a fashion that divorces him from his contemporaries.10

Many scholars have fallen into the pitfall of assuming that Tolkien emerged in a scholarly 

vacuum. Such is, however, not the case. Only if we understand Tolkien in his historical 

and academic background can we understand the intrinsic value of Tolkien’s works and 

9 We will say more about that in chapter two concerned with Tolkien’s theory of language.

10 Patchen Mortimer, “Tolkien and Modernism,” Tolkien Studies, vol. 2, ed. Douglas Anderson, Michael 
Drout, and Verlyn Flieger (Morgantown: West Virginia University, 2005), 113-129.
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their relevance. The lack of historical connections entails that Tolkien’s overall theory of 

fantasy has never been fully explored. This dissertation attempts to meet this 

methodological need. 

This study tries to meet the challenge of reconstructing Tolkien’s theory of 

fantasy. To accomplish this goal, it will bring together the following aspects of Tolkien’s 

work: an explanation of the popularity of The Lord of the Rings, an evaluation of the 

reasons behind Tolkien’s influence, and a demonstration of his uniqueness as a Catholic 

fantasist. It is the contention of the author that Tolkien’s influence as a fantasist is mainly 

due to his specific theory of fantasy. This conclusion is not original. However, we wish to 

go further in two respects. First, it is our contention that Tolkien’s theory of fantasy has 

not yet been fully explained and reconstructed, mainly because of the methodological 

omission we pointed out above. We do not pretend to have the last word on Tolkien’s 

theory of fantasy, but merely hope to further the understanding of his theory. We hope to 

identify with more precision why Tolkien has had such an influence on twentieth-century 

fantasy writers, and how Catholicism has played a role in his theory of fantasy. A more 

distant goal is a Reformed evaluation of Tolkien’s theory of fantasy. Indeed, if Tolkien’s 

theory proves to be founded partly on his Roman Catholicism, legitimate ground exists 

for evaluating it in a theological light. Any reconstruction of Tolkien’s theory of fantasy 

must include a discussion of its theological foundations. Reading his Roman Catholic 

fantasy through the lens of Reformed theology could magnify the beauty of Fairy Land, 

for the greater glory of God.  

This twofold goal requires a proper method in order to be achieved. First, this 

method will follow the development of Tolkien’s theory of fantasy, which includes his 
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theories of mythology, language, and subcreation. Our method will follow these elements 

step by step and in this precise order because Tolkien himself build up his legendarium, it 

seems to us, in a very particular order. He began with a love of words that are then 

“incarnated” in stories about a particular place, Faërie. From these elements, finally, we 

can reconstruct Tolkien’s overall theory about what this Faërie actually is. Words, myth, 

and Faërie: such is the order of Tolkienian fantasy, and so is the order of our study. 

Second, particular attention will be paid to Tolkien’s criticism of other scholars, with 

special attention to their own theories. Having completed this first methodological step,  

the reconstruction of Tolkien’s theory of fantasy will begin. 

In considering this method, we are confronted with one main issue, namely, the 

very possibility of reconstructing Tolkien’s theory of fantasy. Tolkien is notoriously 

known for his strong views about the limited subject-matter of his writings. It was his 

conviction that someone should not write about fields of study in which he is not 

knowledgeable. As a matter of fact, he always even refused to state his theological 

beliefs, and even charged his friend Lewis for hastily writing as a theologian, without 

proper training.11 Therefore, the attempt at reconstruction is in itself a challenge. The 

main argument in favor of this possibility is the reference to Tolkien’s disagreements with 

contemporary scholars. In fact, identifying the precise point of disagreement between 

Tolkien and contemporary scholars on specific topics can give us a clue as to which 

11 To those who asked what he believed, Tolkien simply answered that he believed the creeds of the 
Catholic Church. Tolkien’s strong hierarchical ecclesiology is reflected in his opposition to Lewis’s position 
as a lay theologian. Tolkien was extremely critical of Lewis’s theological work, especially Letters to 
Malcolm of which he said: “Also I personally found Letters to Malcolm a distressing and in parts horrifying 
work. I began a commentary on it, but if finished it would not be publishable.” Tolkien, The Letters of J. R.  
R. Tolkien, ed. by Humphrey Carpenter (Boston, New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2000), 352. Henceforth, 
Letters.
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position Tolkien personally held—even though he did not elaborate on particular points.12 

Of course, we are aware that supporting our method in such a way at first sight begs the 

question of its legitimacy. The point is granted. However, it must be remembered that, so 

far, there is little primary or secondary material relevant to our goal of reconstructing 

Tolkien’s theory of fantasy.

Before proceeding, a few words should be said about the choice of Tolkien as the 

subject of study in a Reformed context. First, this interest comes from a personal 

fascination with the influence and works of this Oxford don. This personal interest is 

complemented by a particular interest in his fantasy writing and theory. However, and 

more importantly, Tolkien’s theory of fantasy has not been explored by Reformed or 

Presbyterian writers. Significantly, there has been no real evaluation of Tolkien’s theory 

of fairy story—that is, of fantasy—or of artistic creation from a Reformed perspective. 

This dissertation aims to fill that gap in scholarship.

One last word should be said about the legitimacy of such a topic within the field 

of research called Apologetics. Some scholars have warned against the “temptation” of 

analogizing Tolkien and his legendarium along Christian lines. They have stressed that 

Tolkien never thought about his works as allegories of the Christian faith. Thus, they 

conclude it is illegitimate to consider Tolkien’s works, especially the ones about the 

12 The superficial problem of this method is that the argument for reconstruction is mostly a via negativa. 
The question is whether or not this method is conclusive enough. In other words, the question is how strong 
will this reconstruction be if based on a negative approach to Tolkien’s theory of fantasy. Unfortunately, 
foreseeing the result of this method is almost, if not completely, impossible.
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history of Arda and Middle-Earth,13 as a defense or presentation of Christianity.14 

However, the rejection of Tolkien as Apologist is based on a restricted or misunderstood 

definition of Apologetics. The assumption is that apologetics is either concerned with a 

clear and obvious defense of Christianity, or concerned with rational arguments for 

Christianity. In Fairy Land, this assumption led these scholars to identify Apologetics 

with the purpose of “converting” through fantasy writing. However, when defined as the 

“demonstration of the Christian philosophy of life,” Apologetics assumes a fuller 

meaning to include all spheres of the Christian’s activity. In its broadest definition, 

enjoying a meal, listening to music, and writing fantasy, are, or should be, Apologetics.15 

Therefore, this study also falls within the field of Christian apologetics. This dissertation 

13 Colin Duriez defines Arda as the “world,” [Colin Duriez, The J. R. R. Tolkien Handbook: A  
Comprehensive Guide to his Life, Writings, and World of Middle Earth (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992), 27], 
while Middle Earth is “the whole world, or only the land-mass east of the great sea of Belegaer.” Ibid., 174.  
However this is rather imprecise since there is clearly in Tolkien’s own conception, a difference between  
Arda and Middle-Earth. It would be better to say with The Encyclopedia of Arda that “Middle Earth” is 
“[t]he great continent on which much of the Silmarillion, and the adventures of The Hobbit and The Lord 
of the Rings, are set;” and that “[i]n the language of the Elder Days, 'Arda' signified the World and all that  
is in it. Arda was created through the Music of the Ainur to be a dwelling place for the Children of Ilúvatar  
(that is, Elves and Men).” See “The Encyclopedia of Arda,” http://www.glyphweb.com/arda, (accessed  
April 4, 2008). Tolkien himself said that “Arda ‘realm’ was the name given to our world or earth, as being 
the place, within the immensity of Ëa, selected to be the seat and special domain of the King [that is, 
Manwë] – because of his knowledge that the Children of God would appear there.” Tolkien, Letters, 283. 
As for Middle Earth, it is “the name for the inhabited lands of Men ‘between the seas’.” Ibid., 220. The 
distinction between Arda and Middle Earth seems to be close to that between “universe” and “Earth.”

14 Ralph Wood is representative of this tendency. In a personal correspondence with the author he said:  
“You will notice there that I argue against Tolkien’s having any interest in traditional Apologetics at all. At 
the minimum, this is a caveat you will need to heed even if not accept.” Ralph Wood, email message to the 
author, March 19, 2008. However, other scholars have pointed out that Tolkien sometimes works within an 
allegorical framework of the Christian faith, especially in some of his shorter works, as best exemplified in 
“Leaf by Niggle.” 

15 We have somewhat modified Cornelius Van Til’s definition of apologetics as the “vindication of the 
Christian philosophy of life,” and replaced “vindication” by the word “demonstration” in order to 
underscore that the Christian life itself is source of Christian Apologetics. This is close to what Chesterton 
once said: “You say grace before meals. All right. But I say grace before the play and the opera, and grace  
before the concert and pantomime, and grace before I open a book, and grace before sketching, painting,  
swimming, fencing, boxing, walking, playing, dancing; and grace before I dip the pen in the ink.” Quoted 
in Maisie Ward, Gilbert Keith Chesterton (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1943), 61.
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presents and defends Tolkien as a Roman Catholic fantasist.16 It also sets forth the 

relevance of Tolkien’s Catholicism on his theory of fantasy. Such a “defense” is still 

necessary given the many theological and philosophical misrepresentations of which 

Tolkien is the victim.17 

After this necessary introduction, we will proceed to a brief chapter focused on 

Tolkien’s historical background. In this first chapter, we will briefly summarize Tolkien’s 

life, and give a short account of Tolkien’s Roman Catholic background, paying special 

attention to the condition of nineteenth-century English Catholicism and to Newmanian 

Catholicism. In the second chapter, we will move on to the first main element of 

Tolkien’s theory, that is, his view of mythology. In this chapter, we first have to evaluate 

the main mythologists Tolkien interacted with, namely F. Max Müller, Andrew Lang, and 

George Webbe Dasent.18 Tolkien’s criticism of those scholars will then be the object of 

attention. Following Tolkien’s theory of myth, we will consider his view of language. The 

third chapter will be devoted to Tolkien’s theory of subcreation, that is, to the relation 

16 This statement is in itself at odds with the general opinion that Tolkien’s fantasy is not religious or 
theological. Already in 1955 a reviewer noted that “Mr. Tolkien's fantasy is not metaphysical like E. R. 
Eddison's, nor theological like George MacDonald's.” Donald Barr, “Shadowy world of Men and Hobbits” 
The New York Times (May 1, 1955). The superficiality of such an appreciation of the nature of Tolkien’s 
fantasy is precisely what the present dissertation will try to redress. The references of the author are  
probably to E. R. Eddison’s The Worm of Ouroboros (New York: Ballantine Books, 1977), and to George 
MacDonald’s Lilith: A Romance, introduction by C. S. Lewis (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981) and 
Phantastes: A Faerie Romance, introduction by C. S. Lewis (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981).

17 One of the most important theological misrepresentations of Tolkien has to do with his alleged 
Manichaeism. This view has been supported by Tom Shippey in Author of the Century, 134 ff. See also the 
parallel argument in The Road to Middle Earth, 140 ff. It is not clear whether Shippey’s view reflects a 
misunderstanding of the nature of Manichaeism or a misunderstanding of the Catholic understanding ov 
evil. This confusion in theological categories has since been corrected but miscategorizations still exist. The 
most dramatic and unacceptable theological misunderstanding of Tolkien comes from French author 
Nicolas Bonnal, Tolkien: les univers d'un magicien (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1998).

18 The significance of Dasent is supported by the judgment of E. B. Tylor: “Dr. Dasent … has taken the lead 
in the extension of the argument from Comparative Mythology beyond the limited range within which it is 
aided by History and Language, has brought the popular tales of Africa and Europe into close connexion by 
adducing, among others, the unmistakable common origin of the Norse Tale of the Bear.” Edward Burnett 
Tylor, Researches into the Early History of Mankind and the Development of Civilization (London: John 
Murray, 1878), 365. 
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between the God Creator and human creativity. Finally, this threefold analysis will give 

us the possibility, in the fourth chapter, to make explicit what are the “signposts” to Fairy 

Land for Tolkien, that is, the essence of fantasy. Only in the fifth chapter will a Reformed 

evaluation be possible, giving direction for a future Reformed theory of fantasy. This will 

help Reformed Christians stand for the defense of a less explored area of human life. To 

paraphrase G. K. Chesterton, we hope that this dissertation will provide the ground for 

the defense of everything fancy. 

10



CHAPTER ONE
TOLKIEN’S HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

It is by now commonplace to state that before considering an author’s work, it is 

first necessary to become familiar with the author himself. Such is the case with English 

professor John Ronald Reuel Tolkien. Indeed, his exceptional influence on twentieth-

century fantasy literature, and his personal theory of “fantasy” creation, cannot be seen 

apart from his life and times. However, to place Tolkien in the context of his time proves 

a very arduous task. First, there are actually very few resources on this subject, since 

most biographical works focus on Tolkien’s life without much attention to the academic, 

social, and cultural milieu in which he developed. This challenge is also rendered more 

difficult because of the complexity of the times in which Tolkien lived. Born under the 

reign of Queen Victoria, he can be called Victorian, provided that one keeps in mind the 

large range of meanings that can be attached to the term “Victorians.” One should 

remember that such opposite characters as Coleridge and Byron can be called 

“Victorians” in this first, broad sense. This category also includes late Victorians turning 

away from the romantic, revolutionary, heroic Byronian virtues, and falling into overt and 

unabashed moral cynicism.19 To the Victorian era also belong Wordsworth, Tennyson, 

Carlyle, the Utilitarian and rationalist John Stuart Mill, the Christian Socialist F. D. 

Maurice, the Pre- Raphaelite Ruskin, the Catholic Newman, and the atheist Shelley, all  

very different characters promoting more or less radically different visions of human life.

The consideration of Tolkien’s Victorian background is also made necessary by 

19 “Byron’s personality and career were alien to a moral climate in which rectitude, chastity, and seriousness  
had replaced easygoing sexual attitude and gay cyncism.” Richard D. Altick, Victorians People and Ideas 
(New York: Norton & Co., 1973), 3.
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the times in which Tolkien lived, that is, well under the influence of Victorianism. In fact,  

although it is possible to label Tolkien an Edwardian, Victorian England provides a better 

background, since Tolkien’s family belonged, on both sides, to the new Victorian middle-

class.20 Moreover, Tolkien’s education, received under the tutoring of his mother and of 

Father Morgan, can be best described as Victorian.21 Finally, we should not underestimate 

the influence of certain Victorians on Tolkien, especially those involved in the 

“renaissance” of fairy stories, nor can we push aside the great influence of some of the 

most remarkable Romantics. To the first category belonged William Morris, George 

MacDonald, and J.M. Barrie, and to the second category belonged Wordsworth and 

Coleridge.22 If Tolkien can be described as Victorian, or at least of Victorian descent, it is 

by consequence certain that Victorianism played an important role on Tolkien’s 

development.23 The assessment of this influence is still a task to be undertaken. 

It will not be possible to provide here with a complete historical background to 

Tolkien’s life and works. This would take us too far back in Victorian England, and could 

almost be the subject of a separate dissertation. Moreover, the breath and knowledge of 

Victorianism necessary to achieve such a goal is out of the reach of the author. It could 

be, for example, question of the influence of Romanticism on Tolkien’s view of history 
20 Carpenter, Biography, 17-18.

21 This Victorian education began when the Tolkien family came back to England and when Mabel soon 
became a widow. And “so it was that Ronald began to learn the ways of the Suffield family.” Ibid., 26.

22 As far as Morris is concerned, Chesterton’s opinion is interesting: “In estimating, therefore, the ground of 
Scott's pre-eminence in romance we must absolutely rid ourselves of the notion that romance or adventure 
are merely materialistic things involved in the tangle of a plot or the multiplicity of drawn swords. We must 
remember that it is, like tragedy or farce, a state of the soul, and that, for some dark and elemental reason 
which we can never understand, this state of the soul is evoked in us by the sight of certain places or the 
contemplation of certain human crises, by a stream rushing under a heavy and covered wooden bridge, or  
by a man plunging a knife or sword into tough timber.” Gilbert Keith Chesterton, Varied Types (New York: 
Dodd, Mead and Co., 1908), 163.

23 For the Tolkiens’s move upwards on the social scale into the middle-class, see Daniel Grotta, J. R. R.  
Tolkien: Architect of Middle Earth (Philadelphia: Running Press, 1976), 28.
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and nature. We could also investigate how Tolkien’s attitude towards mechanization and 

technology relates to the period of the English Industrial Revolution, providing the 

background for Tolkien’s opposition of nature to mechanization.24 More broadly, specific 

elements of his historical milieu need to be kept in mind, like his Roman Catholicism, his  

career at Oxford, his involvement in the First World War, or the coming of age of the 

fairy-stories and fantasy genres.25 However, as previously said, no extensive analysis of 

those areas will be made in this chapter. Rather we will first give a brief account of 

Tolkien’s life, since the three published biographies available do not integrate elements of 

Tolkien’s historical background in their account. We will also consider another 

background to Tolkien’s life that provides a necessary framework to the understanding of 

his works, namely, Oxfordian Catholicism. 

The Man behind the Name

First of two brothers, Tolkien was born on January 3, 1892, 26 under the most un-

24 Tolkien’s early years in Sarehole explain his love for all that is natural, for all that grows, and especially 
for trees. The move from Birmingham to Sarhole also provides an experiential contrast between the urban 
life and a life marked by the beauty of nature: “Just at the age when his imagination was opening out, he 
found himself in the English countryside.” Ibid., 27. Later, when the family moved out of Sarehole to the 
surburb of Mosely, Ronald became “desperately forlorn at being severed from the Sarehole countryside, but  
he found some comfort in his new home.” Ibid., 33. The Sarehole period also happens to be the source of 
the name “Gamgee,” and maybe even Farmer Cotton. Ibid., 29.

25 Richard Matthews argued that “[b]y the start of the twentieth century, fantasy was an established mode 
for serious adult literature. Although it clearly enjoyed an international currency, it seems to have emerged 
most conspicuously as a fully distinct genre in England and the United States, to a large extent because 
literary realism was not so dominant there.” Richard Matthews, Fantasy: The Liberation of Imagination 
(New York: Twayne Publishers, 1997), 20. Lobdell connects Tolkien to the “adventure story in the 
Edwardian genre” which he defined with seven characteristic: (1) the world is framed with familiarity; (2)  
the characters are types and sometimes archetypes; (3) the character of nature is realized, but not the  
character of the actors; (4) the adventures are not solitary but still are few; (5) they are narrated by the most  
ordinary of the “happy few” of the characters; (6) recurring motif of the past alive in the present; (7) the  
world is essentially aristocratic. See Lobdell, The Rise of Tolkienian Fantasy, 167.

26 This part is mainly taken from Humphrey Carpenter, Biography, and Tolkien’s Letters. Three other 
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English sun a Victorian could have imagined, that of the Republic of the Free Orange 

State.27 His parents, Arthur and Mabel, settled down in the capital-city of the Free Orange 

State after Arthur, a bank clerk of German descent, was promoted to branch manager by 

the Bank of Africa. While Tolkien seems to have enjoyed Bloemfontein, the climate there 

hardly benefited his already fragile health. By 1894, a little over a year after the birth of 

Hilary, Tolkien’s brother, both parents decided that a return to England was necessary for 

the health of the two boys, as well as for Mabel’s morale.28 

Tolkien kept a very fond, but mixed, memory of his years in Bloemfontein, and 

this has been used to explain certain aspects of his personality.29 Some scholars have 

psychoanalyzed Tolkien’s childhood in South Africa, trying to explain away his 

melancholic, and at times depressed, mood. Tolkien always kept a loving, vivid, and 

biographies of Tolkien have been written, a short one by Michael Coren, J. R. R. Tolkien: The Man Who  
Created The Lord of the Rings (New York: Scholastic, 2001), and another one more controversial, by 
Grotta, J. R. R. Tolkien: Architect of Middle Earth, and finally John Garth’s excellently researched and 
written, Tolkien and the Great War: The Threshold of Middle-Earth (Boston, New York: Houghton Mifflin, 
2003) focusing on the years preceding and the years of the First World War. One can also find brief  
biographies of Tolkien on the web. See, for example, The Tolkien Society, http://www.tolkiensociety.org/ 
(accessed April 19, 2008). As of today, however, there is no critical, scholarly, biography of Tolkien 
available. 

27 Beth Russell remarks that most scholars refer to Tolkien’s birthplace as “South Africa.” However she 
says, “J. R. R. Tolkien was not born in South Africa. That nation did not exist in 1892. The town of his 
birth, Bloemfontein, was the capital of an independent country, the Republic of the Orange Free State. A 
number of biographical studies, including the The Tolkien Family Album, do not make the distinction. This 
is misleading because it ignores the historical and social background of his earliest home.” Beth Russell, 
“The Birthplace of J. R. R. Tolkien,” in Tolkien Studies, II: 225.

28 Carpenter, Biography, 22-23.

29 See, for example: “I was actually born in Bloemfonteim, and so those deeply deeply implanted 
impressions, underlying memories that are still pictorially available for inspection, of first childhood are for 
me those of a hot parched country. My first Christmas memory is of blazing sun, drawn curtains and a 
drooping eucalyptus.” Tolkien, Letters, 213. The same brief comments are made page 219. Writing to his 
son Christopher, who was training in South Africa to become a pilot, Tolkien makes the most significant 
comments on his emotional relationship to South Africa: “Dearest Chris, Letters, immensely welcome, 
have poured in … I was disposed, at last, to envy you a little; or rather to wish I could be with you ‘in the 
hills’. There is something in nativity, and though I have few pictorial memories, there is always a curious 
sense of reminiscence about any stories of Africa, which always move me deeply. Strange that you, my 
dearest, should have gone back there …” Ibid., 82.
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lasting memory of South Africa, mixed with grief, since it claimed his father’s life. When 

Tolkien was only four years old, Arthur Tolkien died of severe hemorrhage, the dramatic 

consequence of a rheumatic fever, on 15 February 1896. At this time, Arthur was still in 

South Africa, and since his wife and sons had already left for England, he never saw his 

family again.30 

The death of Arthur Tolkien left Mabel and the two children in dire need. After 

few months spent with her family, she decided to settle down in Sarehole, few miles 

away from Birmingham. There, Mabel took the education of her children into her own 

hands. She communicated to Tolkien, along with her love for language, the Roman 

Catholic faith to which she had converted from Methodism in 1900.31 This conversion 

brought further hardships on the family, since Mabel’s relatives were antipathetic to all 

“Papists.” They could not accept that a member of their family could side with those who, 

in their eyes, were a threat to religion, faith, and society.32 While the children grew 

stronger, and while Tolkien’s intellectual abilities developed exponentially, their mother’s  

condition worsened. By mid 1904, Mabel Tolkien contracted diabetes (possibly mellitus 

type 1), at the time incurable, which resulted in her untimely death on November 14, 

1904.33 

In Tolkien’s eyes, his mother was a martyr for her faith, in the strongest sense of 

30  Carpenter, Biography, 24.

31 “My interest in languages was derived solely from my mother, a Suffield (a family coming from 
Evesham in Worcestershire). She knew German, and gave me my first lessons in it. She was also interested 
in etymology, and aroused my interest in this, and also in alphabets and handwriting.” Tolkien, Letters, 377. 
See also Carpenter, Biography, 29.

32 Ibid., 31 f.

33 One should remember that insulin was only isolated in 1921-1922 by doctors Fredrick Banting, Charles 
Best, Professor J. J. R. Macleod and Dr. James Collip. The first patient, a fourteen-year old boy, was 
successfully treated with insulin on January 11, 1922. The current treatment was viaticum, but Tolkien 
informs us that his mother was at a stage too advanced to be cured. Tolkien, Letters, 354. 
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the term. Her commitment to the true Roman Catholic faith estranged her from her 

family, of Unitarian and Methodist convictions. Mabel was ultimately left “alone on this 

earth.” He saw this abandonment as a reason for the radical and irremediable 

deterioration of her health.34 The combination of his attachment to his mother and his 

devotion to the Roman Catholic faith, literally nourished Tolkien’s intellectual, spiritual,  

and emotional commitment to the Roman Catholic Church. This also explains how his 

works became imbued with Christian faith and piety.

Orphaned of both their parents, the two brothers were left to the tutoring and 

guidance of Father Francis Xavier Morgan (1839–June 11, 1935), a Catholic priest of 

Spanish descent, and at a time Cardinal John Henry Newman’s chaplain.35 Father Francis 

was a parish priest of the Birmingham Oratory, founded by Newman. When the Tolkien 

family moved to Birmingham, it was Father Francis who instructed Mabel Tolkien in the 

Roman Catholic faith, thus becoming a close friend of the Tolkiens. Despite this personal 

closeness, it is easy to underestimate the influence of Father Francis but Tolkien always 

recalled his “guardian” with great fondness and love.36 

Along with a specific brand of Catholicism, marked by the shadow of Newman, 

Birmingham was itself another distinctive social Victorian embodiment of Christianity.  

Indeed, the city itself provided Tolkien with a milieu whose very essence was the civic 

gospel that the city promoted as a means of social cohesion. The combination of 

34 Tolkien uses the terminology of “persecution” (Ibid., 54, 354), of “heroic sufferings” (Ibid., 340), to 
describe the reasons behind his mother’s death. See also Ibid., 172. Carpenter reports Tolkien’s words: “My 
own dear mother was a martyr indeed, and it is not to everybody that God grants so easy a way to his great  
gifts as he did to Hilary and myself, giving us a mother who killed herself with labour and trouble to ensure 
us keeping the faith.” Carpenter, Biography, 39.

35 The connection between Father Morgan and the Birmingham Oratory is supported by Carpenter. See 
Ibid., 34.

36 “In 1904 we (H[ilary] & I) had the sudden miraculous experience of Fr Francis’ love and care and 
humour.” Tolkien, Letters, 417.
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Christianity with an increasing concern for the condition and identity of English cities led 

many of them to embark on a quest for civic unity. This phenomenon was also necessary 

due to the rapid and dramatic demographic and social changes in Victorian England. 

While other cities, like Leeds, sought to achieve this quest through mere civic pride, 

Birmingham took a step further to build its unity on a civic gospel. The successful 

combination of Victorian Christianity and change in the Victorian social structure 

provided Birmingham with a particularly distinctive character. As a consequence, a 

sentiment of belonging cemented the very life of the city, almost giving it a soul. This 

proved to be fertile ground for the development of informal and formal associations, one 

of which had a great influence on Tolkien’s life. Tolkien belonged to a group of like-

minded students that would be a major influence on the direction he took in his career. 

The companionship he found among the “Tea Club and Barrovian Society” (abbreviated 

T.C.B.S.) at Edward VI might well owe a great deal to this Victorian specificity. 

Moreover, Birmingham was different from many other Victorian cities, such as 

Manchester, in that a large part of its working class and inhabitants was economically 

well disposed.37 Even though Birmingham went through an economic disaster in the 

1860s, its situation was partly restored thanks to the city management of Councilor 

Thomas Avery and Mayor Joseph Chamberlain (July 8, 1836–July 3, 1914).38 By the late 

nineteenth century its restored economic position made it possible for men such as Father

37 Asa Briggs, Victorian Cities (Los Angeles: Berkeley, 1993). Briggs interestingly mentions that one of the 
consequences of this economic position was that the industrialization of Birmingham and the increasing 
replacement of human working power by the machines became less problematic than in many other cities.  
However, it had not been “less problematic” for Tolkien, for whom the contrast between Sarehole and 
Birmingham was evidence enough of the disastrous and damaging of “machinery-zation.” 

38 Joseph Chamberlain was the father of Prime Minister Arthur Neville Chamberlain (1869-1940). He 
became Mayor of Birmingham in 1873, was elected to the Parliament in 1876, was a member of the 
government of William Ewart Gladstone in 1880, and became in 1895 Colonial Secretary in the 
government of Lord Salisbury, supporting a strong Imperialism and the Boer Wars. 
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Francis to support the two Tolkien brothers.39 Certainly this city, more than many others, 

was attractive; its civic ethos certainly proved to be influential on Tolkien.40

In Birmingham, Tolkien immersed himself in linguistic and philological studies, 

where he soon discovered that he excelled. In 1910 he earned a scholarship at 

Birmingham Edward’s VI, and specialized in Classics, following the traditional 

curriculum of most of students preparing for university studies.41 However, under the 

guidance of several of his professors, he soon turned away from Classics to English.42 

This academic move provided him more opportunities for the study of other languages 

like Welch, Finnish, or Anglo-Saxon, his secret love. Tolkien’s early studies in philology 

and his exposure to Nordic literature and language directly affected the course of 

twentieth-century fantasy literature.43 Having moved to English, Tolkien struggled to 

excel in this new department. At this time, he began a romance with Edith Bratt, a young 

lady he met in 1908. Soon, however, their relationship was hindered by their age 

39 Briggs concludes that Birmingham’s economic direction and isolationist tendency set her over against a 
“free trade” alliance of London with Manchester: “From the time of the Fair Trade movement to the days 
when the Chamberlain family takes the lead [after 1903] in the struggle for national protection and 
economic preference, Birmingham had the same symbolical importance which Manchester possessed in the 
middle of the nineteenth-century … One might almost dramatize the past century of British commercial 
policy as a struggle between free-trade Manchester and protectionist Birmingham–or better still as a three-
cornered struggle, with the old-industrialist cosmopolitan City of London joining forces with Manchester to 
keep Birmingham in check. Birmingham was destined in the end to win.” Briggs, Victorian Cities, 240. 
This triumphant protectionism of Birmingham probably, in the course of the years, comforted Tolkien the 
future Oxfordian don in his conservatist social and political positions.

40 The attraction of Birmingham resided in the achievement of the civic gospel; also in its economic reform 
(combining national Conservatism and Gladstonian public financing); and in its “causus” system. The 
influence of the city life on Tolkien’s own life, and on his political and social ideas is, however, still to be 
demonstrated. 

41 The study of Latin and Greek had already formed the core of the curriculum at King Edward VI’s school.  
Carpenter, Biography, 41. For comments on Tolkien and the Oxford curriculum, see Ibid., 60-68.

42 Ibid., 63-64.

43 Philology was infused into Tolkien’s very soul by his mother and by Joe Wright, one of Tolkien’s 
instructors at Oxford. “As a teacher, Wright communicated to Tolkien his huge enthusiasm for philology, 
the subject that had raised him from penniless obscurity. Wright was always a demanding teacher, which 
was just what Tolkien needed.” Ibid., 64.
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difference (Edith being three years his senior) and their religious incompatibility. Father 

Francis finally decided, after Tolkien failed several times to put an end to their 

relationship, to forbid him contacting her again.44 Still under the guardianship of Father 

Francis, Tolkien had no other choice but to comply.45 As a result of the ban, his academic 

record ameliorated due, according to him, to the strength and hope his love provided him. 

Tolkien here was true to his romantic character, as also seen in the romantic relationship 

between elves and men in his mythological corpus. Tolkien also found comfort and 

strength in the already mentioned T.C.B.S., which included Robert “Rob” Gilson, 

Geoffrey Bache Smith, and Christopher Wiseman.46 The T.C.B.S. became the first and 

foundational group to which Tolkien committed himself. This companionship even gave 

him a vision for his future as a writer.47 In 1915, Tolkien completed his Oxford education, 

graduating in June with first-class honor in English.48 

In 1913, Tolkien became legally of age and decided to reaffirm and rekindle his 

love and commitment to Edith. The couple was finally able to meet again after a lapse of  

several years.  They were married in 1916, bringing a happy end to five years of an 

arduous romance. Soon after their marriage, on March 22, Tolkien was drafted into the 

Lancashire Fusiliers Corps and went through the Officer training. He was then sent to the 

French trenches, serving in Her Majesty’s Army during First World War. Tolkien 

44 Carpenter is unfair to say that “Father Francis was not a clever man, and he did not perceive that by 
compelling Ronald and Edith to part he was transforming a boy-and-girl love-affair into a thwarted 
romance.” Ibid., 52. 

45 Ibid., 51.

46 Thomas Kenneth Barnsley also attended the meetings but was never part of the inner circle of the 
T.C.B.S. He was, however, a close friend of Tolkien and died in the French fields during the First World 
War, in 1917. Garth, Tolkien and the Great War, 250.

47 Carpenter, Biography, 54. See also Garth, Tolkien and the Great War, 104-106 and the postcript, 287-313.

48 For an interesting account of Tolkien’s Oxford days, see Grotta, J. R. R. Tolkien, 32-41. 
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participated in the Somme campaign, one of the worst episodes of the First World War. 

He was fortunately spared major injuries, in contrast to Gilson and Smith who fell in the 

French battlefields between 1916 and 1917. Only few months after being commissioned 

to the 11th Battalion of the Lancashire Fusiliers as a “communication” officer with the 

grade of second Lieutenant, he was infected with a disease known to the soldiers as 

“trench fever.” Unable to recover, he was repatriated to England. While he should have 

been sent back to France in the weeks following his recovery, he never was, because of 

several relapses that occurred during the years 1917–1918. While convalescent, Tolkien 

began to write what would become the foundational mythical stories of the Silmarillion,49 

thus laying the ground for his “mythology for England.”50 His experience of the War, and 

his vision of the struggle for power, sheds light on the role of war in, for example, The 

Lord of the Rings.

After the armistice was signed on November 11, 1918, Tolkien moved back to 

Oxford where he was hired as a lexicographer by the editors of the voluminous Oxford 

English Dictionary.51 His focus was the words of Germanic and Nordic etymological 

origins, mostly in the “W” section of the encyclopedia.52 The years 1919-1925 were 

extremely important to Tolkien’s life since they saw the progression of his teaching 

career. His first position was as a Reader of English at the University of Leeds in 1920, 

49 In this dissertation, the Silmarillion (not italicized) will refer to the comprehensive body of writings, 
published or not, which forms the basis for the published version known as The Silmarillion—which is 
therefore italicized. 

50 This connection between the First World War, and Tolkien’s “commencement” as a mythological writer is  
the reason for Garth’s subtitle to his Tolkien and the Great War, namely, The Threshold of Middle Earth.

51 W. A. Craigie, one of Tolkien’s Oxford tutors, and his predecessor at the Bosworth and Rowlinson Chair, 
was co-editor of the Oxford English Dictionary and offered the position to Tolkien. Ibid., 61.

52 Peter Gilliver, Jeremy Marshall, and Edmund Weiner, The Rings of Words: Tolkien and the Oxford  
English Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), chapter one, 1-42.
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where he was also promoted to the professorship in 1924.53 He then left Leeds for Oxford 

in 1925 when he was elected as Rawlinson and Bosworth Professor of Anglo-Saxon, with 

a “fellowship” at Pembroke College. It is also during those pivotal years that he met, in 

1925, a young Oxford tutor named C. S. Lewis, who would be among his closest friends. 

Lewis later remembered their first meeting in the following humorous terms: “At my first  

coming into the world I had been (implicitly) warned never to trust a Papist, and at my 

first coming into the English Faculty (explicitly) never to trust a philologist. Tolkien was 

both.”54

During the same years, Tolkien became a member of the Inklings, an informal 

group, similar in spirit to the T.C.B.S.  This was a literary group whose members met to 

read aloud their individual pieces of poetry, novels, or other stories.55 Among the Inklings 

were such famous authors as Henry Victor Dyson “Hugo” Dyson, Owen Barfield, 

Charles Williams, C. S. Lewis and his brother Warren. It was at the end of one of the 

Inklings meetings that Tolkien, Dyson and Lewis had a famous discussion about the 

nature of “myths.” Lewis argued, against Tolkien and Dyson, that myths were “false.” 

This conversation became instrumental in Lewis’s conversion to the Christian faith, 

cementing a friendship otherwise often stormy.56 

In 1936, Allen & Unwin published Tolkien’s first book, The Hobbit, which would 

53 Tolkien submitted his application for the Oxford position on June 27, 1925 (Tolkien, Letters, 12) and 
wrote to the Vice Chancellor of Leeds University on July 22, 1925 to announce his election as Rawlinson 
and Bosworth Professor of Anglo-Saxon, Ibid., 13-14.

54 C. S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy: The Shape of my Early Life (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1955), 204.

55 Carpenter, Biography, 150.

56 The precise nature of this conversation about “myth” will be examined later in the following chapter 
concerned with Tolkien’s theory of myth. On the friendship between Lewis and Tolkien see Colin Duriez, 
J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis: The Gift of Friendship (Mahwah: HiddenSpring, 2003).

21



make him one of the most beloved authors of the twentieth century.57 But more than the 

mere success of this children story, The Hobbit is important because of the publisher’s 

demand for a sequel to this fantasy adventure story. This success also supported Tolkien 

in his conviction that he could make a difference in the English literary culture. The 

publisher’s urge for a “Hobbit sequel” was long delayed, and the project itself came to be 

buried under Tolkien’s passion for his “mythology for England.” When Tolkien submitted 

parts of his new work, the publishers found that, instead of a sequel to The Hobbit, their 

author was sending a prequel in the mythological genre. When Tolkien finally set himself 

to the task of writing the “Hobbit sequel,” the result was The Lord of the Rings, achieved 

after a long process marked by an obsessive attention to details.58 After fourteen years, 

the demand of the publishers was finally fulfilled. The first volume of his most famous 

work was published in 1954 under the official title, The Fellowship of the Ring, Being the  

First Part of The Lord of the Rings.59 His dedication of these volumes to the Queen also 

demonstrates his complete “Englishness,” a notion that gained stronger national meaning 

in the mid-nineteenth century.60 The next two volumes were published respectively in 

57 Regarding the writing of The Hobbit, see John D. Rateliff, The History of The Hobbit, 2 vols. (London: 
HarperCollins, 2007).

58 Carpenter, Biography, 187 f.

59 See the development of the writing of The Lord of the Rings in Carpenter, Biography, 187-208. “The first 
volume of The Lord of the Rings was to be published in the summer of 1954 and the remaining two 
volumes were to follow one by one after short intervals.” Ibid., 221.

60 Altick even advances that the very notion of Englishness was one of the cementing aspect of Victorian 
England: “The compelling idea of ‘Englishness,’ transcending considerations of superiority or inferiority, 
proved one source of the country’s salvation during the Victorian years.” Altick, Victorians People and 
Ideas, 19. This Victorian specificity is even more relevant to Tolkien if we remember his purpose of writing 
a “mythology for England.” Moreover, it seems that for him the Queen was first and foremost the Queen of 
England (by nature), and only by association the Queen of the British Isles and of the British Empire. 
Moreover, it is difficult to underestimate the importance of Queen Victoria on the English society itself. As 
Chesterton says: “To her [Queen Victoria] belongs the credit of inventing a new kind of monarchy; in 
which the Crown, by relinquishing the whole of that political and legal department of life which is 
concerned with coercion, regimentation, and punishment, was enabled to rise above it and become the 
symbol of the sweeter and purer relations of humanity, the social intercourse which leads and does not 
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1954 and 1955, assuring Tolkien a worldwide, but undesired, fame.61 

Tolkien’s non-academic works gave him the occasion to demonstrate his own 

conception of artistic creation, of philosophy of language, and of personal faith. But 

Tolkien also produced major academic works, among which two stand out as landmarks 

in their respective fields. In 1936, he gave a lecture at the British Academy on the old 

epic Beowulf, called “‘Beowulf” the Monsters and the Critics,” that became one of the 

most important essays on Beowulf criticism in a hundred years. Three years later, Tolkien 

was invited to give the Andrew Lang Lecture at the University of St. Andrews, Scotland. 

For this lecture, Tolkien chose the difficult and delicate topic of fairy stories, an 

ambitious topic given Lang’s influence in this field.62 Moreover, he never hid his 

disagreement with the old Scottish master of fairy stories. Simply called “On Fairy 

Stories,” his essay laid the foundations of his theory of fairy-stories, or what we would 

now call fantasy. Apart from those two main academic works, Tolkien published few 

other scholarly pieces, notably A Middle English Vocabulary (1922), his “Valedictory 

Address” to the University of Oxford in 1959, and a lecture at the Philological Society in 

1931, “A Secret Vice.”63 Tolkien was also engaged in several projects, which produced 

new editions of old Anglo Saxon texts such as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (with E. 

drive.” Chesterton, Varied Types, 230.

61 Tolkien’s fame was mostly seen in the widespread translation of The Lord of the Rings. Tolkien 
entertained a mixed relationship with the translation business. Several times he opposed or strongly 
criticized the published translations. See the examples given in Carpenter, Biography, 227-229. Even after 
fame found him Tolkien kept living the same life: “Although he was a wealthy man by most standards, he 
declined to live ostentatiously or spend indiscriminately. Except for his up-to-date wardrobe and occasional 
holidays abroad, the Tolkiens lived almost as they had for years, living in the same house, eating the same 
food, and seeing the same friends.” Grotta, J. R. R. Tolkien, 13.

62 Andrew Lang is notably the author of the twelve fairy-tale color books. 

63 All published in Tolkien, MC. See also J. R. R. Tolkien, “A Middle English Vocabulary,” in Fourteenth  
Century Verse and Prose (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), n.p.
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V. Gordon in 1925), Ancrene Wisse (1962), along with translation of Pearl and Sir Orfeo 

(posthumously published in 1975).64 The editors of the Jerusalem Bible also made 

advances to Tolkien for his participation as a contributor to diverse biblical books like 

Jonah, Job, and parts of the Psalms. It is, however, impossible to determine with complete 

certitude which books Tolkien worked on, nor how much of his proposals were finally 

incorporated in the published translation.65

In 1945, at the close of the Second World War, Tolkien was elected as Merton’s 

Professor of English Language and Literature, position that he held until his retirement in 

1959.66 While pursuing this brilliant academic career, Tolkien also continued to improve 

as a “mythopoeic” writer. His non-academic works include poetry, mainly taken from 

early poems and poetry incorporated to his “legendarium.” He also published short 

stories like “Farmer Giles of Ham,” “Leaf by Niggle” and important for the 

demonstration of his views on fairy-stories, “Smith of Wooton Major.” His major 

fictional work is mainly his “mythology for England” becoming the substance of his 

“legendarium,” which includes the stories and background to The Hobbit, The Lord of the  

Rings, The Silmarillion, and the posthumously published twelve volumes of The History 

of Middle-Earth, along with the three volumes of the Unpublished Tales of Númenor and 

64 J. R. R. Tolkien, E.V. Gordon, and Norman Davis, eds., Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Second 
Edition. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967); J. R. R. Tolkien, Ancrene Wisse: The English Text of the Ancrene  
Riwle (London: Oxford University Press, 1962); J. R. R. Tolkien, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Pearl,  
Sir Orfeo (London: Allen and Unwin, 1975). Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is significant because it is 
through it that Tolkien first achieved recognition as a philologist. Grotta, J. R. R. Tolkien, 65.

65 In early 1967 Tolkien was interviewed for the Daily Telegraph Magazine, and on February 8, he wrote to 
the authors of the interview, correcting their preliminary draft. Regarding their statement that he was a 
“main collaborator” of the Jerusalem Bible, Tolkien commented: “naming me among the ‘principal 
collaborators’ was an undeserved courtesy on the part of the editor of the Jerusalem Bible. I was consulted  
on one or two points of style, and criticized some contributions of others. I was originally assigned an 
amount of text to translate, but after doing some preliminary work I was obliged to resign owing to pressure 
of other work, and only completed ‘Jonah’, one of the shortest books.” Tolkien, Letters, 378. 

66 Tolkien refers to this professorship in his letters, Ibid., 108 and 117. See Carpenter, Biography, 203-204.
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Middle Earth.67

In 1954, Tolkien was involved in the creation of the Chair in Medieval and 

Renaissance English at Cambridge, for which he exerted all his influence.68 He held this 

project dear since it was his conviction that his friend Lewis deserved this professorship. 

Tolkien was unhappy that Lewis had been left in an obscure tutoring position at Oxford 

for more than thirty years.69 Tolkien’s commitment to his friendship with Lewis is 

demonstrated in the creation of this Chair, which was unusual in that it united two 

different fields of study, namely the “Medieval,” and the “Renaissance.”70 It is quite 

certain that Tolkien used his influence towards the creation of this Chair, not only out of 

friendship, but also because he shared with Lewis a common view of language, of the 

history of culture, artistic creation, and the Christian faith. A few years after his 

inauguration to this Chair, Lewis was diagnosed with a severe inflammation of the 

kidneys that would claim his life in late 1963. The passing away of his close friend was to 

Tolkien as a painful remembrance that death claims the life of us all, and it was one of the 

first blows to the roots of a tree grown old.71

67 J. R. R. Tolkien, Unfinished Tales of Númenor and Middle-Earth, ed. Christopher Tolkien (Boston, New 
York: Houghton Mifflin, 1980). Tolkien, however, wrote several shorter pieces not connected with his 
legendarium.  

68 The same year Tolkien received an honorary Doctorate of Letters by the universities of Dublin and Liège.  
See Grotta, J. R. R. Tolkien, 123.

69 Tolkien briefly comments on Lewis’s initial refusal of even applying to the professorship and the 
subsequent benefit this proved to him. See Tolkien, Letters, 351. Colin Duriez provides a more 
comprehensive account of Tolkien’s involvement in the creation of this chair specifically for Lewis, see 
Duriez, J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis: The Gift of Friendship, chapter 10: “Surprised by Cambridge, 
Disappointed by Joy.” (146-165). 

70 This unusual composition of the Chair of Medieval and Renaissance English might have been the result 
of Lewis’s personal theory of what “Renaissance” actually was in England. There is no time for an 
extended comment on this complex subject, but briefly stated, Lewis argued that England never lived 
through a Renaissance period. See C. S. Lewis, English Literature in the Sixteenth-Century Excluding  
Drama, vol. 3 of The Oxford History of English Literature (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962).

71 Writing to his daughter Priscilla four days after Lewis’s death Tolkien writes: “So far I have felt the 
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In 1971, Tolkien’s wife passed away. He survived her by twenty-one months, 

when he quite suddenly contracted pneumonia, leading to his death on September 2 , 

1973.72 On the tombstone, under his wife’s name, Tolkien had engraved “Lúthien,” and 

under his own name, “Beren,” thus demonstrating his loving attachment to his wife and 

his romantic character.73 

Oxford Catholic Don

To examine Tolkien at a scholarly level demands an awareness of the most 

important elements that account for his life and works. Undoubtedly, his Catholicism is 

the main interpretative framework through which we become familiar with the man and 

his works. However, the mere mention of Tolkien’s Catholicism is far from being specific 

enough since, as we well know, most of the Christian traditions include various schools 

and tendencies. First, it is necessary to investigate to which form of the Catholic tradition 

Tolkien was most indebted. Second, it is also necessary to integrate other elements, like 

the situation of the Roman Catholic Church throughout nineteenth century England. 

Third, we need to consider Oxford as a setting for the growth of Tolkien’s Catholicism, 

since our author spent much of his life, indeed all his academic career, in this academic 

center. Finally, we also need to take into account the influence that Cardinal John Henry 

normal feelings of a man of my age – like an old tree that is losing all its leaves one by one: this feels like 
an axe-blow near the roots.” Tolkien, Letters, 341.

72 About his wife’s death Tolkien writes: “and only five years after [that is, after his mother’s death] (the 
equiv. of 20 years experience in later life) I met the Lúthien Tinúviel of my own personal ‘romance’ with 
her long dark hair, fair face and starry eyes, and beautiful voice. And in 1934 she was still with me, and her  
beautiful children. But now she has gone before Beren, leaving him indeed one-handed, but he has no 
power to move the inexorable Mandos, and there is no Dor Gyrth i chuinar, the Land of the Dead that Live, 
in this Fallen Kingdom of Arda, where the servants of Morgoth are worshipped…” Ibid., 417.

73 Ibid., 420.
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Newman had on Tolkien’s faith through the ministry of Father Francis Xavier Morgan. 

A Tridentine Catholic

If we want to situate Tolkien’s position within the Roman Catholic tradition, we 

must go to his own indication about where we should find the basics of his faith.  It can be 

difficult for twenty-first century scholars to understand how a very successful writer and 

brilliant professor of Anglo-Saxon, with precocious linguistic abilities, might self-

consciously define himself as a Tridentine Catholic believer. However, this is to forget 

the nature of Catholicism in the nineteenth century. This was the time of the 

officialization of Catholic doctrines. One should also remember that, as of 1892, the year 

of Tolkien’s birth, the First Vatican Council had not been closed yet. Therefore, the 

Catholic Church had not yet officially approved the statutes of the First Vatican Council.74 

The most recent and important official doctrinal formulation of the Roman Catholic 

Church thus dated back to the Council of Trent (1545–1563), the immediate predecessor 

to the First Vatican Council.

In this light, one might even argue that twentieth century Catholicism did not 

really begin, or make significant advances, before the convocation of the Second Vatican 

Council, in 1962.75 Historically and doctrinally, it can be said that a nineteenth century 

Catholic believer was, by association, a Tridentine believer, and Tolkien never underwent 

74 The decrees became official decrees of the whole Roman Catholic Church when the Council was closed  
in 1960.

75 This does not mean that there was no theological reflection or great activity of mind in the Roman 
Catholic Church, but that, as a Church, no advances in doctrine, liturgy, or discipline, were made before the 
Second Vatican Council opened. As far as the official doctrine of the Roman Catholic Church goes, there 
was nothing that could have been of influence on Roman Catholic believers. 
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the developing path of the Roman Catholic Church in the twentieth century.76 Therefore, 

it might be better to say that, in matter of religion, Tolkien was a nineteenth century 

Roman Catholic, accepting the doctrinal teaching of the Council of Trent.

Nineteenth Century English Roman Catholicism

The religious climate in nineteenth century England still was one of great 

suspicion regarding Roman Catholicism. The general sentiment towards the Roman 

Catholic Church was fueled by popular clichés and by an unhealthy and almost sadistic 

delight in the remembrance of the past. Adjectives like “Romish,” “Popish,” or “Popery,” 

were among the gentlest ones used to refer to Roman Catholicism. In 1875, Foxe’s Book 

of Martyrs was republished in London, as a reminder to the British people of who exactly 

Roman Catholics were. Unconscious at times, anti-Catholic prejudice was as much a fruit 

of political and social tensions as it was the consequence of theological debates. Indeed, 

Catholics were condemned by merely being associated with Chartism, or with the Irish 

“question.” Criticisms crystallized around the denunciation of the Mass, of secular and 

priestly celibacy, of the Church’s infallibility, and of veneration of the Saints and of the 

Virgin Mary. Few events—such as the debate over the Catholic Emancipation Act, the 

funding of the Catholic seminary at Maynooth, Ireland or the restablishment of a Roman 

Catholic hierarchy in England—can serve to paint a better picture of what it was, and 

how it felt, to be Roman Catholic in nineteenth century England.

On March 24, 1829, The Catholic Emancipation Act (or Catholic Relief Act) was 

76 Of course, some read the tradition in a loose way, see, for example, Manning, the Catholic nemesis of 
Newman. 
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passed by the Parliament of the United Kingdom, and received the Royal Assent on April 

13th. Its main purpose was to finally remove major burdens put upon Roman Catholic 

citizens in the Acts of Uniformity and the Tests Acts. The practical consequence of the 

Act was that now Roman Catholics were allowed to seat in Parliament.77 However, even 

if the Act was officially a major political and social advance for the Roman Catholic 

subjects of His Majesty, the daily situation barely changed for the common Roman 

Catholic. Tensions and anti-Catholic feelings could not be stopped by official decree, be 

it signed by the King himself.

In 1845, Prime Minister Sir Robert Peel, trying to conciliate Irish sentiment 

towards the British Crown, proposed an increase of the grant to the Royal College of St. 

Patrick, the Catholic seminary at Maynooth. The proposal was to have its annual grant 

increased from £9,000 (a figure that had remained constant since 1809) to £26,000. It was 

at this precise time that John P. Plumptre gave, on March 10, 1845, his anti-Maynooth 

Address, concluding that, if the movement towards a Catholic “conciliation” was pursued 

further: “our Protestant monarch would not be safe upon her throne; the liberty, the 

property, the lives of our Protestant fellow-countrymen would not be secure.”78 The 

controversy over the “Maynooth Grant” would last more than a decade and was 

reinforced during the Crimean War (1853–1855). While the British and the French armies 

were attempting to capture the Russian fortifications of Sebastopol, the attention of 

77 “Provided also, that nothing herein contained shall extend, or be construed to extend to enable any person 
or persons professing the Roman Catholic religion to hold or exercise the office of guardians and justices of 
the United Kingdom, or of regent of the United Kingdom, under whatever name, style, or title such office 
may be constituted; nor to enable any person, otherwise than as he is now by law enabled, to hold or enjoy 
the office of lord high chancellor, lord keeper or lord commissioner of the great seal of Great Britain . . .  ;  
or his Majesty’s high commissioner to the general assembly of the Church of Scotland.” “The Roman 
Catholic Relief Act 1829,” United Kindgom Statute Law Database, http://www.statutelaw.gov.uk/ (accessed 
May 11, 2008).

78 E. R. Norman, Anti-Catholicism in Victorian England (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1968), 145.

29



religious feelings in England turned once again against Roman Catholics, focusing on 

Maynooth. This intellectual center of “Irish Popery,” was deemed to be the Sebastopol of 

the Popery, an impenetrable stronghold of “sin and idolatry.”79 

In 1850 occurred the incident known as the “Papal Aggression,” which stirred a 

new wave of anti-Catholic feelings in England. The triggering event was the decision 

taken by Pope Pius IX to order the establishment of a Roman Catholic Episcopal 

hierarchy in England, disregarding the position of the Church of England. In the wake of 

new anti-Catholic sentiments, Lord John Russell wrote on November 4, 1850, a letter to 

the Bishop of Durham, affirming that:

[t]here is a danger, however, which alarms me much more than any 
aggression of a foreign sovereign … What then is the danger to be 
apprehended from a foreign prince of no great power compared to the 
danger within the gates from the unworthy sons of the Church of England 
herself?80 

Many citizens of Her Majesty shared Lord Russell’s views and an “anti-Catholic 

hierarchy” petition was rapidly set into motion.81 To fully realize the outrage this news 

created, one should remember that a Roman Catholic hierarchy had not been seen in 

England since the sixteenth century, three centuries earlier. 

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, no other than W.E. Gladstone himself 

came to take a more critical stance regarding Roman Catholics. This negative position 

earned him the “honor” of a reply by the aged Cardinal Newman, who aspired only to a 

peaceful life in his last years. In 1874, Gladstone published a “commentary” on the 

79 The Record was one of the most vehement newspaper raising protests against the “Maynooth Grant.” 

80 Ibid., 160.

81 “Protestant public opinion as expressed in petitions to parliament were hostile to the news of England’s 
reformed Catholic hierarchy. In 1851, 1,673 petitions with 260,078 signatures discountenanced the Papal 
Aggression.” Ibid., 58-59.
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Vatican Decrees entitled, The Vatican Decrees in their Bearing on Civil Allegiance.82 His 

criticisms can be summarized under four headings, which are not far removed from 

sixteenth century anti-Catholic casuistry. First, he said, Rome had substituted to the 

traditional semper eadem (“always the same”), a social and political action of violence as 

well as an ecclesiastical policy of change in the matter of religious faith.  Second, he 

pointed out that Rome had refurbished every old argument its opponents naively thought 

she had dismissed since the reign of “Bloody Mary.” Third, he argued that no one could 

convert to the Roman Catholic Church without thereby renouncing all moral and mental 

freedom, hence placing his civic loyalty at the mercy of another individual or institution.  

Last, he concluded that Rome had repudiated all the development of modern thought, as 

well as the importance of ancient history. One should remark that Gladstone’s criticisms 

can be seen as theological, moral, and political arguments. Under Gladstone’s charges, it 

seemed that no Roman Catholic could be exempted of the charges of being an enemy of 

the state, and a moral anarchist.

Newman was acutely aware of the implications of Gladstone’s charges, having 

received the same sorts of criticisms in his debate with Charles Kingsley a decade earlier.  

The debate between Kingsley and Newman became famous in its time because it saw the 

“victory” of a Roman Catholic in the public sphere. The center of the debate seems to 

have been, at first, theological, concerned with one of Newman’s sermon on Wisdom and 

Truth. However, it soon took a very different path when Kingsley, in his review of 

Froude’s History of England commented that “[t]ruth for its own sake had never been a 

virtue with the Roman clergy,” implying de facto that no Roman Catholic could be 

82 Alvan Ryan, Newman and Gladstone: The Vatican Decrees (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1962).
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considered as trustworthy.83 Newman, of course, would not let this “slip of the tongue” go 

unchallenged. Kingsley’s ad hominem argument turned against him when Newman 

decided to write the Apologia Pro Vita Sua, one of the most influential pieces of Catholic 

polemical writing of the century. Newman is, of course, the best fit to describe what the 

charges brought against him were:

He [Kingsley] desires to impress upon the public mind the conviction that 
I am a crafty, scheming man, simply untrustworthy; that in becoming a 
Catholic, I have just found my right place; that I do but justify and am 
properly interpreted by the common English notion of Roman casuists and 
confessors; that I was secretly a Catholic when I was openly professing to 
be a clergyman of the Established Church; that so far from bringing, by 
means of my conversion, when at length it openly took place, any strength 
to the Catholic cause, I am really a burden to it,–an additional evidence of 
the fact, that to be a pure, german, genuine Catholic, a man must be either 
a knave or a fool.84 

Whether personal impression, or historical fact, Newman’s evaluation of Kingsley’s 

charges certainly reinforces an impression of great injustice.85 Anti-Catholic sentiments 

83 Charles Frederick Harrold, John Henry Newman: An Expository and Critical Study of His Mind, Thought  
and Art (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1945), 300. The correspondence between Kingsley and 
Newman is available online on the website of Fordham University, http://www.fordham.edu/ (accessed July 
14, 2008). This correspondence does not include Kingsley’s essay What, then, Does Dr. Newman Mean? A  
Reply to a Pamphlet Lately Published by Dr. Newman, nor does it include Newman’s final answer, the 
Apologia Pro Vita Sua. Both are available online on Google Books, http://books.google.com (accessed July 
14, 2008).  

84 John Henry Newman, Apologia Pro Vita Sua: The Two Versions of 1864 & 1865, Preceded by Newman’s  
and Kingsley’s Pamphlets (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1931), 71.

85 In a way, the debate between Newman and Kingsley will be transferred in the debate between Max 
Müller and some of his opponents. The personal friendship between Kingsley and Müller is probably not 
one of the least reasons. At the passing of Kingsley, Müller wrote: “Kingsley was a loving, noble nature, 
and the feeling for him is very strong.” F. Max Müller, The Life and Letters of the Right Honourable  
Friedrich Max Müller: Edited by his Wife, 2 vols. (New York: AMS Press, 1976), I:504-505. Müller’s wife 
recalls that “the death of Charles Kingsley left a gap to Max Müller and his wife, which was never filled 
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were strong enough in nineteenth century England to create a sentiment of martyrdom.86 

One should of course remember that Tolkien’s devotion to the Roman Catholic Church 

was strengthened by the death of his mother, whom he considered to have been a martyr, 

in the strict sense of someone who had died because of her faith. The criticisms were 

directed at Newman’s personal Christian virtue, merely because he had converted to 

Roman Catholicism, even though this conversion occurred after a long theological and 

personal agony.

Anti-Catholic attitudes were so widespread in nineteenth century England that 

even such a respected scholar as Philip Schaff, a renowned Church historian, once 

described Romanism as a religion for “children and for lower civilizations because it 

addressed itself to the senses and imagination, dealing largely in forms and symbols, and 

that was why Roman Catholicism had been a famous patron of the arts.”87 Such, then, 

was the condition of Roman Catholics in England in the century Tolkien was born, a 

condition that persisted well into the beginning of the twentieth century. The reaction of 

Mabel Tolkien’s family can be better understood when we remember the typical English 

attitude towards Roman Catholics. When Tolkien’s mother became a Roman Catholic she 

up. The mutual affection had been strong and deep, and though their busy lives kept them from meeting 
often, the feeling of warm affection never lessened.” Ibid., 505. Further, it is interesting to notice that 
Kinsgley’s views are evidenced in his fairy tale The Water-Babies (New York: Morrow, 1997). It would 
have been interesting to know what Tolkien thought about this particular work.

86 In a certain way, that was the purpose of Newman’s Apologia as this quotation demonstrates: “and he 
[Kingsley] shall be answered;—not for his own sake, but for mine, for the sake of the Religion I profess, 
and of the Priesthood in which I am unworthily included, and of my friends, and of my foes, and of that 
general public which consists of neither one nor the other, but of well-wishers, lovers of far-play, sceptical  
[sic.] cross-questioners, interested inquirers, curious lookers-on, and simple strangers, unconcerned yet not  
careless about the issue <,–for the sake of all these he shall be answered>.” Newman, Apologia, 90.

87 Frank H. Wallis, Popular Anti-Catholicism in Mid-Victorian Britain (Lewiston, Queenston, Lampeter: 
Edwin Mellen Press, 1993), 39, quoted in Evangelical Magazine 4 ser. 4 (1872):84.
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abandoned the purity of the faith, and became a social and religious outcast.88

Oxfordian Catholicism

Next to the condition of Roman Catholicism in England, the presence of Roman 

Catholicism in Oxford is the most important aspect to investigate in order to apprehend 

how Tolkien’s faith was formed and nourished. Talking about Tolkien’s Catholicism 

means talking about an Oxfordian Catholicism. Tolkien was a pious and devout Catholic, 

but, even more than being merely a Catholic, he was a Catholic in Oxford, and that meant 

living under the shadow of Newman. To understand the particularity of this Oxfordian 

Catholicism, it is now time to turn to Newman himself, and to the places that came under 

his influence.

Tolkien, before becoming one of the Oxfordian Catholics, was brought up in the 

Catholic faith in Birmingham, attending Newman’s Birmingham Oratory and studying at 

King Edward’s School. This school itself has a history tied to the history of English 

Roman Catholicism, and is thus significant for Tolkien. When King Henry VIII ascended 

to the throne of England, he undertook a progressive break with Rome. One of the first 

socio-political and theological decisions the English monarch took was the dissolution of 

the monasteries and of related Roman Catholic properties. One of the exceptions to the 

Act of Suppression, however, was the portion of land on which was to be build King 

Edward VI’s School. The annual grant was fixed at £21,000 on the condition that the 

88 The anti-Catholic charges are thus summarized by Newman: “Not only am I now a member of a most un-
English communion, whose great aim is considered to be the extinction of Protestantism and the Protestant 
Church, and whose means of attack are popularly supposed to be unscrupulous cunning and deceit, but 
[besides,] how came I originally to have any relations with the Church of Rome at all? ” Newman, 
Apologia, 97.
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Guild of the Holy Cross, a vestige of the waning Middle Ages, supported a school. To 

meet this condition, the Guild pushed for the founding of a new school, authorized by 

Henry VIII’s son, King Edward VI. The charter for the creation of a Free Grammer 

Schole of King Edward VI was issued on January 2, 1552.

The Edward VI School had a long and difficult history, as is told in Trott’s No 

Place for Fop or Idler. In the first decades of the nineteenth century, the school 

underwent a great improvement under successive Headmasters, especially under J. P. Lee 

who almost completely renewed Edward VI:

The school today undoubtedly had behind it a long record of outstanding 
academic achievement. This has not come without energy and endeavour 
of a kind unknown in the centuries so far considered. That such a tradition 
has been built up is due in no small part to the ten-year Chief Mastership 
of Jeune’s successor, James Prince Lee.89

Of course, the excellence of the Edward VI School was not due to the Catholicism of its 

staff, even less to their adherence to Newman’s Catholicism. Indeed, Lee was no 

sympathizer of the Tractarians. Almost fifty years later, in 1883, the school was 

reorganized according to a drastic plan, which provided a most stable ground for the 

headmastership of Robert Cary Gilson (1900–1929), “Rob” Gilson’s father. He instituted 

the system of “Houses,” in 1902, thus improving rigor and sense of belonging to the 

school. After his retirement, the light blue House of Edward VI, the Cary Gilson House, 

was named after him.90 Of course it is hardly possible to assess how the atmosphere at 

89 Anthony Trott, No Place for Fop or Idler: The Story of Kind Edward’s School, Birmingham (London: 
James and James, 1992), 61.

90 The same Robert Cary Gilson instituted the “house” system under his headmastership, in 1902.
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King Edward’s was Catholic, if it even ever was in the nineteenth century.91 The point is, 

however, that Tolkien “pursued” Catholicism at the beginning of his advanced studies, 

even at Edward VI. The Catholic origins of the school and its academic excellence were 

certainly formative to Tolkien’s mind and vision.92 

If the Edward VI School did not provide a strong Catholic atmosphere to 

Tolkien’s life in Birmingham, his attendance at the Birmingham Oratory certainly did.  

Tolkien’s life at the Oratory is not well described, nor do we know what specific 

teachings Father Francis inculcated to the Tolkien boys. We can only assume that the 

Tolkien boys received a Catholic education in the Newmanian tradition.93 After 
91 Certain elements of the Catholic origin of Edward VI were maintained, like the Founder’s Prayer: “We 
give Thee most humble and hearty thanks, O most merciful Father, for our pious founder, King Edward the 
Sixth, and for all our governors and benefactors by whose benefit this whole School is brought up to 
godliness and good learning; and we beseech Thee to give us grace to use these Thy blessings to the glory 
of Thy holy Name, that we may answer the good intent of our religious founder, and become profitable 
members of the Church and commonwealth, and at last be partakers of Thy heavenly kingdom; through our 
Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ.” Ibid., 131. It is doubtful, however, that “Catholic” prayers were given 
particular place in the life of Edward VI. On the other hand, the Founder’s Prayer is very cautious about 
referring to any trace of Roman Catholicism and instead put emphasis on the loyalty to the British Crown, 
thus reaffirming the possibility of being Roman Catholic and loyal to the Crown. 

92 The academic excellence of the school is reflected in the School Song: 

Where the iron heart of England throbs beneath its sombre robe,
Stands a school whose sons have made her great and famous round the globe,
These have plucked the bays of battle, those have won the scholar's crown;
Old Edwardians, young Edwardians, forward for the School's renown.
Forward where the knocks are hardest, some to failure, some to fame;
Never mind the cheers or hooting, keep your head and play the game.
Here's no place for fop or idler; they who made our city great
Feared no hardship, shirked no labour, smiled at death and conquered fate;
They who gave our School its laurels laid on us a sacred trust;
Forward therefore, live your hardest, die of service, not of rust.
Forward where the scrimmage thickens; never stop to rub your shin;
Cowards count the kicks and ha'pence, only care to save their skin.
Oftentimes defeat is splendid, victory may still be shame;
Luck is good, the prize is pleasant but the glory's in the game.
Here no classic grove secludes us, here abides no cloistered calm;
Not the titled, nor the stranger, wrestles here to gain the palm;
Round our smoke-encrusted precincts labour's turbid river runs;
Builders of this burly city temper here their strenuous sons.

Ibid., 130.

93 As of today, the author has tried to contact the Birmingham Oratory for information and access to diaries 
and personal archives of Father Francis, but has not received any reply from the Oratory. This remains a  

36



Birmingham, Tolkien found himself briefly in Leeds, and then at Oxford, the Newmanian 

place by excellence, and to Newman’s Catholicism we now turn. 

Newman’s Catholicism

The picture of nineteenth century English Catholicism would not be complete 

without a mention of the Oxford Movement. Properly speaking, this is debatable, since 

the Oxford Men, also known as the Tractarians, did not belong to the Roman Catholic 

Church. Many did not even show clear signs of “Romanism” until the publication of 

Tract Ninety by Newman.94 Following the latter’s conversion, the Oxford Movement 

soon lost its vitality, decayed and eventually disappeared from the religious life of 

Victorian England, at least as a visible movement. Even after the decay of the Movement,  

Newman remained one of the main public figures of Victorian religious life. It is 

significant that the name the movement came to take was “Oxford Movement.” The name 

was chosen by a conscious decision, even though several of the first “founders” of the 

Movement did not have any precise tie to Oxford. Newman is reported to have said, 

“Catholics did not make us Catholics. Oxford made us Catholics.”95 When the movement 

began, after Keble preached his sermon “National Apostasy” at St. Mary’s on July 14, 

domain to be investigated, since it is an important aspect to the understanding of Tolkien. 

94 Newman mentions that suspicion of Popery arose around the year 1836. See Newman, Apologia, pt. 4. In 
1841, Newman’s Bishop condemned the Tracts, which prompted Newman to reply in Tract Ninety. From 
then on the situation worsened since “[t]he main thesis then of my Essay was this:–the Articles do not 
oppose Catholic teaching; they do but partially oppose Roman dogma; they for the most part oppose the 
dominant errors of Rome.” Ibid., 177. The whole affair eventually led Newman further away from the ideal  
of a Via Media and finally into the Church of Rome. After 1841, according to Newman’s own opinion, his 
cause and influence was lost. Ibid., 186.

95 John Coulson, Newman and the Common Tradition: A Study in the Language of Church and Society 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), 161. See Wilfrid Philip Ward, The Life of John Henry, Cardinal Newman 
(New York, Bombay and Calcutta: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1912), II:57.
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1833, Newman was the first to see that the movement needed a physical location, that 

this was necessary to its unity.96 

To give even a brief but clear account of what the Oxford Movement had been 

would lead us away from our current topic, so for now, we must focus on its most 

relevant aspects. In order to do so, it is useful to recall the motivations behind the Oxford 

Movement. England, at the time, was the seat of two important philosophical and social 

movements, namely, Christian Socialism and Utilitarianism. The Oxford Movement can 

best be seen as an answer to both groups. It is difficult to state which of these two groups 

appeared first on the English public scene. 

The Oxford Movement took its source from the socio-theological condition of the 

Church of England in the mid-nineteenth century. It arose to counter the rise of its main 

opponent, Liberal Christianity. Newman referred to it as “Muscular Christianity,” an 

unofficial designation that came to be accepted by no other than Charles Kingsley, 

Newman’s nemesis. The term itself is of uncertain origin but was probably first used in a 

review of Kingsley’s novel Two Years Ago in the Saturday Review’s issue of February 21, 

1857.97 Newman thought that this brand of Christianity was socially deviant, being 

motivated by a secular social engagement he thought the Church should be cautious not 

to take.98 Thus,

96 Newman, Apologia, 140-142.

97 Tony Ladd, Muscular Christianity: Evangelical Protestants and the Development of American Sport 
(Grand Rapids: BridgePoint Books 1999), 13–14. 

98 This does not mean Newman was not concerned about social issues, but they were for him not the center 
of the spiritual life, and they were to be illuminated by the Christian faith. Moreover Newman always 
argued for an independence of the secular and ecclesial power, view reinforced with its conversion to  
Roman Catholicism. Newman seems to have been particularly sensitive to specific social ideas that will 
emerge later in Kinglsey’s life as anti-semitic feelings, his position against the freeing of slaves at the time 
of the American Civil War. Moreover Kingsley’s position on the Crimean War led him to write the 
“bloodthirsty” Westward Ho. See Coulson. 
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his [Newman’s] attack on muscular Christianity, which he so denominates 
for the first time, is upon a pernicious social development of that dogmatic 
Liberalism which the Oxford Movement was formed to combat. He sees in 
Kingsley a leading example of that unbridled individualism which, ‘in 
taking man’s side and not God’s’, was knocking the life out of the 
institutions it had inherited.99 

The Oxford Movement was a response to the spiritual decay of the priesthood of the 

Church of England. Not that the Anglican priests had fallen out of all virtue, but they did 

not evidence any spiritual life or discipleship. They had merely become “amiable and 

respectable gentlemen, who were satisfied to read Morning and afternoon Service on a 

Sunday, and to dislike Dissenters.”100 In response to this tepid Christianity, Newman 

always answered that the Church needed a spiritual renewal, and to this he would be 

dedicated until his passing into glory.101 

Before he converted to Roman Catholicism, Newman had already opposed the 

proponents of Utilitarianism, best know by the name of Benthamists. This movement 

took its immediate source in the political and moral philosophy of Jeremy Bentham 

(February 15, 1748–June 6, 1832), even though some scholars trace its source back to 

Greek Epicurians. Newman opposed the Benthamists in matter of education and moral 

life. Indeed, he saw Benthamism as one of the sources of the dismemberment of 

knowledge. He also charged Benthamism with being responsible for the rejection of 

religious knowledge into a separate and irrelevant sphere of knowledge–if religious 

knowledge was even considered knowledge at all. He further charged the Benthamists 

with significantly modifying the curriculum at Oxford, making their Utilitarian 

99 Coulson, Newman and the Common Tradition: A Study in the Language of Church and Society, 142.

100 Harrold, John Henry Newman: An Expository and Critical Study of His Mind, Thought and Art, 23.

101 His conversion to the Church of Rome can also be seen in such a light. Provided that the renewal of the 
Church is necessary, it can come only from the source of the true faith and life, which he came to believe 
was the Church of Rome.
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philosophy the basis of modern education.102 In his opinion, Utilitarians considered 

education to be merely the acquisition of knowledge, forgetting that it also demanded 

religious and moral proficiency.103 Against this utilitarian view he advanced, among other 

things, the theory that all branches of knowledge were connected, and that all fell under 

the life-giving power of religious knowledge.104

Apart from these two challenges which the Tractarians tried to answer, it is 

necessary to mention some of Newman’s theological emphases. For the purposes of this 

dissertation, one of the most important theological aspects of Newman is his view of the 

relationship between religion, education, and knowledge. The views he advanced here are 

best demonstrated in his The Idea of a University. In contrast to many of his 

contemporaries, Newman did not hold knowledge to be divisible. For him, all sorts of 

knowledge were joined and connected through religious knowledge. At the very opening 

of his discourses, he emphatically affirmed that “[t]he view taken of a University in these 

Discourses is the following:–That it is a place of teaching universal knowledge.”105 In the 

course of all the nine Discourses, Newman’s overall conclusion that theology is 

knowledge was repeated again and again. He even concluded further that a University 

102 In a way, Tolkien’s move from Classics to English reflects a conviction that his choice should not be 
based on what the majority of the Oxford students were favoring as a path to knowledge, but on a special  
attention to his own abilities, preference, and personal choice, disregarding its usefulness for the society 
itself. On the other hand, the Utilitarians already charged the Classical education and curriculum of 
bringing fame and honor but not providing anything useful to the society. 

103 John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University: Defined and Illustrated (Westminster: ChristFN 103ian 
Classics, 1973). This also reminds us of Pusey who maintained that a university was indeed “to form minds 
religiously, morally, and intellectually, which shall discharge aright whatever duties God, in his Providence, 
shall appoint to them.” Edward B. Pusey, Collegiate and Professorial Teaching and Discipline (Oxford, 
London: Parker, 1854),  Google Books, http://books.google.fr  (accessed July 14, 2008), 215.

104 “I have said that all branches of knowledge are connected together, because the subject-matter of  
knowledge is ultimately united in itself, as being the acts and work of the Creator.” Newman, The Idea of a  
University, 99.

105 Ibid., ix.
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without religious knowledge was un-philosophical.106 The briefest and most unusual 

conclusion for his audience would certain have been the following one: “In a word, 

Religious Truth is not only a portion, but a condition of general knowledge.”107 

As a Roman Catholic, Newman also has a strong view of the place of tradition 

within the context of faith and scriptural authority. As was the case with many Victorians, 

Newman wrestled with the problems of biblical interpretation and individual judgment. 

The reconciliation of the need for authority and a personal reading of the Scriptures came 

for him through the deep, intense, and almost agonizing study of the Church Fathers. 

From his readings in the Early Church, he took the initial idea for his theory of tradition 

and development.108 The consideration of the diversity of scriptural opinions regarding 

authority in matters of faith and practice led Newman to present a principle of both 

continuity and change, that is, of true continuing development. He defined the marks of 

true doctrinal development with seven criteria: preservation of type; continuity of 

principles; power of assimilation; logical sequence; anticipation of its future; 

conservative action upon its past; chronic vigor.109 If, after reading Newman’s theory of 

doctrinal development, one asked Newman where the final authority lay, he would 

certainly have answered that:

106 Ibid., 42.

107 Ibid., 70. Italics ours.

108 It is actually one of Newman’s friends that pointed out to him one sentence by Augustine: “Securus 
judicat orbis terrarum.” Newman concluded: “They [those words] decided ecclesiastical questions on a  
simpler rule than that of Antiquity; here then Antiquity was deciding against itself “that the deliberate 
judgment, in which the whole Church at length rests and acquiesces, is an infallible prescription and a final 
sentence against such portions of it as protest and secede.” Newman, Apologia, 213. To his opinion, these 
words were to him as the “tolle, lege–tolle, lege,” were to Augustine.

109 John Henry Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (Westminster: Christian 
Classics, 1968), 173-205.
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to her [the Roman Catholic Church] is committed the care and the 
interpretation of the revelation. The word of the Church is the word of the 
revelation. That the Church is the infallible oracle of truth is the 
fundamental dogma of the Catholic religion; and ‘I believe what the 
Church proposes to be believed’ is an act of real assent, including all 
particular assents, notional and real.110

Of course, Newman would not deny that Christian believers meet God personally in their 

faith and in their readings of the Scripture.

There is no doubt that he maintained that Christ is personally encountered by 

every Christian, but only through the “public body of the Church.”111 The conclusion is 

Newman’s: “By those great words of the ancient Father [Augustine], <interpreting and 

summing up the long and varied course of ecclesiastical history,> the theory of the Via 

Media was absolutely pulverized.”112 When one remembers that, at one point, Newman 

had set his task to actually “implement” the religion of the Via Media as viable alternative  

to both “Protestantism” and “Romanism,” this comment is extremely significant. When 

Newman’s internal and spiritual struggles were finally vanquished, he could confess his 

belief in the authority of the Roman Catholic Church.113 Certainly, Tolkien himself felt the 

truth of Newman’s “continuity” principle and devotion to the Roman Catholic Church. 

Along with Newman’s theory of development, his view of religion and literature 

is important to consider. Newman defined, or limited, literature in terms of human nature. 

Literature is in essence the “Life and Remains” of the natural man, in both his innocence 

110 John Henry Newman, An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent (New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 
1947), 153.

111 Coulson, Newman and the Common Tradition, 64. This balance will be taken up by Tolkien in his deeply 
pious and devouted life to Church and God, at the Oxford Oratory Church of St Aloysius, Oxford.

112 Newman, Apologia, 213.

113 “I believe the whole revealed dogma as taught by the apostles, as committed by the Apostles to the 
Church, and as declared to the Church to me.” Ibid., 342.
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and guilt.114 Therefore, human literature cannot but be related to the spiritual condition of 

man, which implies that a literature cannot be in essence “Christian.” This conclusion is a 

consequence of Newman’s deep sense of human sin. It is impossible, he argues, to have a 

sinless literature of sinful man.115 The most important conclusion is that for Newman, 

literature itself is not Christian but can be written by Christians, indeed: 

by ‘Catholic Literature’ is not to be understood a literature which treats 
exclusively or primarily of Catholic matters, of Catholic doctrine, 
controversy, history, persons, or politics; but it includes all subjects of 
literature whatever, treated as a Catholic would treat them, and as he only 
can treat them.116 

This is probably what Tolkien tried to achieve when he set up the task of writing and 

developing his own “fairy stories.” Certainly, his assertion that The Lord of the Rings is a 

Catholic work should be read in this light.117 

Conclusion

The picture of Tolkien we have presented is one of historical depth and 

complexity. To study Tolkien himself and merely refer to his own works is to miss his 

114 Harrold, John Henry Newman: An Expository and Critical Study of His Mind, Thought and Art, 255. 
Newman also defines Literature as a product of the historical specificities of a country: “A Literature, when 
it is formed, is a national and historical fact; it is a matter of the past and the present, and can be as little 
ignored as the present, as little undone as the past.” Newman, The Idea of a University, 308.

115 Harrold, John Henry Newman, 256. From Newman, The Idea of a University, 227-228. Tolkien was 
convinced that “[t]here cannot be any 'story' without a call - all stories are ultimately about the fall–at least  
not for human minds as we know them and have them.” Tolkien, Letters, 147. This is such because the fall 
is an event that is structurally part of what human nature is. Thus, following Newman, human Literature 
will integrate the fall. We could of course ask how much unconscious the “fall” element could be in 
Literature.

116 Newman, The Idea of a University, 296.

117 “The Lord of the Rings is of course a fundamentally religious and Catholic work, unconsciously so at 
first, but consciously in the revision. That is why I have not put in, or have cut out, practically all references 
to anything like ‘religion’, to cults or practices, in the imaginary world.” Tolkien, Letters, 172. Tolkien’s 
view of literature is related to his view of language, which will be the object of our attention in the third 
chapter. 
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theological and historical connections with his world. A Victorian, Oxford don, and 

“Newmanian” Catholic, Tolkien was deeply influenced by these historical, social, and 

theological forces. The degree of influence of these movements on Tolkien is difficult to 

estimate. Indeed, Tolkien rarely gave credit to his “mentors.” However, such an appraisal 

is critical for the understanding of Tolkien, and more precisely, for the understanding of 

how Victorianism and Oxfordian Catholicism marked the direction his life and works 

would eventually take. This task is still to be achieved. 

In matters of theology, literature, and philosophy of education, the influence of 

Newman seems clear. Tracing back Tolkien’s influences is one of the main tasks a 

Tolkienian scholar faces today. This brief historical background, as necessary as it was, is 

but the beginning of our investigation into Tolkien’s theology and philosophy. His theory 

of fantasy writing has much to owe to his contemporaries, whether friends or foes, as we 

will see in the following chapters. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
“WHAT IS THERE IN A NAME?” TOLKIEN’S THEORY OF LANGUAGE

“I am a philologist by nature and trade.”118 Thus Tolkien described himself in one 

of his letters. Indeed, Tolkien was a philologist by training, by taste, by vocation, and by 

nature. As such, he was in love with words, with their origin, meanings, development, as 

well as with their internal quality, their sonority, and their beauty. Tolkien was a student 

in the Science of Language, even if a quite unorthodox and eccentric one.119 This English 

don even spent most of his years as an Oxford professor working on the invention of his 

own personal languages, providing a very detailed mythical structure giving life to his 

creation. In his 1931 address, “A Secret Vice,” Tolkien humorously, and almost 

reluctantly, described his interest in the invention of language, which provides a glimpse 

into the workings of his theory of language.120 It is to this overall theory of language that 

we turn in this chapter. In order to gain a more precise view of Tolkien’s theory of 

language, we will proceed in several steps. First, it will be necessary to look at Tolkien in 

the context of what the “Science of Language” was at the opening of the twentieth-

century. Next, a brief overview of the main issues and theories Tolkien confronted will be 

given. In the next two sections, we will explore Tolkien’s view on the nature and the 

aesthetic of words, two themes crucial to his approach. This understanding of “words” for 

118 This is a paraphrase of a sentence found in Tolkien, Letters, 231. Tolkien always affirmed that his 
primary interest and love was philology. For example he called philology his “real professional bag of 
tricks” (Ibid., 21), and said “I am a philologist.” (Ibid., 174). 

119 See the chapter “Tolkien’s academic reputation now” in Tom Shippey, Roots and Branches: Selected  
Papers on Tolkien (Walking Tree Publishers, 2007), 203-214.

120 “The time has come now, I suppose, when I can no longer postpone the shame-faced revelation of 
specimens of my own more considered effort, the best I have done in limited leisure, or by occasional theft  
of time, in one direction.” Tolkien, “A Secret Vice,” MC, 212.
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Tolkien will serve to provide a summary of his position regarding the task of translation. 

The last section will be devoted to the important and often neglected theme of the 

“origin” of words and language.

Tolkien and the Science of Language

To begin an investigation of Tolkien’s theory of language, we need to see where 

Tolkien stood in relation to the Science of Language. We will look at the main challenges 

brought by the Science of Language, and also look at Tolkien’s academic milieu. 

The Challenges of the Science of Language

The role and function ascribed to language is closely related to the philosophical 

tradition adopted by a particular epoch. By the end of the nineteenth century, most of 

England’s philosophical mindset was still based on the thought of John Locke (August 

29, 1632–October 28, 1704) and David Hume (May 7, 1711–August 25, 1776).121 Locke 

can be considered the most significant starting point for a new philosophy that developed 

in eighteenth century England, known as Empiricism. His philosophy was flavored with a 

phenomenological experiential approach. With Hume, the philosophical life of England 

reached a new level of “consciousness,” that of the ultimacy of sense perception. Hume 

accepted the Lockian assumption that sense perception is the prime and raw material of 

121 The coming of Darwinism would not change this initial direction of English thought towards 
empiricism, rather, the Darwinian theory would prove to be of great adaptability and compatibility to the 
empirical tradition prevalent in England. In a way, the Darwinian evolutionary theory was, starting with the 
natural sciences, the needed complement the empirical tradition needed to become a lasting and 
overwhelming influence in philosophy, science, and in the forming of a new popular mindset.  
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reality and the only foundation of human understanding. Hume further reversed 

Berkeley’s implication of the absence of distinction between the spiritual and the 

material. While Berkeley, also standing in the Empirical tradition, maintained the  

existence of spiritual substances at the expense of the “visible world,” Hume denied the 

reality of spiritual substances, leaving the world only with the crude visible and palpable 

reality. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the Empirical approach of Locke and 

Hume had deeply influenced all branches of human knowledge. The Empirical tradition 

encouraged the rise and prevalence of the historical and comparative methods used in the 

sciences of language, anthropology, and religion. Renowned nineteenth-century scholar 

Max Müller recounts Locke’s theory saying that 

according to Locke, humans were originally mute and communicated 
simply by pointing. When they came to have more ideas than fingers with 
which to point, it was resolved that a number of artificial linguistic signs 
should be invented and assigned fixed meaning … Since Locke asserted 
that language was intentionally created by human beings, it follows that he 
would classify the scholarly study of language as an historical science, in 
the sense defined above.122 

However, Müller personally rejected the Lockean and Humean conclusions. He also 

considered that the empirical method was mistaken in taking the historical and 

comparative approaches as ultimate. He held that since sense impressions are the only 

“things” that “exist,” history is the only proper method of human investigation and 

knowledge. Thus, the view of language presented by Locke was at the same time 

simplistic and unrealistic as well as un-historical, in that it pretended to go back 

“historically” to the very origins of humankind. The role and function ascribed to 

language was instrumental to man’s knowledge and progress. The empirical tradition of 

122 Marc Skuster, “Friedrich Max Mueller: a Systematic Exposition of his Theory of Religion” (Ph.D. 
Dissertation, Claremont Graduate School, 1979), 45.
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England was combined to two other philosophical trends, Darwinianism and 

Utilitarianism. As mentioned in chapter one, Utilitarianism was opposed by many, not 

least by the Oxford Movement.123 In fact, even in Tolkien’s early career, England lived 

still in the Utilitarian tradition of Bentham and John Stuart Mill. The main implication of  

Utilitarianism, or Benthamism, was the stress on instrumental knowledge. The value of 

language was determined by its usefulness to society. The Utilitarian reading of Locke 

and Hume led to the rapid demise of language both as a distinctive characteristic of 

humankind and as a reliable mode of cognition.124 But Utilitarianism was not the only 

threat to the nature of language. By the mid-nineteenth century, this “new” discovery 

came to have a significant impact on the Science of Language. While the Utilitarian 

tradition answered the question of the role of language, Darwinianism answered the 

question of its origin.125

123 For the connection between Müller, J. A. Froude, and A. H. Clough and their opposition to the Oxford 
Movement, see G. W. Trompf, Friedrich Max Mueller as a Theorist of Comparative Religion (Bombay: 
Shakuntala Publishing House, 1978), 31 ff. In one of his letters to Bunsen, Müller said that “Newmanism is 
now taking a direction which formerly one had no idea, and which with all its bad motives must produce, 
nolens volens, the finest effect. In order to prove the necessity of belief in authority, men forget, to a certain  
degree, the danger of the use of the sacred writings, their contradictions and difficulties with regard to  
chronology, astronomy, and geology … Newmanism was originally natural and honest to the English 
Church. The soil and air spoils it and inclines it to Romanism, but even this spoiling must work for good, 
and bring the English Church into a state of fermentation out of which she will come purified and 
Reformed.” Müller, Life and Letters I:95. See also F. Max Müller, Auld Lang Syne, vol. 1 (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1899), 109 ff. The radical opposition between the two groups of men is clearly 
seen in Froude and Busnen’s preference of the expression “religion of Christ” to define Christianity—thus 
following German Romantic philosopher Johann von Herder. Froude’s The Nemesis of Faith and Bunsen’s 
God in History were both influential on the position taken by Müller. “To summarize, those who espoused 
‘the Religion of Christ’ were joined in a common pursuit of truth. They disliked ecclesiastical dogmatism 
and demonstrated their partiality for the accomplishments of Luther’s German Reformation and their 
suspicious dislike of the mediaeval, inquisitorial, Roman frame of mind.” See Trompf, Friedrich Max 
Mueller as a Theorist of Comparative Religion, 33. These two works also fueled a long fought argument 
among the Oxford men. The controversy in which Müller was not directly involved was not without 
consequences on his career. The debate between some of his close friends, notably Bunsen, and Pusey 
might have cost him the Boden Chair of Sanskrit at Oxford. Ibid., 34 ff. See James Anthony Froude, The 
nemesis of faith (London: John Chapman, 1849) and Christian Karl Josias Bunsen, God in History 
(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1870).

124 Indeed, the Lockian and Humean theories carry the common implication that language, as a mere human 
product, is not a totally reliable mode of knowledge or mode of expressing knowledge. This, of course, is 
clear in Hume’s radical skepticism. 
125 Darwin’s explanation of the origin of language, as technical and scientific as it claims to be, does not 
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By the end of the nineteenth-century, the starting point in many investigations of 

the science of language was the diversity and similarity among the world’s languages. 

This double observation naturally led to the question of the origin and development of 

languages. As to the latter question, the Darwinian theory of evolution was the most 

prominent explanation. By the time of Müller’s mid-career, the evolutionist theory of 

Charles Darwin was becoming the predominant framework for interpreting and looking 

at all fields of study, and language did not escape this fate.126 The influence of Darwinism 

led scholars to separate into supporters or detractors of the evolutionary theory. One 

scholar stood in a more ambiguous relationship to Darwinism. Müller did not miss the 

connections that existed between world languages, and thus accepted the possibility of a 

form of evolutionary process, which could be different from Darwin’s theory.127 However, 

even if subscribing to the general lines of a theory of evolution of the kind proposed by 

Darwin, Müller was careful enough not to associate himself with the Darwinists. 

The reason for the distance adopted by some scholars of the Science of Language 

toward Darwinism concerns the question of the multiplicity of the original geographical 

starting-point of language. Some “extreme” Darwinists maintained that the beginning of 

humanity and of language was unique, and that there was only one “beginning.” This was 

called monogony. By contrast, other scholars espoused the idea of an evolutionary 

satisfyingly soves the riddles of the origins for it does not answer the riddle of the ultimate origin of all 
things. 

126 This is shown in Edward Clodd’s affirmation that “Darwin has given us the clue to those subtle and still 
obscure causes which bring about, stage by stage, the unseen adaptations to requirements varying a type 
and securing its survival, and which have resulted in the evolution of the manifold species of living things. 
The notion of a constant relation between man and his surroundings is therefore untenable.” Edward Clodd, 
Myths and Dreams (Whitefish: Kessinger Publishing, 2004), 4. 

127 Van den Bosch points that Muller incorporated Darwin’s evolutionary insights into his own 
interpretation. See Lourens P. Van den Bosch, Friedrich Max Müller: A Life Devoted to Humanities 
(Leiden, Boston, Köln: Brill, 2002), 437. It would be more exact to say that his study of Sanskrit and world 
mythologies led him to similar conclusions built on a different philosophical basis. 
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process, maintaining that “evolution” does not demand monogony but allows for a 

multiplicity of simultaneous and parallel beginnings. This theory was called polygony. 

Müller believed that Darwin’s theory itself allowed for polygony, even asserting the idea 

to have actually been Darwin’s own. In contrast, most Darwinians argued for a 

monolithic beginning. Müller, following Darwin, could argue for a theory of the common 

origin of language, which paradoxically did not necessitate a uniform beginning.128 

However, the question of how it was still possible to talk about a single common origin 

of language was left unresolved. Müller, after having weighed the implications of the 

available options and their theological implications, opted for a third direction. He found 

the commonality of language in the human capacity for language.129 Here, Müller’s 

alignment with the basic theory of evolution breaks up.130 Darwin, in The Descent of  

Man, further argued for the evolution of man from a lower animal-ancestor.131 Müller 

strongly opposed this anthropological conclusion and constantly and consistently 

128 The strong opposition polygony found among Darwinians led Müller to conclude that Darwinianism was 
becoming a dogma rather than a scientific approach to natural phenomena.

129 Van den Bosch summarizes this point, pointing to the theological implications of Muller’s view: “The 
essential unity of mankind was fundamentally its linguistic faculty. This faculty would, in the course of 
time, enable him to become aware of his higher destiny.” Van den Bosch, Friedrich Max Müller, 242.

130 It seems that Müller’s distance with the Darwinians is based on the Kantian influence. According to 
Noiré, what Müller learned from the Critique of Pure Reason is that “the whole business of the human 
reason is with representations (not with mere sensations), and that these representations, arranged, co-
ordinated and moulded by concepts, become objects which are the only true content of all our rational 
thinking, and that our thought therefore assumes an objective character throughout. And it follows thence 
that if we deviate from the paths of empirical cognition, we shall lose ourselves in hallucinations, 
extravagances and in the mazes of a cognitive activity that has overstepped its true limits.” Ludwig Noiré,  
The Origin and Philosophy of Language (Chicago, London: Open Court, 1917), 55. Skuster concurs with 
this statement of the Kantian influence in Müller: “As we have seen, Mueller proposes a Kantian analysis  
of sensation, perception, and conception. However, he claims to make an important advance beyond Kant  
by asserting that a fourth component, naming, is inseparable form sensation, perception, and conception 
and, therefore, is an elementary component of thought.” Skuster, “Friedrich Max Mueller: A Systematic 
Exposition of his Theory of Religion,” 90.

131 See Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex (New York: D. Appleton, 
1909).
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opposed Darwin on the question of human development.132 While Darwin saw an 

essential continuity in the evolution from the animal-ancestor to man, Müller saw an 

essential discontinuity because of the fact of the exclusive human capacity for language.

133 The implication for the origin of language was clear enough; still, Darwin argued that 

the origin of human language was to be found in the “inarticulate cries” of lower animals. 

For Darwin, language was not an essential feature of humankind, but merely the result of 

an evolution of man out of lower species. Müller constantly opposed such a theory but 

always maintained that language was the irreducible and (necessary, non-negotiable) 

barrier between man and animal.134 This was still a point of contention early in Tolkien’s 

career, and both the nature and the origin of language were ongoing debates to which 

Tolkien certainly had some answers.

132 Müller’s views were influential but were not accepted without criticism. One of the most vehement 
opponents to his theory was American scholar William Dwight Whitney, one of the founders of American 
anthropology. In his study on Müller, he concludes that Müller’s theory is “unsound in every part,” and that 
it is unscientific and utterly inconsistent. William Dwight Whitney, Max Müller and the Science of  
Language: A Criticism (New York: D. Appleton, 1892), 74. After reading Whitney’s whole counter-
argument one is left wondering if his bias against Müller is not more a “religious” than an academic one. In 
fact we should remember that Müller’s overall goal was to provide a unified theory of language, 
mythology, and religion as is demonstrated in his Gifford Lectures. See F. Max Müller, Natural Religion: 
The Gifford Lectures (London, New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1889); F. Max Müller, Physical  
Religion: The Gifford Lectures, delivered before the University of Glasgow in 1890 (London: Longmans, 
Green, and Co., 1891); F. Max Müller, Anthropological Religion: The Gifford Lectures, Delivered Before  
the University of Glasgow in 1891 (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1892); F. Max Müller, Theosophy,  
or Psychological Religion: The Gifford Lectures, delivered before the University of Glasgow in 1892 
(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1893). 

133 In a letter sent to Müller, Darwin reaffirmed his conviction about the ancestry of humankind: “As far as  
language is concerned, I am not worthy to be your adversary, as I know extremely little about it, and that 
little learnt from very few books. I should have been glad to have avoided the whole subject, but was 
compelled to take it up as well as I could. He who is fully convinced, as I am, that man is descended from 
some lower animal, is almost forced to believe a priori that articulate language has been developed from 
inarticulate cries; and he is therefore hardly a fair judge of the arguments opposed to his belief.” Müller,  
The Life and Letters, I:478.

134 On the difference between Müller and Darwin see also Van den Bosch, Friedrich Max Müller, 77 ff. 
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Tolkien and His Academic Background

Tolkien enjoyed a successful career as an Oxford professor after a year of 

teaching at the University of Leeds. His election, in 1925, as Rawlinson and Bosworth 

Professor of Anglo-Saxon, at only thirty-three, was something of a miracle. One of the 

other candidates was Kenneth Sisam who published Fourteenth Century Verse and Prose, 

and for whom Tolkien wrote a glossary.135 Tolkien’s letter to the Electors of the Chair 

provides a good view of his purpose as a professor of Anglo-Saxon. What first appears in 

this letter is Tolkien’s understanding of the close relation between language (as words) 

and literature. This is revealed in Tolkien’s presentation of the scope of his lectures 

including the history of English, various Old English and Middle English texts, Old and 

Middle English philology, introductory Germanic philology, Old Icelandic, and Medieval 

Welch.136 Apart from the impressive range of Tolkien’s learning in language, his mention 

of “texts” and “verses” as belonging to the same goal is significant. Tolkien argued that 

language and literature should not be separated. To him, separating language from 

literature could only contribute to the complete rejection of his field of study, philology,  

the love of words, from a relevant academic curriculum. In a way, this is what Tolkien 

tried to argue for when he told the Electors that “[p]hilology, indeed, appears to have lost 

for these students [at Leeds] its connotation of terror if not of mystery. An active 

discussion-class has been conducted, on lines more familiar in schools of literature than 

of language, which has borne fruit in friendly rivalry and open debate with the 

corresponding literary assembly.”137 To Tolkien, philology loses its aspect of “terror” only 
135 Tolkien, “A Middle English Vocabulary.”

136 Tolkien, Letters, 12.
137 Ibid., 13.
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when it is studied along with the texts themselves. This point is significant because of 

Tolkien’s constant opposition to the separation of language and literature.138 However 

such a separation had already begun by the time Tolkien was appointed as a professor at 

Oxford. 

Tolkien scholar Tom Shippey shows the development of this gradual separation of 

language and literature in the English universities. Shippey is well placed to comment on 

this historical development, since he held Tolkien’s Chair of English Language at Leeds 

before accepting the Chair of English at the College of Arts and Science in St. Louis. He 

also followed somewhat the same curriculum as Tolkien, attending Edward VI School in 

Birmingham.139 Being himself a philologist, Shippey provides great insights to Tolkien’s 

theory of language. He begins by remarking that “philology” has almost been crushed in 

the academy. For him, this results from a failure of philologists to maintain the relevance 

and connection between the words and “their” literature. He argues that one of the 

reasons for Tolkien’s appeal is precisely that, even though The Lord of the Rings is a 

philological “exercise,” its quality as “story” is not diminished. It is precisely because it  

is philological at core that it can be appreciated as a story. For Tolkien, philology is 

inextricably connected to “dragons and goblins and giants and the rescue of princesses 

and the unexpected luck of widows’ sons.”140 The counterpart of Shippey’s demonstration 

is that literary critics have utterly forgotten that the structure and plot-line of a text is not  

138 “I detest the segregation or separation of Language and Literature. I do not care which of them you think 
White.” J. R. R. Tolkien, “Valedictory Address,” MC, 238.

139 See the short biography of Shippey on the website of Saint Louis University, 
http://www.slu.edu/x23819.xml, (accessed June 26, 2008).

140 Shippey, Roots and Branches, 149.
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the only significance of a literary text.141 By the example of the very stories that he wrote, 

Tolkien argues for the combination of language and literature. 

In recent decades, however, a total change of direction has taken place. Shippey is 

well placed to give us an account of this change. Under the “pressure” of postmodern 

ideals the literary and historical departments of British and American universities have 

moved towards a more postmodern approach to literary studies. There has been a gradual 

push, in Shippey’s opinion, towards a radical modifying of the curriculum. Anglo-Saxon 

is utterly forgotten, along with the History of Language, and Medieval scholarly research. 

As a consequence of the “linguistic turn,” the universities have opted for a concentration 

on exclusively modern, literary, and critical studies.142 Language has become a mere 

pretext for the application of all sorts of individualistic philosophies to the “sciences” of 

language. Ironically, while trying to focus on literature, universities have forgotten the 

word, “philology.” This reflects fears Tolkien exoressed more than fifty years ago. In his 

“Valedictory Address” to the University of Oxford, Tolkien stated the main problem of 

the Oxford School of English Language and Literature. The main problem is revealed in 

its title. “School of English Language and Literature” transforms what used to be a single 

141 As Shippey implies in another of his articles on the Old English chronicling the history of Anglo-Saxons, 
the texts are also about history as much as they are about mere literary analysis: “Furthermore one of the 
best things about the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, as opposed to Orosius or Æthelweard or even the Frankish 
Annales Regum, is the very feeling that it is at least in contact with raw facts which have not been 
subjected to philosophical or literary boiling.” Tom Shippey, “A missing army, some doubts about the 
Alfredian chronicle,” Geardagum 4 (1982):41-55, page 52. This very conclusion about the relationship 
between texts and history leads him to conclude in another piece: “Tolkien supplied Fairyland, or Middle-
earth, with all the things which traditional fairy tales lacked: history in the form of annals and chronicles; 
geography in the form of maps; languages and linguistic relationships; a guide to non-human species.” Tom 
Shippey, “Rewriting the core: Transformations of the fairy tale in contemporary writing,” in A Companion 
to the Fairy Tale,ed. Hilda Ellis Davidson and Anna Chaudhri (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2003):253-274., 
page 272.

142 Ibid., 144.
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unit (language and literature) into two sides, Lit. and Lang.143 According to Tolkien

all fields of study and enquiry, all Great Schools, demand human sacrifice. 
For their primary object is not culture, and their academic uses are not 
limited to education. Their roots are in the desire for knowledge, and their 
life is maintained by those who pursue some love or curiosity for its own 
sake, without reference even to personal improvement. If this individual 
love and curiosity fails, their tradition become sclerotic.144 

To Tolkien, “language” and “literature” were not two sides. Further, Tolkien argued that 

the title of the School reflected a wrong idea about what “language” was. Tolkien was 

especially against this use of language as implied in the title of the School.145 Such a use 

implies that there are two kinds of knowledge, one of which is deemed “unliterary” and 

therefore unnecessary. As a result Old and Middle English along with Anglo-Saxon texts, 

Tolkien’s most cherished literary pieces, were becoming mere “language.” This is what 

Tolkien tried to oppose in the course of his academic career. To Tolkien, “School of 

English” was a sufficient title. “To choose Literature would be to indicate, rightly as I 

think [sic.], that the central (central if not sole) business of Philology in the Oxford 

School is the study of the language of literary texts.”146 According to Tolkien the title of 

the School reflects the struggle of philology to impose itself as a legitimate and relevant 

field of study.

However, this struggle was doomed to be lost. “Academia” won and, “[i]n the 

end, and in the hands of duller [sic.] scholars than Tolkien, the strong verbs and the 

sound-shifts and the pedantic (but vital) details lost contact with the poems and the 

143 J. R. R. Tolkien, “Valedictory Address,” MC, 230 f. See further: “This separation is false, and this use of 
the word ‘language’ [as distinction between two sides within the School] is false.” Ibid., 232.

144 Ibid., 26.

145 Moreover, Tolkien points out, there is a grammatical mistake in the title of the School. “English” is used 
there as an adjective whereas it is not. “English” is a noun, and in the title, used in a very loosely way. 
146 J. R. R. Tolkien, “Valedictory Address,” MC, 3. 
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romances and the myths and the stories, to the detriment of both sides of the subject.”147 

This is part of the “long defeat” suffered by Tolkien in the course of his life, the 

destruction of the internal working and meaning of words.148 In 1925, Tolkien stated his 

purpose in the following way: 

If elected to the Rawlison and Bosworth Chair I should endeavour to make 
productive use of the opportunities which it offers for research; to 
advance, to the best of my ability, the growing neighbourliness of 
linguistic and literary studies, which can never be enemies except by 
misunderstanding or without loss to both; and to continue in a wider and 
more fertile field the encouragement of philological enthusiasm among the 
young.149

In the end Tolkien was never able to fulfill such a goal. The only success he had is to be 

found in his own mythology and invented languages.150 

The Nature of Words

Tolkien was a philologist, and as such words were his central, but not only, 

interest. Tolkien tackled several aspects of philology in his career, but two stand out: the 

nature of words and the beauty of words. To look into Tolkien’s investigation in the 

147 Shippey, Roots and Branches, 144.

148 For the expression “long defeat,” see LoTR I.2.vii, 348. See also Tolkien’s own words in his 
correspondence: “Actually, I am a Christian, and indeed a Roman Catholic, so that I do not expect 'history' 
to be anything but a 'long defeat' - though it contains (and in a legend may contain more clearly and 
movingly) some samples or glimpses of final victory.” Tolkien, Letters, 255.

149 Tolkien, Letters, 13.

150 This is the conclusion of Shippey who argues that Tolkien, even though he ultimately failed in this 
academic project, was the one man fit for the task: “It may be said that one person perhaps had the chance,  
as he certainly had the talent, to reverse the trend and put Anglo-Saxondom in an imaginatively attractive 
setting, and that was J. R. R. Tolkien.” Tom Shippey, “The undevelopped image: Anglo-saxon in popular 
consciousness from Turner to Tolkien.” in Donald Scragg and Carole Weinberg, eds., Literary 
Appropriations of the Anglo-Saxons from the Thirteenth to the Twentieth Century, (Cambridge, New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 215-236, 234.
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nature of words is to integrate two aspects of what a word is, and one main influence on 

his theory. As to the former, the two aspects of words that Tolkien came to integrate were 

their meaning and their beauty. As to the latter, the influence is clearly that of Owen 

Barfield, and this influence is necessary before we can move to evaluate Tolkien’s view 

on the meaning and beauty of words.

Owen Barfield (1898–1997) is certainly the least well known of the Inklings, the 

informal group gathered around the personality of C. S. Lewis. Barfield’s influence is 

difficult to describe, so significant were his views of the history of ideas, of language, and 

of the “evolution of consciousness.” Barfield met Lewis while the latter was still in his 

atheist period. Soon, they became close friends, and Barfield even became Lewis’s 

solicitor. Lewis even considered him the most significant of his “unofficial teachers,”151 

even though they exchanged a long debate of ideas later known as their ‘Great War.’ 

Barfield was also a great influence on T. S. Eliot, and, of course, on J. R. R. Tolkien. 

Barfield’s Anthroposophical Poetic Diction

 

In 1928, Barfield published his most influential book, Poetic Diction. The 

complete title is indicative of the whole purpose of the work. Poetic Diction is a “Study 

of Meaning.” Interestingly, Barfield did not title it a study “in” but “of” meaning, 

pointing to the real center of the book being “meaning” itself.  Barfield said that Poetic  

Diction was in fact a defense of poetry as a mean of cognition.152 As Tolkien scholar 

Flieger said, Barfield’s theory is one of knowledge, not merely one of poetry or of poetic 
151 Significant here is C. S. Lewis’s dedication of The Allegory of Love to Owen Barfield. C. S Lewis, The 
Allegory of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition (London: Oxford University Press, 1938).

152 Andrew Lang, Letters on Literature (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1889), 3.
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diction.153 Barfield’s starting point in his construction of poetry as a means of knowledge 

was the Romantic tradition, and more precisely, the philosophy of Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge. In the foreword to Orpheus Barfield writes: 

And no wonder, if Coleridge was right to perceive in the lethargy of 
custom the funeral of imagination and, with that, of all but superficial 
knowledge. What is the relation between knowing and being? Possibly it 
is from here, deep down in the mystery of cognition, that the interweaving 
of the two themes begins. How, if knowledge without imagination is not  
knowledge at all, but only a kind of cataloguing? And if knowledge 
without love cannot be knowledge with imagination.154

This, for Barfield, justified the possibility of a theory of poetry as cognition. 

Barfield then commented on Coleridge’s distinction between Primary and 

Secondary Imagination. Coleridge, he says, defined Primary Imagination as the kind 

performed by every man. It is the imagination that “makes things.” Secondary 

Imagination, on the other hand, goes one step further. It represents a higher stage of 

“creativity,” in which the imagination is at one with all the acts of perception. Only then,  

when the percepts and the “imagined” merge, is meaning created: the Secondary 

Imagination “makes meaning.”155 Barfield does not oppose the making of “things” with 

the making of “meaning,” but opposes the absence and the presence of meaning. 

Secondary Imagination does not reject the making of things (Primary Imagination) but 

adds “meaning.” It is significant that Barfield puts here the emphasis not so much on the 

contrast between Primary and Secondary Imagination, but on the essential nature of the 

latter, which is meaning. 

153 Flieger, Splintered Light, 36.

154 Owen Barfield, Orpheus: A Poetic Drama (London: The Steiner Press, 1983), 9. Our emphasis.

155 In his study on Coleridge, Barfield argues that the imagination unites the whole of human experience. As 
such, imagination—especially secondary imagination— properly becomes the means to “make” meaning. 
See Barfield, What Coleridge Thought (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1971), 77 f., and 112 f. 
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The importance of “meaning” points to Barfield’s view of the nature of poetry. 

For him, poetry was not so much “something we do,” as a means of knowledge. There is 

no better way to understand his point than to understand his criticism of scientific 

knowledge, which focuses exclusively on sensuous perception and reason at the expense 

of imagination. 156 In many ways, scientific knowledge is a radical and perverted use of 

Primary Imagination. It is content with “making things,” but can never point to their true 

meaning. Scientific knowledge is almost completely subordinate to what Barfield calls  

the “rational principle.” Here Barfield presents his final conclusion, that this guiding 

principle of modern science cannot yield any knowledge.157 Therefore the rational 

principle, if it can increase understanding and true opinion, can in no instance increase 

knowledge.158 Knowledge is meaning and meaning comes through the invention of new 

words and metaphors.159 Meaning, being created in such a way, led Barfield to affirm and 

defend vigorously his judgment that the poet is a world-maker. Such a process is 

achieved through different linguistic means, like metaphor, or what Barfield called 

“strangeness,” in which fellow English writer G. K. Chesterton excelled.160 

156 “[Scientific knowledge] insists on dealing with ‘data,’ but there shall be no data be given, save the bare 
percept. The rest is imagination. Only by imagination therefore can the world be known. And what is 
needed is, not only that larger and larger telescopes and more and more sensitive calipers should be 
constructed, but that the human mind should become increasingly aware of its own creative activity.” Owen 
Barfield, Poetic Diction: A Study in Meaning (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1984), 28.

157 “[the rational principle] alone cannot add one iota to knowledge. It can clear up obscurities, it can 
measure and enumerate with greater and ever greater precision, it can preserve us in the dignity and  
responsibility of our individual existences. But in no sense it can be said to expand consciousness. Only the 
poetic can do this: only poesy, pouring into language its creative intuitions, can preserve its living meaning 
and prevent it from crystallizing into a kind of algebra.” Ibid., 144.

158 This is a role scribe to the poetic wisdom (or poetic principle), Ibid., 106-107.

159 Ibid., 112.

160 Barfield also comments that G. K. Chesterton was a master at concentrating attention on familiar things 
by making them stand suddenly out of a familiar background: “And in our own day Mr. G. K. Chesterton, 
both in prose and verse, is a past master of this particular effect, which might be described as the art of  
concentrating attention on a familiar thing by making it stand out suddenly from an unfamiliar 
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Another distinctive of Barfield’s approach is his appreciation of poetry. For him it 

involved, in the true sense, a “felt change of consciousness,” and not merely aesthetic 

pleasure.161 But, if it is so, poetry at the same time tend to escape the mere moment of 

aesthetic pleasure. Barfield maintained this unusual conclusion because of the relation 

between poetry, meaning, and the important concept of the “evolution of consciousness.”

162 This evolution, a change in man’s awareness of the surrounding phenomena, leads the 

man-poet, the world-maker, to the “restoration of meaning.”163 Barfield could then 

conclude that man is not, at the time of poetic creation responsible for the creation of 

poetic values. If man lives poetry, he argued, it could not be poetry for him, since he 

cannot use the rational principle necessary in order to appreciate poetic value. At the 

same time, this rational principle, as mentioned before, cannot create poetic values, since 

it is merely a means of appreciation.164 Consequently, poetic values are a principal mean 

of attaining new meaning or restoring meaning. As such they were first given by Nature. 

This original meaning has its source in the “theocratic,” period, what Barfield called the 

background.”  Ibid., 174. Chesterton’s use of strangeness is often fused with the mastering of paradoxes. 
Chesterton’s Mr. Pond is a good example of the systematic use of paradoxes as unveiling the truth: “Mr. 
Pond's paradoxes were of a very peculiar kind. They were indeed paradoxical defiances even of the law of  
paradox. Paradox has been defined as ‘Truth standing on her head to attract attention.’” G. K. Chesterton, 
The Paradoxes of Mr. Pond (Dover, 1990), 35.

161 PD, 52. Barfield, taking Shelly’s use of metaphor as an example, argued that in poetry, the making of 
meaning-metaphors, is our soul “enriched.” Ibid., 66.

162 “Pleasure in poetic diction depends on the difference between two planes or levels of consciousness, we 
can indeed see why language, at an early stage, should delight us.” Ibid., 69.

163 “When individual man, having achieved self-consciousness, returns to the making of poetry, the 
secondary imagination is at work on the making (or, if you like, restoration) of meaning. And, as the 
secondary imagination makes meaning, so the primary imagination makes ‘things.’” Ibid.31.

164 Several times in his study, Barfield draws a contrast between the “rational” and the “poetic.” The latter,  
as we have seen properly lead to the recovery of meaning whereas the former is only a means for poetic  
appreciation. Barfield, however, does not conclude that the rational principle is useless but that it must be 
completed by, fulfilled in, the poetic principle. “Hence it was justly inferred that the functioning of the 
rational principle is indispensable, if appreciation is to take place.” Ibid., 103.
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“myth-making” period. The connection between language and myth will be explored in 

the next chapter. 

We can see why Barfield’s main points in Poetic Diction were attractive to 

Tolkien. Barfield presented a theory of poetry that was a response to the utilitarian and 

rationalistic philosophy of his time.165 Further, he defended the view that the poetic and 

imaginative use of words enhanced their meanings. Barfield also presented a theory of 

the intrinsic cognitive value of poetry, which gave poetry a renewed life and importance, 

as more than a literary genre. For Barfield, the conclusion was that poetry enhanced the 

words’ meanings thus revealing hidden aspects of reality.166 The reality of the working of 

words and poetry points to the philosophical significance of Barfield’s Poetic Diction.

The Philosophical Significance of Poetic Diction

It is important to see that Poetic Diction is a work that integrates and announces 

Barfield’s more articulate presentation of anthroposophy in his later works.167 

Particularly, the themes of the “evolution of consciousness” and of “participation” serve 

to explain the philosophical significance of Poetic Diction.

The starting point of Barfield’s main philosophical concept is what he labels 

165 Chesterton also made an argument for the significance of the poet’s inspiration, relating it to the use of 
metaphors in mythological language: “The power even in the myths of savages is like the power in the 
metaphors of poets.” Gilbert Keith Chesterton, The Everlasting Man (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1974), 
114.

166 Owen Barfield, Romanticism Comes of Age (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1967), see 
Introduction, 10 ff.

167 Along with the works already cited, see for example . See also the articles by Barfield, “Philology and 
the Incarnation,” and “Introducing Rudolf Steiner,” Rudolf Steiner Archive, http://www.rsarchive.org/ 
(accessed April 24, 2009). Finally, see also the novel This Ever Disease Pair (Edinburgh: Floris Classics, 
1985).
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“participation.” The concept of participation is essential to, and conditions our 

understanding of the “evolution of consciousness.” Barfield defined participation in 

different ways, the simplest of which is that participation is experiencing the world in 

immediacy.168 He also said, that he “occasionally used the word ‘participation’ to try and 

indicate a predominantly perceptual relation between observer and observed, between 

man and nature, and one which is nearer to unity than to dichotomy.”169 The essential 

characteristic of “participation” is its awareness of the wholeness and the interconnection 

of that which exist. It sees, apprehends, and gives meaning to the world in its wholeness. 

Barfield gave an example of what participation is saying that, by contrast, non 

participative consciousness is a radical “either, or.” A good example, he continued, was 

contemporary biblical scholarship considering the Old and New Testaments as being 

either historical records, either symbolical representations. Biblical scholarship, locked 

up in this non-participative mindset, could only consider the pre-figuring of the New 

Testament in the Old Testament as “pure moonshine.”170 

Barfield’s theory of the nature and meaning of poetry and words presented in 

Poetic Diction is an early example of his integration of the concept of participation to the 

one of the “evolution of consciousness.” To see the connection Barfield establishes 

between words, and the concepts of participation and evolution of consciousness, it is 

necessary to realize that there are two kinds of participation. Barfield labels them, 

“original” and “final” participation.  “Original participation,” in Barfield’s theory,  

168 Owen Barfield, Saving the Appearances: A Study in Idolatry (New York: Harcourt, Brace, & World, 
1965), 75.

169 Owen Barfield, History, Guilt, and Habit (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1979), 26.

170 Barfield, Saving the Appearances, 151.
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designates the original sense man had of the whole cosmos.171 Man lived a participative 

life in which the whole lived within the rest of the cosmos. Barfield characterized this 

original participative life as an un-figurative one, contrasting it to the Darwinian theory. 172 

In this early stage, to perceive figuratively meant not perceiving man’s surrounding 

phenomena as only material but also seeing the “immaterial within.”173 The fundamental 

difference between the thinking of the “primitives” and ours does not lie merely in the 

thinking itself, but in the object thought, the phenomena. We think differently than the 

primitives do. But it is not only our thinking that is different: the phenomena, or 

collective representations, themselves are different.174 As Barfield concluded, man still 

participates in the phenomena but needs to recover the awareness of this participation.175 

Barfield entertained a double attitude towards “original participation.” On one hand, 

Barfield affirms that original participation is not meant to be absolute or eternal. 176 

171 Flieger, Splintered Light, 38.

172 “If you are prepared to take your courage in both hands and forget nearly everything you have ever  
learned or half-consciously absorbed about Darwinian man, you are presented with quite a different image  
of the consciousness of primitive man, as it actually must have been. You come instead to a kind of 
consciousness that was figurative through and through; a kind of consciousness for which it was impossible 
to perceive unfiguratively.” Barfield, History, Guilt, and Habit, 46.

173 Ibid.

174 The problem of “representations” is one of the themes of Barfield’s novel Unancestral Voice: “‘The 
reason,’ said the lecturer, ‘why I am troubling you with all this is that I am one of those who are convinced 
that, unless we do succeed in solving this problem of representation, there is no way forward for us. no 
doubt we shall improve in accuracy, we shall fill in some gaps; but of another leap forward, such as 
occurred with the transition from classical to nuclear physics, I see no prospect whatever. For in order to be 
led to new ideas, we really must be able too imagine – or at least to apprehend in some way – what is 
actually happening. And that is just what, apparently, we have ceased to be able to do.”  Barfield, 
Unancestral Voice, 126.

175 “The first three chapters were devoted to reminding the reader that we do, in fact, still participate in the  
phenomena, though for the most part we do so unconsciously, we can only remind ourselves of that 
participation by beta-thinking and we forget it again as soon as we leave off. This is the fundamental 
difference, not only between their thinking and ours, but also between their phenomena and ours. It remains 
to consider how ours, which are genetically the later, have come to pass.” Barfield, Saving the 
Appearances, 35.

176 Barfield for example affirms that participation is experiencing the world in immediacy, which implies its 
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Consistent with the anthroposophical view of man’s evolution, he argues that original 

participation has been eliminated in the process of the evolution of consciousness. But on 

the other hand, this does not mean that participation is eliminated altogether. If Barfield 

does not argue for a return to original participation, he still maintains the necessity for the 

concept of participation. 177 Therefore, to maintain the necessity of another form of 

participation, Barfield posits the coming of “final participation,” defined as “a self  

conscious rapport with the whole phenomenal world.”178 Final participation is the 

consciousness of original participation raised from embryonic potentiality to full 

actuality.179

The point is that for Barfield, the accent is on the term participation, and not on 

the term “original.” What humankind needs to regain is participation, and more 

importantly our awareness of it. Maybe we can even talk of a double evolution, that of 

our “participation,” and of our awareness of this participation. In this case, there would 

be an “evolution of participation” parallel to the “evolution of consciousness.” The 

difference between original and final participation is described in the following way: 

“Original participation fires the heart from a source outside itself; the images enliven the 

heart. But in final participation–since the death and resurrection–the heart is fired from 

necessary bondage to time. Ibid., 75.

177 “It may remove the risk of misunderstanding if I mention at this early stage that it is no part of the object 
of this book to advocate a return to original participation.” Ibid., 45.

178 Barfield, “Introducing Rudolf Steiner,” 13.

179 See, for example, Barfield, Saving the Appearances, 147 and 151. A clear statement on the unconscious 
element in original participation is given in the same book: “”We have seen how original participation, 
which began as the unconscious identity of man with his Creator, shrank as his self-consciousness 
increased, and how this was associated with the origin and development of language. We have seen how, in 
the last few centuries B.C. it had contracted to a faint awareness of creative ability alike in nature and in  
man, to which was given the name of the Logos or Word. And then, we have seen the first faint 
premonitory symptoms of final participation appearing already in the first centuries of our era.” Ibid., 169.
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within by the Christ; and it is for the heart to enliven the images.”180 The evolution of 

participation reflects, for Barfield, man’s participative life which is in the process of 

reaching the new stage of the evolution of human consciousness. One of the results of a 

participative life is the connection between word and things. In other words, a life of 

participation is itself the connection between the representations we all share, and our 

collective life, what Barfield calls “collective representations.” This is precisely where 

the importance of Poetic Diction lies. It is a theory of cognition, for sure, but it is a theory 

of man’s evolution from one stage of consciousness to the next. When Poetic Diction is 

read along with his anthroposophical exposition, we see that for Barfield the importance 

of language lies in what it does for the evolution of consciousness. “Once the fact of 

participation is granted,” he concluded once, “the connection between words and things 

must, we have seen, be admitted to be at any time a very much closer one than the last 

two or three centuries have assumed.”181 Words are a means for man’s achievement of his 

fullest participative life.

Barfield’s theory of language as mode of cognition, his concept of the poet as 

“world-maker,” have all influenced Tolkien. But the question remains, how deep was this 

influence. Indeed, we have seen that Barfield’s theory is based on a very specific and 

peculiar understanding of the history of humankind. It is probably impossible to separate 

Barfield’s theory from his adherence to Anthroposophy. If the poet is the world-maker, a 

restorer of meaning leading mankind to the final stage of evolution-consciousness, it is 

fitting to conclude with a piece of Barfield’s poetry: 

Man’s life should move, a shapely whole,

180 Ibid., 172.

181 Ibid., 84.
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From leaf to flower and fruit.
Love, music, nature led my soul

The long Romantic route. 
……………………………………
And drives it headlong through the mind – 

Fast pouring I perceive
Through my old nursery window-blind,

The eyelashes of Eve.182 

Revisiting the Barfieldean Tolkien

The intellectual and philosophical relation between Barfield and Tolkien has 

already been investigated, especially by English professor Verlyn Flieger. She has 

published a book specifically concerned with Tolkien’s view of language, Splintered  

Light, which subtitle is telling and reads, “Logos in Language in Tolkien’s World.”183 In 

Flieger’s opinion, “the effect of Barfield’s work on the fiction of J. R. R. Tolkien, and 

consequently on the present study of Tolkien’s fantasy, would be hard to overestimate.”184 

This might well be, however, the relationship between Tolkien and Barfield has not been 

explored in details. Flieger herself is not, for example, concerned with what main 

differences could subsist between Barfield and Tolkien. Nor does she qualify the 

influence Barfield exerted on Tolkien. Therefore, caution is here crucial. To affirm that 

Tolkien and Barfield stood together in opposing erroneous views about language does not 

182 “Enlightenment” in A Barfield Sampler, ed. Jeanne Clayton Hunter and Thomas Kranidas (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1993), 46-48. 

183 This book was published in 1983 and republished as a Revised Edition in 2002. The revised edition does 
not only bear the label “revised,” but really qualifies as an extended, and corrected, version of the first  
edition. We will therefore rely on this second edition, pointing to some indicative differences with the 1989 
edition. 

184 Flieger, Splintered Light, vii. In fact, Barfield’s influence is double. There is obviously the personal and 
intellectual relationship between Barfield and Tolkien, but there is also on a deeper level the influence of  
Barfield on Flieger herself. It is difficult, after reading her book, to determine who was the most influenced 
by Barfield’s ideas.
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imply that they shared the same solutions to the problem. Other linguists’ reliance on a 

complete separation between man and the world while arguing for the exclusive human 

origin of language was opposed by Barfield, who affirmed the “participation” of man in 

the world, and the connection between meaning and word. Tolkien shared this particular 

point, as well as the notion of the poet as world-maker–one could even say word-and-

meaning maker. What Tolkien found in Barfield is another way to approach the problem, 

a way that would integrate his beliefs about the structure of the world. Barfield and 

Tolkien took the same direction, away from the dominant theory of their time, but arrived 

at different destinations, reaching different conclusions regarding language. 

If Barfield and Tolkien shared a general direction, they also had major differences. 

Even if Tolkien and Barfield shared a common interest in “language,” there was a 

profound difference in the way they approached the relation between language and 

history. For Barfield, the relation between language, words and their meanings is the path 

to knowledge, the path to the next stage of human consciousness.185 The value of words 

and language is relative to their benefit for man’s consciousness. For Tolkien, on the 

other hand, words are not a mere medium; rather words in themselves are imbued with 

meaning and beauty. The relevance of language lies in the historicity and delight of words 

themselves. We will come back to this difference when approaching the nature and role 

of philology for Tolkien. To begin, there is a difference in their appropriation of 

Coleridge’s concept of the Secondary Imagination. For Barfield, who was probably the 

closest to Coleridge’s original intent, the Secondary Imagination refers to a next stage of 

185 Hocks, a colleague of Barfield when the latter was visiting professor at the University of Missouri, said 
that “[f]or Barfield the philologist, however, the history of language is the gateway into understanding the 
history of consciousness, so the fact that the word “phenomena” comes from the word for appearance is a  
matter of far-reaching implications.” Richard A. Hocks, “The ‘other’ postmodern theorist: Owen Barfield’s  
concept of the evolution of consciousness,” Missouri Western State University, 
http://www.missouriwestern.edu (accessed April 18, 2009). 
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participation, or stage in man’s consciousness of his participation. The Secondary 

Imagination serves to rescue our phenomena.186 For Barfield, words and language are the 

means of regaining true representations and they must be reclaimed in order to lead man 

to a greater understanding of his “evolution of consciousness.” But for Tolkien, true 

representations of and about the world are already present to man because they are part of 

the created structure of the world. The real problem is to regain a correct understanding 

of what the world is. For Tolkien, it is the perception of the observer that changes, not the 

“phenomena.” It is not the structure of the world that change but the cognitive structure 

of man.187 The center is on the created structure of our world, which has an important 

connection with the fundamental structure of the Secondary Imagination. This is why, for 

Tolkien, the Secondary Imagination is imbued with the structure of the Primary World, as 

we will see in chapter five. For Barfield Secondary Imagination is only a means to 

interpreting the Primary World to the point that Secondary Imagination even tends to 

create a Secondary World truer than the Primary World. For Tolkien, the Secondary 

Imagination is no doubt a means of interpreting the Primary World, but not to the point of 

truer meaning, rather it leads to the recovery of meaning. For Tolkien the Primary World 

itself furnishes the structural framework of the Secondary World, which can it turn 

enlighten our understanding of the Primary World.188 

186 Hocks argues that for Barfield “the poetic imagination thereby rescues or ‘saves’ the phenomena from 
that lump of otherness referred to earlier.” Ibid.

187 Here, there might be an important difference in how Barfield and Tolkien understood the nature of man’s  
view of reality. For Barfield, the way we see the world reflects a collective construction, which he labels  
“representation.” This construction can change parallel to the evolution of man’s consciousness. For 
Tolkien, however, the way we see the world does not change the representations present in the world. These  
remain always the same because they are part of an unchanging created reality. The change is due to man’s  
interpretation of this reality, and, in theological terms, to a sinful nature and a distorted view of the created 
reality. 

188 Again, we can see here a slight difference between the way Tolkien and Barfield explained the relevance  
of the primary world for the making of the secondary world. For Tolkien the secondary world, if it can 
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Finally, since Barfield’s theory is as much a “spiritual” one as a linguistic one, it  

is relevant to explore his differences with Tolkien on this level. The fact that Tolkien 

agreed with Barfield’s theory regarding the relation between meaning and word does not 

imply that he agreed with Barfield’s philosophical foundation. On the contrary, there are 

irreconcilable differences between Barfield’s anthroposophy and Tolkien’s traditional 

Roman Catholicism. We know that the Inklings found anthroposophy to be a very 

abstruse theory, but certainly one could find this philosophy difficult to understand but 

still be attracted and even agree with it.189 This was certainly not the case with Tolkien, 

who strongly believed in the traditional doctrine of the Church regarding the person of 

Christ, God’s Providence and the rejection of reincarnation. 

Barfield’s anthroposophy questions the traditional understanding of the 

incarnation of Christ. In Saving the Appearances, Christ appears as the archetype of final 

participation, thus demonstrating that this participation can be actualized in other  

individuals.190 The significance of Christ is twofold for Barfield. First, the coming of 

Christ signifies the rediscovery of man through the re-unification, or reconnection, of 

provide a recovery of the world, is nonetheless based on the framework provided by the created order,  
especially by the Incarnation of Christ.

189 On a brief account regarding the disagreement and influence between Barfield and Lewis, see Duriez, J.  
R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis: The Gift of Friendship, 29. Duriez implies that Lewis was inspired by 
Barfield’s anthroposophical philosophy: “Barfield believed that there has been an evolution of human 
consciousness, in which the imagination has played an integral role. This development of consciousness is 
reflected precisely in changes in language and perception. There was originally a unity of consciousness,  
now fragmented; Barfield believed, however, that in the future humans would achieve a greater an richer  
consciousness, in which spirit and matter will be reconciled. Barfield’s concept inspired Lewis, especially 
as it was translated into highly original insights into the nature of poetic language.” Ibid., 30. It is probably 
a mistake to assume that because Poetic Diction was formative for Lewis’s rejection of modern philosophy, 
he agreed on the basic tenets of anthroposophy. 

190 “In one man the inwardness of the Divine Name had been fully realized; the final participation, whereby 
man's creator speaks from within man himself, had been accomplished. The Word had been made flesh.”  
Barfield, Saving the Appearances, 169-170.
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material and immaterial language, of inner and exterior realities.191 Second, the coming of 

Christ demonstrates that humankind has within itself a principle that needs to be 

regained. Barfield comments that Christ 

told all those who stood around him that ‘the kingdom of God is within 
you,’ and startled them, and strove to reverse the direction of their thought
—for the word metanoia, which is translated ‘repentance’ also means a 
reversal of the direction of the mind — he startled them and strove to 
reverse the direction of their thought by assuring them that ‘it is not that 
which cometh into a man which defileth him, but that which goeth out of 
him.’192

The stress is here on the “principle of Christ,” a “Christic” essence that is a possibility for 

humankind. Christ himself is the beginning of man’s true consciousness.193 Christ does 

not come so much to save man from his sins, as to reveal humankind its true Self. The 

official decrees of the Catholic Church, to which Tolkien subscribed, give a very different 

interpretation of the work of Christ. The Council of Trent, for example states that “if 

anyone says that the guilt of original sin is not remitted through the grace of our lord 

Jesus Christ which is given in baptism, or even asserts that all which pertains to the true 

191 “What then was the thing of which this gradual historical development of an inner or immaterial 
language out of an outer or material language enabled mankind as a whole to become ware? The answer is  
clear, I think. It was none other than the existence, hitherto unsuspected, of an inner world in 
contradistinction to the outer one. In other words it was the existence of a man's self as a conscious 
individual being. Clearly, it was with the help of language — it was through the instrumentality of language
—that individual men first began discovering themselves.” Barfield, “Philology and the Incarnation.” 
(accessed April 18, 2009).

192 Ibid.

193 Christ reveals “the human Ego, the true Self, of man descended from the purely spiritual heights, where 
it hitherto dwelt, to the earth. Had Christ not come to earth, individual human beings would never have 
been able to utter the word ‘I’ at all.” Barfield, Romanticism Comes of Age, 43. One should remark the 
importance of the use of “I” by Barfield. The “I” is a central concept in Steiner, denoting the fourth kind of  
man’s body–physical body, etheric body, astral body, and finally the “I.” To simplify, the “I” is for Steiner 
the true identity of Man, where resides the power to full-consciousness. Barfield’s anthropocentric direction 
clearly comes from Steiner’s understanding of man’s nature. See further Rudolf Steiner, Occult Science: An  
Outline (London: The Steiner Press, 2005), chapter two, and Rudolf Steiner, Theosophy: An Introduction to  
the Supersensible Knowledge of the World and the Destination of Man (Chicago, New York: Rand McNally 
& Co., 1910), especially chapter one (part three on “body, soul and spirit”) and chapter three. See the 
corresponding fourfold theory of knowledge in Rudolf Steiner, The Gates of Knowledge: With an 
Additional Chapter Entitled Philosophy and Theosophy (New York, London: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1912), 
especially chapter one, “The Four Modes of Knowledge.”
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essence of sin is not removed, but declares it is only erased and not attributed: let him be 

anathema.”194 The difference regarding the nature of Christ is also seen in several 

statements of Steiner, Barfield’s mentor. Steiner preferred referring to Christ as the 

“Christ impulse” instead of using the traditional and more personal expressions.195 This is 

significant since for Steiner Christ is more a “principle” than a person. Anthroposophy’s 

constant reference to Christ as receiving a divine principle is a Gnostic interpretation of 

the Christian faith.196 It will be remembered that Gnosticism was constantly rejected by 

the Ecumenical Councils of the church. 197 

Moreover, Barfield’s approach is specifically anthropocentric. Following Steiner, 

194 Norman P Tanner, ed., Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils (London: Sheed & Ward, 1990), 2:667. 
Hereafter Decrees. As for the nature of sin, cf. the previous articles of the decree, Decrees 2:665-667, 
“Decree on Original Sin,” dated June 17, 1546. The decrees of Trent are reiterated and confirmed by the  
First Vatican Council. See Tanner, Decrees, 2:804 f.

195 The expression “Christ impulse” is for example used in Steiner’s wife’s summary of his work: “The light 
given to us by Rudolf Steiner in the new revelation of the Christ Impulse, this light, for which a new form 
of human consciousness had to be moulded and into which it can pour itself, will bring to mankind the 
spiritual re-awakening by which alone salvation will be possible.” Marie Steiner, “In Memory of Rudolf 
Steiner,” Rudolf Steiner Archive, http://wn.rsarchive.org/ (accessed April 24, 2009). 

196 Regarding Steiner’s Gnostic understanding of the nature and “person” of Christ, see, for example, his 
statements in “Christianity as mystical fact”: “Anyone who had arrived at such a presentiment of this truth 
would also be able to feel that in Jesus a being of high spirituality had appeared. The higher the spirituality 
the greater the possibility of accomplishing something of importance. … The personality of Jesus became 
able to receive into its own soul Christ, the Logos, so that He became flesh in it.” Rudolf Steiner, 
“Christianity as mystical fact and the mysteries of Antiquity,” Rudolf Steiner Archive, 
http://wn.rsarchive.org/ (accessed April 24, 2009). Regarding Steiner’s positive reference to Gnosticism, 
see in the same work the following statement: “One thing was clear to all Gnosis: one must come to terms 
with the idea of Jesus as a personality. Christ and Jesus must be brought into relationship with each other. 
Divinity was taken from human personality and must be recovered in one way or another. It must be 
possible to find it again in Jesus.”

197 Steiner’s Gnostic direction is clearly at the opposite of the understanding of, for example, the Council of 
Nicea I, 325: “We believe in one God the Father all powerful, maker of all things both seen and unseen. 
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the only-begotten begotten from the Father, that is from the 
substance of the Father, God from God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten not made, 
consubstantial with the Father, through whom all things came to be, both those in heaven and those in 
earth; for us humans and for our salvation he came down and became incarnate, became human, suffered  
and rose up on the third day, went up into the heavens, is coming to judge the living and the dead. And in 
the holy Spirit. And those who say ‘there once was when he was not’, and ‘before he was begotten he was  
not’, and that he came to be from things that were not, or from another hypostasis or substance, affirming 
that the Son of God is subject to change or alteration—these the catholic and apostolic church 
anathematises.” Tanner, Decrees I:5.
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he saw the process of the “evolution of consciousness” as essentially, if not exclusively, 

an anthropocentric one.198 As a consequence, the development of language was essentially 

anthropocentric. Tolkien, of course, did not deny the human element in the development 

of language.199 However, he also refers several times to the innate, or birth-given, 

capacity for language. Here Tolkien stands in the tradition of the Christian faith for which 

God Creator governs and ordains everything that comes to pass, including the 

development of language. For Barfield, the development of language points first to man, 

while for Tolkien, it points first to God. The references to the divine element within 

language are rare and look like a shadow hovering over the rest of Tolkien’s theory of 

language, but they are more than just a footnote to his overall theory. This reflects an 

essential difference in how Barfield and Tolkien apprehended the structure of the world. 

For Barfield, the foundation is found in anthropology while for Tolkien it is found in 

theology. In Tolkien, the anthropocentric element in the development of language, of 

myth, and of history, is included in a divine governance of both Primary and Secondary 

worlds.200

Further, Tolkien explicitly rejected any theory of reincarnation as applied to the 

Primary World. Reincarnation is an essential, non-negotiable element of anthroposophy; 

indeed, it is the principle of anthroposophical evolution itself.201 Tolkien’s rejection of 

198 Even Flieger agrees with this statement. See Flieger, Splintered Light, 35-40.

199 As convincingly argued by Flieger. See Flieger, Splintered Light, especially chapters 9-12. Ibid., 73-106.

200 Flieger posits that Ilúvatar is quite different from the biblical God and remains remote and distant. Ibid., 
53-54. She even implicitly argues that there remain elements of history outside his reach. In fact, Flieger 
says, the Music itself is not achieved by Ilúvatar but awaits the fulfillment of the Ainur. 

201 “His advance through ever new incarnations signifies a higher development of the human spirit. This 
higher development comes to expression in the fact that the world in which the incarnations of the spirit 
take place is comprehended in increasing measure by this spirit.” Rudolf Steiner, "Reincarnation and 
karma: concepts compelled by the modern scientific point of view," Rudolf Steiner Archive, 
http://wn.rsarchive.org/ (accessed April 24, 2009). 
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reincarnation is thus crucial. It is true that Tolkien said, in one of his letters, that one 

could not reject reincarnation as such:

‘Reincarnation’ may be bad theology (that surely, rather than metaphysics) 
as applied to Humanity; and my legendarium, especially the ‘Downfall of 
Númenor’ which lies behind The Lord of the Rings, is based on my view: 
that Men are essentially mortal and must not try to become ‘immortal’ in 
the flesh. But I do not see how even in the Primary World any theologian 
or philosopher, unless very much better informed about the relation of 
spirit and body than I believe anyone to be, could deny the possibility of 
re-incarnation as a mode of existence, prescribed for certain kinds of 
rational incarnate creatures.202 

What Tolkien means in this passage is that reincarnation cannot be denied the status of 

philosophical possibility. Clearly reincarnation is a possibility which had never been 

actualized by God in the Primary, created, World. This is why he could affirm that he did 

not believe in reincarnation because he was a Roman Catholic, while at the same time 

creating a Secondary World in which reincarnation was a valid mode of existence. 

Tolkien’s acceptance of reincarnation as a philosophical possibility does not require his 

subscription or belief in reincarnation. On the contrary, Tolkien could not have been 

clearer in his rejection of reincarnation as part of God’s created order. This rejection 

effectually implies a complete rejection of the main component of anthroposophy. 

Therefore, Tolkien’s rejection of one central teaching of Barfield’s anthroposophy 

supports the dissociation of Barfield and Tolkien in matter of faith.203

202 Tolkien, Letters, 189.

203 The simplicity of Tolkien’s rare comments about his traditional Roman Catholic faith contrast strikingly 
with Barfield’s anthroposophic convictions—and with the latter’s Gnostic Christianity. Tolkien’s pious and 
simple faith is reflected in his deep attachment to the traditional prayers of the Catholic Church. He 
translated several of these ritual prayers in Quenya, one of the Elven languages. Alcar i Ataren is Tolkien's 
unfinished translation of Gloria Patri into Quenya which he wrote in the 1950s: “Alcar i ataren ar i yondon 
ar i airefean” —translation of the English “Glory [be] to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost.” 
Patrick Wynne, “Alcar I Ataren” Vinyar Tengwar 43 (January 2002):36-38. Ortírielyanna is Tolkien’s 
translation of Sub Tuum Praesidium (a Catholic prayer) into Quenya: “Ortírielyanna rucimme, Aina 
Eruontari. Alalye nattira arcandemmar sangiessemman, ono alye eterúna me illume ilya raxellor, alcarin  
Vénde ar manaquenta”— translation of the English “We fly to thy patronage, O holy Mother of God; 
despise not our petitions in our necessities, but deliver us always from all dangers, O glorious and blessed 
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Conclusion on the Nature of Words

For Tolkien, the nature of words is closely connected to their meaning, which is 

internal to each individual word. In fact, we can affirm that for Tolkien they are 

inseparable: a word contains meaning and an aesthetic quality. As we have seen, 

Tolkien’s love for words is his first and foremost motivation in his view of the nature of 

words, and that is where the difference with Barfield lies. In essence, this difference is 

that while Barfield’s theory is one of meaning, Tolkien’s is one of words. It seems that, 

for Barfield, language mostly serves a purpose and he provides a defense of words and 

poetry for the sake of man’s “participative life.” Tolkien goes one step further than 

Barfield in providing a defense of words as words, not merely of words as 

“consciousness.” More generally, Tolkien stood with Barfield in his rejection of a purely 

human and Utilitarian theory of words. Words are more than an instrument and should be 

considered in themselves, according to their origin, meaning and change. 

The Aesthetics of Words

Tolkien’s view on the nature of what a word is, was furthered developed in his 

stress on their internal beauty. Tolkien’s theory of words, for words’ sake, integrated 

several important concepts, among which a stress on the “aesthetic” of words.204 To 

Virgin,” Tolkien Gateway, http://tolkiengateway.net/ (accessed April 24, 2009).  Tolkien also translated the 
Pater noster into Sindarin, another Elven language and the Gloria in excelsis Deo into Quenya.  See “Ae 
Adar Nin,” ed. Bill Welden and “Alcar mi Tarmenel na Erun,” ed. Arden R. Smith, Vinyar Tengwar 44 
(June 2002): 21-30.

204 In his lecture “English and Welsh,” Tolkien made this very point, embodying in an academic article his 
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understand Tolkien’s thought on this issue, we need to turn first to his approach to 

philology. Only then will we advance to his exposition of the beauty of words, and to his 

interest in the linguistic aspect of the creation of stories.

Tolkien the Philologist

For his whole career, Tolkien was a student of words. He also lectured on Middle-

English literature. But his main scholarly focus was on words, on their nature, meaning, 

and role in literature. Tolkien was a true philologist, interested by everything a word was. 

To see the relevance of the philologist Tolkien, it is best to contrast him, once again, with 

his “colleague” and friend, Owen Barfield. Tolkien seems to have seen the nature of 

philology as a double one. In one of his letters, Tolkien says that “though being a 

philologist by nature and trade (yet one always primarily interested in the aesthetics 

rather than the functional aspect of language) I began with language.”205 Clearly for 

Tolkien there are two kinds of philologists. The first ones are more interested in the 

“aesthetics” of words and language while the others are more concerned with the 

workings of words. It is important to notice that Tolkien does not draw a radical line 

theory of the sound-aesthetic. Commenting on the Icelandic scholar Sjéra Tómas Sæmundsson, Tolkien 
said that his  “words might as well apply to the Welsh of Wales, who also have loved and cultivated their 
language for its own sake (not as an aspirant for the ruinous honour of becoming the lingua franca of the 
world), and who by it and with it maintain their identity.” “English and Welsh,” MC, 166. Words for their 
own sake are the center of Tolkien’s argument. In “A Secret Vice,” Tolkien used expressions like “phonetic  
pleasure,” or “word-music,” to refer to the same point. “A Secret Vice,”  218.

205 Tolkien, Letters, 231.
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between the two interests and does not requires the philologist to choose between these 

two interests. The difference between these two aspects is not one of nature, but of 

emphasis. One can maintain a unity between the aesthetical and functional aspects of 

words, even if it is certain that some philologists were not really concerned about the 

“aesthetic” of words. To say that Barfield was one of those might be an overstatement, 

but it is undeniable that he focused his attention on one functional aspect of language, 

that of being a vehicle for meaning. As for Tolkien, he delighted in “ancient” words. For 

Barfield this would have been almost nonsensical since if there were delight in words, it 

would come from their meaning and the creation of new meaning. For Barfield, the 

significance of language lay in its importance for the history of consciousness, but for 

Tolkien the significance of language lay in the words themselves.206 

Barfield and Tolkien also considered the task of philology to be somewhat 

different. Regarding Tolkien’s view of the task of philology, Flieger reports that it is best 

to turn to Tolkien’s essay, “Chaucer as a Philologist,” which serves as his philological 

manifesto.207 More than a mere essay on Chaucer, Flieger affirms that it states Tolkien’s 

view of philology as a discipline of study. Philology is an attempt to “recover the detail,” 

and to “recapture an idea of what it sounded like, to make certain what it meant.”208 For 

Tolkien words are a means of recovering “lost riches,” through the study of their 

meaning. Philology almost functions as a linguistic time-machine taking us back to an 

original perception of the world through words. As Tolkien said in his essay, “in getting 

206 “Furthermore, any reader of Barfield soon discovers that his deep engagement with philology, the 
history of language, is the nourishing root of the method by which he engages the past at the level of the 
history of consciousness.” Hocks, “The ‘Other’ Postmodern Theorist: Owen Barfield’s Concept of the 
Evolution of Consciousness,” (accessed April 18, 2009).
207 J. R. R. Tolkien, “Chaucer as a Philologist,” Transactions of the Philological Society  (1934):1-70.

208 Flieger, Splintered Light, 6.
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back Chaucer’s original intent, we experience as fully as we can Chaucer’s meaning as 

understood by Chaucer’s audience in Chaucer’s time.”209 For Barfield, philology was also 

concerned with meaning, but was a way to look forward, while for Tolkien it was way to 

look backward. The contrast is between the recovery and the re-creation of meaning. The 

nature of these goals leads to the question of whether philology can achieve either. 

Tolkien argues that the original meaning of words always remains foreign to us. If 

someone had asked him if he thought that the original meaning of words could be 

regained, his answer would certainly have been that “there is always a lost part.”210 This 

remark is surprising coming from a philologist of such a quality as Tolkien. One might 

have rather expected him to argue for the possibility of regaining original meaning. 

Certainly that was part of Tolkien’s attraction for philology.

For Tolkien then, philology was strictly speaking the love of words, a love of all 

that which a word is: sound, spelling beauty, rhythm, and of course meaning. Words are 

beautiful and words are historical.211 Tolkien insists that we cannot know the meaning of 

words without understanding their historical change:

It is practically impossible to avoid the vicious circle of discovering from 
word-histories, or supposed histories, ‘primitive’ meanings and 

209 Ibid.

210 Tolkien, Letters, 268. This finds an echo in Tolkien’s own invented languages. Christopher Tolkien 
reports that “[t]here were many routes by which a name might have evolved, and the whole etymological  
system was like a kaleidoscope, for a decision in one place was likely to set up disturbing ripples in 
etymological relations among quite distinct groups of words. Moreover, complexity was (as it were) built 
in, for the very nature of the ‘bases’ set words on phonetic collision courses from their origin.” J. R. R. 
Tolkien, HoME, 5:343. This shows that what Tolkien held for the world languages was also true for his 
invented languages. 

211 Words are historical in the sense that a great part of the word-forms come to us through history and point 
back at a specific historical setting. Once again we find this also embodied in Tolkien’s invented languages. 
Christopher Tolkien comments again that “the Etymologies [a glossary written by Tolkien and reproduced 
in The Lost Road], then, reflect the linguistic situation in Beleriand envisaged in the Lhammas (see 
especially the third version, Lammasethen, p. 194), with Noldroin fully preserved as the language of the 
Exiles.” Ibid., 5:346. Christopher Tolkien also mentions that “in principle,” every element in language, 
whether “real” or invented is historically explicable. Ibid., 5:341.
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associations, and then using these for tracing histories of meaning … In 
any case in an historical enquiry we are obliged to deal simultaneously 
with two variables each in motions that are independent fundamentally, 
even when affecting one another ‘accidentally’: the meanings and 
associations of meaning are one, and the word-forms another, and their 
changes are independent. The word-form can go through a whole cycle of 
change, until it is phonetically unrecognizable without measurable change 
of meaning; and at any moment without any change in phonetics ‘the 
meaning’ of a ‘word’ may change.212 

Words are historically meaningful, and their change reflects the change and development 

in history. In The Lord of the Rings, it is probably Treebeard the Ent who represents most 

closely this Tolkienian view: 

For one thing it would take a long while: my name is growing all the time, 
and I’ve lived a very long, long time; so my name is like a story. Real 
names tell you the story of the things they belong to in my language, in 
Old Entish as you might say.213 

In a word, in a language is found all the history of a people, of a world. In a word and 

language we have history, meaning, and beauty all fused.214

Further, we could advance the theory that if meaning evolves and can become 

“unrecognizable” in the course of time, something of the original meaning is retained in 

the sound-word—as contrasted with spelled-word. How this theory is close to Tolkien or 

representative of his own effort to relate meaning, words aesthetics and change in 

212 Tolkien, Letters, 268.

213 LoTR II.3.iv, 454. Some scholars have argued that in Treebeard’s view—and so in Tolkien’s—words 
carry magic, that is, power, and that it is the distinctive element in Tolkien’s view of language. On this 
assumption, names should be cautiously revealed; hence Treebeard’s warning: “You call yourselves 
hobbits? But you should not go telling just anybody. You’ll be letting out your own right names if you’re 
not careful.” LoTR II.iii.4, Ibid. But if we hold to Tolkien’s view regarding the unity of words and meaning, 
there is no need for a magical explanation. There is no more magic in the names here than there is in the  
name ‘Rudolf Bultmann.’ The only magic we see in names is the personal story they carry. Names are both 
personal and historical, so to speak. 

214 For words carry more than a story, they can also carry and vehicle feelings, as in the case of the orc-
language: “There were many voices round about, and though orc-speech sounded at all times full of hate 
and anger, it seemed plain that something like a quarrel had begun, and was getting hotter.” LoTR II.3.iii, 
435.
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etymology, is hard to evaluate.

The Beauty of Words

One central element in Tolkien’s approach to language is the “aesthetic of words.” 

Tolkien refers to this element on numerous occasions in his correspondence. In a letter to 

his aunt Jane Neave regarding his lecture “English and Welsh,” he said that “the only 

‘original’ things in it, are the autobiographical bits, and the reference to ‘beauty’ in 

language; and the theory that one’s ‘native language’ is not the same as one’s ‘cradle-

tongue.’”215 Tolkien argued that words were beautiful and not a mere human creation or 

instrument. It is often said that Tolkien invented his “private” languages for aesthetic 

pleasure, for his individual taste. This could not be more true. The centrality of aesthetic 

pleasure in language is in stark contrast with Barfield’s over-focus on meaning. Tolkien 

maintained that meaning is not the only component of human apprehension of language 

and words. “Word-aesthetic” (a word’s “sound”) is as much a part of what language is as 

“word-meaning.” Both are elements of what philo-logy is: the love of words. For Tolkien, 

philology was love of words proper, not love of words for a better and greater purpose. 

For example he said, “also being a philologist, getting a large part of any aesthetic that I 

am capable of from the form of words (and especially from the fresh association of word-

form and word-sense), I have always best enjoyed things in a foreign language, or one so 

215 Ibid., 319.
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remote as to feel like it (such as Anglo-Saxon).”216 The form and the sound of words 

provide aesthetic pleasure. Words as words provide such a delight. For example he once 

said that words like plenilune or argent “are beautiful words before they are understood.”

217 This does not mean they loose their beauty after being understood. It means that words 

don’t need to have a meaning attached in order to be beautiful.For Tolkien, not only 

words-as-meaning but words-as-sound convey true meaning, the wholeness of what a 

word is. 

After arguing for the beauty of words, Tolkien goes further in establishing the 

relation between the beauty and the meaning of words. Tolkien’s initial observation is 

that the meaning of words cannot be made “obvious.” The meaning of words must be 

attached to their word-sound, their sonority and aesthetic. It is important to realize that  

the connection between sound and meaning was not universally accepted at the time. 

Rather, as Ross Smith demonstrated in his Inside Language, this was a counter-tradition 

whose members included Jespersen and von Humboldt.218 The predominant approach was 

that of a disconnection between a word’s sound and its meaning with the foremost 

exponent of this theory being Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure. In his Cours de 

Linguistique Générale, he affirmed that “the link between signal and signification is 

216 Ibid., 172.

217 Ibid., 310. The word “plenilune” was used by Tolkien in his poem “Errantry:” “Of crystal was his 
habergeon, his scabbard of chalcedony; with silver tipped at plenilune his spear was hewn of ebony.” The 
word “argent” appears in “The Man in the Moon Came Down too Soon:” “At plenilune in his argent moon 
in his heart he longed for Fire.” Both references are from J. R. R. Tolkien, “The Adventures of Tom 
Bombadil” in J. R. R. Tolkien, Tales from the Perilous Realm (London: HarperCollins, 1998), respectively 
80 and 89. We find the same phenomena in The Lord of the Rings in which the hobbit Peregrin reflecting 
upon his encounter with the language of the Ents: “Though he could not catch or understand any of the 
words—he supposed the language was Entish—Pippin found the sound very pleasing to listen to at first; 
but gradually his attention wavered.” LoTR II.3.iv, 469.

218 Ross Smith, Inside Language: Linguistic and Aesthetic Theory in Tolkien (Zollikofen: Walking Tree 
Publishers, 2007), 56.
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arbitrary. Since we are treating a sign as the combination in which a signal is associated 

with a signification, we can express this more simply as: the linguistic sign is  

arbitrary.”219 There is no doubt that this theory is at the extreme opposite of Tolkien’s 

own.

For Tolkien, linguistics itself was aesthetic and there was no doubt in his mind 

that all words were connected to their meanings. Moreover, the sound of a word always 

reflected the nature of the language and its speakers. There is, literally speaking, a 

metaphysical connection between the words of a language, its speakers, and the nature of 

the people who speak a given language.220 In The Lord of the Rings, we find several 

examples of this very thought, as in the “Ring verse.” Written in the Black Speech, the 

language of the Orcs and Mordor, the verse is written in Tengwar, an Elvish script, but is 

“menacing, powerful, harsh as stone.”221 Here follows the script and its transliteration in 

Black Speech and in Tolkien’s Common Speech—our English:

Ash nazg durbatulûk, 
ash nazg gimbatul,
Ash nazg thrakatulûk
agh burzum-ishi krimpatul.

219 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics (LaSalle: Open Court Publishing, 1986) 67. With 
something of an academic arrogance, Saussure writes: “No one disputes the fact that linguistic signs are 
arbitrary.” Ibid., 68. 

220 The opposition of Tolkien to Saussure’s theory is expressed in terms of logical connection by Smith. 
Even if that is true, we could go further and affirm that Tolkien was not only concerned about maintaining 
the integrity of a logical connection between word and meaning but was interested about their metaphysical 
connection, that is, a connection that included all the elements of the formation and development of a given 
language.

221 LoTR I.2.ii, 248.
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One ring to rule them all, 
one ring to find them,
One ring to bring them all 
and in the darkness bind them.222

To explain how the meaning and the aesthetics of words formed a whole, Tolkien begins 

by contrasting the attitude f adults and children towards words. Tolkien argued that there 

is a main difference between the adult’s apprehension of words and the children’s. The 

former have lost the habit of hearing the words: 

[Adults] think argent ‘means’ silver. But it does not. It and silver have a 
reference to x or chem. [chemistry] Ag, but in each x is clothed in a totally 
different phonetic incarnation: x+y or x+z; and these do not have the same 
meaning, not only because they sound different and so arouse different 
responses, but also because they are not in fact used when talking about 
Ag. in the same way.”223

Therefore for the adults, the meaning of the word is changed because they lost the habit 

of hearing the word’s sound. For Tolkien, it is better to hear ‘argent’ rather than to think 

“it only means silver,” since the word-sound conveys certain responses that changes 

depending of the word.224 The point made by Tolkien is somewhat different since he 

builds here a connection between meaning and beauty. 

At first this can seem to contradict the notion of the word-aesthetic. If a word 

really has an internal (or intrinsic) beauty, as Tolkien wants to argue, we could assume 

that it is somehow independent from the meaning of this word. This is not what Tolkien 

argues for. In fact, it is possible to distinguish two elements in Tolkien’s argument. First, 

words in themselves carry beauty, words are beautiful, and second, this beauty has 

meaning. Those two elements are part of the same unit, that is, the word itself. One can 

222 Ibid.

223 Tolkien, Letters, 310.

224 Ibid.
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certainly look at one and the other, but the word is not fully grasped without those two 

elements. If it is so, it becomes possible to distinguish two sorts of aesthetic of words. 

The first is “pure aesthetics,” illustrating the first part of Tolkien’s argument and referring 

to the aesthetics of words-as-words–the internal aesthetic of words, one may say. The 

second is “meaning aesthetics,” illustrating the second stage of Tolkien’s argument and 

referring to the combination of sonority-word-meaning, the word being the bridge 

between sound and meaning.225 In doing so, Tolkien really goes one step beyond Barfield 

in not dissociating the elements of which words are made. Tolkien refuses Barfield’s 

separation of beauty and meaning that tend to eliminate the aesthetic aspect of words. As 

a peculiar kind of philologist, Tolkien went within words to find their beauty and tried to 

make this beauty resurface through the proper recovery of the word’s meaning. Tolkien 

was, more than other philologists, in love with the beauty of words, not only their 

meaning. 

The Linguistic Invention of Stories

In “A Secret Vice,” Tolkien applied his theory of the word-aesthetic to the 

invention of language. In this paper he turns to the “art” of language-invention, 

contrasting the adult’s interest in language with the child’s fascination with the invention 

of “secret” languages. Tolkien first explained that an invented language could be more or 

less consistent and aesthetic, starting with the most basic invention illustrated by the 

225 This connection between aesthetic, word, and meaning is seen in Tolkien’s Elven languages. For 
example Shippey comments that “Elvish poetry is supposed to be able to convey meaning by its sound 
alone.” Shippey, J. R. R. Tolkien: Author of the Century, 147-155, 161-221, 254-256. This comment on one 
of Tolkien’s created language supports the second step of Tolkien’s argument. The sound of a word, its 
beauty, is meaningful and one does not need to understand the word in one’s own tongue in order to know 
what it means. 
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“animalic” children. These children created a language based on the names of animals, a 

language simplistic in form and in degree of inventiveness but a language that already 

enabled them to converse together.226 Tolkien makes two important conclusions, saying 

first that pleasure was part of the children’s creation of language. But he goes further to 

comment on the reasons behind the invention of language. Opposing a common 

misconception, Tolkien says that he “would not have quoted the ‘animalic’ children if 

[he] had not discovered that secrecy was no part of their object.”227 The amusement, the 

pleasure, must have been found in something else than the secret-society or the initiation 

business.”228 The children, and for that matter, any inventor of language, finds pleasure in 

new words themselves.229 

After the initial pleasure of the invention of language, once the words are 

producing their aesthetic transport, the question remains of this language’s future, its life. 

The aesthetic transport of language can be quite independent from an understanding of its 

meaning. In The Lord of the Rings, the hobbit Merry experiences such a transport at the 

hearing of the tongue of the men of Rohan:

Merry had ridden by himself just behind the king, saying nothing, and 
trying to understand the slow sonorous speech of Rohan that he heard men 
behind him using. It was a language in which there seemed to be many 
words that he knew, though spoken more richly and strongly than in the 
Shire … and Merry felt his heart leap, though he did not know what it was 

226 MC, 200.

227 Ibid., 201.

228 Ibid., 201-202.

229 “This idea of using the linguistic faculty for amusement is however deeply interesting to me.” Ibid., 206.
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about.230

The beauty of an invented language does not merely reside in its artificial word-sound 

and word-meaning beauty, but also in the internal workings of the language itself. The 

beauty of individual words is also carried in the syntax and the grammar of the invented 

language. The harmonious association of words into a language gives it life, a life that 

needs to be sustained, nourished, and protected. Reflecting on this issue, Tolkien argued 

for the relative autonomy of a language’s life and for the rights of the invented language 

upon its “originator.” The creator of a language binds himself to his language, and the 

language thus becomes somehow alive:

But, none the less, as soon as you have fixed even a vague general sense 
for your words, many of the less subtle but most moving and permanently 
important of the strokes of poetry are open to you. For you are the heir of 
the ages. You have not to grope after the dazzling brilliance of invention of 
the free adjective, to which all human languages has not yet fully attained. 
You may say

green sun
or dead life

and set the imagination leaping.231 

Here we find again Tolkien’s careful balance between two equally important aspects of 

the invention of the word: its meaning and beauty. Whenever this intrinsic combination is 

attained, words become truly alive and stir up the imagination. As he commented on his 

own invention: “Language has both strengthened imagination and been freed by it. Who 

shall say whether the free adjective has created images bizarre and beautiful, or the 

adjective been freed by strange and beautiful pictures in the mind?”232 Tolkien rejects the 

choice between the emphases on “adjective” or “pictures” as unnecessary, because both 

230 LoTR III.5.iii, 775.

231 MC, 219.

232 Ibid.
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words (adjectives) and images refer to one and the same reality and both contribute to the 

same aesthetic and emotional response.233

 

Conclusion 

Being concerned with words for words’ sake, Tolkien could only emphasize the 

beauty of individual words and the unity with their meaning. Moreover, we understand 

how Tolkien could think of his fictional work as philological in nature. When the beauty 

of individual words is transferred into a story, the delight experienced in the invention of 

languages leads to the same delight being experienced in the invention of stories. The 

Lord of the Rings really is a philological work in nature because it integrates Tolkien’s 

understanding of what words and languages are, but is also a demonstration of his theory 

of the “word aesthetic.” Therefore, we could almost argue that, for Tolkien, the nature of 

words is to be found in their (double) aesthetic.

Tolkien’s strong sense of the beauty and meaning of words leads to a stress on the 

integrity of words.234 The close connection he establishes between the diverse 

components of what a word is almost demands giving the word independent life. One of 

the problems that emerge is the one of translation, since it seems that to preserve the 

integrity of a word, translation should be abandoned. To this dilemma we now turn. 

233 The connection between imagination and language will be further explored in chapters Three and Four. 

234 In fact the integrity of words was also Müller’s concern, even though the explanation for their 
inconsistencies is very different from that of Tolkien. But as Noiré reports, the theory of Max Müller, which 
we will remember is that “a certain sound is peculiar to every being, and that the spontaneous utterance of 
this sound is the most immediate expression of its nature.” Noiré, The Origin and Philosophy of Language, 
31. Tolkien would probably agree with the close relation established between sound, meaning, and a 
specific people. Lobdell for example makes the point that for Tolkien there was a close connection between 
the sound of a language and the nature of its speaker. Jared Lobdell, The World of the Rings: Language,  
Religion, and Adventure in Tolkien (Chicago, LaSalle: Open Court, 2004), 33.
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Tolkien’s View of Translation

In the few years after The Lord of the Rings was published, Tolkien started to 

receive, through his publisher Allen and Unwin, letters from foreign publishing 

companies informing him about projects of translating The Lord of the Rings. Tolkien 

always entertained a very cautious approach towards the task of translating, both in his 

own translation of Elven languages into English, but also of his works into foreign 

languages. Two correspondences bring light to his position regarding the difficult task of 

translation. 

For Tolkien, the starting-point of any translation should be a respectful and 

serious approach of the text. When approached by the Swedish translators, Tolkien 

reacted quite angrily to the project, on the ground that they did not treat the text with 

respect.235 The translators did not approach their task with the expected scholarly 

attention. Regarding the Dutch translation, Tolkien commented that translation “will  

prove a formidable task, and I do not see how it can be performed satisfactorily without 

the assistance of the author.”236 Certainly translation is an arduous task, but Tolkien was at 

times sanguine when the possibility of translating The Lord of the Rings was evoked.237 

Tolkien’s interest in the relation between languages (words) and meaning is reflected in 

235 Tolkien, Letters, 304.

236 Ibid., 248 f.

237 Tolkien, as we have seen, commented that he would be glad to be consulted in matter of translation, 
which, given Tolkien’s character, means that he would prefer to be consulted. In another letter he said: “I  
wish to avoid a repetition of my experience with the Swedish translation of The Hobbit. I discovered that 
this had taken unwarranted liberties with the text and other details, without consultation or approval; it was 
also unfavourably criticized by a Swedish expert, familiar with the original, to whom I submitted it. I 
regard the text (in all its details) of The Lord of the Rings far more jealously.” Ibid., 249.
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his view of translation. It is important to realize that for him, as probably it was for 

Barfield, “translation” stricto sensu is an impossibility.238 If words convey meaning and 

beauty both as words and as sound, Tolkien’s view is understandable. In translating a 

word into another, we change the sound of it. Further, in changing the sonority of a word, 

we also change its meaning. However, the act of translation is both a necessity and a 

wonder. Translation is a work of both destruction and rebirth since it is a destruction of 

the initial meaning, but also a rebirth of meaning, through its “embodiment” in another 

word, another spelling, another sound. A better expression to describe the impossible task 

of translation could be “transliteration of meaning.” However, we must resist the 

temptation to simplify the dilemma Tolkien rightly perceived in the act of translation. He 

was convinced that through this task, something would be lost, either a part of the word’s 

meaning, or a part of the word’s aesthetic. According to Tolkien, this was an undeniable 

fact. 

However, translation is also a necessary act, and Tolkien would not deny this 

basic observation. After all, a great part of his academic and artistic life was devoted to 

resolving the issues of translating invented languages into English, and relating diverse 

forms of languages. During his academic career he also had to translate, for himself or for 

publication, old texts (Anglo Saxon, Welch etc) into English. Tolkien was well aware of 

the necessity of the act of translation, and he made up his own set of rules to follow for 

proper translation. Again, regarding the Dutch translation of The Lord of the Rings, he 

said that 

In principle, I object as strongly as it is possible to the ‘translation’ of the 

238 Language is so bound to the perception of one’s phenomena, one’s representation, that a translation will 
most certainly fail to convey the awareness the original author had of his environment, that is, of a history 
and culture. 
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nomenclature at all (even by a competent person). I wonder why a 
translator should think himself called on or entitled to do any such thing. 
That this is an ‘imaginary’ world does not give him any right to remodel it 
according to his fancy, even if he could in a few months create a new 
coherent structure which it took me years to work out.239 

Tolkien  is  referring here  more  specifically  to  the  “Nomenclature  of  The Lord of  the  

Rings,”240 but we can see what Tolkien’s direction of thought is: a language needs to be 

translated whether it  is  a “real”  or an invented language.  Tolkien’s displeasure at  the 

Dutch translation is due to the unnecessary change of names. The main mistake of the 

translators  had been to  consider  that  an  invented  language could  be  merely  changed 

instead  of  being  translated.  Tolkien  completely  rejected  this  approach.  Instead,  he 

approached the  task of  translation in  a  radical  way and explained that  “as  a  general 

principle  for  her  [the  Polish  translator],  my  preference  is  for  as  little  translation  or 

alteration of any names as possible. As she perceives, this is an English book and its  

Englishry should not  be eradicated.”241 This view seems extreme,  reflecting Tolkien’s 

love of words and language and his attempt to maintain their integrity at all costs, even at  

the cost of a coherent and readable narrative. As we shall see in the following pages, 

Tolkien still  succeeded in uniting integrity of both words (languages) and narrative in 

most  of  his  works,  making  The  Lord  of  the  Rings a  masterpiece  of  language  and 

translation.

239 Tolkien, Letters, 249 f. 

240 Formerly known as “Guide to the Names in The Lord of the Rings,” published as “Guide to the Names 
in The Lord of the Rings” in Lobdell, A Tolkien Compass, 159-175. This “Nomenclature” was written by 
Tolkien as a result of issues with the Ducth and Swedish translations of The Lord of the Rings. The 
“Nomenclature” has been pushlied and republished several times in different forms—as common with 
many of Tolkien’s writings. We refer to the first edition of Lobdell’s A Tolkien Compass. Unfortunately, the 
Tolkien Estate has denied the publication of the “Nomenclature” in the new 2003 edition of A Tolkien 
Compass. However, it was published two years later in Wayne G. Hammond and Christina Scull, eds., The 
Lord of the Rings: A Reader's Companion (London: HarperCollins, 2005), 750-781.

241 Ibid., 299.
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As far as names were concerned, Tolkien’s preference was towards preserving 

names and providing an explanation for those which have a meaning in English. 

However, it is interesting to notice that no first names appear in the “Nomenclature,” 

indicating that they are not to be translated, under any pretext, but must be kept 

unchanged.242 However, some other names could be part of the translating act since, as 

Tolkien said,

it seemed to me that to present all the names in their original forms would 
obscure an essential feature of the times as perceived by the Hobbits 
(whose point of view I was mainly concerned to preserve): the contrast 
between a wide-spread language, to them as ordinary and habitual as 
English is to us, and the living remains of far older and more revered 
tongues. All names, if merely transcribed would seem to modern readers 
equally remote: for instance, if the Elvish name Imladris and the Westron 
translation Karningul had both been left unchanged. But to refer to 
Rivendell as Imladris was as if one now was to speak of Winchester as 
Camelot, except that the identity was certain, while in Rivendell there still  
dwelt a lord of renown far older than Arthur would be, were he still king at 
Winchester today.243 

Tolkien’s great sensitivity to the task of translation and to the integrity of names is visible 

here once again. Tolkien does not entertain any idealistic idea about the possibility of 

preserving all names in an invented language since this would certainly prove the 

downfall of the narrative. To solve the problem of maintaining the integrity of names 

while allowing for the possibility of translation, Tolkien relied on a study of the growth 
242 See also LoTR, III, App. F, 1108.

243 Ibid.
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and origin of names. In Tolkien’s own works we can see two sorts of names. The first are 

the invention of the author, while the other derive or are the product of older forms of 

languages. The first are formed with “current” elements of English, while the others are 

found in older forms.244 Given such a distinction, the task of translation becomes easier 

because the words invented can be matched with equivalents in the language of 

translation, while the others are preserved. This is seen in the following quote by Tolkien:

In a few cases the author, acting as translator of Elvish names already 
devised and used in this book or elsewhere, has taken pains to produce 
Common Speech name that is oft a translation and also (to English ears) a 
euphonious name of familiar English style, even if it does not actually 
occur in England. Rivendell is a successful example, as translation of 
Grey-elven Imladris ‘Glen of the Cleft.’ It is desirable to translate such 
names, since to leave them unchanged would disturb the carefully devised 
scheme of nomenclature and introduce an unexplained element without a 
place in the feigned linguistic history of the period. But of course the 
translator is free to devise a name in the other language that is suitable in 
sense and/or topography: not all the Common Speech names are precise 
translations of those in other languages.245

Regarding the words to be translated, Tolkien navigated between a translation according 

to literal meaning and a translation according to phonological transliteration. Tolkien 

even provided a Nomenclature to the proper translation of The Lord of the Rings.246 

Further, Tolkien seems to have entertained a peculiar idea regarding the task of 

translating his invented languages, based on the nature of these languages. For example, 

244 J. R. R. Tolkien, “Nomenclature of The Lord of the Rings,” in  A Tolkien Compass , ed. Jared Lobdell, 
(LaSalle: Open Court, 1975), 156.

245 Ibid., 156.

246 Ibid., 155.
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Tolkien mostly left the Elven languages unchanged in the text of The Lord of the Rings, 

or provided a Common Speech translation. But as such, Elven names and expressions are 

not directly translated into English, probably due to their reference to a mode of 

knowledge, song, and poetry. The Common Speech, on the other hand, is rendered into 

English, thus reflecting its more “popular” and ordinary usage.247 This difference in the 

mode of translation is related to Tolkien’s idea that a language reflects the nature of its  

speakers:

The Orcs had a language of their own, devised for them by the Dark Lord 
of old, but it was so full of harsh and hideous sounds and vile words that 
other mouths found it difficult to compass, and few indeed were willing to 
make the attempt. And these creatures, being filled with all malice and 
hatred, so that they did not love even their own kind, had soon diversified 
their barbarous and unwritten speech into as many jargons as there were 
groups or settlements of Orcs. Thus they were driven to use the language 
of their enemies even in conversing with other Orcs of different breed or 
distant dwellings.248 

This passage is telling, since it links language and the creatures’ nature: that only the Orcs 

can speak their language is good example of their corrupted nature, and no other race can 

speak their foul language. Tolkien goes even further in making his Orcs speak more 

often, and more willingly, the Common Speech than their own language. This latter 

observation about the relation between a people’s nature, their language, and the 

translation of this language points towards another theme, that of the origin of languages 

both invented and “real.”

247 “The Elven tongues I have left untouched. I have in my selection and arrangement of matter from the 
once famous and much copied Red Book reduced the citations of these languages, apart from the 
unavoidable names of places and persons, to a minimum, keeping only enough to give some indication of 
their sound and style.” HoME, XII:41.

248 Ibid., 35.
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Tolkien on the Origins of Language

Not much has been written about Tolkien’s view on the origins of human 

language, and Tolkien himself did not spend much time commenting on this subject. 

However, one significant passage is contained in a letter addressed to English poet W.H. 

Auden, who had corresponded with Tolkien regarding the writing of The Lord of the  

Rings. Carpenter reports that Auden specifically asked Tolkien if he could “supply a few 

‘human touches’ in the form of information about how the book came to be written.”249 

Tolkien wrote, “To turn, if I may, to the ‘Human Touches’ and the matter of when I 

started. That is rather like asking of Man when language started. It was an inevitable, 

though conditionable [sic], evolvement of the birth-given.”250 Significant here is his 

reference to “birth-given.” To Tolkien, it was not only the capacity for language that was 

a birth-given, as Müller had argued, but also the particular sounds of words and language, 

what Tolkien calls the “sensibility to linguistic pattern.” In his view, our artistic direction,  

even our emotional response to “linguistic aesthetic,” is essentially birth-given. In a way, 

even a “created” story was originally part of us.251 Tolkien affirms that, of course, a story 

“comes to life” and that words are partly “created,” but there is much in words that come 

from the “un-created,” understood as the part that escapes the control of man’s creative 

power. 

The notion of birth-given can sound rather strange to (post)modern minds, but his 

249 Introduction to letter 163. Tolkien, Letters, 211.

250 Tolkien, Letters, 212.

251 This is a possible interpretation of Tolkien’s comment that “It has always been within me.” Ibid.. The 
antecedent of “it” is not clear in Tolkien. Two possibilities are before us. Tolkien could refer to the second 
part of the sentence, and thus the “it” would refer to “the sensibility to linguistic patter.” But he could also 
refer to the main topic of this letter, that is, the writing of The Lord of the Rings.
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point is simple enough. Language and words are not just the fruit of “human art.” They 

have another origin, which can be located in the creative act–in God’s creative act. Given 

Tolkien’s Catholic faith, it is possible to assume that he believed everything that is 

essentially part of us is God-given. All our abilities, capacities, creative possibilities are 

part of what God implanted in us as part of our human nature. Moreover, the part of 

Tolkien’s answer that reads “inevitable, though conditionable, evolvment [sic]” can be 

seen as the reflection of Roman Catholic belief regarding free-will. The relation between 

the inevitable and “conditionable” elements is parallel to the relation between the divine  

and human elements in the origin of language. This dilemma is resolved in and through 

God himself, the Divine Author of language and “Writer of the Story.”252  God is, 

according to Tolkien, the “supreme Artist and the Author of Reality.”253 

This concept is not a new one and had notably been used by Max Müller 

indicating a possible relationship between Tolkien and Müller on the issue of the origin of 

language. As difficult as this relation is to establish, their common reference to Icelandic 

scholar Sæmundsson is indicative.254 According to Tolkien and Müller, the Icelandic 

scholar argued that language is the barrier between man and beast, that words can be 

studied for word’s sake and that they provide further understanding of a people. The first 

point has been regularly defended by Müller, who also refers positively to Sæmundsson’s 

argument. Tolkien refers to Sæmundsson in “English and Welsh,” but not exactly in the 

252 Ibid., 252.

253 Ibid., 101.

254 Sæmundsson was a major figure in the Icelandic independence movement. His importance to Iceland’s 
renewed national identity lay in his emphasis on the necessity of nurturing Christian virtues in Iceland. 
Sæmundsson also argued that urbanization was a danger to Iceland’s morality and to the development of 
Christian virtues in his country. See Guðmundur Hálfdanarson, “Tómas Sæmundsson–trú, sannleikur, 
föðurland,” Saga 45 (Autumn 2007): 45-70. There are many similarities between these two points and 
Tolkien’s own view about the decadence of his own country, England.
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same way as Müller does:

Málin eru höfuðeinkenni þjójðanna – ‘Languages are the chief 
distinguishing mark of peoples. No people in fact comes into being until it 
speaks a language of its own; let the languages perish and the peoples 
perish too, or become different peoples. But that never happens except as 
the result of oppression and distress.’ These are the words of a little-known 
Icelander of the early nineteenth-century, Sjéra Tómas Sæmundsson. He 
had, of course, primarily in mind the part played by the cultivated 
Icelandic language, in spite of poverty, lack of power, and insignificant 
numbers, in keeping the Icelanders in being in desperate times.255

Here, Tolkien underlines the importance of language for the formation of a people, a 

culture, and a history, which has implications for the difference between man and beast. If 

language is necessary to the formation of a particular human culture and “people,” for 

Tolkien it is a prerequisite that language is the “distinguishing mark” between man and 

beast. Therefore, language cannot be merely a human creation but is part of created 

human nature itself.

To the question of the origin of language, it seemed that Müller saw only two 

main alternatives: that language was either of human or of divine origin. For many of his 

contemporaries and for many scholars devoted to Darwinism, language was of purely 

human origin. On the other hand, other theologians still held to the strictly divine origin 

of language. However, Müller found both these options simplistic. On the one hand, 

Müller could not subscribe to the view presenting language as purely the work of the 

255 MC, 166.
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human mind. On the other hand, neither could he follow some of his fellow-believers in 

maintaining the purely divine origin of human language.256 Müller was cautious to defend 

the divine element in human language, but definitely distanced himself from those 

theologians who held to a radical and extreme version of the divine origin of language. 

For some, Müller recounts, it is as if God himself taught a specific language to Adam, 

from which developed all human languages. This was one of the bases for the traditional 

theory that the Hebrew language was the oldest and original one, the source of all human 

languages. Müller rejects the view that the Hebrew language was the originating one,257 

and argued that such an honor had to be awarded to Sanskrit.258 To explain the divine 

origin of human language, Müller relies on the notion of innate, or creaturely, capacities 

characteristic of humankind, among which he counted language. We could summarize 

Müller’s conclusion by saying that there is a difference between the origins of particular 

languages and the origin of language per se. Particular languages, such as Greek, 

Hebrew, or French, were the product of human history and “art.” Language itself, as a 

quasi-abstract and elusive notion, is a capacity, a God-given one. Müller’s theory of the 

256 “Theologians who claim for language a divine origin drift into the most dangerous anthropomorphism, 
when they enter into any details as to the manner in which they suppose the Deity to have compiled a 
dictionary and grammar in order to teach them to the first man as a schoolmaster teaches the deaf and 
dumb.” F. Max Müller, Lectures on the Science of Language (New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 
1866), 351. 

257 Ibid., 137. Here Müller presents, and implicitly rejects, this theory. In his rejection of the existence of a 
divine language and his rejection of Hebrew as the original human language, Müller follows the steps of 
Leibniz, one of the first to scientifically argue against the traditional and accepted position. “The first who 
really conquered the prejudice that Hebrew was the source of all language was Leibniz, the contemporary  
and rival of Newton. ‘There is as much reason,’ he said, ‘for supposing Hebrew to have been the primitive 
language of mankind, as there is for adopting the view of Goropius, who published a work at Antwerp, in 
1580, to prove that Dutch was the language spoken in Paradise.’ … But Leibniz did more than remove this 
one great stumbling-block from the threshold of the science of language. He was the first to apply the 
principle of sound inductive reasoning to a subject which before him has only been treated at random.” 
Ibid., 131-132.

258 Ibid., 144. In his inaugural lecture at Oxford, he argued that Sanskrit was the beginning of this new field 
of science called “comparative philology.” F. Max Müller, Essays: Chiefly on the Science of Language, vol. 
4 of Chips from a German Workshop (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1875), 14. 
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double origin of language might well have found echoes in Tolkien’s own theological 

tradition. Tolkien thought that language reflects the Divine creative act and that 

humankind bears within itself the mark of God the Creator.

Conclusion

It has been argued that one of the differences between Barfield and Tolkien was 

that while the former focused on words as meaning, the later focused on words 

themselves; likewise, Barfield’s theory is one of meaning while Tolkien’s theory is one of 

aesthetic.259 To Tolkien the word itself is sound, form, and meaning, creating the 

wholeness of a word. Moreover, language is not purely the fruit of man’s artistic abilities 

but is rather the visible demonstration of humankind’s innate capacity for language, a 

capacity that is itself the fruit of God’s creative act. As Flieger mentioned, “words were 

for Tolkien not simply a window on the past but the key to that lost relationship between 

humanity and God of which the sense of the Fall is the only memory.”260 

Tolkien’s theory of language is a complex, careful, and detailed integration of 

philology and faith. For Tolkien, the “unsophisticated days” of old are still relevant. They 

are the demonstration of the importance of both “word-form and “word-music.” The 

combination of these two crucial aspects of language is the key to language’s nature and 

origin. More importantly, a correct view of word and language will turn our mind and 

imagination towards the Giver of Speech, God himself. To understand this is certainly 

what it means to have been, like Tolkien, “inside language.”261

259 Commenting on his discovery of Gothic, Tolkien said that he found an interest in the study of language 
“out of mere love.” Tolkien, Letters, 213.

260 Flieger, Splintered Light, 8.

261 Quoted, Ibid., 9. See Carpenter, Biography, 134.
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CHAPTER THREE 
MYTH, HISTORY, AND TRUTH: TOLKIEN’S “MYTHOPOEIA” 

Tolkien once described himself as a “discoverer of legends,” and as an “explorer” 

he dared enter the “Perilous Realm” of fairyland.262 In his wanderings, he came to ponder 

the mythic quality of fairyland and the relation between myth and the Creator God.263 In 

Tolkien’s works of fantasy, we have in fictional form a journal of his wanderings in 

fairyland, and we find the answers to questions regarding truth, history and myth. 

Mythological terminology is pervasive in Tolkien, indicating the high regard he had for 

mythic language, stories, and life. This importance of the mythological motif indicates 

the relevance of the theory of myth to his theory of fantasy. Therefore, an evaluation of 

Tolkien’s theory of myth will help us understand his theory of fantasy. 

Books on Tolkien’s mythology abound; most of them are concerned with a 

presentation of the aesthetic, the significance, the structure, and the sources of his 

mythology.264 Of course Tolkien wrote a “mythology for England,” and his works have 

been evaluated, praised, and criticized as a mythical story. However, it is notable that 

Tolkien has never been described as a mythologist, as a theoretician of myth.265 Tolkien 
262 OFS, 109.

263 Tolkien’s love for mythology began at the same time as his love for language. Even when overwhelmed 
with his studies he found time to read some of his beloved mythologies. He himself rewarded his success in 
winning the Skeat Prize in English by purchasing several of Morris’s mythological works, that is, The Life 
and Death of Jason, Völsungasaga, and The House of the Wolfings. See Carpenter, Biography, 77.

264 For books dedicated to the mythical aspect of Tolkien’s work, see Chance, The Lord of the Rings: A 
Mythology for England; Chance, The Lord of the Rings: The Mythology of Power; Chance, Tolkien's Art: A  
Mythology for England ; Chance, Tolkien and the Invention of Myth: A Reader; David Harvey, The Song of  
Middle-earth: J. R. R. Tolkien's Themes, Symbols and Myths (London: Allen and Unwin, 1985). Many 
Tolkien scholars have written on Tolkien’s mythology, and it will not be possible to give an exhaustive list 
of the material available. 

265 The difference between a mythologist and a mythographer is made clear in the following definitions: 
“Mythographer: person who records mythological narratives in writing. The ancient mythographer 
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comes from a long line of British mythographers and other folklorists. It could be argued 

that not distinguishing myths, folktales, folklore, and works of fantasy is a 

methodological mistake. While there is some truth in this charge, for the purpose of this 

chapter the differences between these literary genres will be temporarily disregarded.266 

 In order to present Tolkien’s theory of myth, this chapter will open with a 

consideration of Tolkien’s “mythological” context, focusing on the historical setting for 

nineteenth-century mythological studies. Later, we will consider how language and myth 

relate through the concept of “mythical language.” Finally we will evaluate Tolkien’s 

theory of myth. 

Historical Mythologists

The nineteenth century was a complex period of political, theological, and 

scientific turmoil. The Napoleonic wars, the new scientific theories and the numerous 

theological controversies, both on the Continent and in Britain, provided fertile ground 

for a reevaluation of the meaning of history, the nature and origin of humankind, and the 

uniqueness of traditional Christianity. It was during this troubled period that scientific 

theories of language and literature flowered, especially in the new fields of mythology, 

folklore, and fairy tales, owing much to the labors, insights, and new directions given by 

Apollodorus composed a Library, a synthetic account of Greek mythology in the form of a continuous 
narrative. The mythographer Hyginus compiled the Fabulae, or Tales, a lexicon of classical mythology. 
Mythologist: scholar of mythology as an object of study.” William F. Hansen, Handbook of Classical  
Mythology (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2004), 365. 

266 In fact, it can be argued that Tolkien’s mythical literary direction includes a diversity of literary genres  
like myth proper, legends, sagas, fairy tale, medieval romance. Tolkien sometimes used the term 
legendarium to refer to his overall mythical compendium. In one of his letters, Tolkien says that he had in 
mind “to make a body of more or less connected legend, ranging from the large and cosmogonic, to the 
level of romantic fairy-story.” Tolkien, Letters, 144. By legend, it seems that Tolkien also meant 
mythological stories.
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two German scholars, Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm. Therefore, in order to present the 

importance of myth in the nineteenth century, we will first provide a survey of the 

significance of the Grimms, only then moving to an examination of the problems faced 

by nineteenth century mythologists. These two parts will lead to the final section 

concerning Tolkien’s approach to the theory of myth, itself the fruit of the struggles of 

nineteenth and early twentieth century scholarship on mythology.

A “German” Landmark: The Brothers Grimm

Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm truly represent a landmark in the way nineteenth 

century scholars came to see their world. What is found in the Grimms’ scholarship is an 

historical tradition based on a Romantic approach to history and cultural identity, with a 

particular national perspective. The Grimms are best known for their collections of tales,  

among which Children and Household Tales (German Kinder-und-Hausmärchen, or 

KHM), commonly known as Grimm’s Fairy Tales, is the most read.267 However, the 

Grimms published other collections of tales, notably Heroic Germanic Tales (German 

Deutsche Sagen), and translated collections of foreign tales like Croker’s Fairy Legends  

and Traditions of the South of Ireland translated as Irische Elfenmärchen.

But the Grimms were not only concerned with the collection and study of fairy 

tales, and their interest and expertise goes far beyond what we commonly imagine.268 In 

267 Jakob Grimm and Wilhelm Grimm, German Household Tales (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1897).

268 As a preliminary remark, we should remember that the method of the study of fairy tales was more 
debated than the origin of the tales themselves. Some argued for the scientific study of fairy tales and 
defined precise sub-categories. See for example Edwin Sidney Hartland, The Science of Fairy Tales: An  
Inquiry into Fairy Mythology (London: Walter Scott, 1916), 23. This was strongly opposed by other 
scholars. A reviewer of Hartland’s The Science of Fairy Tales, for example, calls this scientific method an 
“odious system” and ironically concluded: “Surely this was bad enough, but now Mr. Hartland has added 
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fact, their influence on the study of the German language is equal to, and maybe greater 

than, their influence on fairy tales study. Jakob Grimm published the impressive and 

groundbreaking Germanic Grammar (German Deutsche Grammatik), as well as the two 

volumes of Germanic Mythology (German Deutsche Mythologie).269 Wilhelm translated 

foreign tales and published a scholarly study of the Germanic Runes (originally Über 

deutsche Runen). Together the brothers undertook the publication of the monumental 

German Dictionary (German Deutsches Wörterbuch,) never achieved in their lifetime.270

The significance of the Grimms lies in their combination of linguistic and 

mythological studies. In fact, a people’s language and mythological literature has never 

been so closely brought together than it was by the Grimms. Their new approach to the 

study of popular tales and language follows a common method and leads to the 

convictions and commitments typical of the Romantic tradition.271 Among these 

commitments, a strong historical sensitivity is the most striking aspect. As a late 

nineteenth century reviewer said, “The leading traits in the character of the brothers 

the last straw required to break the camel’s back by making fairy tales a subject for scientific investigation,  
in the course of which he upsets for good and all our most cherished belief in what he is pleased to call the 
Lady Godiva legend, forsooth!” “Review of E.S. Hartland, The Science of Fairy Tales and English Fairy 
and Other Folk Tales,” Archeologia Cambrensis 5/9 (1892): 236.

269 Jakob Grimm, Deutsche Grammatik (Berlin: Haartwitz und Gossmann, 1878). One of the great 
followers of Jakob Grimm was Swedish scholar Viktor Rydberg. Rydberg readily acknowledges his debt to 
Grimm: “Jacob Grimm, whose name will always be mentioned with honour as the great pathfinder in the 
field of Teutonic antiquities, was of the same opinion; and that whole school of scientists who were 
influenced by romanticism and by the philosophy of Schelling made haste to add to the real support sought 
for the theory in ethnological and philological facts, a support from the laws of natural analogy and from 
“poetry.” Viktor Rydberg, “Researches in Teutonic Mythology,” Boudicca Bard, http://www.boudicca.de/, 
(accessed April 24, 2009). On the use of “Germanic” instead of “German,” it has been argued that the  
former is a better expression; see Hermann Colliyz, “Problems in comparative Germanic philology,” 
Congress of Arts and Science, ed. Howard J. Rogers (Boston, New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1906), 3:289.

270 Wilhelm Grimm also translated some Danish ballads. See Wilhelm Grimm, Old Danish Ballads from 
Grimm’s Collection (London: Hope and Co., 1856).

271 Peppard asserts that their search for language was “concomitant” of their search into folklore. See  
Murray B. Peppard, Paths Through the Forest: A Biography of the Brothers Grimm (San Francisco: Holt, 
Richard, and Winston, 1971), 128.
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Grimm are reverence for history, keen poetic sensibilities, and a warm love for all that is 

German and patriotic.”272 This summarizes in a nutshell the directions of the Grimms’ 

scholarship, a direction that was copied and adapted in Europe, especially in Britain, 

during the rest of the nineteenth century. It is crucial to see that this characteristically  

nineteenth-century method was born during the twilight of the last of the old empires’ 

conquest wars and the initial collapse of a sentiment of cultural unity. 

In fact, the Grimms’ life and work is as much political and social as it is literary 

and linguistic. To understand why the Grimms’ work is of such social and political 

significance, we need to remember that the period in which the Grimms lived was a 

turbulent one. To begin with, Germany was not, of course, the Germany we know now, 

“but rather a loose conglomeration of petty principalities, duchies, and kingdoms, some 

as large and powerful as Prussia, some so tiny that oft-related satiric tale tells of one 

ruling prince who accidentally dropped his realm out of his pocket and lost it forever on 

an afternoon’s stroll.”273 Paradoxically, the Grimms expressed a strong sense of “national” 

unity and desired to give this “conglomeration” a common identity and origin. Moreover, 

when the KHM was published in 1812, the soldiers of the Napoleonic armies were on 

their way back from the debacle of the Russian campaign from which only five percent 

returned.274 Morale was at its lowest, but the climate was surprisingly favorable to an 

272 Rudolf Von Raumer, “The study of the German language in German schools,” American Journal of  
Education 27 (1862): 456.

273 Peppard, Paths Through the Forest, 1.

274 One of the significant German fairy tale scholars and writers, E. T. A. Hoffmann, wrote his most striking 
fairy tale precisely during the same period: “Not only was Hoffmann the culminator of the romantic, but he 
was the most original and ingenious in exploring the aesthetic and political possibilities of the fairy tales. 
With ‘Der goldene Topf’ (‘The Golden Pot,’ 1814), conceived at the end of the Napoleonic Wars, at a time 
when he was experiencing personal difficulties regarding what professional career he should pursue  
(musician, writer or lawyer?) and at a time when early capitalist market conditions in publishing and the 
absence of copyright made the process of writing for unknown audiences all the more alienating, Hoffmann 
consciously uses the fairy tale to make a socio-political statement.” Jack D. Zipes, Breaking the Magic  
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upsurge of patriotic and national enthusiasm, probably because the Russian debacle 

demonstrated the need for a national, non-imperial, identity.275

This socio-political and historical significance of the Grimms’ work is also seen in 

the influences behind the publication of the KHM. As Grimm scholar John Ellis reports, 

the philosophy behind the KHM reached back to German philosopher Johann Gottfried 

Herder and the German Romantics.276 This influence is especially characterized by the 

Romantics’ view of and delight in history. Even a technical work like Jakob Grimm’s 

Deutsche Grammatik displays Romantic features: “His constant quest for the oldest and 

most genuine in every field finds its expression here as in all his works.”277 Moreover, his 

description of the development and organic growth of the Germanic dialects and 

languages, using expression such as “weak verbs” and “strong verbs” reflect a Romantic 

sentiment.278 

The Grimms’ attitude towards the Germanic languages and tales reflect several 

main characteristics. First, the Grimms’ collection demonstrates the desire to provide a 

Spell: Radical Theories of Folk and Fairy Tales (Kentucky University Press, 2002), 43. According to Zipes, 
Hoffmann was the true “conventionalizer” of the romantic fairy tale (Ibid., 99).

275 “Wilhelm’s patriotic pride was as evident in his book on the heroic epic as in his earlier works. He could 
point to a tradition of over a thousand years, with great works like the Niebelungenlied as crowning 
achievements of the German genius.” Peppard, Paths Through the Forest. , 143. See also: “The Grimms’ 
new perspectives and enthusiasm helped to restore pride in their country’s heritage. For them enchantment 
lay in the romance of words and the lure of language, and so they lavished care on individual words, 
rejoicing in their history and development. Without such gift, they could not have started their monumental 
dictionary with its exacting, detailed work.” Ibid., xi.

276 John M. Ellis, One Fairy Tale Too Many: The Brothers Grimm and Their Tales (Chicago, London: 
Chicago University Press, 1983). See particularly chapter one, “Introduction: the Problem of the Status of 
the Tales.”

277 Ibid., 128.

278 “It is a typically Romantic inspiration to refer to verbs as ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ – because the so-called 
strong verb is capable of changing its vowel, as in sing-sang-sung, whereas the weak verb has to add an 
ending to indicate change of tense.” Ibid., 136. The Romantic influence is also seen in the Grimms’ use of 
the term Heldensage, as a title for their Germanic Heroic Tales.
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nation with a popular literature that would reinforce a common identity. It is important to  

realize that the KHM’s purpose was not primarily a literary but a sociopolitical one: the 

unity of a nation, of a people, founded upon a language and a literature.279 

The second original characteristic of their scholarship is that for the first time, 

scholars invested popular and plain speech with the value that was previously ascribed 

only to Greek and Latin myth and language. For the Grimms, popular tales were not only 

children’s tales or old nursery tales; rather, they were the property, the heritage and 

foundational identity of a people. In fact, 

the Grimms had something more in mind than simply the collection of a 
number of curious peasant nursery tales. They believed that in the study of 
the history of nations the humbler spheres of life must not be disregarded. 
Before their day history concerned itself very little with the life of the 
common people … To this change in the manner of writing history the 
Grimms were most important contributors, since they were practically the 
first to recognize the importance of considering the humbler walks of life 
as an aid in the study of history.280 

This second characteristic illustrates the Grimms’ conviction that the study of past history 

279 A large part of the charge of deception brought against the Grimms comes from the misunderstanding of 
their purpose. Scholars have charged the Grimms with academic deception and with having created all the  
tales. These tales, it is said, are not representative of oral tradition but merely the fruit of the writing of the 
Grimms. However, such an approach totally underestimates the process of collection and revision 
undertaken by the Grimms. Moreover, we are left wondering if this charge is not the reflection of a Marxist  
approach to the study of tales.

280 Oscar Fay Adams, Dear Old Story-teller (Boston: Lothrop, Lee & Shepard, 1889), 96-97. The “popular” 
direction of the Grimms’ fairy tales is usually argued from a socialist perspective. “The roots of folklore 
study have generally been traced to the quest for national identity and cultural purity that began in the late 
eighteenth-century, as nationalist movements, particularly in Europe, were fueled by the “‘discovery’ of 
popular culture” by “intellectuals … from the upper classes.” Peter Burke, [People’s History and Socialist  
Theory (1981)] quoted in Jennifer Schacker, National Dreams: The Remaking of Fairy Tales in Nineteenth-
Century England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 2.
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was necessary to a right understanding of the origin of a people and of a nation. Here 

again, the Romantic and national ideal of the Grimms is visible in their view of the origin 

of language and tales. To begin with, Wilhelm’s Heroic Tales defended the Germanic 

origin of the most famous old German text, the Niebelungenlied, against the commonly 

held theory of an older and more genuine Scandinavian origin. Of course, both Grimms 

in their respective fields of study were aware that languages and tales could be distinctly 

national while at the same time be similar to languages and tales from other nations. 281 In 

addition, their works had theological implications. For example, Jakob Grimm’s On the 

Origin of Language “refuted the theory that language had been ‘revealed’ to man by 

some higher power, thus putting to rest a widely held theological interpretation.”282 Jakob 

Grimm’s rejection of this traditional theological explanation of the origin of language is  

the result of a method both brothers used in both their folklore and linguistic studies. 

The example of language serves to clarify where the brothers stood regarding the 

problem of the origin of languages and tales. It is important to realize that Jakob’s denial 

of the purely divine origin of language is far from being a denial of the created nature of 

language. What he denied is the theory of an innate divine language, not God’s 

endowment of man with the capacity of language. In fact, the Grimms’ theory should be 

seen in the light of their strict Lutheran upbringing, which stressed the importance and 

goodness of God’s creation.283 As with everything in creation, speech is a gift of the 

281 “Wilhelm’s genetic approach made him aware of the fact that sagas could continue and be renewed over  
the centuries, but he was uncertain about the transformation of historical events into literary form. Since the 
epic in its essentials is the traditional property of a whole people, the bard is bound to recite his tale to 
reflect popular beliefs and expectations.” Peppard, Paths Through the Forest, 142.

282 Ibid., 238.

283 “His view was by no means irreligious, however, since he emphasized the fact that the Creator endowed 
man with the fundamental creative power of generating speech.” Ibid., 239.
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Creator God, and it demonstrates the essential characteristic of man, being created in the 

image of God. If language undergoes an organic growth and develops through historical 

interaction with other languages and cultures, this also reflects divine activity.284 

Similarly, tales are the result of the interwoven “national” histories developing into 

particular ones, but also find a common origin in the wonder of story-telling, the fruit of a 

God-given ability. 

Assessing the overall significance of the Grimms is a complex issue since their 

work covers different fields of study and is imbedded in a complex historical and 

philosophical period. A study of the influence of the diversity of the German romantic 

traditions would point to some essential characteristics of the Grimms.285 A theological 

critical study might also benefit our understanding of the Grimms’ significance for the 

founding of a new folklore scholarship. However, such an analysis is not possible within 

the limits of this dissertation, and we have been concerned here only with the areas in 

which the Grimms have significantly influenced British scholarship. 

The Challenges of British Mythologists

The influence of the Grimms was by no means limited to their native land but 

soon crossed the Channel and deeply affected British mythographers and folklorists.286 

284 It is interesting to note that, according to Richard Chase, “The Grimm brothers adhered to the 
degeneration theory which went hand in hand with Indo-European linguistics. The Märchen or folk tales 
were supposed to be remnants of primordial Aryan myths depicting ‘the mysterious and terrible forces of 
nature.’ They were fictitious misreadings of a ‘belief dating back to the most ancient times’ which ‘can only 
be discovered by the most far-seeing eye.’” Richard Chase, Quest for Myth (New York: Greenwood Press, 
1976), 76.

285 George S. Williamson, The Longing for Myth in Germany: Religion and Aesthetic Culture from  
Romanticism to Nietzsche (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004). 

286 Richard Mercer Dorson, Peasant Customs and Savage Myths: Part One, History of British Folklore 2 
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The decades 1820–1850 saw the emergence, or possible revival, of fairy tales as popular 

reading.287 At the same time, Victorians appropriated fairy tales into a very different 

sociopolitical context, giving them a distinctive Victorian flavor. In fact “it was within the  

nineteenth-century romantic milieu that a new ‘folk’ tone was attributed to the Märchen, 

that its rustic simplicity was highlighted and viewed as a survival of ancient poetry 

preserved by the lower classes.”288 As a consequence, British folklorists did not escape 

the Grimms’ influence but followed their example to different ends. While the Germans 

reflected a national and romantic ideal, their effort “to locate, record, and publish 

nationally distinctive Märchen within their respective homelands were only partially 

mirrored in England.”289 In fact, Schaker claims that “the English have never used 

folklore to assert their patriotic identity.”290 Radically different from its German 

counterpart, the direction of the British study of fairy tales was to understand them 

mainly as stories for children and not as scholarly materials. Schaker notes the difference: 

“One long-term effect of the widespread fame of the Grimms’ Kinder-und Hausmärchen 

was that the Märchen—understood in England as the popular tale, nursery tale, or fairy 

tale—eventually emerged as a privileged genre.”291 

Given the relative neglect of fairy tales in Britain, the difference in the British 

(London: Routledge, 1999), 41.

287 “National Dreams is about the emergence of the popular tale collection as a form of popular reading 
material in England during a crucial period: the 1820s through the 1850s.” Schacker, National Dreams, 15.

288 Linda Dégh, “What did the Grimm Brothers Give to and Take from the Folk?” in James M. McGlathery, 
ed., The Brothers Grimm and Folktale (Urbana, Chicago: University of Illinois, 1988), 68.

289 Schacker, National Dreams, 3.

290 Jacqueline Simpson and Stephen Roud, eds., A Dictionary of English Folklore (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), i.

291 Schacker, National Dreams, 4. As a side note, Shacker should have said Britain, not England.
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approach to the tales’ function and genre paved the way for the appropriation of the 

German Märchen scholarship.292 Influenced by a different cultural and philosophical 

context, British folklorists adapted this scholarship to specific social needs that are 

necessary to understand.293 The pervasive “class structure” characteristic of Victorian 

England became the main social predicament addressed by British folklorists. While 

“Germany” wanted to regain the past in order to assert its national identity, Britain was 

undergoing rapid and radical industrialization that affected the very structure and 

cohesion of society.294 Fairy tale collection and scholarship in Britain were developed to 

answer the question of the unity of society rather than its identity.295 The concerns were 

less about the identity of the “British spirit” than they were about the nature and origin of 

humankind, culture, and societies.296 By addressing these concerns, the emerging 

industrial empire could find a renewed social cohesion.  297 Though at times their views are 

skewed by their socialist approach to history and culture, Zipes and Schaker are 

undeniably correct that the tales were more a literary vehicle for societal criticism than a  
292 Ibid., 19.

293 As Zipes reminds us, the study of fairy-tales necessitates taking into account the socio-political context 
in which the tales were received, transmitted and/or written.

294 “In Germany the equation of language and Volk (common people, folk, nation) was an easy one.  
According to the highly influential critic and philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744-1803), 
language, folk-song, and mythology were all the spontaneous (and true) expressions of national character.”  
Eric Csapo, Theories of Mythology (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2005), 16.

295 “As the literary fairy tale broke away from the folk tale and assumed its own proper form during the 
sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Europe, it set certain discursive parameters within which 
the romantics worked … they commonly took part in developing a new genre which had its roots in the 
changing social configuration that stamped the character of the social order in its transition from feudalism 
to early capitalism.” Zipes, Breaking the Magic Spell, 75.

296 Comments on the “German spirit,” the romantic notion of the spirit of a nation. 

297 Eric Csapo argues that “comparative mythology and comparative anthropology would never have been 
interesting, or really possible, unless European values were shaken both internally through rapid cultural  
change and externally through rapid imperial expansion. Comparative social science has no place in a 
world of cultural absolutism. In such a world there is only one culture and nothing to compare it to but an 
absence of culture.” Eric Csapo, Theories of Mythology, 13.
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means for achieving national identity.298 

Another influence of the Grimms was their view that “German’s art should reflect 

its culture,” a theory that originated in Romantic philosophers such as Goethe and Herder.

299 While not free of the Romantic influence, nineteenth century Victorian mythographers 

and mythologists were inspired by another philosophical tradition found in Darwinian 

evolutionary theory. In fact, “to some extent, the popular Victorian notion that myths 

afforded an ‘introduction … to the earliest intellectual annals’ can probably be linked 

with speculation about evolutionary development, for the hypothesis of evolution, though 

warmly debated, was ‘part of the furniture of the human mind’ in the nineteenth century.”

300 Moreover, the evolutionary theory proponed by Darwin, and his more radical 

followers, was certainly a determinant factor in the distinctiveness of British 

mythography.301

The strong evolutionary and empirical traditions prevalent in British scholarship 

298 The emphasis on the themes of societal order, renewal, hierarchy, and structure of a given society in  
which the tales are received has been abundantly commented upon by Zipes—with a distinctive stress on 
“class struggle,” this giving Zipes’s account a neo-socialist flavor. Zipes, for example, says that, “on the 
one hand, the dominant, conservative bourgeois groups began to consider the folk and fairy tales amoral  
because they did not subscribe to the virtues of order, discipline, industry, modesty, cleanliness, etc. In 
particular, they were regarded as harmful for children since their imaginative components might give young 
ones ‘crazy ideas,’ i.e., suggest ways to rebel against authoritarian and patriarchal rule in the family.” Zipes,  
Breaking the Magic Spell, 15. See also Ibid., 75. This approach is seen in Zipes’s study of fairy tales sui  
generi but also in his study of Hans Christian Andersen and the fairy tales of the Weimar period in 
Germany. See Jack D. Zipes, Hans Christian Andersen: The Misunderstood Storyteller (New York, 
London: Routledge, 2005); and  Fairy Tales and Fables from Weimar Days, ed. Jack D. Zipes (University 
of Wisconsin Press, 1998). 

299 This view was promoted in Blätter von deustcher Art und Kunst (“On the German Way of Life and 
German Art.”) the manifesto of the group ‘Sturn and Drang,” (Storm and Stress) group which included 
Goethe and Herder as its main proponents. Von Deutscher Art und Kunst: Einige Fliegende Blätter, ed. B. 
Seuffert (Stuttgart: Göschensche Verlagshandlung, 1892). 

300 Janet Handler Burstein, “Journey Beyond Myth: the Progress of the Intellect in Victorian Mythography 
and Three Nineteenth-Century Novels” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Drew Univerity, 1975), 2.

301 “One notes that in addition to the idea of progress, which asserts that ideas become more rational as men 
mature, these mythographers are suggesting that the human mind itself undergoes a gradual 
metamorphosis.” Ibid., 12.
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were used to resolve the tension between the Continental rationalist and romantic 

traditions.302 Regarding mythology, the former tradition presented myths as nothing but 

the product of human activity and thus could be simply abandoned. To the rationalists, 

myth was fiction and was hardly connected to human history. For example, David 

Friedrich Strauß, a significant figure of the theological method known as “higher 

criticism,” stated that myth was not history but “fiction, the product of the particular  

mental tendency of a certain community.”303 The romantics, on the other hand, with their 

stress on antiquity, could only delight in the significance of ancient myths.304 To the 

Romantics, the grandeur of the past was the main means for interpreting and regaining 

the present. 

Unable or unwilling to choose between these two opposing traditions, most of the 

British mythographers used the theory of evolution to maintain the significance of the 

past for the present. In fact, the English anthropologist Edward Clodd summarized the 

implication of evolutionary theory, of which he was a popular proponent, in the following 

way: “Thus the study of myth is nothing less than the study of the mental and spiritual 

history of mankind. It is a branch of that larger, vaster science of evolution which so 

302 Schacker is certainly in the right when she affirms that “where the Grimms saw Märchen as the vestiges 
of a golden age of German poetry, English scholars routinely cast ‘popular tales’ as embryonic forms of 
literature, the ‘childhood of fiction.’” Schacker, National Dreams, 17. The evolutionary appreciation of the 
fairy tales is clear in John Arnott MacCulloch, The Childhood of Fiction: A Study of Folk Tales and  
Primitive Thought (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1905). See for example his statement that folk-tales: “represent 
fiction in its childhood; the attempts of primitive men and of savage races to clothe their impressions of the 
universe, their ideas and beliefs, their customs and manner of living, in a rormantic garb, and in the form of 
a story.” Ibid., 1. That the fairy tales are supposed to reveal the primitive origins of humankind is distinctive 
of a British evolutionary approach.

303 David Strauß, The Life of Jesus Critically Examined, trans. George Eliot (London: Chapman, 1982): 87, 
quoted in Burstein, "Journeying Beyond Myth," 7-8. Strauß argued that “The historical mythus has for its 
groundwork a definite individual fact which has been seized upon by religious enthusiasm, and twined 
around with mythical conceptions called from the idea of the Christ.” Strauß, Ibid., 87. Interestingly, Strauß 
is not an extreme rationalist and maintained that mythical forms, if not history, were still valuable to an 
understanding of the interpretation and development of history.

304 As testifies the great number of world mythologies published in Britain. See, for example,  
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occupies our thoughts to-day, and with it the philosopher and the theologian must 

reckon.”305 Through the application of Darwin’s theory of evolution to the romantic past, 

mythographers were able to maintain both the relevance of myth and the superiority of 

human progress. In this way, nineteenth century British mythographers partly succeeded 

in reconciling the rationalist and romantic traditions.306

Our consideration of Victorian mythography also demands that we confront the 

main issues it addressed, such as the origin, role, and functions of folk and fairy tales and 

of myths. Shippey—commenting on two influential mythographers, the German Jakob 

Grimm and the Danish N .F. S. Grundtvig—defined three main problems faced by 

mythographers.307 The first was “to rediscover the lost unity of belief, along the lines of 

the linguistic science of ‘reconstruction’ in which they all firmly believed”; second, “to 

press this into the service of their own major or minor language groups: German, Danish, 

Frisian, Scottish, etc.”; and third, to reconcile it with their own Christian professions.308 

Shippey’s summary of the mythologists’ challenges presents, in another guise, the 

same questions faced by the scholars of language. The problem of the “unity of belief” 

begs the question of the common origin of tales and myths—a problem also left 

305 Clodd, Myths and Dreams, 138.

306 Burstein, “Journey Beyond Myth,” 17. “For many Victorians, this explanation with its clearly 
developmental emphasis seems to have been sufficient. In Grote’s work, in Tylor, Mackay and Andrew 
Lang, the assumption that myth ‘expires’ as other modes of thought develop is often quite explicit.” Ibid., 
158.

307 Nikolaj Frederik Severin Grundtvig was a Danish philosopher and pastor whose scholarship covered a 
wide range of subjects. There has been a renewed interest in Grundtvig in the last decade as shown in the  
publication of two biographies in English: S. A. J. Bradley, N. F. S. Grundtvig: A Life Recalled. An  
Anthology Biographical Source-Texts (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2008); A. M. Allchin, N. F. S.  
Grundtvig: An Introduction to His Life (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1998). The Grundtvig scholarship 
focuses essentially on question of social influence and theological relevance. See, for example, Vagn 
Wåhlin, “Popular, religious, and social movements: Recent research approaches and qualitative 
interpretations of a complex of historical problems,” Grundtvig-Studier (2006): 132-187. 

308 Tom Shippey, “Grimm, Gruntwig, Tolkien: Nationalisms and the invention of mythologies,” in The 
Ways of Creative Mythologies: Imagined Worlds and their Makers (Manchester University, 1997), 12.
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unresolved by the scholars of language. In fact, the application of the comparative 

method led to the disturbing discovery of the close parallels between mythologies. 

Further, it was not only the mythologies from related peoples and languages like Greek 

and Latin that could be related, but also those from Polynesia, Persia, China etc. A 

broader theory was needed, which would explain the unity and the diversity of all world 

mythologies.

Shippey’s second challenge is identical to the problem of the diversity and 

distinctive cultural aspect of tales and myths. Shippey recognizes that in Grundtvig, 

Grimm and Tolkien, we witness the identical mythographical and mythological concern 

to identify the smallest language group they belong to in order to discover a tales’ origins. 

Not only are fairy tales a means to understand one’s culture and past, but it can also serve 

to support national identity, centered on a common language or dialect. Further, this 

specific linguistic concern serves to flesh out the problem over the “unity of belief” of 

human peoples.

As for the third challenge presented by Shippey, it is characteristic of the 

Victorian society that the Christian faith was challenged to reassert both its uniqueness 

and its universality. Fairy tales became crucial in the way the relationship between 

Christianity and other forms of literature was defined. Moreover, fairy tales were not 

merely literature, but seem to have higher aspirations about human thought and the 

human soul. The desire to find common ground between the oftentimes pagan origin of 

fairy tales and the Christian tradition, pushed mythographers to investigate the question 

of the parallel origin of tales and of humankind.

113



Conclusion: Tolkien’s Status as ‘English Mythographer’

Most of the questions raised by Victorian mythographical and mythological 

scholarship find an answer in Tolkien’s project of writing a mythology for England. To 

make the connection with Shippey’s three challenges, we can point to Tolkien’s interest 

in the development and diversity of languages. His interest in ancient languages and 

dialects testifies to his concern with the question of their origin and diversity. As we have 

seen in the previous chapter, languages were for Tolkien part of the nature of a people; as 

such, the problem of the origin and diversity of languages points to a parallel problem of 

the origin and diversity of mythologies. Tolkien was also confronted with, and tried to 

answer, the mythographers’ second challenge of making mythology relevant for Tolkien’s 

own cultural identity. This second aim of mythology is clear in Tolkien’s overall purpose 

of giving his country a mythological past, which has been strangely absent—in 

comparison to the mythological depth of its neighbors like Ireland and Scotland, or in 

comparison to the Nordic countries.309

Tolkien’s desire to invent a mythology for England paralleled the German thirst 

after a national spirit, but unlike many Victorian mythologists, Tolkien was not primarily 

concerned about class, social order, or cultural criticism. In the way he approached the 

purpose of myth-making, Tolkien was more “German” than many of his fellow British 

mythologists and folklorists.310 Moreover, there are striking parallels between the 

309 “I was from early days grieved by the poverty of my own beloved country: it had no stories of its own 
(bound up with its tongue and soil), not of the quality that I sought, and found (as an ingredient) in legends 
of other lands. There was Greek, and Celtic, and Romance, Germanic, Scandinavian, and Finnish (which 
greatly affected me); but nothing English, save impoverished chap-book stuff. Of course there was and is  
all the Arthurian world, but powerful as it is, it is imperfectly naturalized, associated with the soil of Britain 
but not with English; and does not replace what I felt to be missing.” Tolkien, Letters, 144.

310 To be explored is how the Grimm’s overall “German” project can relate to Tolkien’s own and how the 
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character and work of the Grimms and Tolkien. To begin with, all of them, due to their 

romantic nature, were deeply affected by a love of history and delight in the past. 

Moreover, like the Grimms, Tolkien’s literary success paradoxically contributed to the 

failure of his academic, philosophical and theological perspectives. One scholar 

commented on the Grimms, saying that their

dream of recapturing for the nation its ancient heritage was in great part 
defeated by their successful methods of scholarship, for their loving 
devotion to detail and historical accuracy made them inaccessible to many 
readers. And both Jacob and Wilhelm gradually accepted the fact that their 
more recondite scholarship would never become part of the popular 
culture.311

Almost the same conclusion applies to Tolkien. Even though he became an important and 

unavoidable part of popular culture, his academic theories never came to have a 

significant impact on language or fantasy.312 This failure pushed Tolkien to address even 

more effectively this second problem of providing a lasting mythological cultural heritage 

to his county, England.

As for the mythologists’ third challenge, that of reconciling heathen mythologies 

with a specific Christian tradition, into a theory of myth, Shippey comments that

Tolkien’s predecessors had it relatively easy. Since all those mentioned 
were Protestants, often aggressive Protestants, they could often say that 
what they were trying to do was to reach back to an early purity of belief – 
a ‘splintered light’ again –which had been blurred by Roman Catholic 
obfuscation. This was clearly not an option open to Tolkien and here I can 
only say that he seems to me to have turned the problem of reconciliation 
from one of belief to one of literary temper.313 

similarities in their approach regarding the importance of mythology for their respective countries 
influenced the way they thought about themes such as history and faith.

311 Peppard, Paths Through the Forest, 32.

312 It can be argued that, in fact, Tolkien exerted an influence on the writing of fantasy but that he never had  
a theoretical influence on the way fantasists came to write their stories. Most fantasists look to Tolkien for 
inspiration or model, but very few question the validity or the possibility of a fantasy methodology. 

313 Shippey, “Grimm, Gruntwig, Tolkien: Nationalisms and the invention of Mythologies,” 14.
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Shippey is correct in arguing that the anti-Catholic charge was a simplistic one.314 As we 

will see in the last section, Tolkien’s theory of myth is a theological answer to the 

problem of the reconciliation of pagan myth and Christian faith. Even though Shippey is 

right on the evaluation of Tolkien’s anti-Catholic critics, it is an overstatement to say that  

Tolkien was concerned more with literature than belief. Shippey understood that Tolkien 

was not really as concerned about the ‘genuine’ faith of the pagans as he was about their 

literary. In the last section of this chapter we will see that Tolkien’s work concerns a 

certain “literary temper” but is also about a specific theological approach to the 

challenges of mythology and mythography. For Tolkien, the first and third challenges are 

actually one, because a “unity of belief” is possible only if the relation between pagan 

myth, Christian story, and God’s presence is explained and not overlooked. 

Mythical Language

Tolkien’s place among the British mythologists is further reinforced by the 

connection between his theories of language and myth. In fact, everything in nineteenth 

century Britain was related to the double debate regarding the relation between languages 

and their corresponding mythologies. Further, the questions regarding the origin and 

314  Even though Shippey’s charge against the “Protestant” predecessors of Tolkien tends to be too strong, 
one example is found in Jakob Grimm himself who, in his preface to the second edition of Deutsche 
Grammatik, for example, commented that: “One may well designate New High German as the Protestant 
Dialect whose liberating nature has long since overwhelmed poets and writers of the Catholic faith, quite 
without their realizing it.” Peppard, Paths Through the Forest, 6.
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function of language were transferred to mythological studies, contributing to the divide 

among scholars on this subject. As we have seen, the question of the origin of language 

was hotly debated by British scholars, and so “mythology” also became a theoretical 

battlefield. As a consequence, no theory of myth could pretend to be neutral regarding 

language, and vice-versa. This is clearly seen in the challenge of the origin and 

development of “mythical language,” by which is meant the primitive form of human 

language referring mostly to metaphorical and mythical images. The appearance of 

mythical language over the course of history is the key to questions relating to both 

language and myth, and as such requires our attention. 

Moreover, Tolkien himself was part of this late Victorian debate, as seen in his 

interaction with the three scholars who contributed to the main theories developed in the 

middle of the nineteenth century. In fact, two of them, Max Müller and Andrew Lang, can 

be considered as the main representatives of two antagonistic schools of thought, the 

philological and the anthropological schools respectively.315As we have seen, Tolkien was 

influenced by Owen Barfield’s theory of language, which has implications for his 

approach to myth. Tolkien’s interaction with these scholars will help us pinpoint  his 

315 The debate between Müller and Lang was put in humorous verse by the latter in his “Ballade of 
Primitive Man”:

He lived in a cave by the seas,
He lived upon oysters and foes,
But his list of forbidden degrees,
An extensive morality shows;
Geological evidence goes
To prove he had never a pan,
But he shaved with a shell when he chose,—
‘T was the manner of Primitive Man.

Envoy.
Max, proudly your Aryans pose,
But their rigs they undoubtedly ran,
For, as every Darwinian knows,
‘T was the manner of Primitive Man!

Andrew Lang, Ballades and Verses Vain (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1884), 27-28. 
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approach to the study of myth. 

Myth and the Development of Language

Among the many theories of mythical language, Max Müller’s theory of myth as 

a “disease of language” stands out as one of the most debated theories. As is well known, 

Tolkien vehemently rejected this explanation of the parallel development of myth and 

language. Müller’s theory is based on the view that the development of mythology 

demonstrates the essential division of human history between metaphorical and literal 

forms of language and culture.

While studying the history of religions and myths, Müller was confronted with 

two main problems, their origin and their irrational elements. Müller’s initial observation 

about the irrationality of myths is guided by his firm conviction about the rationality of 

the human mind.316 In fact, this is the first of the three main premises of Müller’s 

approach to the history and theory of myth. His second premise is that language and 

thought are identical, thus establishing a strong relation between the history of language 

and mythology. The third premise is that, if languages possess common origins, so do 

religions and mythologies. 

From these three premises, Müller found himself confronted with the dilemma of 

how irrational myths could arise from the mind of rational human beings. Moreover, if 

the origin of myths, tales, and legends is to be found in the rational origin of humankind, 

316 This is also apparent in Müller’s treatment of religion. For him, religion, like myth, is founded on the 
fundamental rationality of humankind. For Müller, the world is rational and in fact, mind or thought cannot 
be the outcome of matter, but on the contrary is the prius of all things. F. Max Müller, Life and Religion: 
An Aftermath from the Writings of the Right Honourable Professor F. Max Müller, by his Wife (New York: 
Doubleday, Page & Co., 1905), 151.  
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the irrational tendency of myths required an explanation. One of the ways scholars 

resolved this dilemma was to rely on evolutionary theory, explaining that the irrationality 

of myths was the fruit of the primitive savage and the irrational condition of humankind. 

Of course, Müller could not accept the evolutionary explanation founded on the 

conviction that man’s nature was initially similar to that of lower species. Instead, he 

sought an explanation of the irrationality of myths in the development and interpretation 

of myths themselves. In his view, the problem of the interpretation of myths resulted from 

a misinterpretation and decay of language. In Müller’s view, our ancestors thought in 

words and elaborated languages around natural figures: “Where we speak of the sun 

following the dawn, the ancient poets could only speak and think of the sun loving and 

embracing the dawn. What is with us a sunset was to them the Sun growing old, 

decaying, or dying.”317 “Primitive” thought was based on natural images that man used to 

explain his world, but Müller affirms that our ancestors knew that the true meaning of 

mythical language was not literal.318 

Over the course of time, the original meaning of language and words was partly 

lost due to two factors. The first reason was the ascription of a fixed meaning to words 

that had originally conveyed a multi-layered richness of meaning. For example, while the 

term “wind” used to have a diversity of meanings, such as “spirit,” “breath,” only one 

meaning was retained, remembered and attached to an individual god, thus giving rise to 

the mythologies we know.319 As a consequence, mythical language, intended to convey 

317 F. Max Müller, Selected Essays on Language, Mythology and Religion (London: Longmans, Green, and 
Co., 1881), 1:369. 

318 “Eudymion is not the Sun in the divine character of Phoibos Apolon, but a conception of the Sun in his 
daily course, as rising early from the womb of Dawn, and, after a short and brilliant career, setting in the 
evening, never to return again to this mortal life.” Ibid., I:389.

319 Müller follows the same line of though in his article “Comparative Mythology” (1856), in which he 
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something about the world itself in the form of a story, came to be seen only as accounts 

about natural and personal deities.320 The second factor was the loss of original 

etymologies. Greek myths are typical examples of how the Greek language at first 

provided all that was necessary to make mythical literature intelligible and rational. 321 

However, over time, some Greek words became etymologically separated from their 

meaning. Moreover, the range of meaning narrowed, leading to misunderstandings about 

their essential reference point. 

Müller pointed out that Greek words became alienated from their etymologies by 

losing their references to the original Sanskrit, becoming rationally inexplicable from an 

exclusively Greek point of view. To make sense of the words, Greek adopted a literal 

reading of mythical literature. For example, the “sunrise was the revelation of nature, 

awakening in the human mind that feeling of dependence, of helplessness, of hope, of joy 

and faith in higher powers, which is the source of all wisdom, the spring of all religion.” 

However, this rather simple and rational approach was soon lost. Man adopted a 

metaphorical and then a literal reading of myths, thus confusing the thing signified and 

the sign, the word and the concept behind it. One of the best summaries of Müller’s 

theory is provided by his old nemesis, the Scottish scholar Andrew Lang:

The attempt is made to prove that, in the common speech of the undivided 
Aryan race, many words for splendid or glowing natural phenomena 

argued that the diversity of meaning contained in mythical language was achieved with “polyonymy” and 
“synonomy.” The same object could be represented and described with different names. However,  
confusion arose because of the many names given to the many different attributes of the same thing: “In the 
course of time, the greater portion of these names became useless, and they were mostly replaced in literary  
dialects by one fixed name, which might be called a proper name of such objects. The more ancient a  
language, the richer it is in synonymous.” Müller, Selected Essays, I:377.

320 “In the course of time, the greater portion of these names became useless, and they were mostly replaced  
in literary dialects by one fixed name, which might be called a proper name of such objects. The more 
ancient a language, the richer it is in synonymous.” Ibid.

321 Ibid., I:395.
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existed, and that natural processes were described in a figurative style. As 
the various Aryan families separated, the sense of the old word and names 
became dim, the nomina developed into numina, the names into gods, the 
descriptions of elemental processes into myths.322 

For Müller, the confusion in the reading of myth resulted from a confusion in language, 

thus leading to his famous statement that myth is a “disease of language.” Because man 

misinterpreted language, the mythical stories became the fruit of human rationality. For  

Müller, myths reveal, when correctly interpreted, the origin and rational nature of 

humanity. 

Moreover, the comparative method led Müller to argue that this phenomenon was 

the origin of the common features of world mythologies. Müller claimed that all people 

misinterpreted metaphorical language the same way. Ultimately, the unity and diversity of  

mythologies pointed to the common origin of humankind, found in a Christian belief in 

original divine creation.

Andrew Lang on the Evolutionary School of Mythology

Andrew Lang (1844-1912) was a famous Scottish poet, novelist, and literary 

critic, as well as an historian. His interests ranged from anthropology to psychic research 

and the study of fairy tales, for which he is now best remembered.323 Lang was a pure 

product of the Scottish heritage. He studied successively at Edinburgh, St. Andrews, and 

finally Balliol College, Oxford. Towards the end of his career, he was made honorary 

fellow of Merton College, where Tolkien taught from 1945 to 1959. In 1891, Men and 

Women of the Time wrote of Lang that he was “one of the most pleasant writers of the 
322 Andrew Lang, Myth, Ritual, and Religion, 2 vols. (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1913), I:25. 

323 These are the famous twelve colored fairy books republished by Dover, 1965-1968.  
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time.” Indeed, he belonged to this new class of literary critics, which dominated British 

journalistic life from the 1880s until the end of World War I. Over the course of his 

career, he published over eighty books and numerous journal articles and collaborated on 

over a hundred other works. Because he was prolific, he was charged with superficiality 

of thought.324 Further, reverence for the past is one of the marked traits of Lang’s 

character, but this reverence is not a static one but a progressive and evolutive one. In his 

study of Sir Walter Scott, Lang makes comments that are as much a reflection on Scott’s 

character as on his own.325 

During the course of the nineteenth century, the science of mythology became 

associated with the comparative method, thus making “comparative mythology” the main 

field of study.326 For twenty-first century readers an overview of comparative mythology 

can rapidly become confusing because diverse methods are named differently. Lang’s 

324 The following comments by Philip Henry Gosse, reported by Waller, are telling: “Lang’s taste was 
exclusively romantic and ‘in the end it must be fatal, to sustain the entire structure of life and thought, on 
the illusions of romance. But that was what Lang did—he built his house upon the rainbow.’ This 
intellectual superficiality was married to emotional shallowness: ‘His nature was slightly inhuman; it was 
unwise to count upon its sympathy beyond a point which was very easily reached in social intercourse … 
Lang was like an Angora cat, whose gentleness and soft fur, and general aspect of pure amenity, invite to  
caresses, which are suddenly met by the outspread paw with claws awake.’ In sum, Gosse mused: ‘I am 
impatient to see this vast mass of writing reduced to the limits of its author’s delicate, true, but somewhat 
evasive and ephemeral genius … Lang’s only misfortune was not to be completely in contact with life, and 
his work will survive exactly where he was most faithful to his innermost illusions.’” Philip J. Waller, 
Writers, Readers, and Reputations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 161. 

325 “The character of Scott, and his place in literature, do not demand much discussion after all that has 
already been said. He was born to be at once a dweller in the realm of dreams, these dreams being mainly  
‘retrocognitive’ of the historic past; and a man of action and of this world; while he had a superabundance 
of joyous vitality, which overflowed into humorous rhyme, even in his worst hours of cerebral disease, and 
which inspired at once the central error of his life and the resolute sacrifice of life to honour.” Andrew 
Lang, Sir Walter Scott (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1906), 205.

326 Even one of the most articulate Tolkien scholar like Flieger falls into the pitfall of making comparative 
mythology a method rather than a subject matter. In Flieger, Splintered Light, she presents comparative 
mythology as being the method of investigation proponed by Andrew Lang. See Flieger, Splintered Light, 
13. Most of the schools of mythology were actually making use of the comparative approach applied to 
mythology. The difference was one of method and tool used to guide such a comparison. Some relied on 
philology, hence “comparative philology,” and the others relied on anthropology, hence the name 
“comparative anthropology.”
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overview of this field of study takes a different direction than Max Müller’s because he 

sees three main schools of mythology. The first school is the one proponed by Müller, 

which relied on a philological approach to the study of myths, thus being labeled “the 

philological school of mythology.” Because its main thesis is that myths are primarily the 

result of the savage man’s contemplation of nature, this school has also been labeled the 

naturist school. Müller was associated with the naturist school, and stood in a more 

specific branch, the “solar myth school.”327 The second school of mythology was the 

anthropological school, also known as the ritualist school.328 The third school referenced 

by Lang is probably the oldest one, which is based on a historical and degenerative 

approach to the study of myth. This school goes back to the Greek philosopher 

Euheremus and was revived by the nineteenth-century philosopher Herbert Spencer.329 

Lang, as a fierce defender of the anthropological school, constantly opposed 

Müller’s position. Three main areas of disagreement can be determined. The first 

concerns Müller’s theory of myth as a “disease” of language, mainly because, as we have 

327 “The primary school of comparative mythology of the mid nineteenth century argued that the underlying 
content of Indo-European mythology was an allegory of natural phenomena, particularly that associated 
with the sun but also including the other elements.” J. P. Mallory and Douglas Q. Adams, eds., 
Encyclopedia of Indo-European Culture (Taylor & Francis, 1997), 116.  Bronislaw Malinowski 
distinguished the school of “nature-mythology” and what he calls the school of “meteorological 
interpreter,” to which Müller belonged. Bronislaw Malinowski, Myth in Primitive Psychology (Wesport: 
Negro University Press, 1971), 12-13.

328 “Its central focus was the belief that rituals were undertaken to manipulate, largely rejuvenate, the  
universe and that myth was merely the narrative accompaniment to such rituals.” Along with James Frazer,  
Lord Raglan was a leading proponent of this school. Mallory and Adams, Encyclopedia of Indo-European  
Culture, 117.

329 “There remains a third system of mythical interpretation, thought Mr. Müller says only two methods are 
possible. The method, in this third case, is to see whether the irrational features and elements of civilised 
Greek myth occur also in the myths of savages who speak languages quite unlike those from whose 
diseases Mr. Müller derives the corruption of religion.” Andrew Lang, Custom and Myth (London: 
Longmans, Green, and Co., 1893), 199. Other later or contemporary schools include the psychological, the 
structuralist, etc.
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seen, such a notion implied a degenerative view of history.330 Because of his own 

evolutionary bias, Lang held the opposite view regarding the development of history. To 

regard myth as a “disease,” or degeneration, was to consider that man was on the same 

degenerative path.

Moreover, the philological school was mistaken in its method when narrowly 

focusing on the similarities among related language families. For example, Müller’s 

approach was fundamentally mistaken in focusing on the Aryan language as an 

explanation for the alleged degeneration of myths and history. Furthermore, Lang adds 

that relying on the priority of names and etymology is a methodological danger because 

no consensus could be reached, even within the philological school, regarding which 

language was to be considered as key to the etymological reconstruction. Some argued 

for the Semitic family of languages, others for Greek, and finally others, led by Müller 

himself, for Sanskrit. Because of its characterization of myth as a disease of language and 

its narrow scope, “philological mythology” was discredited by its very adherents. 

Finally, Lang pointed out that the philological school began by investigating the 

names of myths rather than the myths themselves. Their mistake was to consider that the 

titles of myths were original, while they were for Lang an obvious late addition.331 His 

criticism of the philological school certainly does not lack clarity: “The philological  

method is inadequate and misleading, when it is a question of discovering the origin of a 

myth, or the physical explanation of the oldest myths, or of accounting for the rude and 

330 “During some years of study of Greek, Indian, and savage mythologies, I have become more and more 
impressed with a sense of the inadequacy of the prevalent method of comparative mythology. That method 
is based on the belief that myths are the result of a disease of language, as the pearl is the result of a disease  
of the oyster … It is argued that men at some period, or periods, spoke in a singular style of coloured and 
concrete language, and that their children retained the phrases of this language after losing hold of the 
original meaning.” Ibid., 1.
331 Ibid., 5.
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obscene element in the divine legend of civilized races.”332 By contrast to the philological 

school, Lang’s understanding of folklore reveals two main assumptions about the human 

mind and the progression of human history.333 In the first place, Lang does not cease to 

affirm the uniformity of the human mind throughout cultures at any given time. The mind 

of the savage in India, in Africa, or in northern Europe was identical, thus leading to his 

statement that “the uniformity of human fancy in early societies must be the cause of 

many other resemblances.”334 The commonality between peoples and civilizations is not 

based on language but on identical mental condition.335 The savage’s mind is further 

characterized by Lang as “childlike,” which leads him to argue that tales are most fit for 

children because they have a mental condition most similar to that of the savages.336 This 

332 Lang, Myth, Ritual, and Religion, I:27.

333 Lang’s stress on the evolution of the human mind is also seen in his “Ballade of the Subconscious Self:”
Who suddenly calls to our ken
The knowledge that should not be there;
Who charms Mr. Stead with the pen,
Of the Prince of the Powers of the Air;
Who makes Physiologists stare -
Is he ghost, is he demon, or elf,
Who fashions the dream of the fair?
It is just the Subconscious Self.

He's the ally of Medicine Men
Who consult the Australian bear,
And 'tis he, with his lights on the fen,
Who helps Jack o' Lanthorn to snare
The peasants of Devon, who swear
Under Commonwealth, Stuart, or Guelph,
That they never had half such a scare -
It is just the Subconscious Self.

Andrew Lang, New Collected Rhymes (New York, Bombay: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1905), 62. 

334 Andrew Lang, The Orange Fairy Book (New York: Dover, 1968), vii.

335 “The truth is, that while languages differ, men (and above all early men) have the same kind of thoughts, 
desires, fancies, habits, institutions.” Andrew Lang, Modern Mythology (New York: AMS Press, 1968), xvi. 

336 “But all people, black, white, , brown, red and yellow, are like each other when they tell stories; for these 
are meant for children, who like the same sort of thing.” Andrew Lang, The Brown Fairy Book (New York: 
Dover, 1965), viii.
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commonality of the savage’s mental condition is reflected in their myths. Lang gives the 

example of the parallel between the ancestors of the Greeks and the Australians. “The 

hypothesis will be that the myth, or usage, is common to both races, not because of 

original community of stock, not because of contact and borrowing, but because the 

ancestors of the Greeks passed through the savage intellectual condition in which we find 

the Australians.”337 Thus, Lang’s assumption of the uniformity of the human mind can 

also be seen as a form of anthropological and trans-historical analogy.338 

Lang further defended the validity of the theory of evolution, affirming without 

any ambiguity that his “system is but one aspect of the theory of evolution, or is but the 

application of that theory to the topic of mythology.”339 Even though he was clearly 

committed to the Darwinian theory of evolution, Lang was criticized by some Darwinians 

for his application of evolution to the study of myth.340 Notably, Lang argued that Darwin 

was not the first scholar to investigate and defend the notion of an evolutionary 

development of humankind. His study of Tennyson and his reference to Spencer, in his 

book on Darwin, are good examples that for him the “theory of evolution” is indeed not a 

337 Lang, Custom and Myth, 25-26.

338 “Quite apart, too, from any favourable conclusion which may, by some, be drawn from the phenomena, 
and quite apart from the more general opinion that all modern instances are compact of imposture, 
malobservation, mythopoeic memory, and superstitious bias, the systematic comparison of civilised and 
savage beliefs and alleged experiences of this kind cannot wisely be neglected by Anthropology. Humani 
nihil a se alienum putat.” Andrew Lang, “The Making of Religion,” (New York: AMS Press 1968), Project 
Gutenberg, http://www.gutenberg.org/ (accessed April 18, 2009).

339 Lang, Modern Mythology, viii.

340 “That our theory is inconsistent with the general doctrine of evolution we cannot admit, if we are 
allowed to agree with Mr. Darwin's statement about the high mental faculties which first led man to 
sympathetic, and then to wild beliefs. We do not pretend to be more Darwinian than Mr. Darwin, who 
compares ‘these miserable and indirect results of our higher faculties’ to ‘the occasional mistakes of the 
instincts of the lower animals.’” Lang, Myth, Ritual, and Religion, 1:334.
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“new” one.341 However, Darwin occupies a unique place in the development of the theory 

of evolution because “it was Darwin’s task to recognise the universal, where Wells and 

Spencer had seen only the particular; to build up a vast and irresistible inductive system, 

where Matthew and Wallace had but thrown out a pregnant hint of wonderful a priori  

interest and suggestiveness.”342 Of course Lang was aware of the potential problems with 

the evolutionary theory: 

If man is a differentiated monkey, and if a monkey has no soul, or future 
life (which is taken for granted), where are man’s title-deeds to these 
possessions? With other difficulties of an obvious kind, these presented 
themselves to the poet with renewed force when his only chance of 
happiness depended on being able to believe in a future life, and reunion 
with the beloved dead.343   

But this potential problem was not an excuse for rejecting what was to him the most 

obvious and simple explanation of the original state of humankind and its development 

into contemporary society and culture. The theory of evolution, applied to myth, was 

properly speaking a theory of ritual because it served as the framework for constructing a 

philosophy of religion and myth, while trying to do justice to all the stages of humankind. 

We now turn briefly to Lang’s method of folklore proper. In order to present a 

proper method, he first compares his science of mythology—folklore—to archaeology:

341 See also Lang’s comments on Tennyson: “This example of the doctrine of evolution in an early shape is 
only mentioned to prove that the idea has been familiar to the human mind from the lowest known stage of 
culture. Not less familiar has been the theory of creation by a kind of supreme being. The notion of 
creation, however, up to 1860, held the foremost place in modern European belief. But Lamarck, the elder  
Darwin, Monboddo, and others had submitted hypotheses of evolution. Now it was part of the originality of 
Tennyson, as a philosophic poet, that he had brooded from boyhood on these early theories of evolution, in 
an age when they were practically unknown to the literary, and were not patronised by the scientific,  
world.” Andrew Lang, Alfred Tennyson (Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood and Sons, 1904), 62.
342 Andrew Lang, ed., Charles Darwin (London: Longmans, Green, 1888), 86. Regarding Spencer’s 
particular Darwinism, see Leslie Sklair’s study in which she reports that “Spencer’s social Darwinism was 
a specific application of his theory of progress to the laissez-faire industrial economic individualism of 
Victorian England, and it demonstrated his thesis of historical progress.” Leslie Sklair, The Sociology of  
Progress (London: Routledge, 1998), 64-65. She concludes that Spencer’s brand of social Darwinism is not 
Darwinisticism, a distortion of Darwin’s theory, but merely its social application.

343 Lang, Alfred Tennyson, 63.
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There is a science, Archaeology, which collects and compares the material 
relics of old races, the axes and arrow-heads. There is a form of study, 
Folklore, which collects and compares the similar but immaterial relics of 
old races, the surviving superstitions and stories, the ideas which are in our 
time but not of it. Properly speaking, folklore is only concerned with the 
legends, customs, beliefs, of the Folk, of the people, of the classes which 
have least been altered by education, which have shared least in progress.
344

As such, folklore attempts to go back through the “layers of history” to humankind’s 

initial state of mind in order to teach “civilized” man. The first element of a proper 

method of folklore is to confront the myths as they are found, either in oral or written 

form. Then, “when an apparently irrational and anomalous custom is found in any 

country, [the method is] to look for a country where a similar practice is found, and where 

the practice is no longer irrational and anomalous, but in harmony with the manner and 

ideas of the people among whom it prevails.”345 Lang is convinced that such an irrational, 

anomalous and “barbaric” belief or rite will be found in every myth, and on this point, 

Greek myths are not superior to the myths and tales of the Bushmen, the Hawaians or the 

Eskimos.346 This consideration thereafter leads to the necessity of gathering, or 

“collecting,” data from myths and tales, data concerned with unveiling the incongruous 

344 Lang, Custom and Myth, 11.

345 Ibid., 21.

346 For a study on the latter’s mythologies, see Martha Warren Beckwith, Hawaiian Mythology (Honolulu, 
University of Hawaii Press, 1940) and Henry Rink, Tales and Traditions of the Eskimo (Edinburgh and 
London: William Blackwood and Sons, 1875).
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element of myths.347 

Once this data is gathered, the next task is comparison. It is precisely regarding 

this task of gathering and comparing that Lang, once again, faults Müller’s school. To 

him, one of the problems of the philological school is that it confines itself to a certain 

family of languages and forgets that the whole human race is one. The main flaw of this 

school is its lack of scope. It was often assumed that the study of myth should be traced 

back to the origins of the Indo-European culture and language, thus focusing almost 

exclusively on the “Aryan” family, and there lies the stumbling-block. The 

“mythologists” and “folklorists” could never come to agreement on this issue.348 For 

Lang, the disdainful attitude of the philologists towards “primitive” races was the sign of 

their failure. Lang argues that the difference between the myths of the Greeks and that of 

the Bushmen is not one of essence but of having advanced out of a savage state of mind 

and society while retaining “their old myths, myths evolved in the savage stage, and in 

harmony with that condition of fancy.”349 This easily leads to the general conclusion that 

every time we are confronted with an “anomalous” element, we can say with confidence 

that it merely represents the survival of a previous stage in the evolution of humankind.350

347 “What makes mythology mythological, in the true sense of the word, is what is utterly unintelligible, 
absurd, strange or miraculous.” Lang, Custom and Myth, 197.
348 “Mythologists [i.e. the philological school], as a rule, are averse to the method of folklore. They think it 
scientific to compare only the myths of races which speak languages of the same family, and of races which 
have, in historic times, been actually in proved contact with each other … But the same mythologists will 
vow that it is unscientific to compare a Maori or a Hottentot and Eskimo with an Aryan story, because 
Maoris and Eskimo and Hottentots do not speak languages akin to that of Greece, nor can we show that the 
ancestors of Greeks, Maoris, Hottentots, and Eskimo were ever in contact with each other in historical  
times.” Ibid., 22-23. The difference is also seen is the personal attitude of Müller and Lang towards myths.  
As Lang said: “whereas Mr. Max Müller explained Greek myths by etymologies of words in the Aryan 
languages, chiefly Greek, Latin, Slavonic, and Sankrit, I kept finding myths very closely resembling those 
of Greece among Red Indians, Kaffirs, Eskimo, Samoyeds, Kamilaroi, Maoris, and Cahrocs. Now if Aryan 
myths arose from a ‘disease’ of Aryan languages, it certainly did seem an odd thing that myths so similar to 
these abounded where non-Aryan languages alone had prevailed.” Lang, Modern Mythology, 4.

349 Ibid., 54.

350 “Our method throughout will be to place the usage, or myth, which is unintelligible when found among a 
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However, Lang realized that he had not yet answered the main questions, that of 

the origin of the mythical and anomalous element as well as the origin of the mental 

condition of the savages. This was a complex and difficult question that could prove the 

downfall of the anthropological-ritualist school, and the answer proposed is a repetition 

of the central tenets of evolution:

We may be asked again, ‘But how did this intellectual condition come to 
exist?’ To answer that is no part of our business; for us it is enough to trace 
myth, or a certain element in myth, to a demonstrable and actual stage of 
thought. But this stage, which is constantly found to survive in the minds 
of children, is thus explained or described by Hume in his Essay on 
Natural Religion: ‘There is an universal tendency in mankind to conceive 
all beings like themselves, and to transfer to every object those qualities 
… of which they are intimately conscious.’351

Men created such myths and tales because they were the fruit of their “natural” mode of 

thinking at a particular stage of evolution.352 This creation was shaped by a mental 

condition characterized by three main elements. The first was the incapacity of savages to 

distinguish between animated and unanimated objects, thus leading to the rise and 

prevalence of fetishism and animism along with the beliefs in ghosts, the soul, and other 

such notions.353 The second element of the savage’s thinking is a strong belief in sorcery, 

civilised race, beside the similar myth which is intelligible enough when it is found among savages … The 
conclusion will usually be that the fact which puzzles us by its presence in civilisation is a relic surviving 
form the time when the ancestors of a civilised race were in the state of savagery.” Ibid., 25.

351 Lang, Myth, Ritual, and Religion, 1:157. See Appendix B, pages 298-303.

352 “Our object, then, is to prove that the ‘silly, savage, and irrational’ element in the myths of civilized 
peoples is, as a rule, either a survival from the period of savagery, or has been borrowed from savage 
neighbours by a cultivated people, or, lastly, is an imitation by later poets of old savage data.” Ibid., I:36. 
See note 1 page 36: “We may be asked why do savages entertain the irrational ideas which survive in 
myth? One might as well ask why they eat each other, or use stones instead of metal. Their intellectual  
powers are not fully developed, and hasty analogy from their own unreasoned consciousness is their chief 
guide. Myth, in Mr. Darwin's phrase, is one of the ‘miserable and indirect consequences of our highest 
faculties.’ Darwin, The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex, 69.

353 “The savage tendency is to see in inanimate things animals, and in animals disguised men.” Andrew 
Lang, Myth, Ritual, and Religion, 2:344. See also Lang’s  further comment: “By the ‘savage condition,’ is 
meant the mental condition of men who did not draw the line between man and the animate or inanimate 
objects (all nature is in a way animate).” Ibid., 346.
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accompanied by a conviction in the rationality of the sensible world.354 The consequent 

belief is what Lang calls spiritualism, that is, the belief in the persistent existence of the 

souls of the dead. Finally, Lang affirms that the savage man is by nature curious, never 

ceasing, like the child, to ask questions. Far from being fundamentally afraid, he is 

fascinated by what surrounds him, and this awe-inspired contemplation leads him to 

reflect on the workings of the world. 

For Lang, the conclusion was that savages were credulous and demonstrated a 

state of “mental indolence.”355 This leads Lang to affirm the evolution of savages from 

their initial state of mind and thought toward “civilization.”356 Savages really are our 

distant ancestors. The relevance and significance of the theory of evolution is such that 

“we are enabled to examine mythology as a thing of gradual development and of slow 

and manifold modifications, corresponding in some degree to the various changes in the 

general progress of society.”357 

354 This does not mean that the savage is thinking in the same way as we do. One notable difference is the 
savage’s view of causation: “Post hoc, ergo propter hoc, is the motto of the savage philosophy of 
causation.” Lang, Myth, Ritual, and Religion, 1:94. Lang summarizes the difference in the following 
manner: “Another way to put it is that causal connection pertaining to thought is made into causative 
relation pertaining to facts.” Ibid., 1:96. Thus natural causation becomes a personified causation by gods, 
heroes, or demons. 

355 “It seems then that the most fundamental characteristic of the savage’s mind is ‘a nebulous and confused 
state of mind.’” Ibid., I:54.

356 MacCulloh, standing in the same tradition, argues that fairy tales and myths “represent fiction in its 
childhood; the attempts of primitive men and of savage races to clothe their impressions of the universe, 
their ideas and beliefs, their customs and manner of living, in a rormantic garb, and in the form of a story.” 
MacCulloch, The Childhood of Fiction: A Study of Folk Tales and Primitive Thought (New York: E. P. 
Dutton, 1905), 1; and further that “fancy held men captive in its airy bonds quite as much then as it has 
done at any later age. We are charmed by these tales as children rapt away into a mystic land of noble  
heroes and lovely heroines, giants, ogres, witches–a land of enchantments, where animals and things talk 
and are the friends of men, where transformation occurs every day, whether death and pain are vanquished;  
a land, too, of grim and grisly shapes, and deeds, and thoughts, where horror and fear stalk abroad in the 
daylight.” Ibid., 482.

357 Lang, Myth, Ritual, and Religion, 1:39. It is interesting, as we come to the end of our survey of British 
study of myths, tales, and folk-lore, to turn to Chesterton’s opinion regarding this matter. Indeed, he 
entertained a rather negative attitude concerning the endeavor of folklorists of either school. All committed 
the same mistake in believing that man and the world could provide the ultimate meaning and ground for 
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One caution needs to be mentioned. Lang should not be considered as a 

materialistic philosopher. For him, the study of myths has a double purpose, that of 

demonstrating the savage’s mental condition and that of demonstrating the surviving 

belief in the fundamental existence of a super/supra-natural world. His evolutionary 

theory does not lead to a materialistic world.358 In that, Lang differentiated himself from 

many other Darwinians who rejected the mere possibility of the non-material aspect of 

reality. Through his interest in psychic research, Lang showed that his theory did not 

require the denial of the supernatural. Although presented in a very different way, this 

evolutionary conclusion was echoed by Barfield, to whom we now turn.359 

Barfield’s Theory of “Ancient Semantic Unity”

We have already presented Barfield in the previous chapter, in which his theory of 

“the ancient semantic unity” was left unexplained. This chapter will define this theory 

and draw the implications of Barfield’s anthroposophy for the study of myth. As Flieger 

the study of folklore. But to Chesterton, man cannot study himself from the “outside:” “The truth is that the 
science of folk-lore has suffered terribly from oblivion of one fact: that folk-lorists also are folk.” G. K.  
Chesterton, The Collected Works of G. K. Chesterton, vol. 34: The Illustrated London News 1926-1928, 
eds. G. J. Marlin, R. P. Rabatin and J. L. Swan (San Francisco: Ignatius Press), 248. Regarding comparative 
religion he commented in same manner: “Comparative religion is very comparative indeed. That is, it is so 
much a matter of degree and distance and difference that it is only comparatively successful when it tries to  
compare. When we come to look at it closely we find it comparing things that are really quite 
incomparable.” Chesterton, The Everlasting Man, 85.

358 “We shall end by venturing to suggest that the savage theory of the soul may be based, at least in part, on 
experiences which cannot, at present, be made to fit into any purely materialistic system of the universe.”  
Lang, “The Making of Religion,” (accessed April 18, 2009). 

359 More could be said on Andrew Lang’s theory of myth. The function and role of myths and tales for 
example is an interesting topic, and we will compare his view to Tolkien’s in the last section of this chapter. 
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affirms, Barfield’s theory is one with “far-reaching philosophical implications,” so it is 

necessary to become familiar with its basic argument.360 

Barfield’s theory of the ancient semantic unity has been summarized by different 

scholars, notably Flieger, who has shed light on Tolkien’s re-appropriation of Barfield’s 

theory. In her book, Splintered Light, she summarizes the theory of the ancient semantic 

unity as the notion that there was an original unity between language, people and culture: 

“Barfield’s theory holds that myth, language, and humanity’s perception of the world are 

interlocked and inseparable.”361 This is but a different way to summarize Barfield’s 

argument for the “ancient” unity of meaning, words, and perception.362 Therefore, 

Barfield’s theory is one of historical and cultural fragmentation, something that is implied 

in the very notion of an “ancient” unity.363 The “mythological” implication of Barfield’s 

theory is that “he examined the history of words, and came to the conclusion that 

mythology, far from being (as the philologist Max Müller called it) ‘a disease of 

language,’ is closely associated with the very origin of all speech and literature.”364 

360 Flieger, Splintered Light, 35.

361 Ibid., 37. See also Johnson’s summary: “Put very simply, Barfield argued that initially for man, there had 
been no distinction between ‘literal’ and ‘metaphorical’ … The blowing wind was not ‘like’ someone 
breathing–it was the breath of a god. Mythological stories were the same thing in narrative form. Nothing 
was ‘abstract’ or ‘literal;’ it was all one and the same. Barfield believed that this unity of consciousness had 
become fragmented as conceptual thinking developed and he looked forward to man being better able to  
reconcile the literal and the abstract again some day with a renewed perception informed by the past, rather  
than reverting to it.” Kirstin Johnson, “Tolkien’s Mythopoesis” in Trevor Hart and Ivan Khovacs, eds., Tree  
of Tales: Tolkien, Literature, and Theology (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2007); Fanfan Chen, “A new 
periodization of fantastic literature according to Owen Barfield's evolution of human consciousness and 
language,” Arcadia–International Journal for Literary Studies 42/2 (2006): 397–414, 399.

362 See Chapter Two, above, 64-73.

363 In Poetic Diction, Barfield argued that language and perception are interconnected and interdependent.  
Perception gives rise to language, which then houses and further develops perception. Furthermore, he 
hypothesized that in its beginnings, language did not separate between the literal and the figurative or 
metaphoric. Each word embodied an ‘ancient semantic unity’ of meaning that has over time divided and 
subdivided into ever narrower, more precise, and often more abstract unity of meaning. Verlyn Flieger,  
“Owen Barfield,” in The J. R. R. Tolkien Encyclopedia, 50.

364 Sean Connolly, Inklings of Heaven: C. S. Lewis and Eschatology (Leominster: Gracewing, 2007), quoted 
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Moreover, his theory is concerned with the development of human consciousness toward 

a full and exhaustive awareness and participation with the wholeness of existence. Myth 

demonstrates this development in the initial period of humankind’s history.365 

This view of the evolution of human consciousness is evidenced in Barfield’s 

analysis of the mythical unity between abstract and metaphorical language. To him, the 

history of human consciousness demonstrates the initial unity of different forms of 

thinking in one mythical language. Hocks says that “Barfield has pointed out again and 

again in a dozen books and numerous essays that, when we look back into the history of 

any so-called abstract or immaterial word, we come to a period when it also had a 

concrete or outer meaning as well, like ‘gravity’ or ‘focus’–meaning ‘heavy’ or ‘weighty’ 

and fire-burning hearth,’ respectively.”366 Reilly, in his survey of Barfield’s philosophy, 

defended the same point in presenting Barfield’s notion of the poet as a master of 

metaphors, that is, of the ancient unity of contrasting forms of language: “What the true 

poet grasps, then, and expresses by metaphor, is the ancient unity of thought and 

perception … or [that] the percept and the meaning were one and the same apprehension; 

the whole of reality, not only the percept or only the concept, was taken in as a kind of 

meaning figure.”367 However, it seems that Barfield goes further than the mere unity of 

thought and perception. For him, the “unity” was not merely between thought and 

perception but also between metaphorical and literal meanings. This is clearly seen in the 

in Humphrey Carpenter, The Inklings: J. R. R. Tolkien, C. S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and their Friends 
(New York: Ballantine Books, 1981), 41 f.

365 “Barfield’s concern is not just with the idea of dualism and separateness but with the actual condition 
and experience of it.” Hocks, “The ‘Other’ Postmodern Theorist: Owen Barfield’s Concept of the Evolution 
of Consciousness,” (accessed April 18, 2009).

366 Ibid., 34.

367 R. J. Reilly, “Anthroposophical Romanticism,” http://davidlavery.net/Barfield/ (accessed April 24, 
2009).   
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previous example of the word πνεῦμα, in which we saw that Barfield’s point was not 

merely the unity of percept and meaning but the unity of the word’s various meanings 

such as “wind,” “breath,” “breath of god,” “principle of life,” etc., some of which are 

literal and others metaphorical.368 

Barfield’s diagnosis of the failure of the other mythological schools serves as an 

explanation of the relevance of his theory. He faulted them for two basic mistakes. The 

first was the separation between metaphorical and literal language. Whereas for Müller,  

myth was the fruit of a “literal misunderstanding” of metaphorical language, for Barfield, 

“the word myth in this context must be taken to mean that which describes humankind’s 

perception of its relationship to the natural and supernatural worlds.”369 Barfield’s point is 

that all language is radically metaphorical. He explains that words originally had several 

meanings, and that this richness of meanings is the essence of mythical language. Here 

again, he separates himself from scholars such as Müller, who considered each word of 

mythical language as referring to a single metaphorical meaning. Of course, Barfield does 

not want to reject the metaphorical nature of mythical language altogether. In fact, he  

tries to maintain a careful balance between two extremes: on the one hand, rejecting all  

forms of metaphorical language, and on the other hand, considering metaphorical 

language as a disease of human history.370 Barfield’s third way is “that these poetic, and 

368 In doing so, Barfield is responding to Muller’s argument seen in Chapter Two, above, 131 f.

369 Flieger, Splintered Light, 37. With his theory of ‘ancient semantic unity’, Barfield argued that whereas 
now words may have both a literal referent and a metaphorical meaning … originally there was time in 
early language when such division was impossible. Pneuma initially meant neither ‘wind’ nor ‘breath’ … 
but had its own peculiar meaning, which has since, in the course of the evolution of consciousness 
crystallized into the three meanings specified. See: Connolly, Inklings of Heaven, 120. 

370 The latter view is of course that of Müller. Barfield commented that Max Müller “perceived very clearly  
the intimate bound connecting myth with metaphor and meaning, [and that he] was actually obliged to 
characterize the myth as a kind of disease of language. Such a point of view is barely worth discussing, or 
rather, to the genuine critic, it is not worth discussing.” PD, 89. This is echoed in Tolkien, who probably 
follows Barfield without interacting directly with Müller himself, at the expense of intellectual honesty, 

135



apparently ‘metaphorical’ values were latent in meaning from the beginning.”371 

Moreover, Barfield vehemently rejected any explanation founded on a 

degenerative evolutionary approach. It is here that Barfield’s anthroposophy enables him 

to bring positive elements to the study of myth. In fact, Barfield does not reject all 

evolutionary theories and his theory of the “evolution of consciousness” is a rare 

combination of humankind’s evolution of consciousness with a positive appraisal of the 

development of anthropocentric history.372 This process of evolution explains the 

differentiation of the complexity of the modern language out of mythical language.373 In 

fact, the complexity of our language is the result of a fragmentation of the unity of 

metaphoric and concrete language leading to differentiation of meanings.374 This 

understanding led Barfield to state that “mythology is the ghost of concrete meaning.”375 

Mythology reveals the shadow of an original, ancient, concrete meaning; this crucial 

aspect of mythical language is demonstrated in Barfield’s defense of original 

participation.376

Evidently, as shown by Flieger, Tolkien entertained a fascination with Barfield’s 

when he affirms that “Max Müller's view of mythology as a 'disease of language' can be abandoned without  
regret.” MC, 121.

371 Ibid., 85.

372 Anthropocentric history, see “Steiner’s philosophy, which he felt to be in harmony with Christianity 
though not sectarian, holds that the process of evolution, which involves not just humankind but the whole 
universe, is anthropocentric.” Flieger, Splintered Light, 36.

373 Barfield’s definition of modern language and its complexity is the following: “every modern language, 
with its thousands of abstract terms and its nuances of meaning and association, is apparently nothing, from 
beginning to end, but an unconscionable tissue of dead, or petrified metaphors.” PD, 63.

374 “The modern distinction between the literal and metaphoric uses of a word suggests a separation of the 
abstract from the concrete, an abstracting of qualities from one thing in order to bestow them on another.” 
Flieger, Splintered Light, 38.

375 Ibid., 33.

376 See Chapter Two, above, 65-69. 
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theory of an original unity of meaning giving rise to a proper theory of myth. Tolkien 

certainly agreed with this aspect of Barfield’s theory. However, it is an overstatement to 

affirm, as Flieger does, that Tolkien’s works of fantasy as well as his more theoretical 

“On Fairy-Stories” is “pure Barfield.”377 Johnson provides a better appreciation when she 

concludes that “there were aspects of Barfield’s argument with which Tolkien and Lewis 

would never agree, but his ‘theory of how words originally embodied an ancient, unified 

perception inspired them both.”378 In fact, there are different ways to look at Barfield’s 

impact on Tolkien. Rather than assume that they agreed on every point, it is possible to 

argue that they agreed on a main direction. Tolkien stood in close agreement with 

Barfield regarding “some important interests and attitudes,” and in presenting their 

relationship in such a way, Flieger is perfectly right.379 However, this does not require a 

philosophical and theological agreement. Tolkien certainly agreed that the history of 

humankind evidences a refinement in the use and meaning of words, as Barfield 

explained, but this was not due to an evolution of consciousness.380

Barfield’s two governing principles of the formation and development of mythical 

language should be made clear at this point. The first is the fragmentation of precepts and 

meanings, and the second is what Barfield calls the “living unity,” which is concerned 

377 Michael D. C. Drout, ed., J. R. R. Tolkien Encyclopedia, 2006, 612.

378 Kirstin Johnson, “Tolkien’s Mythopoesis,” in Tree of Tales: Tolkien, Literature, and Theology, ed. Trevor 
A. Hart and Ivan Khovacs (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2007), 28.

379 Flieger, Splintered Light, 37.

380 “The theory [of the “ancient semantic unity”] views words as indices and instruments of developing 
consciousness. Humanity’s growing consciousness of itself as separate from one another, results in a 
consequent fragmentation of perception and of the vocabulary with which it is expressed. As the 
progression continues, this fragmentation of vocabulary itself leads to further fragmentation of perceptions:  
more refined percepts lead to more words, which give rise to further precepts that generate new words–and  
a self-perpetuating process is established.” Ibid., 39.
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with knowing what things are.381 The combination of these two principles give 

humankind the possibility of knowing what things are and are not, thus giving life and 

meaning to the surrounding world. Barfield’s conclusion defines the importance of 

metaphor and myth. Barfield asserts that myths are relevant and that “to the poetic 

understanding myth presents an altogether different face. These fables are like corpses 

which, fortunately for us, remain visible after their living content has departed out of 

them.”382 For Barfield, myth is but the means to regain the older, original, and undivided 

meaning of words.383 Thus, the meaning of myths is not in the mythical cycles and stories 

themselves but in the meaning of their words.384 

This brief overview gives us a better understanding of the importance of 

Barfield’s theory of myth. More importantly, it also gives us a starting-point for 

evaluating the point of departure between Barfield and Tolkien regarding the meaning 

and significance of myth. These differences will be the specific object of the following 

section when examining Tolkien’s theory of myth. 

Tolkien’s Theory of Myth

381 PD, 87 f. 

382 Ibid., 91. In the conclusion of his chapter “Meaning and Myth,” Barfield quoted positively Emerson: 
“Because of this radical correspondence between visible things and human thoughts, savages, who have 
only what is necessary, converse in figures. As we go back in history, language becomes more picturesque,  
until its infancy, when it is all poetry; or all spiritual facts are represented by natural symbols.” Ibid., 92.

383 Ibid., 91.

384 On the “ante-meaning,” see Flieger, Splintered Light, 38. “All that can be replied to this is, that such an 
hypothesis [Müller’s] is contrary to every indication presented by the study of the history of meaning; 
which assures us definitely that such a purely material content as ‘wind’ [for πνεῦμα], on the one hand, 
and on the other, such a purely abstract content as ‘the principle of life within man or animal’ are both late 
arrivals in human consciousness.” PD, 80.
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J. R. R. Tolkien’s “Mythopoeia”

Tolkien’s place in twentieth century literature is due almost exclusively to his 

myth-making power.385 The artful imagination of his mythological writing has had more 

influence than the theology behind his theory of aesthetic fantastic creation.386 This 

emphasis on his fantasy writing, at the expense of its theological foundation, is the result 

of failing to read Tolkien in his intellectual and theological milieu. This can be seen in

 the misleading popular idea that Tolkien coined the term “mythopoeia” to refer to 

literature of a mythical tone. 

The blame for such a cliché cannot be placed solely on the popular reading of 

Tolkien, since even Tolkien scholars, without explicitly arguing that Tolkien coined 

“mythopoeia,” reinforce the Tolkienian specificity of this concept. Other scholars adopt a 

more balanced view, and Lobdell, for example, mentions that the mythopoeic faculty, as 

Tolkien describes it, functions in the same way described by mid-twentieth century 

anthropologists of the University of Chicago.387 If Lobdell’s historical sensitivity is an 

improvement over the ahistorical approach of other Tolkien scholars, he does not take 

385 In the previous pages Tolkien has been put in the context of the British mythographers and mythologists, 
but he is also an example of myth-making, which is a notion slightly different from the one of 
“mythography:” “Mythmaking is a less well defined activity than mythography. The term can suggest 
anything from a creative rewriting of mythological material [see C. S. Lewis’ Till We Have Faces: A Myth  
Retold (New York: Harcourt & Brace, 1956)] to a radical shifting of the ideological bases of society [see  
Sir Thomas More’s Utopia]. In every case, mythmaking is an original enterprise that can range from the 
very personal to the overtly political.” Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Reading Myth: Classical Mythology  
and Its Interpretations in Medieval French Literature (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 171. 

386 Or maybe a new word, “fantaisistic” is introduced, as an adjective corresponding to Tolkien’s use of 
“faerie,” and “fantaisie.” This neologism is preferable to the more common “fantastic,” conveying the  
notion of something “marked by extravagant fantasy” and is considered quasi-synonymous with “bizarre,  
extravagant, and unreal.” It is also preferable to the term “fantasist,” properly speaking “one who creates  
fantasy.” Maybe the expression “fantaisistic creation” can be brought close to the notion of the 
“mythopoeic creative power.”

387 Lobdell, The World of the Rings, 28-29. 
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into consideration nineteenth century studies on myth. 

The reference to a mythopoeic faculty is already evidenced in the nineteenth 

century debate on mythology. All schools used it not only to describe the nature and 

abilities of “primitive” man but also to justify an “archeological” study of humankind. 

The two most important schools in the debate were the philological and the 

anthropological, led by Müller and Lang respectively. Like the theory of language, the 

theory of myth was developed from the study of the nature, origin, and development of 

fairy tales, themselves originating in the mythopoeic faculty, based on which Victorian 

anthropologists and philologists were able to explain the nature, origin, and development 

of humankind. 

Müller and Lang agreed that the history of mankind revealed such a faculty for 

myth-making and/or myth-believing. However, the two schools opposed each other over 

whether or not the mythopoeic faculty gave birth to a mythopoeic age characteristic of 

one period of human history. The philological school, led by Müller, affirmed that the 

mythopoeic faculty resulted in a confusion of thought, since man was unable to 

distinguish properly between literal and metaphorical language, leading to 

misinterpretation.388 This confusion resulted in a mythical age in which man confused the 

metaphorical and literal interpretations of myths.389 Thus Müller’s theory of myth as a 

“disease of language” was reinforced by his interpretation of the origin and development 

of the “mythopoeic faculty.” For Müller, the mythopoeic age is primarily a linguistic one.

388 Lang, Modern Mythology, 6.

389 See Chapter Three, Above, pages 129-133. Andrew Lang summarized Müller’s view on the matter,  
saying that “Mr. Müller holds that, because man used gender-terminations, therefore he thought all things 
animated, and so became mythopoeic.” Ibid., xiv.

390 Müller: “In mythological language we must make due allowance for the absence of merely auxiliary 
words. Every word, whether noun or verb, had still its full original power during the mythopoeic ages.” 
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Andrew Lang voiced the response of the anthropological school in several 

reviews of Müller’s work and in his own Custom and Myth. In this latter work, Lang 

argued that if there were a mythopoeic age it should not be considered as a disease but 

merely as a demonstration of man’s evolution. For Lang, the mythopoeic faculty, in its 

historical development, was the result of the animistic stage of the development of human 

thought.391 W.A. Gill hints at this when he affirms: “One of the essential features in 

mythopoeic man must have been an inability to distinguish clearly between the several 

elements in himself, between self and Nature and between the natural and the spiritual.”

392 This strengthened the animistic belief in the animated and spiritual nature of creation.  

Man’s animistic orientation was one of the origins of the mythopoeic age. 

The anthropological school distinguished itself mostly because of its method, and 

its explanation of the rise of the mythopoeic age. The stress on the evolutionary theory 

was strongly defended by the anthropological school, whose members differed only in 

their appreciation of the dignity of “mythopoeic” man. Interestingly, and contrary to other 

anthropological scholars, Gill argued that the Mythopoeic Age was not a barbarous age.393 

The debate was, therefore, not merely about abstract academic theories regarding old 

irrelevant myths, but was a crucial debate regarding the nature, origin, and even, future, 

Müller, Selected Essays, I:369.

391 See for example this comment by Alfred Nutt: “Heroic-traditional literature is made up of mythical  
elements, of scenes, incidents, and formulas which have done service in that account of man’s dealings with 
and conceptions of the visible world which we call mythology. All such literature derives ultimately from 
an early, wholly animistic stage of culture.” Alfred Trübner Nutt, Studies on the Legend of the Holy Grail:  
With Especial Reference to the Hypothesis of its Celtic Origin, Publication of the Folklore Society 23 
(London: Harrison and Sons, 1888), 234.  

392 W. A. Gill, “The origin and interpretation of myths,” MacMillan's Magazine 332/56 (1886): 121-129, 
124. 

393 Ibid., 129. 
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of humankind. 

 Given this context of mythological debate, Tolkien’s reference to the 

“mythopoeic” power of man is a reference to the problem of the origin and nature of 

myth. It is also necessary to remember that, if the mythopoeic was the center of a difficult 

debate regarding the nature of humankind, Tolkien’s use of the same terminology 

probably reflects the same concerns. Even though he clearly did not coin the term, its use 

in his writing points to the existence of a specific Tolkienian answer to this issue.

The Origin and Nature of Myth 

Tolkien’s poem “Mythopoeia” encapsulates his ideas about the nature of myth, 

but it can also be read in the light of the previous discussion of Victorian mythology.394 It 

is the best primary resource available to answer the question Tolkien himself asks about 

the nature of myth: “whence came the wish, and whence the power to dream, or some 

things fair and others ugly deem?” (lines 73-74). One of Tolkien’s most famous poems, 

“Mythopoeia” was written in 1931 and dedicated to his friend C.S. Lewis, who was at the 

time still a theist.395 The occasion for the poem was an evening discussion that Tolkien 

had with Lewis and another mutual friend, Hugo Dyson. During this discussion, Lewis 

had argued that myths were merely lies and that their worth did not rest in their truth or 

historical quality. 

Tolkien’s poem “Mythopoeia” can be considered an apologetic work, a defense of 

394 The poem is given in full-length in Appendix A, below, pages 300-303.

395 Lewis had come a long way during the previous five years, coming from a strong rationalistic atheism to 
deism and finally theism, while still not acknowledging the singular significance of Christ’s death and 
resurrection, which was Tolkien’s and Dyson’s main disagreement with the theist Lewis. 
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myths, for two reasons. First, it is directed at Lewis’ doubts about the historical or truthful 

nature of myths. As Tolkien maintains, myths are not by nature “lies” but contain an 

element of truth, a “splintered light” emanating from God’s natural light. In this sense, 

myths are part of the traditional Catholic understanding of natural theology. Tolkien’s 

second defense is directed Lewis’ doubts about the truth of Christianity. Here, Tolkien 

argued that we can see in all myths the same divine light, a reflection of the existence, 

creation, and natural revelation of the same God. 

Moreover, Tolkien’s conclusion goes further in affirming that Lewis was 

intellectually dishonest in accepting the resurrection stories contained in myths while 

rejecting the story of the gospel on the basis of the impossibility of a resurrection. Here, 

Tolkien demonstrated that Lewis was not the rational thinker he thought he was; 

otherwise, he would have made the essential connection between world-mythologies and 

the historical myth of the Bible. However, he was so blinded by his rationalism that he 

rejected the logical outcome of his rational thinking.396 

The first step in developing Tolkien’s theory of myth is to read “Mythopoeia” in 

the context of Tolkien’s opposition to Lang and Müller. His rejection of the former’s 

restriction of fairy-stories to children indicates a difference, not only in their approach to 

education and childhood, but also in their view of the origin of myths. Lang, in proper 

evolutionist fashion, never ceased to draw a parallel between savages and children, 

drawing an analogy between their respective modes of thought .397 Tolkien’s poem is 

396 It is interesting to notice that this way of reasoning, based on the irrationality of modern rationalism, is 
one of the methods in which Lewis later excelled. Tolkien himself probably learned of this apologetic tool 
through his reading of Chesterton, the master of paradoxes. For Chesterton’s use of paradox, see Gilbert 
Keith Chesterton, The Man Who Was Thursday: A Nightmare (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1975) and 
again, The Paradoxes of Mr. Pond.

397 “The reason, no doubt, is that men were much like children in their minds long ago, long, long 
ago, and so before they took to writing newspapers, and sermons, and novels, and long poems, 
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certainly directed at these evolutionary views, which separate the development of 

humankind from its Creator, leading to an analogous separation of myth from the Creator. 

Tolkien’s opposition to Müller was based on Barfield’s argument against myth as 

a “disease of language.” Tolkien’s argument was that myth is not a disease of language, 

but that language is a “disease of myth,” also contrasting with Barfield’s description of 

myth as a “disease of thought.” To Barfield, as we have seen, our mythologies are the 

result of a specific connection between the human mind and its environment. His view of 

the origin and development of myth is that it is valuable only as far as it serves man’s 

evolution. Myth-making has no intrinsic value apart from the creation of meaning, an 

attitude reflected in Tolkien’s fictionalized depiction of Barfield as the skeptic Ranulph 

Stainer in The Notion Club Papers.398 Barfield/Stainer’s skepticism is directed at “old 

Edwin Lowdham’s queer hobby: the fabrication of mythical texts; and the direct source 

of all Arry’s stuff.  He seems to have taken after his father, in more senses than one; 

though he’s probably more inventive linguistically.”399 To Tolkien, in contrast to both 

Müller and Barfield, myth is not a disease at all, but a constitutive element of human 

nature. 

In fact, to Tolkien, the myth-making activity reflects the human heart and what is 

they told each other stories, such as you read in the fairy books. They believed that witches could 
turn people into beasts, that beasts could speak, that magic rings could make their owners 
invisible, and all the other wonders in the stories. Then, as the world became grown-up, the fairy 
tales which were not written down would have been quite forgotten but that the old grannies 
remembered them, and told them to the little grandchildren: and when they, in their turn, became 
grannies, they remembered them, and told them also.” Andrew Lang, The Green Fairy Book (New 
York: Dover, 1966).
398 The association of Barfield with Stainer is probably due to the proximity of “Stainer” to Rudolf Steiner, 
Barfield’s teacher and mentor.

399 HoME, 9:260. “Arry” refers to Alwin Arundel Lowdham, another prominent member of the Notion 
Club.
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held within the human heart.400 His response to Lewis’s charge that “myth are lies” is 

clear when he affirms that “the heart of Man is not a compound of lies, but draws some 

wisdom from the only Wise” (53-54), indicating that myths are the fruit of man’s heart, of 

man’s creative activity.401 To Tolkien, myths are not primarily the inspiration of demons, 

as the Fathers of the Church held, nor are they abstract lies as Lewis held. 

In affirming that man’s heart is not a “compound of lies,” but that it takes its source from 

the “only Wise,” Tolkien places himself firmly within the Roman Catholic tradition,  

holding that everything in man and every human activity reflects the source of all being.

402 

On the other hand, Tolkien is Catholic enough to acknowledge a problem with the 

nature and development of myth. Myths, according to Tolkien, are the result of both “use 

and misuse” (line 69) of man’s “world-dominion by creative act” (59); they are both light 

and dark” (lines 44 and 67).403 Tolkien is well aware that myths are “mixed literature.” In 

theological language, myths reflect the sinful nature of man, a nature that is not wholly 

changed (line 56). The dark aspect of myth comes from a misdirection given to the 

mythopoeic faculty by sin, and is not the result of the intrinsic nature of the mythopoeic 

400 As such, fantasy also aims at educating the human heart. In that, Tolkien comes close to restating 
Sidney’s first defense of poesy in which he answered those who argued that, “there being many more 
fruitful knowledges, a man might better spend his time in them than in this [poesy].” But, replies Sidney, 
poesy is no different from other kind of knowledge in that all knowledges should aim at teaching virtue. 
This is in a nutshell Sidney’s first defense, the petere principium. Sir Philip Sidney, The Defense of Poesy, 
ed. Albert Stanburrough Cook (Boston: Ginn & Co., 1890), 34.

401 See also lines 23 ff.

402 As Aquinas wrote, “since all things are destined and directed by God to good, and this is done in such a 
way that in each one is a principle by which it tends of itself to good as if seeking good itself, it is 
necessary to say that all things naturally tend to good.” Thomas Aquinas, Truth, trans. Robert W. Mulligan 
(Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1954), 3:37. Aquinas also defends the theory that “Inasmuch as they 
exist, all things are good.”

403 See, for example, the importance of line 59, in which Tolkien refers to man’s world-dominion, a 
dominion that is effected and actualized through man’s creative activity. 
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gift. Here, Tolkien defends the dignity and legitimacy of the mythopoeic power. He 

maintains that the mythopoeic creation is a right, that sowing the “seeds of dragons” (line 

68) is a worthy and glorious activity, a right that “has not decayed” (line 69). Man’s 

mythopoeic faculty witnesses to humankind’s development and reflects the Source of all 

creative power, God himself, the Divine Artist. Myths are the “heraldic emblems of a lord 

unseen” (line 118), the flowing banner of God’s artistic presence within man. 

Moreover, Tolkien’s reference to the “timid hearts” is significant since it is a clear 

reference to the Beatitudes (Matt. 5:8)

Blessed are the timid hearts that evil hate
that quail in its shadow, and yet shut the gate;
that seek no parley, and in guarded room,
though small and bate, upon a clumsy loom
weave tissues gilded by the far-off day
hoped and believed in under Shadow’s sway.404

 One of the possible implications of Tolkien’s reference to this verse in connection with 

the mythopoeic power, is that this faculty allows the poet, the myth-maker, to regain truth 

that has been perverted by sin. The mythopoeic believer is “blessed” in that he shall “see 

God.” Even though the “timid hearts” live “under Shadow’s sway,” and suffer evil’s hate, 

they shall have their reward.405 

Further, it is possible to see the Thomist influence in Tolkien. Aquinas defends the 

position that man’s tendencies are the result of a potential or actual/habitual appetite,  

404 “Mythopoeia,” lines 81-86.

405 The reference to the “timid hearts” can be found in Isaiah 35:4 (Darby version): “Say to them that are of  
a timid heart, Be strong, fear not; behold your God: vengeance cometh, the recompense of God! He will  
come himself, and save you.” However the Douay-Rheims version used by Tolkien reads: “Say to the 
fainthearted: Take courage, and fear not: behold your God will bring the revenge of recompense: God 
himself will come and will save you.” It is possible that Tolkien, with his knowledge and interest in 
languages sided with a more literal translation of the Hebrew word and appropriated the English term 
“timid heart.” 
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which in turn are the result of man being created by God.406 Moreover Aquinas argues 

that an appetite is a special power of the soul, thus locating precisely the seat of human 

appetites.407 Tolkien’s description of the mythopoeic faculty falls within this Thomist 

definition of the appetite, and more precisely within the parameter of the potential natural  

appetite, defined as that which is in accord with one’s nature.408 To Tolkien, the 

mythopoeic is more than a mere power possessed by humankind but an appetitus  

naturalis of the soul, a legitimate thirst after myth itself,409  a thirst created and implanted 

by the Creator God himself.

The Relation of Myth and History with Truth

The origin of myth and of the mythopoeic was not the only challenge Tolkien 

tried to address. Myth-making, while being an appetite of the soul, raises questions about 

myth, history, and truth—especially questions about the identity of the pagan gods. 
406 “Hence only a rational nature can trace secondary ends back to God by a sort of analytic procedure as to  
seek God Himself explicitly. In demonstrative sciences a conclusion is correctly drawn only by a reduction 
to first principles. In the same way the appetite of a rational creature is correctly directed only by an  
explicit appetitive tendency to God, either actual or habitual.”  Thomas Aquinas, Truth, III:42. 

407 Ibid., III:43. See ST Ia.80.i, 197-200.

408 Thomas Aquinas, De Veritate, 25.i. See also the subdivision of potential appetite into a natural and 
habitual appetite the former being defined as that which is  “consequent to each nature and which is its 
transcendental propriety” Dictionnaire de Théologie Catholique: Contenant l'Exposé des Doctrines De La  

409 “By ‘appetite,’ St. Thomas means that aspect of our souls which moves us to desire or avoid an object, to 
treat it as a good or an evil.” Nicholas M. Healy, Thomas Aquinas: Theologian of the Christian Life 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 141. It is also possible to adopt a more general definition of “appetitus” as that 
which has any form of internal inclination. The definition of appetite includes all forms of internal 
inclination. See De veritate 22.1. See also Dictionnaire de Théologie Catholique “Désigne dans la langue 
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Tolkien was acutely aware of the apparent contradiction for a pious Roman Catholic to 

re-invent pagan myths.410 For Tolkien, to defend the power of myth-making necessitated 

presenting an explanation of the historical development of myths and their relation to 

historical truth. 

Different theories have been offered to explain the interrelation of myth and 

history. Edmund Spencer, for example, defended Euhemerism, a view affirming that the 

gods are merely divinized historical characters.411 This theory has its roots in Cyprian, 

who expressed the opinion that the gods are not truly gods. Rather, they were at one time 

kings,

who, because of their memory as kings, began latter to be worshipped 
even in death. Thereupon, temples were established for them; thereupon, 
to retain the features of the dead by an image, statues were formed, and 
men sacrificed victims and celebrated festal days giving them honor. 
Thereupon, these rites became sacred for posterity, which were taken up as 
consolations for those first concerned.412

In this, Cyprian echoes Tertullian’s response to the charge of atheism brought against the 

Christians: “As for your gods, then, I see in them merely the names of certain men long 

410 Reformed philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff (January 21, 1932) expresses this dilemma in the following 
words: “A charge against the writer and teller of fiction which has flitted in and out of Western history is 
that he is a liar—one who says what is false knowing it to be false.” Nicholas Wolterstorff, Works and 
Worlds of Art (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), 106. Wolterstorff quotes Hume’s criticism: “Poets 
themselves, tho’ liars by profession, always endeavour to give an air of truth to their fictions …” David 
Hume, Treatise Concerning Human Understanding, edited by David Fate Norton and Mary J. Norton. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), I.iii.10, 83. 

411 “Euhemerism is the theory that the gods are deified men who once lived on earth as conquerors, rulers,  
or renowned philosophers and that myth is history distorted by the fancy of storyteller.” Chase, Quest for 
Myth, 3.

412 Cyprian, Treatises, trans. and ed. Roy J. Deferrari (Washington: Catholic University of America Press in 
association with Consortium Books, 1958), 349.
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dead. I hear their stories and recognize the sacred rituals arising from these myths.”413 

Opposite this historical explanation, stands the position held by Justin Martyr, 

who is usually understood to say that pagan gods are demons worshipped by men—

sometimes without men’s knowledge. However, Justin’s position is more subtle. Here 

follows his comment on the nature of pagan myths:

On the other hand, those who pass down the myths fabricated by the poets 
give no proof of their truth to the youths who learn them, yet we can now 
show that these myths were first related through the instigation of evil 
demons to deceive and seduce all men. For having heard the Prophets 
announce the coming of Christ and the punishment of sinful men by fire, 
they produced many who were reputed to be sons of Jupiter, thinking that 
they would be able to put the suspicion in men’s minds that those things 
foretold of Christ were fabulous tales, just as were those related by the 
poets.414

Here Justin falls short of equating the gods with the demons who are behind the poet’s 

inspiration. In fact, he does not argue that gods are demons but that the demons inspire 

the invention of pagan gods. This reading of Justin does him more justice and is in 

agreement with his Dialogue with Trypho, in which he presented the Devil as a 

counterfeiter.415 

There are some unresolved tensions in both these theories. Euhemerism fails to 

recognize spiritual reality as part of a legitimate explanation for the origin of pagan gods.  

Its emphasis on the degenerative historical nature of myth could only be rejected by 

Tolkien. On the other hand, the unresolved problem in Justin’s approach is its ahistorical 

413 Tertullian, Apologetical Works, trans. Rudolf Arbesmann (Washington: Catholic University of America 
Press in assoc. with Consortium Books, 1950), 41. See also his comment that “We cease worshipping your 
gods when we find out that they are non-existent. This, then, is what you ought to demand, that we prove 
that those gods are non-existent and for that reason should not be worshipped, because they ought to be 
worshipped only if they were actually gods.” Ibid., 35.

414 Justin, The First Apology; The Second Apology; Dialogue with Trypho; Exhortation to the Greeks;  
Discourse to the Greeks; The Monarchy, or, The Rule of God, trans. Thomas B. Falls (Washington: Catholic 
University of America Press in association with Consortium Books, 1948), 91-92.

415 Ibid., 259.
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nature. In this view the stories recorded in mythical form lose all connection with the 

historical past, being merely inventions inspired by demonic spiritual forces. Once again, 

this ahistoric nature of myth could not be in line with Tolkien’s high view of the historical 

approach to the nature of mythological literature. 

Tolkien takes a third approach, maintaining that a proper theory of myth should 

allow for both spiritual and historical significance.416 As seen in “Mythopoeia,” Tolkien 

does not deny that mythology contains a dark part, which is the result of a 

misinterpretation of the subject of myths, that is, a misinterpretation of the nature of the 

mythical persons. The fall of Númenor, as recorded in the Akallabêth, is a good example. 

After Sauron was vanquished for the first time, he was taken prisoner to the isle of 

Númenor under the guard of its king. There he corrupted the king and his court, leading 

them to believe that his master Morgoth was the one god:

Then behind locked doors Sauron spoke to the King, and he lied, saying: 
‘It is he [the Lord of Darkness] whose name is not now spoken; for the 
Valar have deceived you concerning him, putting forward the name of Eru, 
a phantom devised in the folly of their hearts, seeking to enchain Men in 
servitude to themselves. For they are the oracle of this Eru, which speaks 
only what they will. But he that is their master shall yet prevail, and he 
will deliver you from this phantom; and his name is Melkor, Lord of All, 
Giver of freedom, and he shall make you stronger than they.417

Notice that Sauron does not hide the fact that Morgoth is the Lord of Darkness, but 

affirms that Darkness takes the place of Light, and that the Light is the perverting element 

416 Another fruitful and complementary direction would be to evaluate the influence on Tolkien of the 
concept of pagan literature and philosophy as “praeparation evangelium.” Beowulf could well serve as a  
model, especially given Tolkien’s indebtedness to the poem. For Beowulf and “praeparatio evangelium,” 
see Horace Jeffrey Hodges, “Praeparatio evangelium: Beowulf as antetype of Christ,” Sogang Univeristy,  
http://hompi.sogang.ac.kr/ (accessed January 14, 2009). Hodges’ conclusion, well in line with Tolkien’s 
own appreciation, is that “At the outset of this article, I mentioned minimal and maximal criteria for 
evaluating whether or not Beowulf is a Christian poem. Although methodologically, I prefer minimal 
criteria, if I am right about Christian typology in Beowulf, then the poem comes close to satisfying even 
strongly maximal criteria, falling short only by being implicit rather than explicit.”

417 Tolkien, The Silmarillion, 279.
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of the world. Here we witness a complete reversal and perversion of the order of the 

world in the inversion of the place of God (Ilúvatar) and his angel (Morgoth). This 

perverted reversal is reinforced in the argument that the One God is but an invention 

intended to enslave men, thus using in a perverted form the argument that was made by 

Justin regarding pagan gods. That Morgoth uses the expression “folly of their hearts” is 

also significant in that it is a use of Paul’s expression in Rom 1:21-22: “Because that, 

when they knew God, they have not glorified him as God or given thanks: but became 

vain in their thoughts. And their foolish heart was darkened. For, professing themselves 

to be wise, they became fools.”418

This same verse of Romans points to the correct interpretation of the nature and 

origin of the dark element in myth. The origin is not to be found in a degenerated history, 

nor is it to be found in the childish stage of man’s evolution.419 Rather, it is to be found in 

the distortion and corruption of a spiritual truth—that spiritual beings exist, foremost 

among whom is the One God. In fact, it is a mistaken view of God’s nature that 

historically led to the rise of pagan gods and mythologies. The dark elements of 

mythologies thus lie in the historical dissociation of the nature, function, and 

“personality” of mythological characters. If Morgoth, instead of Ilúvatar, came to be 

418 Chrysostom commenting on verse 21 says: “They trusted everything to their reasonings. Still he does not 
word it so, but in a much sharper language, "but became vain in their reasonings, and their foolish heart 
was darkened." For as in a night without a moon, if any one attempt to go by a strange road, or to sail over 
a strange sea, so far will he be from soon reaching his destination, that he will speedily be lost. Thus they, 
attempting to go the way leading to Heaven, and having destroyed the light from their own selves, and, in 
lieu of it, trusted themselves to the darkness of their own reasoning, and seeking in bodies for Him who is 
incorporeal, and in shapes for Him who has no shape, underwent a most rueful shipwreck.” And on verse  
22: “For having some great conceit of themselves, and not enduring to go the way which God had 
commanded them, they were plunged into the reasonings of senselessness.” John Chrysostom, “Homilies 
on the Acts of the Apostles and the Epistle to the Romans,” Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series 11 
(New York: Cosimo Classics, 2007), both 352.

419 As Müller and Lang respectively argued. But this process is not, incidentally, the result of Barfield’s 
“evolution of consciousness” either. 
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worshipped as the “Lord of All,” it is because the nature of Ilúvatar and his person have 

been dissociated from his function. Instead of a person, he came to be considered as an 

“invention,” whose function is to enslave men, not providing them with free-will, gifts, 

and destiny. This spiritual dissociation and perversion is, in theological terms, one of the 

historical consequences of sin. The real problem comes from this dissociation, not from 

myth itself. 

The account of Isildur’s death is another example of Tolkien’s historical view of 

the nature of myths and legends. After the battle of Dagorlad and the overthrow of 

Sauron, which occurred in 3441 of the Third Age of Middle-Earth, King Isildur took for 

himself, as a sign of victory, the One Ring.420 But the king was soon ambushed by some 

remaining forces of Sauron and drowned in the river Anduin, in which the Ring was, for 

the time being, lost.421 In the latter account of the disaster of Isildur’s death and the loss of 

the Ring, “Isildur’s bane,” Tolkien demonstrates the close relation between legend and 

historical accounts, “So it was, as is told in the legends of later days, that the second year 

of the Third Age was waning when Isildur set forth from Osgiliath.”422 Here the legends 

are not legends in the sense of a “popular myth of recent origin,” nor are they stories 

“popularly regarded as historical although not verifiable.”423 

Further in the account, Tolkien reports the sources of the legend of Isildur’s death, 

beginning with the words: “There were eyewitnesses of the event.” Tolkien again reveals 

420 LoTR III, Appendix B, 1059. 

421 Tolkien, Unfinished Tales, 271-275.

422 Ibid., 271.

423 “Legend,” The Merriam Wesbter Online Dictionary, http://www.merriam-webster.com (accessed April 
24, 2009). 
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his high historical view of the formation of legends.424 The “legendary” aspect of Isildur’s 

death is due to the oral tradition to which it gave birth, not to an invented account.425 

Another example of legend-formation is given in the introduction to Appendix A of The 

Lord of the Rings on the “Annals of the Kings and Rulers,” commenting on the relation 

between history and legend:

The legends, histories, and lore to be found in the sources are very 
extensive. Only selections from them, in most places much abridged, are 
here represented. Their principal purpose is to illustrate the War of the 
Ring and its origin, and to fill up some of the gaps in the main story. The 
ancient legends of the First Age, in which Bilbo’s chief interest lay, are 
briefly referred to, since they concern the ancestry of Elrond and the 
Númenorean kings and chieftains.426

The apposition of the terms “legends” and “histories” and the reference to their goal—to 

illustrate an historical “origin” —is of the highest significance. It demonstrates that for 

Tolkien, legends and, by implication, the older mythical accounts are historical traditions 

recorded by eyewitnesses and transmitted in oral or written form to later generations. 

Given the historical nature of the transmission of legends, lore, and myths, it is 

instructive to turn to the cosmogony of Middle-Earth recorded in The Silmarillion. In this 

mythological work, Tolkien provides an historical account of the origin of both the gods 

and Middle-Earth. In the Ainulindalë it is reported that “There was Eru, the One, who in 

424 Unfinished Tales, III.1. 275.

425 It is for example said that: “The legend in its full form was not composed until the reign of Elessar in the 
Fourth Age, when other evidence was discovered.” Unfinished Tales, III.1. 276. It is implied here that the 
status of legend was already acquired by the result of an oral tradition that was later “fixed” in written form 
after the final and complete victory over Sauron as reported in The Lord of the Rings.

426 LoTR III, Appendix A, 1009.
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Arda is called Ilúvatar; and he made first the Ainur, the Holy Ones, that were the 

offspring of his thought, and they were with him before aught else was made.”427 The 

myth of Middle-Earth, transmitted through historical annals and records, presents the 

gods as personal and spiritual beings. Moreover, these beings, with their spiritual nature, 

are “historical” in that they are part of time.

Tolkien’s interpretation of myth is “personalist” in nature, emphasizing both the 

personal and spiritual nature of the gods. Furthermore, the basis for Tolkien’s 

personalized interpretation of myth is the person of Christ, the person of the Logos who 

gives myth its true historical meaning. This is precisely the reason behind Tolkien’s 

qualification of the gospel of Christ as the “true myth.” Against the deist Lewis, Tolkien 

and Dyson argued that in the story/history of Christ is the only true myth whose truth is 

rooted in its historicity. It is, literally, “myth become fact.”428

For Tolkien, myths demonstrate the presence in history of an incontrovertible 

spiritual reality. “Myth” is a form of historical account of the unity between metaphorical,  

literal, and also spiritual language and reality. Of course, not all myths reflect a true 

account of the historical past because of the blinding and corrupting power of sin upon 

the hearts of men. For Tolkien, true myth is found in the historical revelation of the 

person of the Logos, not in Barfield’s impersonal Gnosticism, nor in the ahistorical or 

“aspiritual” view as developed by some of the Church Fathers.

427 Tolkien, The Silmarillion, 3.

428 Lewis later wrote an essay entitled “Myth Become Fact,” in which he argued that “as myth transcends 
thought, Incarnation transcends myth. The heart of Christianity is a myth which is also a fact. The old myth 
of the Dying God, without ceasing to be myth, comes down from the heaven of legend and imagination to 
the heart of history.” C. S Lewis, God in the Dock; Essays on Theology and Ethics (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1970), 66. Lewis concludes by saying that since God chose to be mythopoeic, we should not be 
afraid to be “mythopathic.”
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Conclusion

Tolkien’s theory of myth is a deeply theological and Catholic one, presenting the 

nature of myth as a potential natural appetite that was spiritually “deceived” (distorted), a  

process that is demonstrated in Tolkien’s view of the historical development and the 

literary creation of myths. To Tolkien, myth itself is not the consequence of sin but is the 

fruit of the separation between the gods’ personal and historical nature. Tolkien would 

probably not have rejoiced with the author of Tegner’s Drapa:

I heard a voice, that cried,
‘Balder the Beautiful
Is dead, is dead!’
And through the misty air
Passed like the mournful cry
Of sunward sailing cranes.
……………………………
So perish the old Gods!
But out of the sea of Time
Rises a new land of song,
Fairer than the old.
Over its meadows green
Walk the young bards and sing.429

As Tolkien maintains in “Mythopoeia,” myth is, properly speaking, “refracted light” 

because the myth-makers themselves are a “refracted light” (line 61), a true but limited 

refraction of their Creator. Myth takes its source from man, who himself derives his 

nature from the nature of God. This theological view of the nature of myth in relation to 

the nature of man points to the center of Tolkien’s artistic vision, embodied in his theory 

of fantasy, which is the subject of our next chapter. 

429 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, trans. “Tegner’s Drapa,” lines 1-6 and 50-55 in The Poetical Works of  
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, ed. John Gilbert (London: Routledge, Warne, and Routledge, 1860), 265, 
267. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
TOLKIEN’S THEORY OF FAËRIE

The two previous chapters have demonstrated the deeply theological basis of 

Tolkien’s theory of language and mythology; in both, he shows a common theological 

concern about the origin and faculties of human nature. This concern results in a 

combined invention of language and of mythology, which in turn gives birth to his theory 

and literary practice of fairy-stories. This chapter will be concerned with establishing and 

explaining Tolkien’s theory of fantasy.

Talking about Tolkien’s theory of fairy-story is a difficult matter. The first 

problem we encounter is the definition of terms.430 The choice between the expressions 

fairy-story, fantasy, and Faërie is not an easy one. Tolkien used the terms fairy-stories and 

Faërie quite interchangeably, based on the argument that fairy-stories are stories about the 

realm of Faërie.431 Surprisingly for modern readers, Tolkien rarely used the term 

“fantasy” to refer to his works or to the nature of fairy-stories. Therefore, this latter term 

will be avoided in this present chapter.432 Rather, the terms Faërie and fairy-stories will be 

used.

As mentioned, in 1939, Tolkien was invited to give the Andrew Lang Lecture at 

the University of St. Andrews. With the possible exception of Chesterton’s chapter “The 

430 See Appendix C, below, pages 304-312.

431 “Most good ‘fairy-stories’ are about the aventures of men in the Perilous Realm or upon its shadowy 
marches.” MC, 113.

432 Tolkien uses the term fantasy, usually capitalized, a few times in the essay “On Fairy Stories,” 
interestingly towards the end of the essay, as he moves towards the Christian foundation that makes a true 
fairy-story.  
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Ethic of Elfland” in his Orthodoxy, “On Fairy-Stories” represents one of the most highly 

articulated theological theories of Faërie and thus will be an essential part of our 

argument.433 In this essay, Tolkien addresses questions of the nature, origin, and function 

of fairy-stories, thus giving the essay a significant scholarly and theological content. 

The discussion of Tolkien’s theory of Faërie will first take place within the 

context of his theory of sub-creation, in which he discusses the nature of the human 

creative power. 434 In this section, the approach will be supported by the Thomistic 

theological tradition. A second section will define the nature of the imagination, and will  

integrate the conclusions of the previous section in explaining the significance of 

Tolkien’s approach to the creation of a “secondary world.” Finally, the last section will 

focus on the essential qualities of fairy-stories as Tolkien defined them in the last two 

sections of his essay “On Fairy-Stories.”  

Literary Creation Under God: Man as Sub-creator

As a fiction writer, Tolkien was by definition an artist, that is, someone who 

433 Gilbert Keith Chesterton, The Collected Works of G. K. Chesterton, ed. G. J. Marlin, R. P. Rabatin, and J. 
L. Swan, vol. 1 (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986).

434 This introductory assertion is, in the field of Tolkienian studies, not evident. In fact, Tolkien’s theory of 
sub-creation is, among Tolkienian scholars, as important as it is vague. Scholars have tried to trace back 
influences on Tolkien’s theory of sub-creation without trying first to detrmine what this theory is. A good 
example of this is the article by Nils Ivar Agøy, “Quid Hinieldus cum Christo?—New Perspectives on 
Tolkien’s Theological Dilemma and his Sub-Creation Theory,” in Proceedings of the J. R. R. Tolkien  
Centenary Conference held at Keble College, Oxford, 1992, eds Patricia Reynolds and Glen H. 
GoodKnight (Altadena: Mythopoeic Press;  Milton Keynes: The Tolkien Society, 1995), 31-38. In this 
article, Agøy argues that a main influence on Tolkien’s theory of sub-creation was Swedish scholar 
Grundtvig, already mentioned. The issue with this article is not so much thinking that Grundtvig has been 
an influence on Tolkien as it is assuming that he had. In fact, Agøy does not present Tolkien’s theory of 
sub-creation and only presents Grundtvig’s theory in three meager paragraphs. Further, to argue that  
Tolkien “knew about” Grundtvig is not enough to conclude that “all the central elements in Tolkien’s sub-
creation theory can be found in Grundtvig and are expressed in very similar terms.” (Ibid., 34) Once again,  
this does not totally invalidate Agøy’s conclusion, but the method used is insufficient to result in a correct 
evaluation about Grundtvig’s influence on Tolkien. To achieve such a goal, we would first need to present 
the main elements of Tolkien’s theory of sub-creation and only afterward compare them to Grundtvig’s 
own. This, at the end, lacks in Agøy’s article. 
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demonstrates or creates “art.” The etymology of the word “art” is a complex one, having 

its roots in the Old French art—itself derivative of the Latin artem, “skill, knowledge.” 

“Artem” strictly speaking, is a derivative of several related Latin terms such as ars and 

artificium, all conveying the meaning of “skill, craft” but also “knowledge, method, 

technique.” In Greek, τέχνη refers to the “art, skill”; “the regular method of making a 

thing”; or the “way, knowledge” of making a thing.435 The term “artist” has connections 

to the Latin artifex, the “artist, actor” who is the master of an ars, someone who knows 

the nature and the essential character of his ars, and how to make it.436 Tolkien, then, was 

an artist, someone who had the ability to craft fairy-stories, and someone who knew  the 

essential nature of fairy-stories. 

As both artist and Roman Catholic, Tolkien naturally came to ponder the relation 

between the artist and his God. Of special concern to him were the themes of the relation 

between the Creator God and his creatures, as well as the nature and purpose of the 

imagination. The result of these intellectual, imaginative, and spiritual reflections was his  

characterization of the artist as a sub-creator. 

Tolkien’s initial observation regarding fairy-stories concerns their content. 

Opposing the contemporary definition of fairy-stories as tales about fairies—little airy, 

tricky and flying creatures—Tolkien argued that fairy-stories are more about the land of 

Faërie. Tolkien’s constant reference to fairy-stories as stories about the land of Faërie 

points towards the priority of the created order of Faërie. For him, Faërie is primarily a 

place and not a state of being; and fairy-stories are not about small creatures called 

435 Henry G. Liddell and Robert Scott, eds., A Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940), 
2:1784 f.

436 The Oxford Latin Dictionary, s.v. “artifex.” For the etymological complexity of the word “art,” see also 
Walter W. Skeat, An Etymological Dictionary of the English Language (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1910), 
32.
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fairies, but about a land called Faërie.437 They are about the Perilous Realm, the place of 

Faërie, a place where beings of all sorts stay and wander, enter and trespass, live and die.

438 Tolkien’s stress on the “spatial” and physical nature of Faërie leads to questions about 

the origin and nature of Faerie as a created order; for a Roman Catholic like Tolkien, a 

created order implies the existence of a creator. 

The Source of Being, Imagination, and Other Worlds

In order to understand the nature and origin of Faërie, it is first necessary to 

consider the relation between the artist, crafter of the realm of Faërie, and God, the author 

of our created order. To explain this relation we need now to turn towards Roman 

Catholicism, especially the Thomist tradition. The connection between Tolkien and 

Thomism is rooted in his Newmanian Catholicism and his attendance at the Birmingham 

Oratory. Even though Tolkien never directly received teaching from Newman, who 

passed away in 1890, a few years before Tolkien’s birth, it is clear that his Catholicism 

was Newmanian.439 The connection with Thomism is reinforced by the character of Philip 

Neri, the founder of the congregation of secular priests called “Congregation of the 

Oratory,” to which the Birmingham Oratory was connected. It is said that “in theology 

[Neri] invariably followed the teaching of St. Thomas, to whom he had a special love and 

devotion, having the Summa almost always in his hand.”440 St. Thomas, a towering figure 

437 MC, 113 ff.

438 See OFS, introduction. MC, 109.

439 As we have already said in chapter one, pages 50-57.

440 Pietro Giacomo Bacci, The Life of Saint Philip Neri (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner and Co., 
1902), 1:17. 

159



among Christian theologians, is one to whom we will turn in our investigation of the 

origin of the Perilous Realm.

In the Christian tradition, understanding God entails understanding his nature, that 

is, his moral and eternal character. It also requires investigation of the relationship 

between the Creator and his creatures. In this study, the focus is on the latter rather than 

the former, because of the latter’s relevance to Tolkien’s creation of an imaginary world.  

The differences between the Creator and his creatures are best understood in the light of 

the specific and unique nature of the Creator-God. St. Thomas’s theology of creation is 

both complex and broad in its implications. One of its main features is a consistent 

reference to the Creator of all things as the source of all being.441 St. Thomas refers to the 

term “source” quite explicitly, often referring to it with terms such as “cause,” or 

“mover,” as seen in his philosophical construction of the cosmological arguments.442 For 

example, in the second book of the Summa Contra Gentiles, he affirms that “it belongs to 

441 “Not only is it not impossible for God to create something, but from what has been established we 
cannot but hold that all things are created by him.” ST Ia.45.ii, 31. It is important to note that, of course, St. 
Thomas is not the only one to refer to God as the source of all things. One can find this, for example, in 
Boethius’s The Consolation of Philosophy: 

Happy is he that can behold
The well-spring whence all good doth rise,
Happy is he that can unfold
The bands with which the earth him ties.

Boethius, The Theological Tractates, trans. by H. F. Stewart and E. K. Rand (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press; London: William Heinemann, 1918), 293-294. But we can also find the same terminology 
in the less known hymns of Synesius of Cyrene:

Thou art the Generator, Thou the Generated;
Thou the Light that shineth, Thou the Illumined;
Thou what is revealed, Thou that which is hidden in Thine own beams;
The One and All, the One Self-contained and dispersed through all things. 

Synesius of Cyrene, “The Hymns of Synesius of Cyrene,” Livius, http://www.livius.org/su-
sz/synesius/synesius_hymn_3.html .

442 See for example, Summa Contra Gentiles XVIII. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, trans. V. J. 
Bourke (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1975), 3:74-75. In Appendix 6 of the second 
volume of the Summa Theologiae, we find this summary of the First Way: “The argument leads to a first 
mover which is not itself in motion, primum movens immobile. Notice the moderation of the conclusion, 
which claims no insight into God’s own existence but merely says that there is a source of motion ἀρκη 
κινήσεως, and this we understand to be God.” ST, 2:194.
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God to be the principle and cause of being to other things.”443 

St. Thomas does not stop with saying that God is the source of all that exists. 

Starting with the observation that that which is actual is closely related with that which is 

formerly only potential, St. Thomas affirms that God is the source of all for which being 

can be predicated.444 As he similarly argues in his Quaestiones Disputatae de Potentia:

Whatever is made was possible before it was made for if it could not be, it 
could not be made, since the impossible cannot be the term of a change. 
Now the potentiality by virtue of which a thing is possible, cannot be 
otherwise than in a subject, unless it be itself a subject: because an 
accident cannot exist but in a subject. Therefore whatever is made, is 
produced from matter or a subject. Therefore nothing can be made out of 
nothing.445

Therefore, nothing that exists, whether in actuality or potentiality, does so apart from the 

creating activity of God, the Source of all beings. To say the contrary would be to support 

the opinion that some potential things exist independently from God.446 Actual and 

potential things alike have their source in the originator of beings, the one in whom 

443 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, trans. J. F. Anderson (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1975), 2:36. Further, St. Thomas continues, God is the Creator that is, the First Mover of all things: 
“But the first mover in any order of movements is the cause of all the movements in that order. Since, then, 
many things are brought into existence by the movements of the heaven, and since God has been shown to 
be the first mover in the order of those movements it follows necessarily that God is the cause of being to 
many things.” (Ibid., II.vi.3, 37). In ST Ia.8.iv, St. Thomas reaffirm the presence of God in all things on the 
basis of a distinction between natural (mostly spatial) and essential (nature) terms, that is, St. Thomas re-
emphasize that no essence can exist independently from God, see ST Ia.8.iii, 117. See also SCG II.15.i-ii.

444 Ibid., 47. Here, the influence of Aristotle is quite visible, especially from book Q of Aristotle’s 
Metaphysics.

445 Thomas Aquinas, On the Power of God, trans. by Lawrence Shapcote (London: Burns, Oates & 
Washbourne, 1932), 79. 

446 “The divine will is involved with possibles in the sense that God wills that he be capable of producing 
such things and the he know how to produce them … God knows non-beings as having being in some way, 
either in his power or in their own causes or, in the case of those that actually come to be in some time, in 
themselves.” Vivian Boland, Ideas in God According to Saint Thomas Aquinas: Sources and Synthesis, vol. 
69 in Studies in the history of Christian thought (Leiden, New York: E. J. Brill, 1996), 230. The author here 
acknowledge that a discussion on potentiality and being should take into account the distinction between 
ontological and intellectual possibility and integrate a discussion like the one provided by Kretzmann in his 
Metaphysics of Creation. See Norman Kretzmann, The Metaphysics of Creation: Aquinas's Natural  
Theology in Summa Contra Gentiles II (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999), 167-172.
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potentiality and actuality are coextensive.447 Indeed, it is possible to read Question III, 

Article 2 of St. Thomas’s Quaestiones Disputatae de Potentia as indirectly treating this 

very question.448

Tolkien himself echoes St. Thomas in his use of the expression “Prime Being,” 

even if it is in a rather loose reference to the Creator-God.449 Moreover, as we will see 

later on, Tolkien stresses in quite Chestertonian terms the ultimate sovereignty of God 

over all creations—whether ‘real’ or ‘imaginary,’ whether ‘actual’ or ‘potential.’ For 

example, he once stated that “in every world on every plane all must ultimately be under 

the Will of God,” thus affirming with St. Thomas that all that exists, even in the mind, has 

its source in God, the Divine Mind, source of our own minds.450 Tolkien, in one of the 

devotional letters he was accustomed to send, wrote to his publisher’s daughter that there 

is a “Creator-Designer, a Mind to which our minds are akin (being derived from it) so 

that It is intelligent to us in part.”451 The reference to God as the Designer leads us to 

investigate the relation between God and his creation.

It is further noticeable that Tolkien, throughout his legendarium, stresses the 

importance of recognizing the God of his mythology, Ilúvatar, as the Creator of Arda and 

of all things. The first lines of the Ainulindalë are telling: “There was Eru, the One, who 

in Arda is called Ilúvatar; and he made first the Ainur, the Holy Ones, that were the 

447 In fact this is related to St. Thomas’s argument that God’s being and knowledge are coextensive. For St. 
Thomas, “God’s knowledge extends as far as his bestowal of being and there is an idea in God of 
everything that he knows.” Boland, Ideas in God, 225. This is further supported by St. Thomas’s argument 
that God knows himself by a direct grasp of his own essence, by contrast to man. Bernard J. F Lonergan, 
Verbum: Word and Idea in Aquinas (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1967), 76. 

448 Aquinas, On the Power of God, III.2. 

449 Tolkien, Letters, 192.

450 Ibid., 191.

451 Ibid., 399.
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offspring of his thought, and they were with him before aught else was made.”452 This is 

of course reminiscent of the creation account found in the book of Genesis, and is in line 

with the Thomist understanding of the Creator and of the creative act. St. Thomas, the 

Doctor Angelicus, stresses the inescapable fact that there is nothing that is, or could be, 

that is not itself under the Creator-God’s sovereignty. Consistent with this, Tolkien also 

referred to God as the “supreme Artist and the Author of Reality.”453 Elsewhere, Tolkien 

affirmed that his work 

from beginning to end is mainly concerned with the relation of Creation to 
making and sub-creation (and subsidiarily with the related matter of 
‘mortality’), it must be clear that references to these things are not causal 
but fundamental: they may well be fundamentally ‘wrong’ from the point 
of view of Reality (external reality). But they cannot be wrong inside this 
imaginary world, since that is how it is made.454

The problem Tolkien points to is that of the relation between creation and sub-creation. 

The question we actually face is whether or not the human artist can create a work of art, 

a work of its own. Given the nature of God as Creator, it would seem impossible to speak 

of the human artist as a creator.455 Further, to affirm that God is creator of everything has 

important implications for determining the nature of human creativity. 

The second important notion found in St. Thomas’s doctrine of creation is the 

452 Tolkien, The Silmarillion, 3.

453 Tolkien, Letters, 101.

454 Ibid., 188.

455 This might one of the theological reasons for Tolkien’s characterization of the human artist as a “sub-
creator,” thus emphasizing the submission of the artist to God, and consequently the submission of the sub-
created reality to the created order. 
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distinction established between the Creator and the creatures. It is usually understood that 

St. Thomas, and with him much of the Roman Catholic tradition, defends a 

transcendental and unified concept of being, itself the ground of all existent beings—both 

God and creation.456 In fact, this is probably an overstatement, since St. Thomas 

repeatedly protested that he was trying to avoid the two opposing dangers of theological 

language, that is, univocity and equivocity.457 On the other hand, St. Thomas’s distinction 

between essentia and esse and their ambiguous relation are open to question.458 A fuller 

exploration of this issue, however, would lead us too far from our topic. It is sufficient to 

mention that St. Thomas’s concern is to provide a theological explanation of the 

relationship between the Creator and his creatures while at the same time maintaining the 

simplicity and uniqueness of the Creator.459 

 Further, St. Thomas deals with the relationship between the Creator and his 

creatures using a specific notion taken from Aristotle and re-adapted through Christian 

456 Usually it was understood by both critics and admirers of St. Thomas, both Protestants and Catholics, 
that St. Thomas’ notion of “being” was a transcendental notion. This view has recently been challenged.

457 Norman Kretzmann and Eleonore Stump, eds., The Cambridge Companion to Aquinas (Cambridge, 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 89-90.

458 “It is not surprising, therefore, to discover that even today not all Aquinas’ interpreters are in total  
agreement concerning his views on this issue. He speaks more frequently about composition of essence and 
esse than about their real distinction. Nonetheless, at times he does refer to them as being really distinct, 
presumably because he realizes that if they are to enter into real composition with one another, they must to 
that degree be distinct from one another.” Ibid., 99 ff. This debate also bears on the relation between ente 
and essentia, see John F Wippel, “Essence and existence,” in The Cambridge History of Later Medieval  
Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; New York: Putnam's Sons, 1982), 385-410. 
Regarding St. Thomas, Wippel says that “he explicitly makes the point that because the quiddity or essence 
of a separate entity receives its existence from God, essence and existence are related to each other as  
potency and act.” Ibid., 394.

459 St. Thomas is not the only one to stress the distinction between the Creator and all its creatures. 
Augustine affirms: “It was not like that light, but different, yea, very different from all earthly light  
whatever. Nor was it above my mind in the same way as oil is above water, or heaven above earth, but it  
was higher, because it made me, and I was below it, because I was made by it.”  Augustine, The City of  
God. 2 vols. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1871), VII.10.16. The Creator, says Augustine, is of a different  
order of being than the creation. But if this is so, the question remains of the relation between the Creator 
and its creation.
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philosophy. When it comes to the doctrine of creation, the most important general rule 

learned from St. Thomas is that “whatever is found in anything by participation must be 

caused in it by that to which it belongs essentially.”460 In St. Thomas, the language of 

participation is almost synonymous with the language of analogy. In fact, the concept of 

analogy in St. Thomas cannot be overestimated because it is the foundation of Thomist 

metaphysics. As Thomist scholar Gerald Phelan affirms, echoing Cajetan, there is no 

understanding of metaphysics without an understanding of analogy: “Analogy is 

axiomatic in metaphysics.”461

However, before focusing on this concept, it is necessary to realize that, without 

disregarding the importance of the concept of analogy, it is subordinated to an all-

encompassing principle, the “dominating principle” of Thomist philosophy, that is, the 

notion of being. As Phelan points out: “being become[s] the dominating concept in 

philosophy, the norm of all reflection in the order of nature and the basis of all rational 

knowledge. And, being as such is intrinsically analogical.”462 The last sentence provides 

both the link between the concepts of being and analogy as well as the explanation for the 

problem of the relation between the Creator and his creation. “Being,” in St. Thomas’s 

thinking, belongs to all that exists, but neither univocally nor equivocally. It belongs to all  

analogically, that is to say, to each according to its own nature.463 

To focus on St. Thomas’s concept of analogy itself is to realize that analogy is a 

460 Rudi A. te Velde, Participation and Substantiality in St. Thomas Aquinas (Leiden ; New York: E. J. Brill, 
1995), 125. See ST Ia.44.i, 5-8. 

461 Gerald B. Phelan, Saint Thomas and Analogy (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1941),2. Phelan 
further comments that univocity is the “arch-enemy” of metaphysics and that equivocity leads to 
agnosticism. Over against these two, the concept of analogy represents the salvation of philosophy (Ibid., 
42). 

462 Ibid., 7.

463 Ibid., 8.
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complex principle and that it cannot be used to solve any problem without having been 

previously cautiously evaluated and adapted. The principle of analogy cannot be 

univocally applied to every problem.464 But once this cautionary statement has been 

heard, analogy becomes a governing principle in theological and philosophical reflection. 

In its simplest form, “the doctrine of Thomistic analogy, in its strict and proper meaning, 

is that whatever perfection is analogically common to two or more beings is intrinsically 

(formally) possessed by each, not, however, by any two in the same way or mode, but by 

each in proportion to its being.”465

The application of the concept of analogy to the relation and character of the 

Creator-God and human beings is based on the natural order. As Thomist scholar Ralph 

McInerny asserts about the realm of epistemology: “Our knowledge of God is gained 

from knowledge of creatures.”466 Since we know that human beings are creative and 

imaginative beings, we can analogically predicate God’s creative and imaginative nature. 

The creative analogical relationship between God and human beings fits St. 

Thomas’s explanation of the relation between essentia and esse. The proportion between 

creation’s essence and its esse is the same as that of God’s essence and his esse . The 

proportion essentia / esse is a constant principle:

God’s essence   the essence of creation
=

464 Ibid., 4.

465 Ibid., 23. McInerny disagrees and quotes St. Thomas saying that there is a univocity of predication. This 
presentation of analogy follows the interpretation given by Cajetan. However, Ralph McInerny points to the 
possibility of Cajetan misreading St. Thomas. To say, as does this quote, that the analogically predicated 
perfection is “intrinsically (formally) possessed by each [analogates]” is contrary to St. Thomas’ own 
statement reported by McInerny: “when something is said analogously of many it is found according to its 
proper notion in one of them alone from which the others are denominated.” Ralph M McInerny, Rhyme 
and Reason: St. Thomas and Modes of Discourse (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1981), 38. 

466 Ibid., 36.

166



  God’s esse   the esse of creation467

And further: 

  God  creation
=

his esse  its esse468

As a consequence, we can analogically predicate all perfections and characteristics 

present in man in the following proportional equation:469

God’s perfection  human’s “perfections”
=

      his esse its esse470

And in terms of creativity:

God’s creativity  human “creativity”
=

      his esse        its esse

Having reached this point, we see how it is possible to equate this Thomist approach to 

Tolkien’s expression “sub-creation.” His statement that there is a Mind “to which our 

minds are akin (being derived from it)” is a Thomist application of the metaphysical 

concept of analogy.471 

467 Hampus Lyttkens, The Analogy Between God and the World; an Investigation of Its Background and  
Interpetation of Its Use by Thomas of Aquino (Uppsala: Lundequistska bokhandeln, 1953), 459.

468 Ibid., 469.

469 Lyttkens warns us that “The analogous concept will not state any proportional likeness, but the existence 
of a property common to both proportions (in this case esse) [see previous equation], and realized in 
different ways. Another way is to let the analogous concept express the common existence of a property  
related in a certain way, e.g. relating to esse.” Ibid., 459.

470 Adapted from Ibid., 474.

471 The question of whether or not the concept of analogy is made to be metaphysical (ontological) or rather 
epistemological is a difficult one. It is made more arduous because of the many different versions of the 
concept provided by St. Thomas himself. The main ones are of course those defined by Cajetan as analogy 
of proportionality and analogy of participation [Tommaso de Vio Cajetan, The Analogy of Names: And, The  
Concept of Being, 2nd ed. (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University, 1959)]. We could also mention the analogy of 
reference, the analogy of imitation or the analogy of causal eminence. See George Peter Klubertanz, St.  
Thomas Aquinas on Analogy (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1960), 106-108. It is probably fairer to the 
complexity of St. Thomas’s approach to the concepts of analogy to maintain that some forms of analogy are 
metaphysical and other forms epistemological.
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Reading Tolkien as Thomist mythmaker, as it must be clear that we have been 

arguing so far, is to realize fully that “Creator” ascribed to God is an essential 

predication, while “creator” ascribed to human beings is a participative and analogical  

predication.472 This is the reason for Tolkien’s use of the term sub-creation: man is an 

analogical creator, properly speaking, a sub-creator.473 To talk about Tolkien as a Thomist 

theologian would be farfetched but would not be more unthinkable than talking about St. 

Thomas as an artist, which is precisely the conclusion advanced by McInerny: “St. 

Thomas Aquinas as artist. I hope I have prepared you for that description of him. If the 

tribe of Thomists has served his memory poorly, some of our fault may lie in the fact that 

we have not imitated him in this.”474 We could paraphrase this judgment in talking about 

Tolkien as a Thomist theologian and mythmaker. If the tribe of Tolkienian myth-writers 

has served his memory poorly, some of the fault may lie in the fact that we have not 

imitated him in grounding the writing of fairy-stories in the Creator-God.

The Relation between Primary and Secondary Worlds

In the previous section we have explicated the analogical relation between the 

Creator and human creative abilities. Doing so poses the question of the relation between 

472 Another way to express the relation between the Creator and his creatures is to re-affirm that God is the  
self-subsisting Creator: “Now that it has become clear that the formula ‘self-subsisting being itself’ 
signifies God as the first cause of all being, we can go on with analyzing the argument in which St. Thomas 
intends to show that everything other than God depends necessarily on God as cause of its being.” Rudi A. 
te Velde, Participation and Substantiality in St. Thomas Aquinas, 125.

473 Tolkien’s concept is implicit in many passages of St. Thomas’s Summa Theologiae as for example here: 
“It is to be held that God is the first examplar cause of all things. To make this clear reflect that for a thing 
to be produced an exemplar is required so that it may achieve a determinate form: thus an artist gives a 
definite shape to his material because of an exemplar before him, whether this to be a model he looks at  
from outside or a pattern interiorily conceived in his mind.” ST Ia..44.iii, 17.

474 McInerny, Rhyme and Reason, 62.
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the two worlds, that of God and that of the human imagination. In other words, it is 

necessary to ask about the origin of the Faërie realm. In fact, the human power of 

imagination gives rise to an interesting dilemma. It would seem that if God is the author 

and Creator of all things, he should also be the author of things that exist only in the 

realm of human creativity. On the other hand, it seems impossible for God to be the 

author of anything to which he did not give actual existence and reality. 

St. Thomas also addressed this dilemma in his own time. For him it took the 

following form. To maintain that God did not actualize possible worlds and existences 

would seem to entail potentiality in God, that is, the presence of accidents in God.475 

However, for St. Thomas, God is not potentiality but pure actuality.476 To assert the 

opposite would go directly against the doctrine of God’s simplicity and aseity.477 St. 

Thomas resolved this dilemma by demonstrating that God creates the accidents 

themselves within substances and existences.478 God is pure actuality, and, therefore, both 

475 In fact St. Thomas argues that God, even though he is simple, knows the many: “Since, therefore, it is 
not against God’s singleness and simplicity that he should understand many things, as we have also seen, 
the truth remains that although he is the One he can also make the many.” ST Ia..47.i, 95. St. Thomas 
strongly argues that accidents cannot exist in God [in Deo accidens ese non potest], “first, because 
accidents realize some potentialities of their subject, an accident being a mode in which the subject  
achieves actuality. But we have seen already that potentiality is to be altogether ruled out from God.” ST 
Ia.3.vi, 39. Moreover, continues St. Thomas, God is his own existent, therefore, “because what exists by 
nature is prior to what exists by accident, so that if God is to be absolutely prime existent, nothing can exist 
in him by accident … In God however, there is nothing derivative, but all derivations start from him. we are 
left to conclude that God contains no accidents.” ST Ia.3.vi, 41. This, however, is not an argument for the 
impossibility of God creating the accidents. On this matter, Stump concludes: “If this is right, then it is the 
sense in which we should understand that God has no accidents – not that God is exactly the same in all 
possible worlds in which he exists but that there is nothing at all incomplete or insubstantial about God in 
any respect, even though God is not the same in all possible worlds.” Eleonore Stump, Aquinas (London, 
New York: Routledge, 2003), 113.

476 See Ibid., 92.

477 See for example Stump‘s remarkable chapter on God’s simplicity in her Aquinas.

478 “When Aquinas himself describes an accident, he does not categorize it as a property a thing does not  
have at a time could have had at that time (or has at that time but could not have at that time), or in any 
other way that suggests he is thinking of accidents “in terms of synchronous possibilities across different 
possible worlds. Instead, he characterizes an accident entirely differently, namely, as something that has  
being but in an incomplete sort of way.” Ibid., 111, note 67. Stump continues, quoting St. Thomas: “That to 
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actual and potential accidents derive from God himself.479 

It seems that there are only two alternatives open before us. Either Faërie 

originates only in God’s mind, or it originates only in the human mind. As far as the first 

option is concerned, the answer is easy. Faërie cannot originate in the human mind only, 

because this would create, in the Thomist metaphysical structure, an unprecedented total  

independence of a creaturely being from its Creator. In other words, it would entail a 

sovereign independence of the human mind from God. As a consequence, there would be 

independence of a substance from the principle of existence into which all is supposed to 

participate. Once we remember that, for St. Thomas, all existent participate in esse, we 

realize that nothing that exists in reality or in the mind can be completely independent  

from participation in God. 

It is difficult to understand how the fruit of human imagination could have its 

origin only in the Divine mind without existing in the human mind. Moreover, it is a fact 

that Faërie does not have an individual substance, a real existence, thus leading to the 

necessity of locating the proximate origin of Faërie in the human mind.480 To argue the 

contrary would be to subvert completely both metaphysics and epistemology as we know 

which an accident comes is a being complete in itself, subsisting in its own being, which naturally precedes 
the accident which comes to it. And soothe conjunction of the accident coming [to a subject] with that to 
which the accident comes does not cause that being in which a thing subsists, by means of which a thing is 
a being per se, but it causes a certain kind of secondary being, without which a subsistent thing can be 
understood to be … And so from an accident and a subject is not produced something that is one per se but 
only [something that is] one per accidens.” Ibid., 112, note 68.

479 To talk about potential and actual accidents is a complex matter on which we will not comment further. 
The complexity of the matter is, again, well summarized by Stump: “[Aquinas] does not characterize an 
accident as any property a thing has in some but not all of the possible worlds in which it exists, so that 
every feature a thing fails to have in all the worlds in which it exists has to count as an accident.” Ibid., 112.

480 As Faërie has no actuality this would suggests it is mere, pure, potentiality. But in St. Thomas’ terms, 
pure potentiality is the definition of materia prima. A basic definition of this materia prima is that which is 
“an essential theoretical component of all material things, one that seems easiest to identify retrospectively 
as the terminus of a thorough analysis of any material thing.” Kretzmann, The Metaphysics of Creation, 
78n16. 
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them.481 But since Faërie does not originate in human mind independently from God, it 

ultimately originates in God, through analogical participation. Several arguments support 

this view. First and foremost, in Thomist terms, God is the cause of all that exists, which 

means that Faërie, the fruit of the human imagination—itself Faërie’s proximate cause—

has as final cause the God of St. Thomas’ First Way. As St. Thomas affirms,

Since God is the efficient, exemplary, and final cause of everything, and 
since primary matter is from him, we infer that the origin of all things in 
reality is single. There is nothing to stop us, however, from considering 
divine attributes as many from the standpoint of human reason; for some 
strike our minds before others do.482 

Therefore, since God is the ultimate, final, and exemplar cause of all that exists,  

everything in reality and in the mind participates in God as do all essences (essentia). 483 

Here again, the resolving principle is the concept of analogy, or analogical 

proportionality. To resolve the tension about the origin of the sub-created world, it is first 

necessary to notice that this second order cannot be pure potentiality nor pure actuality. 

As to the former, it would be equating the fruit of the human imagination with what St. 

481 In fact, “God is the immediate cause of every single thing and works immediately in every single thing. 
This includes secondary causes whose effects come about through his predefining decision. This means that  
secondary beings as well as first beings have ideas corresponding to them in God. So the ideas extend to 
accidents as well as to substances.” Boland, Ideas in God, 231. To deny that anything could be the ultimate 
cause of any accidents would in effect subvert the order of creation and the distinction between the Creator  
and his creatures, thus nullifying the existence of God. For a brief but interesting account of the Five Ways, 
see C. F. J. Martin, Thomas Aquinas: God and Explanations (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
1997), 132-206. For a presentation of St. Thomas’ First Way in loose connection with Tolkien, see Peter 
Kreeft, The Philosophy of Tolkien: The Worldview Behind The Lord of the Rings (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 2005), 55-56. 

482 ST Ia.44.iv, .23.

483 “God is the first and only exemplar of everything [creaturae exemplar]. While God’s action in all things 
is simply one it is diversified secundum rationem, on the basis of diverse attributes and ideas [a ratione 
diversorum attributorum vel diversarum idearum]. Thus, as Geiger says, God is exemplar cause in two 
radically different ways because participation is ‘in the divine idea and ‘in the divine nature.’” Boland,  
Ideas in God, 256 See “It is to be held that God is the first examplar cause [prima causa exemplaris] of all 
things.” ST Ia.44.iii, 17. See also, regarding God being the “final cause” of all things, ST Ia.44.iv, 21 f. Of 
course one problem remains, namely, that Faërie does not have any subsistence. St. Thomas concludes: 
“We are left with the conclusion that all things other than God are not their own existence but share in 
existence [sed participant esse].” ST Ia.44.i, 7.
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Thomas calls materia prima, prime matter, but this is clearly not an option.484 Regarding 

the latter, there is only one thing, one being, of whom the expression “pure actuality” can 

be predicated, and it is God. If sub-creation is neither pure potentiality nor pure actuality, 

it must be both potentiality and actuality; and we can go further in saying that the 

potentiality of sub-creation comes from God’s creative act and its actual nature from the 

actualization in the human mind. God is the author of all conceivable worlds, and we 

actualize some of them through our imaginative power given by God in the creative act.

485 Finally, in paraphrasing Gilson’s comment on the rational intellect, we can say that 

God knows all imaginary beings and worlds, not only distinct from each other, but also in 

their very individuality, with the accidents and the matter (worlds) which make them into 

particular beings. 486

Another way to consider the relationship between our actual world and the 

imaginary world is to integrate the moral category to the metaphysical one.487 In doing so 

484 This rejection is based on St. Thomas’s definition of prime matter as pure potentiality and his rejection 
of prime matter as included within the ranks of creation. See Kretzmann, The Metaphysics of Creation, 79. 
St. Thomas’s discussion of prime matter rejoins the relation between matter and form. Even though St. 
Thomas is at times ambiguous on the real nature of materia prima, he never directly argues for the 
unproduced nature of prime matter. “The argument shows that matter is not produced without form, not that 
it is not produced. For although everything that is caused in actuality is, it is not nevertheless pure actuality. 
Hence even what is potential in it has to be caused if all that belongs to it as an existent is caused.” ST 
Ia.44.iii, 15. See also SCG II.16.i-iv.

485 “The orthodox teaching is clear: the world–indeed any conceivable world–can only have been made by 
the One God from nothing.” Stratford Caldecott, The Power of the Ring: The Spiritual Vision Behind The 
Lord of the Rings (New York: Crossroad Pub. Co., 2005), 71.

486 See Gilson’s comments on St. Thomas’s discussion of the rational intellect: “God, then, knows all real 
beings, not only as distinct from each other, but also in their very individuality, with the accidents and the 
matter which make them into particular beings.” Etienne Gilson, The Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas:  
Authorised Translation from the Third Revised & Enlarged Edition of 'Le Thomisme', second edition, trans. 
Edward Bullough, ed. G. A. Elrington (Salem: Ayer Co, 1989), 119.

487 The other relational option, the causal one, clearly does no hold. It would be nonsensical to affirm a 
causal relationship between our actualized world and a human imaginary world. If relationship there is, and 
certainly there is, it has to be a non-causal one. If causal relationship there is it can only be between God 
and our actualized world and the world of Faërie, not directly between the two worlds. As St. Thomas 
reminds us: “While a relationship to a cause does not enter into the definition of a being that is caused, 
nevertheless it follows from what is bound up in a being by participation, for from the fact that a thing is 
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the possible conflit between the metaphysics of the two worlds is avoided. In this 

particular case, it is the moral category, expression of the will of God, that serves as 

bridge between the two worlds. This is partially due to St. Thomas’ concept of analogy 

and by virtue of all things originating in the Mind of God. One example taken from 

Chesterton will make clear what is meant here. In the Father Brown story “The Blue 

Cross,” the detective-priest makes this rather puzzling and striking statement: 

Reason and justice grip the remotest and the loneliest star. Look at those 
stars. Don’t they look as if they were single diamonds and sapphires? 
Well, you can imagine any mad botany or geology you please. Think of 
forests of adamant with leaves of brilliants. Think the moon is a blue 
moon, a single elephantine sapphire. But don’t fancy all that frantic 
astronomy would make the smallest difference to the reason and justice of 
conduct. On plains of opal, under cliffs cut out of pearl, you would still 
find a notice-board, ‘Thou shalt not steal.’488

Here we have an interesting presentation of the relation between the two worlds in the 

merging of the moral and metaphysical categories. Chesterton affirms, and Tolkien will 

follow him, that in any possible world, God’s will—which reflects his nature, goodness, 

holiness, etc.—remains identical to the one we know in the actual world.

Once again this relates to one of St. Thomas’ arguments about the structure of 

possible worlds. To him, the question was not so much about the nature of possible 

worlds but about the nature of God “throughout” possible worlds. He approached this 

problem through the doctrine of the nature of God, especially his will and goodness. St. 

Thomas argued that God could be different in what he reveals of himself but that he 

would not, and does not, will goodness in different terms. In other words, God could only 

such it follows that it is caused by another.” ST Ia.44.i, 7. The implication is, as we already said, that all 
conceivable worlds are in a certain causal relationship to God. One objection would be that here St. 
Thomas is talking about beings [ens] that exist [esse], not about “possible worlds” which do not exist in 
reality [subsistens]. 

488 Gilbert Keith Chesterton, The Complete Father Brown (West Valley City: Waking Lion Press, 2006), 
1:17-18.
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will an accident that is in direct relation with his moral character. God’s goodness would 

remain identical even if God would not be to us identical to what we know in this precise 

world.489 It is clear that Chesterton makes the same point. In any imagined world, God’s 

revelation of his goodness would be the same, and in all worlds we would find a notice-

board: “Thou shalt not steal.” Whatever other worlds might have been, or could be in the 

human mind, they are subjugated to the moral character of God, which is reflected in his 

immutability.490 God willing goodness never changes, and his goodness his expressed 

towards us in the moral commands reflecting his moral nature.491 

As a conclusion, St. Thomas’s view can be summarized by these words: “God is 

primarily what his creatures are insofar as they are perfect. We speak of him by means of 

a language appropriate to talking of creatures.”492 In all that has been mentioned in this 

section, analogy holds a central place. As Thomist scholar George Klubertanz affirms, for 

St. Thomas, God and man form a community of analogy; and so do the created and the 

sub-created orders, they are realms of analogy.493 Faërie, elves, and dwarves are not the 
489 St. Thomas bases this argument on the fact that God’s goodness reflects his nature and that his nature 
does not change, even throughout possible worlds: “And yet Aquinas holds not only that God has no 
accidents but even that God is his own nature; and so, since the nature of God is invariable, it seems that 
God must be the same in all possible worlds in which he exists.” Stump, Aquinas, 111.

490“Since God wills his own goodness of necessity but other things not of necessity … With respect to those 
things which he wills not out of necessity, he has liberum arbitrium.”  Ibid., 101.

491 “Aquinas emphasizes this point in speaking of God’s liberum arbitrium or free choice. God creates 
freely, on Aquinas’s view, and the freedom at issue in God’s willing of creation, unlike God’s willing of his 
own goodness, does involve alternative possibilities.” Ibid., 110. Stump quotes from St. Thomas: “the 
divine will is related to opposites, not in such a way that he wills something and afterwards wills it not [to 
be], which would be incompatible with his immutability, and not that he is able to will good and evil, 
because [this] would suppose defect in God, but because he is able to will or not to will this.” Ibid. Stump’s 
conclusion is that “Willing to create characterizes God’s nature in only some possible worlds, while willing 
goodness characterizes it in all possible worlds; therefore, it seems that there are at least two different sorts  
of characteristics in the divine nature, distinguished form one another by having or lacking the 
characteristic of obtaining in all possible worlds.” Ibid., 125.

492 Brian Davies, The Thought of Thomas Aquinas (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 71.

493 “The Creator and His creature are reducible to a community not of univocation but of analogy. Such a 
community may be of two types. Either some things participate in some one perfection according to a 
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sub-creations of God, being removed from him by one degree, but they are the creatures 

of God and merely our sub-creations. If God is the Lord of elves, it is because they have 

their being in him that creates all things. 

The Nature and Purpose of the Imagination

St. Thomas on the Sense of Imagination

St. Thomas, even though he does not present a full-blown theory of the 

imagination, speaks directly about this faculty. In his commentary on questions V and VI 

of the De Trinitate of Boethius, St. Thomas deals with the possibility of the use of the 

imagination in divine science. There he repeats his constant affirmation that all our 

knowledge must begin with our senses.494 Moreover, St. Thomas moves to define the way 

in which imagination can be used with respect to the investigation of divine science, 

mathematics, and the natural sciences.495 This however, has no direct bearing on the 

relation of priority and posteriority, … or one thing receives its being and intelligibility from the other. The 
analogy of the creature to its Creator is of this latter type.” Klubertanz, St. Thomas Aquinas on Analogy, 58. 
From I Sent. 4.2.

494 “Again, as was said above, all our knowledge begins from the senses. But what we perceive by the 
senses is inadequate to reveal the divine form or even the other separate substances.” Thomas Aquinas, The 
Division and Methods of the Sciences: Questions V and VI of His Commentary on the De Trinitate of  
Boethius, 4th ed., trans. Armand Maurer (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1986), 81. 
Regarding the use of the imagination, through metaphorical language, in divine science, St. Thomas affirms 
in Summa Ia. 1, 9: “Holy Scripture fittingly delivers divine and spiritual realities under bodily guises. For 
God provides for all things according to the kind of things they are. Now we are of the kind to reach the 
world of intelligence through the world of sense, since all our knowledge takes its rise from sensation. 
Congenially, then, holy Scripture delivers spiritual things to use beneath metaphors taken form bodily 
things.” (1:33 and 35)

495 “It follows that we can use the senses and the imagination as the starting points but not the termini of our 
knowledge of divine things, so that we judge them to be the sort of objects the sense or the imagination 
apprehends. Now to go to something is to terminate at it. Therefore, we should go neither to the 
imagination nor to the senses in divine science, to the imagination and not to the sense in mathematics, and 
to the senses in the natural sciences.” Ibid., 79
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subject of “literary imagination” as we know it in fairy-stories. 

A more promising direction is to look at St. Thomas’ exposition of the distinctions 

of the faculties of the soul. The starting point in St. Thomas’ investigation is his threefold 

division of the human soul into vegetative, sensitive, and intellectual soul.496 Without 

expanding on the specific powers of the vegetative and intellective souls, it is necessary 

to mention those of the sensitive soul. St. Thomas, after having distinguished between the 

three kinds of souls, the five kinds of power, and the four modes of existence moves on in 

article four to consider “whether the internal senses are correctly distinguished.”497 After 

his usual mention of pros and cons, he finally defines four powers of the sensitive soul, 

namely, ‘common’ sense, fantasy [phantasia] or imagination [imaginatio], memory, and 

instinct, which in human beings is called cogitation.498 

It is important to notice that St. Thomas’s distinction regarding the different 

powers of the soul is guided by his consideration of their objects. For him, each power is 

distinct with respect to its object, and sense is defined by its acting on, and restriction to, 

the sense-world.499 Moreover, the sense-soul, as St. Thomas sometimes calls it, functions 

to receive and process the perception of sense objects. However, the matter goes further:

The animal has not only, through its sense-soul, to receive the form of 

496 In his argument against the Averroists, St. Thomas maintained the diversity in the human soul without 
threatening the unity of the soul: “In maintaining that the soul is determined by its vegetative, sensitive, 
intellective, and motive powers, he [the Commentator, that is, Averroes] wishes to show hat in regard to all 
these faculties the soul is united to the body, not accidentally as a pilot in a ship, but as form is united to 
matter, that is, substantially.” St. Thomas Aquinas, The Trinity and The Unicity of the Intellect, trans. Sister 
Rose Emmanuella Brennan (St. Louis: B. Herder Book Co., 1946), 215. For St. Thomas the unicity of the 
intellect and the unity of the soul are central tenets of proper Christian theology and philosophy. Ibid., 202-
203. 

497 ST Ia.77.4, 103 f.

498 Kretzmann is of the opinion that phantasia should not properly be translated by “imagination.” 
Kretzmann, The Metaphysics of Creation, 345.

499 ST Ia.78.i, 119-121.
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sense objects when they are actually affecting it, but has also to retain and 
conserve them. Receiving and conserving, however, must be traced to 
different principles in the physical order, for moist things receive easily 
and retain badly, dry things the reverse. Hence since the sense power is an 
activity of a physical organ there has to be one power to receive sense 
forms and another to conserve them.500 

And so here we have St. Thomas’ final distinction of the four powers of the sensitive 

soul, arising out of his consideration of the power and object of the sensitive soul. 

Imagination, as one of the internal senses, also has a specific object and function 

as seen in the previous quote. The process by which the sensitive soul receives and 

processes information from the sense-world implies the following activities: reception, 

retention, conservation, and what we could call reflection. Each of these activities is 

rendered possible by one of the powers, respectively ‘common’ sense, imagination, 

memory and instinct or cogitation.501 Imagination specifically is defined in the following 

way: “Just as one power arises from the soul through another as intermediary, as said 

above, so the soul is a subject for one power through another as intermediary. This is the 

way imagination and memory are described as receptive at the level of primitive 

sensation.”502

The function of imagination is further explained in the seventh article of question 

500 ST Ia.78. iv, 139.

501 “In addition to the five senses, Aquinas believed that there were other cognitive powers which human 
beings shared with dumb animals. These he called interior senses, and he describes them in article four of  
question seventy-eight of the First Part. The interior senses are four in number: the sensus communis or 
unifying sense, the memory, the imagination, and a faculty which in animals is called the vis aestimativa 
and in humans the vis cogitativa.” Anthony Kenny, Aquinas on Mind (London ; New York: Routledge, 
1993), 36. Kenny argues that St. Thomas is not careful enough in his description of the imagination as a 
sense: “It may be asked why a faculty such as the imagination should be called a sense at all. We can see  
some reason for it if we reflect that the power, say, to have visual imagery depends on the power to see. But  
St. Thomas thought that this dependence was a contingent and not a logical matter (V 12,7), and in fact he 
places the connection between imagination and sense elsewhere.” Ibid., 38-39. Imagination, continues 
Kenny, has no organ like sight does, therefore the imagination is not a sense. Rather, Kenny argues that the 
imagination is better characterized as an intellectual power. 

502 ST Ia.78.iv, 143.
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eighty-four: “Can the intellect, using only the species it has and not turning to sense 

images, actually understand?” One the one hand, St. Thomas argues that “the imagination 

is more dependent on the senses than is the intellect upon imagination. But the faculty 

[potest] of imagination can exercise its act in the absence of sensible objects. Therefore a 

fortiriori the intellect can actually understand without turning to sense images.”503 It 

would seem, following this line of thought, that the imagination is a sense providing the 

possibility of understanding without sense images. On the other hand, true to the 

scholastic method, St. Thomas ultimately embraces the contrary argument, built on 

Aristotle’s opinion: “the soul never thinks without an image.”504 

On this matter, St. Thomas is inflexible and affirms that “it is impossible for our 

intellect, in its present state of being joined to a body capable of receiving impressions, 

actually to understand anything without turning to sense images.”505 When confronted 

with the problem of the human understanding of incorporeal things, St. Thomas relies on 

one form of analogical reasoning and explains that we actually “know incorporeal 

realities, which have no sense images, by analogy with sensible bodies, which do have 

images, just as we understand truth in the abstract by a consideration of things in which 

we see truth.”506 It seems that for St. Thomas the understanding relies on perception of 

images. In other words, the power of the intellective soul relies on the working of the 

sensitive soul, the imagination.507 

503 ST Ia.84.vii, 39.

504 ST Ia.84.vii, 39.

505 ST Ia.84.vii, 41. 

506 ST Ia.84.vii, 43.

507 St. Thomas continues:  “Again, there are no sense images of incorporeal beings since the imagination 
does not transcend the world of time and extension. If, therefore, our intellect could not actually understand 
a thing without turning to sense images, it would follow that it could not understand anything incorporeal. 
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In this connection, we also need to ask whether or not falsity arises from the 

intellect or from the imagination.508 To solve this matter, St. Thomas starts with arguing 

that falsity arises from the connection between the faculty and its object. Turning first to 

the intellect, St. Thomas remarks that the proper object of the intellect is the essence of 

things.509 As such, the intellect yields knowledge of first principles and therefore can 

never give rise to falsity.510 With regard to the imagination and the senses, St. Thomas 

argues in the following way: 

Falsity is said not to be proper to sense because sense is not deceived 
concerning its own proper object. Hence another translation of the passage 
is clearer: ‘the sensation of the proper object of the sense is not false.’ 
Now falsity is attributed to imagination, because it presents the likeness 
even of absent things; so that when a person turns to the likeness as to the 
thing, this apprehension gives rise to falsity. Hence too Aristotle says that 
shadows and pictures and dreams are said to be false as being insubstantial 
likenesses. [inquantum non subsunt res quarum habent similitudinem]511

The issue for St. Thomas is clearly that falsity arises out of the absence of any referent in 

the actualized world. 

Finally, it is necessary to consider the place of imagination with respect to other 

powers, especially the intellect. As said above, for St. Thomas “the kinds of power in the 

But this is clearly false since we understand truth itself, as well as God and the angels.” ST Ia.84.vii, 39 and 
41.

508 “Given the relation to a mind, a thing is called true with respect to what it is, and false with respect to 
what it is not. In that sense a true tragic actor is a false Hector. In this way, then, in things which are, there 
is found a certain aspect of falsity.” ST Ia.17.i, 103.

509 “Since the essence of a thing is the intellect’s proper object, we are said to understand something, in the 
proper sense of the word, when we form judgments about it on the basis of a reduction to the essence; this 
is found in demonstrations, in which there is no falsity. And Augustine’s words, ‘everyone who is mistaken 
fails to understand that in which he is mistaken,’ are to be understood in that sense, not in the sense that a 
person is never mistaken in any intellectual operation.” ST Ia.17.iii, 111.

510 “The intellect is always unerring in knowing first principles; with regard to them it is not open to 
mistake for the same reason that it is not mistaken about essences; for self-evident principle are those which 
are immediately known when their terms are understood, because the predicate is part of the definition of  
the subject.” ST Ia.17.iii, 111.

511 ST Ia.17.ii, 107.
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soul are distinguished through their objects. The higher a power the more extensive its 

scope, as we noted above.”512 The obvious conclusion is that the intellect is the highest 

power because it has a higher object, that is, universal ideas. However, St. Thomas does 

not conclude that the imagination is useless in matters of understanding. For, even though 

the intellect is concerned with first principles, in order to know them, it must be informed 

by data about the sensuous world (the sense-forms) and in this, the intellect needs the 

imagination. For St. Thomas, then, imagination is one of the powers of the soul that 

informs other faculties like the intellect–while being below it.  513 

Coleridge and Barfield on the Imagination

Moving from St. Thomas’ theory of imagination to Coleridge’s own, is to move 

from a clear account to a more intuitive and often unfinished one. In approaching 

Coleridge, we are faced with three problems. First, Coleridge integrated the insights of 

many other philosophers in his theory of imagination. In fact, in his chapter on Coleridge, 

James Engell mentions that “in forming his concept of the imagination, Coleridge draws 

on nearly every other writer who discussed the subject.”514 If Engell’s judgment is 

correct, this certainly makes the presentation and the evaluation of Coleridge’s theory 

difficult. Second, the scarcity and the diffuse nature of his reference to the imagination 

512 ST Ia.78.i, 121.

513 “Although the intellect is superior to the senses, it does in a manner also receive from them; its primary 
and principal objects have their foundation in sensible objects. Thus intellectual discernment is necessarily 
hindered when the senses are bound.” ST Ia.84.viii, 45. See also SCG II.48.ii. “For the thing that moves 
itself is divided into mover and moved; and the mover is the appetite moved by intellect, imagination 
[phantasia], or sense, to which faculties judgment belongs.” Sense is in intellect’s service, and so is 
phantasia.

514 James Engell, The Creative Imagination: Enlightenment to Romanticism (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1981), 328.
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render the task of presenting a coherent and comprehensive picture of Coleridgean 

imagination hazardous.515 Finally, not only did Coleridge draw upon most of the writers 

coming before him, but he was also the center of later study of imaginative power, adding 

another layer of difficulty to the task of interpreting his theory. Coleridge’s concept of 

imagination crystallizes the insights of previous traditions and is the focus point of many 

subsequent theories of imagination.516

The starting point to Coleridge’s investigation into the powers of the imagination 

is his observation, through Kantian philosophy, of the dialectical opposition between 

object and subject. This classic philosophical problem leads to a dilemma between 

abstracting the intellectual side of experience from all other objects or starting 

philosophical investigation from the “unity of experience as whole.”517 To this dilemma, 

Coleridge brought another answer, that of the “self-recognition of that spiritual life of the 

world which fulfils itself in many ways, but most completely in religion.”518 During the 

nineteenth century, several philosophers consciously identified and addressed this issue 

as the most significant one faced by the industrialization of British society. Coleridge was 

one of the first English philosophers and writers, along with Matthew Arnold, to ask this 

question with due seriousness. 

This dialectical opposition was most dramatically seen in the alienation of man 

from his environment. For many Victorians, especially those connected to the Romantic 

515 Ibid., 328 ff.

516 Ruskin was one of the few to really oppose and dislike Coleridge’s works. His disdain was ill-received 
by Lang: “‘Avoid Coleridge, he is useless,’ says Mr. Ruskin. Why should the poetry of Coleridge be useful? 
The question may interest the critic, but we are only concerned with Mr. Ruskin here, for one reason. His 
disparagement of Coleridge as ‘useless’ is a survival of the belief that art should be ‘useful.’ This is the 
savage’s view of art.” Andrew Lang, Custom and Myth, 276.

517 John H. Muirhead, Coleridge as Philosopher (London: G.Allen & Unwin, 1930), 30.

518 Ibid.
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movement, rapid industrialization was the determining factor in their awareness of the 

growing separation between man and the natural world. To Coleridge, at once a time poet 

sensitive to natural beauty, a religious figure, and a philosopher, the necessity of 

regaining a view of the world as a comprehensive single unit appeared crucial.519 This 

implied establishing a reconnection between human understanding of the world and its 

self-conscious access to such knowledge. To make the reconnection,, Coleridge 

distinguished between Reason and Understanding, a distinction already present in 

Shakespeare, Milton, and Bacon, in the form of a contrast between the discourse of 

reason and the “intuitive exercise of this faculty.”520 Here already, the distinction between 

an organized, natural process of the mind and a more intuitive, educated one, appears. 

This kind of distinction is also applied by Coleridge to the imagination, leading to the 

distinction between primary and secondary imagination.

The contrast between the discursive and intuitive aspects of reason points to the 

influence of Kant’s distinction between the noumenal and the phenomenal. This Kantian 

influence, though perceptible in Coleridge, as it was in much of the nineteenth century 

philosophy, is not pervasive, since Coleridge precisely identified what was to him the 

failure of the whole Kantian project. To the English philosopher, Kant “did human reason 

an injustice in placing that truth in a noumenal reality which was wholly beyond its grasp, 

thus leaving it a prey to an unsolved contradiction. And the reason was that he had failed 

to follow the clue which his idea of a trichotomic logic had put into his hands.”521 The 

term trichotomy refers to Coleridge’s own solution to the problem of the dichotomy 

519 Ibid., 60. This is the basis for Coleridge’s metaphysics.

520 Ibid., 65.

521 Ibid., 93.
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between object and subject. To Coleridge, this dichotomy was resolved when realizing 

that it is, in fact, not a dichotomy at all. To him, Kant’s mistake was to have forgotten a 

third element, the mediating element, transforming an unsolvable dichotomy into a life-

giving trichotomy. This is the reason for his rejection of the simplistic opposition of 

affirmative and negative; universal and particular; unity and multiplicity; or real and 

unreal. Coleridge rejected dichotomy without mediation on the basis of complementing 

the Kantian tradition with an older one.522 To restore the connection between object and 

subject, it was imperative to allow for the possibility of understanding universals, and to 

do so, Coleridge turned to the Platonic tradition.523 

Coleridge’s definition of Reason and Understanding is clarified in the editor’s 

introduction to Coleridge’s Aids to Reflection. Reason is the contemplation of immediate 

truths, while Understanding is only the “power of generalizing the motives of the Sense.”

524 In other words, Reason is “the power of determining the Will by Ideas, as Ultimate 

Ends,” while Understanding is “the faculty of selecting and adapting means to proximate 

ends [ends that turns into means].”525 The distinction between Reason and Understanding 

is thus determined by their object and by their processes. The object of Reason is first 

522 “Kant denied that there was any passage by way of speculative or logical reason from one to the other;  
but Coleridge had already fought his way by his principle of trichotomy beyond the limitations of Kantian 
logic. The defect, he writes, of Kant’s doctrine was that it failed to apply trichotomy to the attributes of the 
ὑπερούσιον, and did not see that these were united and realized in the idea of an absolute will.” Ibid., 105

523 For Coleridge, Kant’s second mistake was to make an abstraction of the other main philosophical classic 
tradition contrasted to Aristotelianism, that is, Platonism.

524 The distinction between Reason and Understanding is similar to the distinction between Secondary and 
Primary imagination: “the primary imagination of the uneducated ‘rustic’ supplies him with what has 
previously been created by the secondary imaginations of poets and creative thinkers.” Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, ed. James Engell and W. Jackson Bate, vol. 7, bk. 1, of The Collected 
Works of Coleridge, ed. Kathleen Coburn (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983), xci.

525 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Aids to Reflection, vol. 9 of The Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge  
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983), lxxx.
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principles, while the object of Understanding is the sensation perceived.526 Further, the 

process of Reason is a determinative one while the process of Understanding is merely a 

generalizing one.527 To summarize, Understanding generalizes the information furnished 

by the senses, with proximate ends in view, while Reason, working with the 

predetermined conclusions provided by Understanding, is determinative for the human 

mind of the first principles.528

In this context, the importance of the imagination becomes clearer. In Coleridge’s 

view, the necessity of the imaginative power comes from the disunity that neither Reason 

nor Understanding by themselves can restore. To do so, they must be reconnected to the 

senses, and reconnected to each other. Imagination is the means of restoring a 

relationship between three elements, Reason, Understanding, and the senses. In other 

words 

Coleridge sees the imagination unifying or reconciling the self and nature 
on three different but analogous levels. These three reconciliations are 
represented by perception, art, and philosophy. Each involves a mingling 
or union of ‘the individual I am” with the created universe, the work of 
‘the infinite I AM.’ The imagination thus performs three syntheses that are 
the same in kind but that differ in degree.529 

An important point to notice is that for Coleridge, the use of imagination is not restricted 

to the arts but is also necessary to scientific and philosophical investigations. It is clear 

that for Coleridge imagination is complex (it is of one kind, is present in several degrees, 

526 One notices that this sounds Thomistic in the distinction of Reason and Understanding because of their 
object. 

527 For Coleridge, the Understanding is discursive, refers in judgment to other Faculty as ultimate authority, 
and is a faculty of Reflection. By contrast, Reason is fixed, it appeals to itself as ground and substance of 
their truth, and is much nearer to Sense than to Understanding. Coleridge, Aids to Reflection, 223-224.

528 See: “The Understanding then is the Faculty by which we reflect and generalize.” and “The Senses do 
not compare, but merely furnish the materials for comparison.” Coleridge, Aids to Reflection, 224 and 229.

529 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, 1:lxxxii.
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and works through a single process) and serves to synthesize knowledge in order to 

provide the human connection with the wholeness and singleness of the world.530 

Imagination is a human faculty, the reconciling means of knowledge; it is necessary to 

proper cognition.531 

Coleridge, however, does not stop with describing the general purpose of the 

imagination. Considering the uneven imaginative power displayed by humankind, 

Coleridge comes to identify two different sorts of imagination that are one in kind and 

two in degree. This division is rendered necessary by Coleridge’s relation between his 

philosophy of the mind and his metaphysics. In Coleridge’s view, imagination is 

constitutive of human nature and since it is a means of reconciliation between self and 

environment, it must have metaphysical relevance. That is, imagination must be shared 

by humankind sui generi but must also be of different degrees to allow for the 

outworking diversity of human imagination.532 It is in this context that Coleridge’s 

530 Coleridge described the unifying nature of the imagination in such terms: “It is the primary imagination 
that creates or repeats ‘in the finite mind’ what we do associate, the objects and process of nature, which 
themselves are products of ‘the eternal act of creation in the infinite I AM.’” Ibid., lxxxix. And again:  
“Hence is produced a more vivid reflection of the truths of nature and of the human heart, united with a  
constant activity of modifying and correcting these truths by a sort of pleasurable emotion, which the 
exertion of all our faculties gives in a certain degree; but which can only be felt in perfection under the full  
play of those powers of mind, which are spontaneous rather than voluntary, and in which the effort required 
bears no proportion to the activity enjoyed.” Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Shakespeare, Ben Jonson,  
Beaumont and Fletcher, Notes and Lectures (Liverpool: Edward Howell, 1874), 2. 

531 Imagination, Coleridge comments further, is the “synthetic and magical power, to which we have 
exclusively appropriated the name of imagination. This power, first put in action by the will and 
understanding, and retained under their irremissive, though gentle and unnoticed, controul [sic] (laxis  
effertur habenis) reveals itself in the balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant qualities: of 
sameness with difference; of the general, with the concrete; the idea, with the image; the individual, with 
the representative; the sense of novelty and freshness, with old and familiar objects; a more than usual state 
of emotion, with more than usual order; judgment ever awake and steady self-possession, with enthusiasm 
and feeling profound or vehement; and while it blends and harmonizes the natural and the artificial, still  
subordinates art to nature; the matter to matter; and our admiration of the poet to our sympathy with the 
poetry.” Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, ed. James Engell and W. Jackson Bate, vol. 7, bk. 
2, of The Collected Works of Coleridge, ed. Kathleen Coburn (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983), 
16-17.

532 The difference between imagination sui genereris and the poetic imagination can be seen in Coleridge’s 
poetry itself: See for example the former in “The Ancient Mariner,” lines 25-28:
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famous distinction between primary and secondary imagination takes place. This passage, 

while well-known, deserves quoting at length:

The IMAGINATION then I consider either as primary, or secondary. The 
primary IMAGINATION I hold to be the living Power and prime Agent of 
all human Perception, and as a reception in the finite mind of the eternal 
act of creation in the infinite I AM. The secondary I consider as an echo of 
the former, co-existing with the conscious will, yet still as identical with 
the primary in the kind of its agency, and differing only in degree, and in 
the mode of its operation. It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to re-
create; or where this process is rendered impossible, yet still at all events it 
struggles to idealize and to unify. It is essentially vital, even as all objects 
(as objects) are essentially fixed and dead … Fancy, on the contrary, has 
no other counters to play with but fixities and definites. The Fancy is 
indeed no other than a mode of Memory emancipated from the order of 
time and space; and blended with, and modified by that empirical 
phenomenon of the will, which we express by the word CHOICE. But 
equally with the ordinary memory it must receive all its material ready 
made from the law of association.533 

This is one of the most discussed passages in Coleridge and one of the most debated as 

well. The main difference Coleridge saw between the two degrees of imagination is here 

again explained in terms of their object and processes. 

Primary imagination, which Coleridge also calls Fancy, functions similarly to 

memory in processing images already present in nature. In doing so, it merely receives 

and aggregates forms already existing in nature.534 Secondary imagination works 

The Sun came up upon the left,
Out of the sea came he!

And he shone bright, and on the right
Went down into the sea. (3)

As for the latter see “Kubla Khan,” lines 12-15:
But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted
Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!
A savage place! as holy and enchanted 
As e’er beneath a wailing for her demon-lover! 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Ancient Mariner, Kubla Khan and Christabel (London: MacMillan, 1899), 3 
and 35.  

533 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, 1:304-305

534 “It is the primary imagination that creates or repeats ‘in the finite mind’ what we do associate, the 
objects and process of nature, which themselves are products of ‘the eternal act of creation in the infinite I  
AM.’” Ibid., lxxxix.
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similarly and also processes images already present, not in nature, but to the human mind.

535 A significant word used by Coleridge is the term “fixed,” arguing that primary 

imagination deals with “fixities,” that is, on realities that cannot be modified by or 

through the human mind. By contrast, secondary imagination works on the basis of these 

fixities and then “dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to re-create.” Imagination, “in 

creating new wholes, wills them into being, designs their totality, and acts not as an 

‘empirical phenomenon’ but as a conscious desire for something not yet in existence, 

something to be created that, by definition, cannot be the subject of choice, which selects 

and combines images from those already perceived.”536 In his lectures on Shakespeare, 

Coleridge provides, without naming them as such, another example of the distinction 

between primary and secondary imagination. The “common” imaginative power serves to 

picture a more precise view of the truths of nature, while the secondary imagination 

modifies and corrects them. This is done through the power of secondary imagination, 

aggregating the truths apprehended by primary imagination and creating new relations, 

that is, re-creating the framework for receiving the truth of “first principles.”537 

Coleridge expressed this as being the imagination’s esemplastic power, 

particularly significant with respect to secondary imagination.538 As the editor’s note 
535 “This level of imagination gives us an understanding of ideas either by intuiting these ideas or by 
receiving them form an intuitive reason and then transferring them to the understanding. This process is the 
ideal counterpart of the way in which the primary imagination gives us an awareness of nature experienced  
through our senses. It operates on ideas in the same way that the primary imagination operates on sense 
impressions.” Ibid., xciii.

536 Ibid., ciii

537 “Hence is produced a more vivid reflection of the truths of nature and of the human heart, united with a  
constant activity of modifying and correcting these truths by a sort of pleasurable emotion, which the 
exertion of all our faculties gives in a certain degree; but which can only be felt in perfection under the full  
play of those powers of mind, which are spontaneous rather than voluntary, and in which the effort required 
bears no proportion to the activity enjoyed.” Coleridge, Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, Beaumont and Fletcher,  
Notes and Lectures, 2.

538 There is an interesting connection, in the appendix written by Coleridge’s son, with Spenser’s “pictorial 
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explains, “the early meaning of Einbildung, which Herder points out in explaining his 

own usage of Einbildung and Einbildungskraft as forming a unity meant to work into the 

soul of man, is to unify all perceptions by drawing them into one man’s life and total 

experience.”539 This double outcome of the workings of the esemplastic nature of the 

imagination (unifying perceptions and integrating them to man’s life) is also 

characteristic of Coleridge’s concept of the imagination. Whether the esemplastic power 

is characteristic of imagination as such or only of secondary imagination is not clear.540 

Coleridge used the word “imagination” in both senses, sometimes referring to the 

generalizing power of imagination, and sometimes referring to the specifically artistic 

nature of imagination. At the very least, then, Coleridge is arguing that secondary 

imagination provides a further and clearer understanding of eternal truths. As such, 

secondary imagination provides the possibility for spiritual understanding.541 

Many scholars have commented upon Coleridge’s few paragraphs on the power of 

imagination. Among those, Barfield holds a significant place especially because of his 

power.” It would be interesting to evaluate the similarities and differences between Coleridge and Spenser 
regarding the relation between “image” and “imagination.” This appendix is not published in the already 
quoted volume of The Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge bu in Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 
Biographia Literaria: or Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions (London: George Bell & 
Sons, 1894), Google Books, http://books.google.com/ (accessed April 18, 2009), 799 ff.

539 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, 1:170.

540 The same ambiguity is present in the following quote: “The completing power which unites clearness 
with depth, the plenitude of the sense with the comprehensibility of the understanding, is the imagination, 
impregnated with which the understanding itself becomes intuitive, and a living power … this reason 
without being either the sense, the understanding, or the imagination, contains all three within itself, even 
as the mind contains its thoughts and is present in and through them all; or as the expression pervades the 
different features of an intelligent countenance.” Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria: Or,  
Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions (London: George Bell & Sons, 1894), 343. 

541 Coleridge, in one of his lay sermons, commented that: “If it be the word of Divine Wisdom, we might 
anticipate that it would in all things be distinguished from other books, as the Supreme Reason, whose 
knowledge is creative, and antecedent to the things known, is distinguished from the understanding, or 
creaturely mind of the individual, the acts of which are posterior to the things it records and arrange.” It is  
significant that Coleridge calls Supreme Reason creative, effectively linking imagination and knowledge of 
universal truths. Ibid., 316.
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relation to Tolkien and his conviction that Coleridge’s theory prepares and supports the 

teaching of anthroposophy and of his master, Rudolf Steiner. Moreover, the connection 

between Coleridge and Barfield with regard to the “creation of meaning” becomes 

obvious. Barfield, as one should expect, interprets Coleridge through the lens of 

anthroposophy. In this respect, it is important to identify the two main consequences of 

the discovery of Steiner’s theory on Barfield. First, it serves to stress that the poetic and 

imaginative use of words actually enhances their meanings. Second, it implies that these 

enhanced meanings may reveal hidden aspects of reality.542 This is precisely Barfield’s 

initial intuition, that “we find in abundance an instinctive conviction, and courageous 

assertions, that Poetry, that Imagination, as it is now understood, bears some special 

relation to Truth.”543 Barfield is correct in affirming that this conviction is central to 

Coleridge, in fact, central to the Romantics themselves. 

Barfield’s comments on the distinction between primary and secondary 

imagination now deserves mention. Barfield begins with repeating Coleridge’s words 

affirming that Imagination dissipates and dissolves the fixities that Fancy can only 

rearrange. Fancy, continues Barfield, is merely an aggregating power; it is one with 

primary imagination—which Barfield calls the ‘seminal principle’—in that it modifies  

‘sense’ itself, this ‘common’ sense.544 Primary imagination “is an act of which we are not 

normally conscious. It becomes secondary, whether philosophically or poetically, when it 

542 Barfield, Romanticism Comes of Age, Introduction.

543 Ibid., 28.

544 “In the first place in the light of the foregoing, we regard fancy also as being, after all and in the deeper  
sense, a ‘degree’ of intelligence as ‘seminal principle,’ we are granting her a place in that ‘ascending series  
of intermediate classes’ between the lowest degree of the principle and the highest, of which life itself  
consists.” Barfield, What Coleridge Thought, 84.
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is raised to, or nearer to, the level of consciousness and therewith becomes expressible.”

545 Secondary imagination becomes the conscious progress working from the information 

furnished by the primary unconscious process.546

Barfield’s comments on primary imagination as being an unconscious 

phenomenon reflects his anthroposophical conviction, and as such, departs from 

Coleridge’s intended theory. To be understood, Barfield’s study on Coleridge needs to be 

read alongside Romanticism Comes of Age. One reviewer notices that Barfield’s study of 

Coleridge “begins with what was, for Coleridge, the central fact, issue, theme: the 

question of consciousness. But it is not consciousness considered as a philosophical 

subject in the usual sense: it is the act of consciousness, the actual experience of thinking, 

that preoccupied Coleridge.”547 Even if this assertion were true for Coleridge, it certainly 

reflects more Steiner’s theory of the “evolution of consciousness” than Coleridge’s 

philosophy of religion.548 

To understand Barfield’s specific interpretation of Coleridge, it is necessary to 

545 Ibid., 77.

546  “Imagination is, and fancy is not, ‘the very power of growth and production;’ and we have seen how it is 
this power which, as its own two opposite forces, works at all stages of the process, at first of nature and 
then of consciousness leading to self-consciousness.” Ibid., 88.

547 R. K. Meiners, “A review of What Coleridge Thought,” Criticism 15 (Winter 1973): 174-182.

548 While Coleridge seems to have been more concerned by the relevance of his Christian faith and the unity 
of the world, Barfield definitely takes a more evolutionary position: “We cannot comprehend nature 
without first having grasped that the whole may be ‘in’ each part, besides being composed of all its parts. 
We cannot comprehend imagination, or revelation, in literature without first having grasped that that very 
fact provides the distinction between a symbol and a metaphor … Or, putting it another way, we cannot 
comprehend Coleridge unless we have first divined how all this was what he thought and felt from the 
bottom of his soul.” Barfield, What Coleridge Thought, 157. And Barfield further explains what Reason is 
in his philosophy of consciousness. To Barfield, “Reason, in its proper sense, specifies the mere 
understanding into distinctively human understanding.” Ibid., 106. The unity of consciousness and its 
evolution are clearly present to Barfield’s mind: “In one mode reason is, positively, the act of self-
consciousness; it is ‘conscious self-knowledge;’ it is the I AM. In the other mode, it is present only 
negatively, or un-self-consciously, to the understanding. In both modes however it is the superindividual so 
acting as to individualise.” Ibid., 109. 
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remember his basic anthroposophical direction. As we have seen in chapter one, 

anthroposophy is an evolutionary, Gnostic, and mystical philosophy based on a view of 

the evolution of human consciousness. Barfield begins his study of the imaginative power 

with a threefold aspect within human soul—sentient soul, intellectual soul, and 

consciousness soul—and human bodies—physical body, etheric body, and astral body. 

Anthroposophy also introduces another element, the human Ego (Barfield’s principle of 

individuality). Barfield explains that the Ego serves to develop the sentient soul out of the 

astral body, the intellectual soul out of the etheric body, and the consciousness soul out of 

the physical body.549 Barfield further makes a threefold distinction between intuition, 

imagination, and inspiration. He affirms that anthroposophy, then, is a method that 

culminates in “Intuition,” evolving from the previous stages of “Imagination” and 

“Inspiration.” The latest stage, intuition, is, properly speaking, anthroposophy’s 

foundation for a spiritual science. 

This evolutionary process is expressed in Barfield’s concern about human 

awareness of the world. This process was also demonstrated in human self-consciousness 

of the correlative evolution of human consciousness and of the human construction of its 

549 “Man has a physical body, an etheric body, and an astral body, and an Ego. Human being goes from a 
‘microcosm’ to a ‘macrocosm,’ “returning, in a sense, to the great whole from which he took his birth; 
which sees him reposing at first unconscious in the bosom of the Father, then, like a shed seed, separating 
himself from this unity and finally regaining in some remote future his ‘at-one-ment’ with the Father 
principle, only now in full self-consciousness, as a self-poised, self-contained ‘Ego.’ It is from this point of 
view that the following article is written.” Barfield, Romanticism Comes of Age, 85. See also in poetical 
form in his play Orpheus (lines 110-118): 

“He shall ascend Parnassus awake and find his soul:
Proteus shall work unsleeping for ever, and forms shall flow
As the meanings of words a poet has mastered. It shall be so
That Zeus shall abandon to Cronos the antique starry crown,
And softly out of Olympus the high gods shall come down
Shedding ambrosial fragrance in clouds that for ever abide,
And earth shall be covered with blushes and maker herself sweet as a bride.
And her light shall be liquid as honey, her air taste good like bread
In the mouths of them that dwell upon earth, and all shall be fed.”

Barfield, Orpheus, 112.
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surrounding phenomena. To Barfield, the interrelation between human consciousness and 

surrounding phenomena was already expressed by expression “Know Thyself,” which is 

“no exhortation to introspection, but rather, in modern jargon, an exhortation to make the 

unconscious conscious.”550 The purpose of anthroposophy is, properly speaking, the 

making of individual awareness.

A few words on the place of imagination and fancy in the evolution of 

consciousness are necessary. In Barfield’s view, imagination is not merely a means of 

cognition, nor even a necessary means of cognition, but is the unifying power between 

spirit and sense.551 From this initial observation of anthroposophy, Barfield develops his 

own concept of fancy and imagination. As to the former,

it has its proper and beneficent place in the genesis of consciousness as a 
whole and, particularly, in the conversion of perceptions into memories. 
But it is easily debased. In its debased form it is, as passive fancy, more or 
less identical with precisely those characteristics of human perception, 
which it is the function of imagination (by modifying perception) to 
overcome.552

This understanding recalls Coleridge’s distinction between primary and secondary 

imagination. However, there are some differences between Barfield and Coleridge, most 

clearly seen in the following sentence: “above the level at which consciousness begins, 

the same principle continues to apply as between the lower faculties or manifestations of 

intelligence and the higher.”553 For Barfield, once again, the center is on the principle of 

the evolution of consciousness. 

550 Ibid., 31.

551 “Imagination is the marriage of spirit and sense. Therefore the Consciousness Soul, which is the Ego cut 
right off from sense by its abstract thoughts, will have, in its passage back to its home in the spirit, to pass 
through this intermediate stage of Imaginative Consciousness.” Ibid., 79.

552 Barfield, What Coleridge Thought, 87.

553 Ibid., 85.
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The imagination, on the other hand, is the development of self-consciousness 

towards its fulfillment, that is, towards complete spiritual knowledge. The purpose of the 

Imagination, standing between reason and understanding, is to be “the completing power 

which unites clearness with depth, the plenitude of the sense with the comprehensibility 

of the understanding, is the imagination, impregnated with which the understanding itself 

becomes intuitive, and a living power.”554 

Coleridge and his interpreter Barfield are important to the understanding of 

Tolkien’s mythopoeic writing and theory. It is possible to say that, if Tolkien has been 

influenced by Coleridge, it is certainly through his interaction with Barfield. However, 

due to Barfield’s re-reading of Coleridge along anthroposophical lines, it is also possible 

to argue that Tolkien recombined the insights gained from Coleridge.555 

Chesterton on the Imagination

It is impossible not to mention Chesterton among the influences that have shaped 

Tolkien’s creativity.556 However, the task of exploring and evaluating this influence is 

554 Ibid., 112.

555 “Coleridge will continue to be called ‘cloudy’ even by his admirers, because he will continue to be 
misinterpreted by readers who are not willing to grasp, and to remember once they have grasped, the 
elementary principles which consciously permeate almost every other sentence he constructs … These are:  
first, that thinking is an act. Secondly, that it is normally, though not necessarily and always, an 
unconscious act. Thirdly, that though we are not normally conscious of the act, we are normally conscious 
of the product of the act (which we call ‘thoughts’), and indeed it is this, which actually constitutes our self-
consciousness as human beings.” R. K. Meiners, “A Review of What Coleridge Thought,” 
http://www.davidlavery.net/ (accessed April 24, 2009). See Barfield, Romanticism Comes of Age, 21.

556 It was actually difficult for anyone not to come under the spell of Chesterton, through agreement or 
debate. In fact, Ffinch reports that Gardiner commented that “Mr Chesterton’s extravagances have none of  
this quality [self-conscious, bound to his time]. He is not a rebel. He is a wayfarer from the ages, stopping 
at the inn of life, warming himself at the fire and making the rafters ring with his jolly laughter.” Gardiner 
humorously noted “I can conceive him standing on his head in Fleet Street in sheer joy at the sight of St. 
Paul’s.” Michael Ffinch, G. K. Chesterton (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1986), 105.
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difficult, especially since Tolkien rarely commented on, or even directly acknowledged, 

the influences behind his vision. Moreover, there is the issue of Chesterton’s prolific 

writing. As is well known by both admirers and critics of Chesterton, he was a 

formidable, complete, and visionary writer, the best of his time. One scholar even wrote 

that Chesterton “said something about everything, and he said it better than anybody 

else.”557 Chesterton’s influence on Tolkien is a silent one, unseen but ever present, like 

much of Chesterton’s influence. 

Chesterton comes as the latest influence on Tolkien’s already fertile mind. 

Coming under the influence of Chesterton was not difficult, and it was far from being 

uncommon. One of the main differences between Chesterton and the previous authors 

mentioned is that he does not try to build a theory of imagination. Certainly, it could be 

argued that neither did St. Thomas, but there is in the Angelic Doctor a lengthy discussion 

about the imagination. As for Coleridge, he was directly concerned about the powers of 

the imagination. But Chesterton does not have a precise, full-blown, theory of 

imagination. Some of his most important points are found in Orthodoxy—especially in 

the chapters “The Maniac” and “The Ethics of Elfland” —the Father Brown story “The 

Blue Cross,” as well as in related journal articles written for the London Illustrated 

News.558

Chesterton, more than a defender of the imagination, was a defender of 

“common” sense. By common sense, Chesterton does not refer to what is known as 

Common Sense Realism or Scottish Common Sense.559 Rather, common sense is the 

557 Dale Ahlquist, G. K. Chesterton: The Apostle of Common Sense (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003), 
12.

558 Gilbert Keith Chesterton, The Collected Works of G.  K. Chesterton, 35 vols. (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 1986-1992). 
559 Chesterton’s “common sense” certainly owes more to the Roman Catholic doctrine of natural theology, 
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natural and obvious fabric of the world; it is that which belongs to all mankind.  560 At the 

heart of Chesterton’s common sense is the conviction that the world itself is infused with 

meaning, and not with just any meaning, but with the Creator’s meaning. The stress on 

common sense is reinforced by Chesterton’s appreciation of St. Thomas.561 In his 

biography of St. Thomas, Chesterton remarks that “the fact that Thomism is the 

philosophy of common sense is itself a matter of common sense.”562 It is from St. 

Thomas, then, that Chesterton borrows the conviction that the world is, and that to 

recognize it as such is just a matter of common sense. For Chesterton, as for St. Thomas, 

there was no point in asking the question of the reality of cognition and recognition.563 

This meant that what was needed was to present, picture, and defend the world as it is. 

Chesterton constantly argued that his fellow countrymen suffered from blindness, from 

alienation, from insanity, not because they did not convert to a different view of looking 

at the world, but because they did not see the world as it actually was.  

particularly in its Thomistic tradition. Chesterton, in his biography of St. Thomas argues that the loss of 
common sense is behind his contemporary society gone wrong. Only the loss of this common sense can 
explain the fact that his fellow countrymen did not “see” the obvious: “Thus even those who appreciate the 
metaphysical depth of Thomism in other matters have expressed surprise that he does not deal at all with 
what many now think the main metaphysical question: whether we can prove that the primary act of 
recognition of any reality is real. The answer is that St. Thomas recognised [sic.] instantly, what so many 
modern sceptics [sic.] have begun to suspect rather laboriously that a man must either answer that question 
in the affirmative, or else never answer any question, never ask any question; never even exist  
intellectually, to answer or to ask.” Gilbert Keith Chesterton, St. Thomas Aquinas (London: Hodder & 
Stoughton, 1933), 176.

560 In his introduction to Aesop’s fables, Chesterton notes that “The firm foundations of common sense, the 
shrewd shots at uncommon sense, that characterise all the Fables, belong not him but to humanity. In the 
earliest human history whatever is authentic is universal: and whatever is universal is anonymous.” Gilbert 
Keith Chesterton, “Introduction,” in Aesop's Fables, trans. V. S. Vernon Jones, Project Gutenberg, 
http://www.gutenberg.org/ (accessed April 24, 2009). 

561  In fact, Chesterton’s Thomism is crucial to the understanding of this writings. “Etienne Gilson, the 
noted Thomist scholar, says that Chesterton in St Thomas Aquinas was ‘nearer the real Thomas that I am 
after reading and teaching the Angelic Doctor for sixty years.’” Lynette Hunter, G. K. Chesterton: 
Explorations in Allegory (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1979), 173.

562 Chesterton, St. Thomas Aquinas, 171.

563 Ibid., 176
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It is in this context that Chesterton talks about the “madman.” In Orthodoxy, he 

argued that the madman is “commonly a reasoner,” it is man with only reason.564 The 

madman is the person who exercises insane reason when not seeing what is “too plain to 

see.”565 The difference between the madman and the rest of humankind is precisely one of 

kind, not of degree. It is not that the madman sees things in a different degree, but that he 

does not see at all.566 The madman’s reason is actually not reason at all but rather a 

combination of rational insanity and spiritual delusion.567 It seems that on this matter, 

there is no commonality between the madman and humanity. 

Fortunately, there is common ground, a common desire affecting both the sane 

and the insane, both “everyman” and the “madman.” Chesterton says that this common 

ground between all average readers is the desire for “an active and imaginative life.”568 

The significance of Chesterton’s understanding of imagination lies in an attack on the 

alleged rational mind of modern man, and takes the form of an argument for fairy tales 

and for fairyland. Chesterton takes his insights about the nature of imagination from his 

conviction about the strangeness of the world in which he lived. In fact Chesterton was, 

564 “And if great reasoners are often maniacal, it is equally true that maniacs are commonly great  
reasoners.” Chesterton, Collected Works, 1:220.

565 “This chapter [The Maniac] is purely practical and is concerned with what actually is the chief mark and  
element of insanity; we may say in summary that it is reason used without root, reason in the void.” 
Chesterton, Collected Works, 1:230.

566 “The mad are not a minority because they are not a corporate body; and that is what their madness 
means. The sane are not a majority; they are humankind. And mankind (as its name would seem to imply) 
is a kind, not a degree. In so far as the lunatic differs, he differs from all minorities and majorities in kind.  
The madman who thinks he is a knife cannot go into partnership with the other who thinks he is a fork. 
There is no trysting place outside reason; there is no inn on those wild roads that are beyond the world.” 
Gilbert Keith Chesterton, The Collected Works of G. K. Chesterton, ed. G. J. Marlin, R.  P. Rabatin, and J. 
L. Swan (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1987), 4: 315

567 “Speaking quite externally and empirically, we may say that the strongest and most unmistakable mark 
of madness is this combination between logic and a spiritual contraction.” Chesterton, Collected Works, 
1:222.

568 Chesterton, Collected Works, 1:222.
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much like Tolkien would be, anachronistic to his times. He was unabashedly traditional in 

his religious conviction, and constantly at odds with the main opinions of his time. The 

first lines of Chesterton’s autobiography describe, with his usual humor, this 

temperament: “Bowing down in blind incredulity, as is my custom, before mere authority 

and the tradition of the elders, superstitiously swallowing a story I could not test at the 

time by experiment or private judgment, I am firmly of opinion that I was born on the 29 th of May, 1874, on Campden Hill, 

Kensington.”569 Throughout his whole life, Chesterton fought for “the need for that 

mixture of the familiar and the unfamiliar which Christendom has rightly named 

romance,” the only possible answer to England’s spiritual need.570 

Chesterton argued, or rather constantly illustrated, that to answer the spiritual 

need of modern world, it was crucial to see the world in its renewed strangeness, 

contrasting it with the madman’s tyranny of reason. Chesterton makes the case for the 

essential queerness of the world, even in his evaluation of Dickens.571 To see the world in 

such a fantastic manner does not mean reinventing the world as something it is not, but 

rather to look at the world as God’s theatrical creation in which everything is infused with 

God’s gracious, surprising, and joyful presence. Chesterton describes the world as one of 

“fantaisie” infused with God’s magic actions, which are magic because they are God’s 

569 Chesterton, The Autobiography of G. K. Chesterton (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1936), 1.

570 Chesterton, Collected Works, 1:212.

571 “But when all is said, as I have remarked before, the chief fountain in Dickens of what I have called  
cheerfulness, and some prefer to call optimism, is something deeper than a verbal philosophy. It is, after all,  
an incomparable hunger and pleasure for the vitality and the variety, for the infinite eccentricity of 
existence. And this word "eccentricity" brings us, perhaps, nearer to the matter than any other. It is,  
perhaps, the strongest mark of the divinity of man that he talks of this world as "a strange world," though he 
has seen no other. We feel that all there is eccentric, though we do not know what is the centre. This 
sentiment of the grotesqueness of the universe ran through Dickens's brain and body like the mad blood of 
the elves. He saw all his streets in fantastic perspectives, he saw all his cockney villas as top heavy and 
wild, he saw every man's nose twice as big as it was, and very man's eyes like saucers. And this was the 
basis of his gaiety -- the only real basis of any philosophical gaiety.” Gilbert Keith Chesterton, Charles 
Dickens (New York: Dodd, Mead and Co., 1911), 290.
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own act.572 Nature, for example, is not purely law in itself but rather, magic:

The only words that ever satisfied me as describing Nature are the terms 
used in the fairy books, ‘charm,’ ‘spell,’ ‘enchantment.’ They express the 
arbitrariness of the fact  and its mystery. A tree grows fruit because it is a 
magic tree. Water runs downhill because it is bewitched. The sun shines 
because it is bewitched.573 

The world, seen through this sane and reasonable imagination, becomes the heavenly 

window of the communion between God and his creation, and between man and his 

Creator. This leads Chesterton to affirm that “imagination does not breed insanity. 

Exactly what does breed insanity is reason.”574 Reason alone, concludes Chesterton, leads 

to the suicide of thought, and similarly imagination without proper reason leads to 

suicidal fantasy.575 

572 In fact for Chesterton, because God is an artist, the world itself is (rather than becomes) artistic:
I had a rather funny dream

intense, that is, and mystic;
I dreamed that, with one leap and yell,

The world became artistic.
Gilbert Keith Chesterton, Greybeards at Play: Literature and Art for Old Gentlemen (London: R. Brimley 
Johnson, 1900), 83. 

573 Chesterton, Collected Works, 1:256. Compare this with Tolkien’s statement that: “It was in fairy-stories 
that I first divined the potency of the words, and the wonder of the things, such as stone, and wood, and 
iron; tree and grass; house and fire; bread and wine.” MC, 147. In another of his works Chesterton argues  
again that the so-called “laws of science” are not all there is about our world. In the following passage, the  
contrast is between unstable scientific “laws” and the fixed beauty of the starry sky:
DOCTOR. The difference between the things that are beautiful and the things that are there. That red lamp 

over my door isn't beautiful; but it's there. You might even come to be glad it is there, when the stars 
of gold and silver have faded. I am an old man now, but some men are still glad to find my red star. I 
do not say they are the wise men.

PATRICIA. [Somewhat affected.] Yes, I know you are good to everybody. But don't you think there may be 
floating and spiritual stars which will last longer than the red lamps?

SMITH. [With decision.] Yes. But they are fixed stars. 
Gilbert Keith Chesterton, Magic (New York, London: The Knickerbocker Press, 1913), 29.

574 Chesterton, Collected Works, 1:219.

575 This defense of fantasy certainly reminds us of Sir Philip Sidney’s defense of poesy. His second defense 
is aimed at those who claim that poesy “is the mother of lies.” On the contrary, replies Sidney in his second 
defense, the poet is one who is the least a liar. It is the astronomer or the mathematician, because they deal  
with fixities, who lie in presenting their theories as certainties. The poet, precisely because his imagination 
does not claim to present fixities, cannot lie. The scientist, in presenting as fixities things over which he has 
no control, is in fact lying to himself and to the world. Philip Sir Sidney, The Defense of Poesy, 34. 
Sidney’s second defense can also be read as an anticipation of the Chestertonian paradox. Sidney, in turning 
his opponent’s argument on its head, is already using a method Chesterton will be quite fond of—and in 
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The final point is that Chesterton argues that in Fairyland there is freedom from 

observable laws. He argued this point again in Orthodoxy.  It sounds similiar to St. 

Thomas, who argues that “although the intellect is superior to the senses, it does in a 

manner also receive from them; its primary and principal objects have their foundation in 

sensible objects. Thus intellectual discernment is necessarily hindered when the senses 

are bound.”576 To Chesterton, “freedom of observable laws” does not mean absolute 

freedom, but the absence of bondage to these observable laws. This is the essential nature 

of Chesterton’s view: fairyland is founded upon sensible objects but not bound to their 

structure. 

Conclusion: Tolkien’s Appropriation of the Theories of the Imagination

Tolkien highly valued the power of the imagination and the existence of Faërie.577 

He, for example, stated that “the magic of Faërie is not an end in itself, its virtue is in its  

which he will become a master.

576 ST Ia.84.viii, 45.

577 In a Reformed direction, Nicholas Wolterstorff helpfully remarks that a world of art, like Tolkien’s 
Faërie, can be said to exist, that is, to be a state of affairs: “My suggestion now is that the world projected 
by way of an artefact of art not only includes certain states of affairs but is itself a state of affairs. By way  
of this artefact the artist projects a possible or impossible state of affairs. That is the reality with which he 
deals. It need not be actuality.” Wolterstorff, Works and Worlds of Art, 127. We could therefore re-read 
Tolkien and say that the only state of affairs “fairy-story” that actually occurred in the primary world is that  
of Christ’s incarnation: fairy-story became fact. 
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operations.”578 Tolkien’s view of the imagination is a complex blending of all previous 

influences. At first sight, Tolkien seems closer to Barfield, and thus Coleridge, than he is 

to Chesterton, not to mention St. Thomas. However, a closer look is needed. In doing so, 

we are confronted first with a problem. It is difficult to find a precise answer regarding 

the question of whether the imagination functions, for Tolkien, more like St. Thomas’ or 

Coleridge’s. In fact, Tolkien seems to integrate some aspects of both. His use of the 

expressions “primary world” and “secondary world,” obviously echoes Coleridge’s 

distinction between primary and secondary imagination.

However, it is notable that Tolkien never refers to the distinctively Barfieldean 

aspect of Coleridge’s theory of the imagination. Never does Tolkien mention the 

“evolution of consciousness,” or the possibility that imagination might give insights into 

the coming stages of this evolution. Rather, in Thomist terms, the imagination is similar  

to the intellect in that it serves as an analogical relation to the universal being. As St.  

Thomas affirms: “For the intellect is in potency or in act according to the relation it  

maintains with universal being. In considering the nature of this relation, we find, at its 

highest degree, an intellect whose relation to universal being consists in being the very 

act of being taken in its totality.”579

This use of the imagination in Coleridgean and Barfieldean terms contrasts with 

aspects he clearly borrowed from Chesterton and St. Thomas. Tolkien, for example, 

commented: “I should have said that liberation ‘from the channels the creator is known to 

have used already’ is the fundamental function of ‘sub-creation,’ a tribute to the infinity 

of His potential variety, one of the ways in which indeed it is exhibited, as indeed I said 

578 MC, 116.

579 Gilson, The Philosophy of St. St. Thomas Aquinas, 234.
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in the Essay [that is, “On Fairy Stories”].”580 This recalls St. Thomas’ view that the fruits 

of the imagination are based on the information furnished by the senses. Imagination does 

not work out of a vacuum, but with pre-existing elements.581 Strangely, Chesterton seems 

to go much further than St. Thomas in arguing that fairyland provides liberation from the 

observable laws of this world.582 It is not certain whether St. Thomas would agree or not, 

should he have been faced with the question, since he seems to entertain a dual view on 

this matter. Of course, he allows for the creative powers of the imagination as seen in the 

Summa Theologiae. But St. Thomas also argues that the imagination cannot create 

something standing at the opposite of God’s creation. It seems therefore that there is a 

binding aspect to the imagination.  

This distinction is at the heart of the Thomists’ understanding of the nature and 

workings of the imagination, and thus, is also at the heart of both Chesterton’s and 

Tolkien’s theories. To borrow the words of Jacques Maritain, another well-known twenty-

century Thomist:

Art, then, remains fundamentally inventive and creative. It is the faculty of 
producing, not of course ex nihilo, but from a pre- existing matter, a new 
creature, an original being, capable of stirring in turn a human soul. This 
new creature is the fruit of a spiritual marriage which joins the activity of 

580 Tolkien, Letters, 188.

581 ST 58.i reads “Does our intellect understand material, corporeal realities by abstraction from sense 
images?” St. Thomas’s answer is that “our intellect both abstracts species from sense images—in so far as it  
considers the natures of things as universal – and yet, at the same time, understands these in sense images, 
since it cannot understand even the things from which it abstracts species without turning to sense images, 
as mentioned before.” ST Ia.85.ii, 57. In matter of the origin and material on which basis fairy-stories are 
invented, Tolkien made the same point. In fact, he argued that true fairy-story is creative but not illusory: 
“It is at any rate essential to a genuine fairy-story, as distinct from the employment of this form for lesser or 
debased purposes, that it should be presented as ‘true.’ The meaning of ‘true’ in this connection I will 
consider in a moment. But since the fairy-story deals with ‘marvels,’ it cannot tolerate any frame or 
machinery suggesting that the whole story in which they occur is a figment or illusion.” MC, 117.

582 Tolkien’s partial definition of fantasy is that “which combines with its older and higher use as an 
equivalent of Imagination the derived notions of ‘unreality’ (that is, of unlikeness to the Primary World), of 
freedom from the domination of observed ‘fact,’ in short of the fantastic.” MC, 139.
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the artist to the passivity of a given matter.583

The imagination, says St. Thomas, does not copy but imitates. A copy is merely a 

reproduction of the exact original while an imitation is a creative work based on the 

model. True imagination is not content with merely (re)-producing perceived images but 

also creates images based on pre-perceived ones. This is seen in Chesterton’s previously 

quoted comment on the connection between the actual world and the imagined world. 

This connection exists and is set forth by Chesterton in terms of the moral nature of all 

possible worlds, moral nature that reflects that of the Creator. As we have already said, 

this demonstrates that for the Thomists, imagination is not unbridled but is bound by the 

nature of the universal Being.584 

We can now see the implication of St. Thomas’ explanation of the working of the 

imagination for Tolkien’s theory of the imagination. Faërie is not a land completely 

abstracted from the nature of the primary world. Certainly, it is independent in its form, 

but it corresponds to the nature of the primary world. As we have said, the view that 

imagination functions analogically to the sense-forms perceived by the sensitive soul is 

central. Significantly, Tolkien said that “creative Fantasy is founded upon the hard 

recognition that things are so in the world as it appears under the sun; on a recognition of 

fact, but not a slavery to it.”585 This perception-freedom is seen in the evolution of 

Tolkien’s languages, evolution that is based on the framework learned from the 

583 Jacques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism: With Other Essays (n.p.: Filiquarian Publishing, 2007), 63.

584 Or, more properly, sensation leaves an imprint on phantasia. Phantasia is thus bound by pre-existing 
matter, as existing and/or perceived. Kretzmann, The Metaphysics of Creation, 346. See SCG II.liivi.

585 The rest of the quote continues: “So upon logic was founded the nonsense that displays itself in the tales 
and rhymes of Lewis Carroll. If men really could not distinguish between frogs and men, fairy-stories about 
frog-kings would not have arisen.” MC, 144. Few pages later, Tolkien repeats this same point: “Fantasy is 
made out of the Primary World, but a good craftsman loves his material, has a knowledge and feeling for 
clay, stone and wood which only the art of making can give.” MC, 147.
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philological study of actualized languages. Another example is Tolkien’s creativity in the 

matter of descriptions, which is always based on a first “exemplar,” our actualized world, 

as imagination works out new mental images based on existent and substantial ones.586 

Tolkien’s descriptive skill is a demonstration of Maritain’s assertion that “artistic creation 

does not copy God's creation, it continues it.”587 Thus, the order of Faërie is a 

continuation of our created order. The appeal of Faërie is a continuation and extension of 

the appeal of God’s revelation on nature.588 

The Beatitudes of Faërie

Tolkien’s definition of fairy-story, of Faërie, what we call now fantasy, is not the 

type of definition we could have expected. Tolkien does not deliver a precise, one-

sentence definition. Instead, he wrote an essay: “On Fairy-Stories.” The closest Tolkien 

comes to defining precisely the essence of fairy-stories is in the last pages of the essay, 

when he describes Faërie through the four interwoven terms of Recovery, Escape, 

Consolation, and Eucatastrophe. As we will see in the following pages, Tolkien’s Faërie 

586 With regard to the connection between creativity and sensory experience, St. Thomas argues that “in the 
sense part of man there are two kinds of activity. One takes place by way of a change effected from outside,  
thus the activity of the senses [sensus] is fully carried out through a change effected by sensible objects.  
The other activity is a ‘formation’ [formatio] by which the faculty of imagination [imaginativa format] 
formulates for itself a model of something absent or even of something never seen. Now both of these 
activities [operatio] are joined [conjungitur] in the intellect [intellectu].” ST Ia.85.ii, 63.

587 Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, 63.

588 Grotta reports what the appeal of Faërie is in The Lord of the Rings: “But perhaps the most revealing 
insight about The Lord of the Rings’ popularity comes from Tolkien’s own son Michael, to whom Tolkien 
once wrote, ‘you are one of the few people who really know what The Lord of the Rings is about.’ ‘To me 
at least,’ Michael Tolkien says, ‘there is nothing mysterious behind the scale and extent of the appeal of my 
gather’s writing; his genius has simply answered the call of people of any age or temperament most 
wearied by the ugliness, the speed, the shoddy values, the slick philosophies which have been given them 
as dreary substitutions for the beauty, the sense of mystery, the excitement, adventure, heroism and joy 
without which the very soul of man begins to whither and die within him.” Grotta, J. R. R. Tolkien, 135.
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is enlightened by his understanding of the relation between the nature of mythology and 

his Christian faith. In this last section, we will evaluate these four terms and recapitulate 

in the conclusion how they come together to form the single most influential theory of 

fantasy of the past century. 

Recovery

The first element of a proper theory of fantasy is what Tolkien calls Recovery, 

defined simply as the “regaining of a clear view.”589 This simple statement can be 

interpreted as affirming that fantasy helps us recover the world. Two aspects are included 

in the restoring quality of fantasy. The first one is the logical outcome of the workings of 

the imagination. We recall that for Tolkien, as for Chesterton, imagination makes visible 

what is not seen. By making unseen things visible, imagination demonstrates the divinely 

created nature of man. In fairy-stories we witness the re-creation, the sub-creation, of the 

unseen. To explain further the term recovery, Tolkien relies on Chesterton’s fantasy. In his 

study on Dickens, Chesterton had argued that the quality of Dicken’s writing was found 

in making the familiar unfamiliar, a process through which even such a common word as 

coffee-room could be transformed into the more fantastic “Mooreeffoc.”590 Tolkien 

589 MC, 146.

590 This is a direct reference to Chesterton’s study of Dickens: “That wild word, ‘Moor Eeffoc,’ is the motto 
of all effective realism!—it is the masterpiece of the good realistic principle -- the principle that the most  
fantastic thing of all is often the precise fact. And that elfish kind of realism Dickens adopted everywhere.  
His world was alive with inanimate object.” Chesterton, Charles Dickens, 47-48.
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comments that “the word Mooreeffoc may cause you suddenly to realise that England is 

an utterly alien land, lost either in some remote past age glimpsed by history, or in some 

strange dim future to be reached only by a time-machine.”591 All creation, even the most 

familiar, is infused with fantastic elements, not because of an internal or essential 

transformation of things (the things seen do not change) but because of a transformation 

of our perception, a transformation of the way we look at things existing. This is the first 

aspect of Tolkien’s recovery, and through it, things are recovered, empowered, elevated, 

and glorified. A poem could be made out of this sentence: “By the forging of Gram cold 

iron was revealed; by the making of Pegasus horses were ennobled; in the Trees of the 

Sun and Moon root and stock, flower and fruit are manifested in glory.”592 Here Tolkien is 

fully Chestertonian and points to the transformative power of fairy-stories, transforming 

our perception of the world into a truer and more fantastic one.

Before moving to the second aspect of recovery, we need to briefly look at the 

means of recovery. On a superficial level, we see that the means of recovery is, of course, 

Faërie. However, fairy-stories are not the only, not even the primarily, means of 

recovering a clear view. To Tolkien, “fairy-stories are not the only means of recovery, or 

prophylactic against loss. Humility is enough. And there is (especially for the humble) 

Mooreeffoc, or Chestertonian Fantasy.”593 Humility is enough of a means for recovery 

because it relies on the quality of the observer, the quality of the reader: one who does not 

let his human view of the world direct all his knowledge and actions. Humility is the 

main means of recovery because it provides to the humble a vision from above. And thus, 

591 MC, 147. 

592 MC, 147.

593 MC, 146.
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we can say that Faërie is by nature the land of the humble.594

The second aspect of the restoration of a “clear” view of the world is recovery of 

our own nature. In theological terms we could say that the “Recovery” element of fantasy 

works in the same way as sanctification does in theology. Recovery is the restoring of the 

lost nature of the world and of ourselves. In “Mythopoeia,” Tolkien wrote

Blessed are you, of timid hearts, 
A clear view, an unseen nature, 
In Faërie shall you regain

These three lines are probably deliberately ambiguous regarding the object of the 

recovery, the object that is clearly seen. These lines have a double meaning, and either the 

object is nature itself, that is creation, or it is human nature. Even in the context of 

“Mythopoeia,” it is difficult to decide. In either sense, however, it is clear enough that 

recovery means the restoration of the original nature of creation, a recovery of the nature 

of how things were before the Fall. It is the Recovery of God’s creation.595 

We understand now how fairy-stories can have this power of recovery. Recovery 

is possible because Faërie itself is fruit of the imaginative power, and imagination 

provides the possibility of sub-creation. However, Tolkien also affirms that Chestertonian 

fantasy has limited power because the “recovery of freshness is its only virtue.”596 To 

594 “Mythopoeia” verbalizes this very conclusion by the repetition of the exhortation “blessed are the timid 
hearts.” By this devotional repetition the author establishes a relation between the blessedness of those of 
simple heart in the Sermon on the Mount and the “joy and sorrow” of those erring in Faërie. 

595 In The Ball and the Cross, Chesterton says that the Fall, the breaking of the communion with God, is the 
demonstration of the unique nature of humankind. Man is a “contradiction in terms,” on earth, between 
blessing and curse: “‘What you say is perfectly true,’ said Michael, with serenity. ‘But we like 
contradictions in terms. Man is a contradiction in terms; he is a beast whose superiority to other beasts 
consists in having fallen. That cross is, as you say, an eternal collision; so am I. That is a struggle in stone. 
Every form of life is a struggle in flesh. The shape of the cross is irrational, just as the shape of the human 
animal is irrational. You say the cross is a quadruped with one limb longer than the rest. I say man is a 
quadruped who only uses two of his legs.’” Gilbert Keith Chesterton, The Ball and the Cross (New York: 
John Lane Co., 1909), 10-11.
596 MC, 147. 
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view the fantastic in the familiar is but a first step towards true fairy-story. 

Escape

The second characteristic of true fairy-stories is what Tolkien qualifies as 

“Escape.” Tolkien devotes almost three times the length allotted to Recovery, testifying 

of the essential importance of Escape.597 To explain what this Escape is, Tolkien proceeds 

in two steps. First, Tolkien answers the challenge of those who claim that escapism, the 

essence of fantasy, is harmful.598 The main charge against fairy-stories was, and still is, 

that it is escapist. As Shippey reports: 

The cry that ‘fantasy is escapist’ compared to the novel is only an echo of 
the older cry that novels are ‘escapist’ compared with biography, and to 
both cries one should make the same answer: that freedom to invent 
outweighs loyalty to mere happenstance, the accidents of history; and 
good readers should know how to filter a general applicability from a 
particular story.599

To Tolkien, this charge is mistaken on two counts. The opposition of Escape to “Real 

Life” is an artificial one because both terms are not defined properly. To begin with, it  

seems that “real life” was mainly equated with technological and scientific progress. 

597 “I have claimed that Escape is one of the main functions of fairy-stories.” MC, 147-148.

598 The second most common charge is that fairy-tales are immoral: “Some solemn and superficial people 
(for nearly all very superficial people are solemn) have declared that the fairy-tales are immoral; they base  
this upon some accidental circumstances or regrettable incidents in which the latter indulged in 
unsympathetic deceptions or even in practical jokes.” Gilbert Keith Chesterton, All Things Considered 
(New York: John Lane Co., 1910), 253. And Chesterton concludes: “Not only can these fairy-tales be 
enjoyed because they are moral, but morality can be enjoyed because it puts us in fairyland, in a world at  
once of wonder and of war.” Ibid., 258.

599 Shippey, The Road to Middle-Earth, 286.
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Tolkien, for example, scorned the “clerk of Oxenford,” for welcoming urbanization, 

mass-production and robot factories.600 This is not the essence of real life. Critics do not 

understand the nature and escapist function of fairy-stories because they do not know 

what real life is in the first place.601

Moreover these same critics, the monsters of Tolkien’s Beowulf essay, are 

confused regarding the nature of Escape itself. It is something quite different from the 

“flight of the deserter.” Escape does not turn away from a world of sin (“hunger, pain, 

sorrow,” MC, 151), rather Escape looks at this world, intensely, and sees strangeness and 

unexpected glory in its midst.602  Escape can do so because it considers that this world is a 

600 The identity of this person is unknown, but in the light of Tolkien’s revisions of the manuscript of the 
essay, he was probably referring to one of the dons of his own Oxford college. Tolkien further continues 
with his combination of lyricism and sarcasm: “The notion that motor-cars are more ‘alive’ than, say, 
centaurs or dragons is curious; that they are more ‘real’ than, say, horses is pathetically absurd. How real,  
how startlingly alive is a factory chimney compared with an elm tree: poor obsolete thing, insubstantial 
dream of an escapist!” MC, 149. Other expressions used by Tolkien testify of this. See for example: “March 
of Science,” (MC, 149); “improved means to deteriorated ends”; “the “rawness and ugliness of modern 
European life.” Both expressions come from Dawson’s Progress and Religion. The latter expression’s 
original quote reads: “The rawness and ugliness of modern European life is the sign of biological 
inferiority, of an insufficient or false relation to environment, which produces strain, wasted effort, revolt or  
failure.” Christopher Dawson, Progress and Religion: An Historical Enquiry (London: Sheed and Ward, 
1937), 68. Christopher Dawson shared with Tolkien an special interest in Newmanian Catholicism, as 
Pearce points out: “Returning to Oxford [in 1909] he [Dawson] came to know several more Catholics and a 
few priests, again through his friendship with Watkin. At the Newman Society (the Oxford Catholic society 
for undergraduates) he heard Wilfrid Ward speak in the circumstances in which Newman wrote his  
Apologia Pro Vita Sua. It was about this time that he first became interested in Newman and the Oxford 
Movement, and Newman’s Apologia was to be a considerable influence on his own conversion. According 
to Christina Scott, ‘His whole attitude was rather like that of Newman’s. He came to the Faith through 
history ad the study of the Father of the Church.’” Joseph Pearce, Literary Converts: Spiritual Inspiration 
in an Age of Unbelief (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2000), 41. This is also connected to a specific view of 
the development of European history into a decadent present. In this respect Tolkien’s reference to  
Christopher Dawson is particularly telling. Dawson also impressed Lewis who, after reading Religion and 
Culture, wrote him an enthusiastic letter, Ibid., 268.

601 Chesterton made, or rather implied, the same point in many of his works. In The Flying Inn, for example, 
we find this comment: “I think modern people have somehow got their minds all wrong about human life. 
They seem to expect what Nature has never promised; and then try to ruin all that Nature has really given.  
At all those atheist chapels of Ivywood's they're always talking of Peace, Perfect Peace, and Utter Peace,  
and Universal Joy and souls that beat as one. But they don't look any more cheerful than anyone else.” 
Gilbert Keith Chesterton, The Flying Inn (New York: John Lane Co., 1914), 65-66. In other words, it is not 
more unusual to believe in the “real world” than living in a flying inn. 
602 “To such thinking [that of the “critics”] you have only to say ‘the land you loved is doomed’ to excuse 
any treachery, indeed to glorify it.” MC, 148. 
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mixed one: it is both “joy and sorrow,” “hope and death,” and there is no shame in 

wanting to escape from death. To those who argue that Escape is an illusion because it is 

a flight out of reality, Tolkien counter-argued that Escape is real, in fact, it is “as a rule 

very practical.”603 In a way, Escape is practical theology. 

Further, Escape is simply defined as “escape from prison.”604 Tolkien argues that 

the rejection of the sane and true form of escape merely reflects the pessimism and 

cynicism of his age.605 It presents the world in all its evil and suffering as natural and 

unavoidable, without remission and without hope, without longing and without glory. 

Tolkien rhetorically asks: “Why should a man be scorned, if, finding himself in prison, he 

tries to get out and go home? Or if, when he cannot do so, he thinks and talks about other 

topics than jailers and prison-walls? The world outside has not become less real because 

the prisoner cannot see it.”606 The last sentence provides further understanding into the 

function of Escape in Tolkien. We see that Escape is closely related to Recovery: it is the 

restoration of a healthier and more “visionary” past.607 Escape is the practical outcome of 

603 MC, 148.

604 For those familiar with Chesterton’s work, the example of the man in a prison is strangely reminiscent of 
Chesterton’s example in the chapter “Fairy-tales” in All Things Considered: “Suppose a man could be born 
in a modern prison. It is impossible, of course, because nothing human can happen in a modern prison, 
though it could sometimes in an ancient dungeon. A modern prison is always inhuman, even when it is not 
inhumane. But suppose a man were born in a modern prison, and grew accustomed to the deadly silence 
and the disgusting indifference; and suppose he were then suddenly turned loose upon the life and laughter 
of Fleet Street He would, of course, think that the literary men in Fleet Street were a free and happy race;  
yet how sadly, how ironically, is this the reverse of the case!” Chesterton, All Things Considered, 255. Of 
course the example does not have the same exact content and the same purpose but the parallel is striking. 

605 “In the same way these critics, to make confusion worse, and so to bring into contempt their opponents, 
stick their label of scorn not only on to Desertion, but on to real Escape, and what are often its companions, 
Disgust, Anger, Condemnation, and Revolt. Not only do they confound the escape of the prisoner with the 
flight of the deserter; but they would seem to prefer the acquiescence of the ‘quisling’ to the resistance of 
the patriot.” MC, 148.

606 MC, 148.
607 MC, 160.
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the first function of fairy-stories, Recovery. 

Escape serves also to distinguish between permanent and fleeting things. Escape 

allied to true vision, Recovery, provides the means to truly see what is permanent and 

what is not. Escape living out of imagination (Faërie) serves to identify things “supposed 

to stay,” but soon to be replaced. Tolkien mentions the example of allegedly permanent 

electric lamps,608 reminiscent of Chesterton’s example in his play Magic.609 The 

distinction between truly permanent things and those apparently permanent, is necessary 

only to the critics. In fact, the function of Escape, a very positive one indeed, is also a 

proof of humility, as it is for Recovery. Tolkien affirms that “the escapist is not so 

subservient to the whims of evanescent fashion as his opponents. He does not make 

things (which it may be quite rational to regard as bad) his masters or his gods by 

worshipping them as inevitable, even ‘inexorable.’”610 For Tolkiem, true escapism 

functions as a safeguard against an idolatrous and fateful view of the world. Not 

everything within the world is inexorable; not all that is found in the world was meant to 

be. The escapist lives the permanent things of a mixed and moving world. He stands on 

firm ground because he stands on truly permanent and unmovable ground, and not on his 

own passing “fashion.” 

608 Tolkien’s comment on the “electric street-lamps” pursues further: “These lamps may be excluded from 
the tale simply because they are bad lamps; and it is possible that one of the lessons to be learnt from the 
story is the realization of this fact.” MC, 148.

609 “I do object to their [the Irish] bringing their ghosts and goblins and witches into the poor Duke’s own 
back garden and within a yard of my own red lamp. It shows a lack of tact.” Chesterton, Magic, 17.

610 “The absence of this sense is a mere hypothesis concerning men of the lost past, whatever wild 
confusions men of today, degraded or deluded, may suffer. It is just as legitimate an hypothesis, and one 
more in agreement with what little is recorded concerning the thoughts of men of old on this subject, that 
this sense was once stronger. That fantasies which blended the human form with animal and vegetable 
forms, or gave human faculties to beasts, are ancient is, of course, no evidence for confusion at all. It is, if  
anything, evidence to the contrary. Fantasy does not blur the sharp outlines of the real world; for it depends 
on them.” MC, 149.
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Tolkien further affirms that the function of Escape is connected to another desire 

“as ancient as the Fall,” that of conversing with other beings (beasts, etc.), to be in 

communion with God’s creation. Here, Tolkien’s theory of fairy-story takes another 

theological turn, and reaches back to a pre-lapsarian state.611 

Finally, there remains the last escape, “the Great Escape: the Escape from 

Death.”612 This, Tolkien says, is the genuine escape or “fugitive” spirit. It is the final 

escape from “hunger, thirst, poverty, pain, sorrow, injustice, death.”613 This sounds clear 

enough; however, the question remains whether escape from death is positive or negative. 

In fact, it could be both, for death can either be seen as an escape out of this world of sin 

and suffering, or it can be seen as the final escape toward man’s true home. The answer 

might be both, and it is unclear where Tolkien would find the ultimate answer. On the one 

hand, death is certainly an end and a beginning: the end of a life of sorrow and pain and 

the beginning of a life of pure bliss. On the other hand, escape is also the fugitive escape 

away from ultimate death; it is the redemption from death, the hope of eternal life.  

Tolkien says that: “the human stories of the elves are doubtless full of the Escape from 

Deathlessness.”614

611 MC, 152. See also: “A vivid sense of that separation [of ourselves from beasts] is very ancient; but also a 
sense that it was a severance: a strange fate and a guilt lies on us. Other creatures are like other realms with  
which Man has broken off relations, and sees now only from the outside at a distance, being at war with 
them, or on the terms of an uneasy armistice.” MC, 152, note G. 

612 MC, 152. See also the influence of George MacDonald, for whom death is the most present theme in 
fairy-stories. MC, 153.

613 MC, 151.

614 See the Athrabeth Finrod ah Andreth, “The Debate of Finrod and Andreth.” In this debate Finrod, an Elf-
lord, and Andreth, a human, debate the contrasting fate of deathless Elves and Men, bound to die. See 
HoME, 10:301-366.
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Consolation and the “Happy Ending”

The third and final characteristic of true fairy tale is the “consolation of the fairy-

stories, the joy of the happy ending.”615 In fact, if the two other functions are essential to 

fairy-stories, the happy ending, “the eucatastrophic tale is the true form of fairy-tale, and 

its highest function.”616 The eucatastrophe, the good catastrophe that is the 

accomplishment of the story, is a “sudden and joyous turn.” Notice first the two 

characteristics of true happy ending: it is sudden, and it is, of course, joyous. Moreover, 

Tolkien’s use of the term “turn” is important. Eucatastrophe is not just a slight change of 

direction, it is a turn; it is the world “turned upside down.” The eucatastrophe is the 

conversion of all suffering and evil into the final and ultimate joyous denouement. As 

Shippey says: “Tolkien, of course, being a Christian, did in absolute fact believe that in 

the end all things would end happily, that in a sense they already had—a belief he shared 

with Dante, and a matter of faith beyond argument. It needs to be said, though, that he 

was capable of envisaging a different belief and even bringing it into his story.”617

For Tolkien, the implication is clear. Far from being naively optimistic, 

eucatastrophe is joy in the face of pain and hardships. In The Lord of the Ring, the 

eucatastrophic nature of faërie is clearly seen as, for example, at the battle of Helm’s 

Deep. At the precise moment when the defeat seems consummated, both the king and 

Gandalf make a sortie: “And with that shout the king came. His horse was white as snow, 

golden was his shield, and his spear was long  … Light sprang in the sky. Night departed 

615 MC, 153. True ‘joy” was crucial for the life of Tolkien, as it was for Chesterton who called it “the 
gigantic secret” of the Christian. Chesterton, Collected Works, 1:365.

616 MC, 153. 

617 Shippey, The Road to Middle-Earth, 174.
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… There suddenly upon a ridge appeared a rider, clad in white, shinning in the rising 

sun.”618 Defeat vanishes with the night; victory is brought by the daylight. The 

Eucatastrophe does not deny dycatastrophe, sorrow and failure, but transforms it. True 

fairy-stories do no overlook the existence and power of sorrow and failure, rather, they 

presuppose them. In fact, only in the face of true sorrow, and even true, but not ultimate, 

failure, can eucatastrophe take its full meaning. If there is denial in eucatastrophe, it is 

the denial of “universal final defeat and in so far is evangelium, giving a fleeting glimpse 

of Joy, Joy beyond the walls of the world, poignant as grief.”619 The finale of The Lord of  

the Ring testifies to this melancholic ending, and Frodo’s concluding remarks echo 

Tolkien:  “I tried to save the Shire, and it has been saved, but not for me. It must often be 

so, Sam, when things are in danger: some one has to give them up, lose them, so that 

others may keep them. But you are my heir.”620 

Quoting the fairy tale “The Black Bull of Norroway,” Tolkien closes this section 

on consolation: “He heard and turned to her.”621 Tolkien’s call is for fairy-stories to 

resonate the evangelium. His call to the mythopoeic writers is to make primary and 

secondary worlds resonate in unison the anthem of the evangelium. In true fairy-stories 

we hear the blast of the trumpet, the triumphant trumpet-call announcing the returning 

king, the birth and resurrection of the “once and future king.”622 Consolation, Joy, is the 

618 LoTR II.3.vii, 528. Or again Eomer during the battle of the fields of Pelennor: “He [Éomer] thought to 
make a great shield-wall at the last, and stand, and fight there … though no man should be left in the West 
… Thus came Aragorn son of Arathorn, Elessar, Isildur’s heir, out of the Paths of the Dead, borne upon a 
wind from the Sea to the kingdom of Gondor.” LoTR III.5.vi, 829.

619 MC, 153. Tolkien’s mention of “universal defeat” here recalls on of his letters. 

620 LoTR III.6.ix, 1006.

621 MC, 154, from Joseph Jacobs, More English Fairy Tales (London: David Nutt, 1894), 25. 

622 To borrow the title of T. H. White’s The Once and Future King (New York: Ace Books, 1996).
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mark of true fairy-stories, it is its seal.623 The reader, or the mythopoeic writer, who 

breaks open the magic seal of fairy-stories lets Joy fly out and fill the earth. Fairy-story is 

Pandora’s Joy. 

Conclusion: Imagination and the Gospel of the Eucatastrophe

In his epilogue to the essay “On Fairy-Stories,” Tolkien emphatically stresses the 

Christian nature of fairy-stories. He does so in the initial statement that “the peculiar 

quality of the ‘joy’ in successful Fantasy can thus be explained as a sudden glimpse of the 

underlying reality or truth” defending again the close connection between fairy-stories, 

reality, and truth. In this context, reality and truth must be understood as referring to the 

essential reality and truth of the Christian story, that is, the Incarnation. Because true 

fairy-story answers questions about truth and the nature of reality, and because it brings 

new wholeness into what is seen in and of the world, it functions as a vehicle for the 

gospel of God’s revelation in our created order. Tolkien concludes: “The Birth of Christ is 

the eucatastrophe of Man’s history. The Resurrection is the eucatastrophe of the story of 

the Incarnation. This story begins and ends in joy.”624 Moreover, the eucatastrophic 

quality of fairy-stories includes the theological concepts of salvation and sanctification. 625

623 MC, 155.

624 “The joy would have exactly the same quality, if not the same degree, as the joy which the ‘turn’ in a 
fairy-story gives: such joy has the very taste of primary truth. (Otherwise its name would not be joy.) It 
looks forward (or backward: the direction in this regard is unimportant) to the Great Eucatastrophe. The 
Christian joy, the Gloria, is of the same kind; but it is pre-eminently (infinitely, if our capacity were not 
finite) high and joyous. Because this story is supreme; and it is true.” MC, 156. The story of Christ begins 
with the Gloria of the angels, continues with the declaration of the soldier, and ends in the glorious 
promise: “I will be with you all.” 

625 “I would venture to say that approaching the Christian Story from this direction, it has long been my 
feeling (a joyous feeling) that God redeemed the corrupt making-creatures, men, in a way fitting to this  
aspect, as to others, of their strange nature.” MC, 155.
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The essential Christian nature of true fairy-stories is further explained by 

Tolkien’s point that fairy-stories testify to God’s entering history to “hallow” stories: 

“The Evangelium has not abrogated legends; it has hallowed them, especially the ‘happy 

ending.’”626 The Incarnation is the framework of true fairy-stories because it is the divine 

embodiment of fairy-story. This nature of true fairy-stories was put into rhyme by Tolkien 

in the famous poem “Mythopoeia.” Concerned primarily with myth, as we have already 

seen, the poem nevertheless defines the nature of fairy-stories. 

Of significance in “Mythopoeia,” is the repetition of the expression “timid 

hearts,” which refers us back to the Sermon on the Mount, and to Jesus’ description of the 

coming kingdom and vision of the redeemed. This triple blessing carries connotations of 

beatific vision, the visio beatifica, that the Christian is to acquire when restored to 

complete fellowship with God. In the primary world, only the theologia viatorum is 

available to the human mind. However, the secondary world with its quality of recovery 

and escape can serve as a provisional window into the beatific vision.627

Tolkien’s general conclusion is that “the Gospels contain a fairy-story, or a story 

of a larger kind which embraces all the essence of fairy-stories.”628 Therefore, all stories 

disclose this essential quality of true fairy-stories, that is, the evangelium itself. In the 

primary world, the secondary world lives on. As Tolkien said, “Art has been verified. 

God is the Lord, of angels, and of men—and of elves. Legend and History have met and 

fused.”629 Faërie, fairy-stories, the secondary world, lives out of the renewal of the true 

626 MC, 156.

627 It is difficult to assess precisely the contrast between the fairy-like theologia viatorum and the future 
theologia beatorum. 

628 MC, 155.

629 MC, 156.
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fairy-story, it moves in the depth of Christ’s redeeming work. Renewed in mind and 

spirit, the mythmaker sub-creates a true fairy-story; and the true fairy-story is nourished 

by its maker’s Christian faith, not because of a “proselytizing” motivation, but simply 

because of a natural and essential quality of fairy-stories. The secondary world of Faërie 

is also a world of evangelium. Fairy-stories hymn the Gloria in God’s kingdom.630 

630 MC, 155. At this point it is worth quoting in full the “Laudámus:”
“Glória in excélsis Deo
et in terra pax homínibus bonae voluntátis.
Laudámus te, benedícimus te,
adorámus te, glorificámus te,
grátias ágimus tibi propter magnam glóriam tuam,
Dómine Deus, Rex cæléstis,
Deus Pater omnípotens.

Dómine Fili Unigénite, Iesu Christe,
Dómine Deus, Agnus Dei, Fílius Patris,
qui tollis peccáta mundi, miserére nobis;
qui tollis peccáta mundi, súscipe deprecatiónem nostram.
Qui sedes ad déxteram Patris, miserére nobis.
Quóniam tu solus Sanctus, tu solus Dóminus, tu solus Altíssimus,    
Iesu Christe, cum Sancto Spíritu: in glória Dei Patris. Amen.”

216



CHAPTER FIVE
COVENANTAL FAËRIE: A REFORMED EVALUATION OF 

TOLKIEN’S THEORY OF FANTASY

In the previous chapters, Tolkien’s theory of Faërie has been presented in the light 

of his Roman Catholic faith. This final chapter aims at going further in evaluating 

Tolkien’s Catholic Faërie from a Reformed and apologetic perspective. The purpose here 

is not to offer a literary criticism of Tolkien, nor to propose literary improvements to his 

works. On a literary level, it is doubtful that anybody could surpass Tolkien. Beyond the 

mere literary quality of his works, Tolkien had a unique knowledge of language, both in 

existing and invented forms. This mastery of languages and words, of their forms and 

invention, is unlikely to be found again in a fantasy writer.631 Moreover, Tolkien had a 

traditional view of the unity of language and literature that has, by now, mostly been lost.

632 Finally, his Christian faith provided him with the possibility of re-reading the relation 

between mythology and language and fusing them into a Thomist theory of Faërie. 

This very last point, a literary-theological one, will be the center of our attention 

in this chapter; it is the aspect of Tolkien’s Faërie most open to criticism. To achieve the 

critical goal of evaluating his theory of fantasy from a Reformed and apologetic 

perspective, this chapter will focus on two main concepts, subcreation and imagination. 

631 Most fantasy writers are not expert in linguistics, philology or medieval literature. On the other hand, 
most fantasy-scholars are not as gifted as fantasy writers. The academic works of Flieger and Shippey,  
among the most thoughtful Tolkienian scholars are an example of this observation. Flieger attempted 
writing several “fairy-stories,” among which the short story “Avilion” is probably her best achievement,  
probably because it builds on her field of expertise, medieval literature. See Verlyn Flieger, “Avilion” in 
James Lowder ed., The Doom of Camelot (Oakland: Green Knight, 2000).

632 See chapter two, page 57-61
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Covenant and Sub-creation

Thomist Sub-creation

We concluded in chapter four that Tolkien’s theory of Faërie is essentially a 

Thomist one, relying heavily on a traditional and popular understanding of St. Thomas’s 

teachings. Therefore, our critical approach will be that of a Reformed apologist debating 

the nature of Faërie with a Thomist fantasist.

In approaching Tolkien’s theory of subcreation from a critical perspective, it is 

first necessary to look at the related notions of being and analogy. As we have seen, the 

notion of being is central in St. Thomas and provides the ground for his understanding of 

the concept and function of analogy. Tolkien’s reference to God as the Prime Being is, of 

course, a clear reference to St. Thomas’s concept of a transcendental notion of being, 

which provides the ground for understanding the relationship between God and man. St. 

Thomas is usually seen as defending the view that both God and man have being 

according to their own nature. God has being according to his nature, and man has being 

according to his nature, thus providing a basis for an analogical relationship between God 

and man. 

As we have seen, in one of his letters Tolkien talks about the “Creator-Designer, a 

Mind to which our minds are akin (being derived from it) so that It is intelligent to us in 

part.”633 The importance of this allusion to the analogical spirit of Thomism cannot be 

underestimated. Moreover, for St. Thomas the concept of analogy functions as a 

proportional category. This analogy of proportionality is not the only kind of analogy 

633 Tolkien, Letters, 399.
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present in St. Thomas’s writings, but is his main means of explaining and describing the 

Creator-creature distinction. The application of Thomist analogy to the theory of fantasy 

leads to the description of the subcreated order as analogical to our created order.

Our main Reformed criticism in this section is centered on St. Thomas’s concept 

of ontological analogy, or analogy of being. One of the main problems with this notion of 

being is the ambiguity of the term “being,” which can be applied to all things, thus 

functioning as common ground for both God and man. Such a common ground has been 

a danger most of the Christian tradition has been trying to avoid—a danger that St. 

Thomas himself tried to avoid.634 The danger is to blur the distinction between the Creator 

and the creatures by including both into a univocal concept of being. 

The importance of the analogical relation between God and man is reflected in the 

theory of art presented by Christian writers such as Sayers, L’Engle, and of course, 

Tolkien. Madeleine L’Engle, in her preface to Sayer’s The Mind of the Maker, makes a 

brief reference to the relevance of St. Thomas’s analogy for the theory of artistic 

creativity.635 As for Sayers, she affirms that “looking at man, he [the author of Genesis] 

sees in him something essentially divine, but when we turn back to see what he says 

about the original upon which the ‘image’ of God was modeled, we find only the single 

assertion, ‘God created.’ The characteristic common to God and man is apparently that: 

the desire and ability to make things.”636 Further, she affirms that, “it is possible for a 

reader, by reading a book, to discover something about the mind of the writer.”637 In the 

634 With the exception of some mystical traditions, most of Christian theology has been concerned with 
avoiding the “ontological fusion” between God and man inherent to any concept of univocal relationship 
between God and man. 

635 See Dorothy L. Sayers, The Mind of the Maker (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1987), xvi-xvii.

636 Ibid., 12.
637 Ibid., 49.
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same manner that man can “discover” something about the mind of God, the writer of the 

Story, a reader can discover something about the mind of a writer. These are but two 

examples of the extreme influence of the concept of analogy on a Thomistic theory of 

artistic creation. The concept of analogy is a determinant factor in the way Catholicism 

approaches the question literary creation, and it is natural that Tolkien also fits into this  

specific Roman Catholic understanding of analogy and art. 

Further, the way Thomist theology is applied by Christian theorists of the 

imagination easily leads to the simplification of St. Thomas’s theology. This results in 

theological approximations unhelpful to a proper Christian view of artistic creation. 

Dorothy Sayers, for example, comments that the creedal statement “I believe in God the 

Father Almighty, Maker of all things” is “ the thundering assertion with which we start: 

that the great fundamental quality that makes God, and us with Him, what we are is 

creative activity.”638 It seems that Sayers is arguing here for an essential ontological 

connection between God and man, a connection located in the capacity for creativity. She 

later explicitly affirms that “from everlasting to everlasting, He is God the Father and 

Maker.”639 The notion that God is himself creativeness is at the center of Sayers’s 

modified Thomism. However, she goes further in implying that God was always creative, 

in the sense that God’s action always resulted in external creation. In one of her letters 

she makes this very point: “It is true that God’s will always issues in creation—He is 

creativeness. That is what is meant when people say that ‘God’s creation is necessary to 

Him’—so it is: though not necessarily this or any particular creation.”640 Here Sayers 

638 Dorothy L. Sayers, Spiritual Writings (Cambridge, MA: Cowley Publications, 1993), 92.

639 Ibid.
640 Dorothy L. Sayers, The Letters of Dorothy L. Sayers: 1899-1936 (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1996), 
2:253.
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introduces an ontological necessity for God to be Creator. In other words God has, of 

necessity, to relate to a reality external to himself. This comes dangerously close to 

denying the aseity of God. The final result is the compromising of the distinction between 

God and his creatures and, in the domain of artistic creation, to blur the distinction 

between God’s creation and ours. 

The distinction between God and his creatures proves to be the stumbling block of 

many Christian theologies. Many are those who strived to maintain this difference 

without denying the possibility of a real relationship between God and man. Reformed 

apologist Cornelius Van Til argued that, in fact, Reformed theology is best placed to solve 

the problem of God’s relationship to man—while maintaining their essential distinction. 

This distinction between the Creator and his creatures is one of the features most stressed 

by Van Til. For him, there is no other starting point in theological investigation than the 

consideration of a duality of being: “The Christian concept of hermeneutics is based first 

of all upon the creation idea, that is, upon the conviction that there are not merely one but  

two levels of existence, and that man must be interpreted in terms of God.”641 For Van Til, 

there is not one concept of being, but two radically distinct ones, that is, the ontological 

Trinity, and the creatures.642 

This initial stress on the duality of being in Reformed theology naturally leads to 

the issue of analogical reasoning. Of course, the importance of a concept of analogy is 

not restricted to Thomism or Roman Catholicism. However, by contrast to the concept of 

an “ontological analogy,” Reformed theology defends the position of a covenantal, or 

641 Cornelius Van Til, Psychology of Religion (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1971), 53.

642 “The meanings of all words in Christian theory of being depend upon the differentiation between the 
self-contained God and the created universe.” Cornelius Van Til, The Defense of the Faith, ed. K. Scott 
Oliphint (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2008), 237.
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epistemological, analogy.643 In fact, Reformed theologians do not deny the necessity of 

analogical thinking. For example, Van Til argues that “the necessity of reasoning 

analogically is always implied in the theistic conception of God, if God is to be thought 

of at all as necessary for man’s interpretation of the facts or objects of knowledge. In 

other words, he must then be thought of as the only ultimate interpreter, and man must be 

thought of as a finite reinterpreter.”644 Van Til always emphatically stresses the necessity 

of analogical reasoning, as St. Thomas did in his own way, but with a very different 

theological basis and conclusions.645

We do not imply that the Thomist and the Vantilian concepts of analogy are 

identical. Van Til’s main difference with the Roman Catholic understanding of analogy is 

that he locates analogy within an epistemological framework, not an ontological one. In 

St. Thomas’s theology, the notion of analogy is most properly connected to the category 

of creational ontology, that is, to human nature. The necessity for analogical relationship 

is due to human nature, that is, to a sort of defect ontologically inherent in human nature.

643 For Van Til true analogy is concerned with the knowledge of God and the knowledge of creation: “God 
has with the facts given the interpretation of the facts … It is the triune God who tells us what he has done 
for sinful man’s redemption. The final aspect of this redemption is that, by the regenerating power of the 
Spirit, sinful man learns to submit his own interpretation, once based on the idea of human autonomy, to the 
interpretation which the God of grace has provided for him in the Word through the inspiration of the 
Scripture. This is truly a biblical and therefore a truly analogical methodology.” Cornelius Van Til, The 
Doctrine of Scripture (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1967), 15.

644 Cornelius Van Til, A Survey of Christian Epistemology (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1967), 
203.

645 Ironically, it is a neo-Thomist, Etienne Gilson, who gives the best idea of the differences between the 
Thomist and the Reformed positions. Regarding the former he states that “what Catholic theology does 
maintain is that reason by itself can discover a God, and that this God which it discovers is already the true 
God, precisely because there is no other, and that whatever truth we know about God can consequently 
apply to Him alone.” Etienne Gilson, Christianity and Philosophy, trans. Ralph MacDonald (New York: 
Published for the Institute of Mediaeval Studies by Sheed & Ward, 1939), 38. As to the latter: “For him [the 
Calvinist] indeed it is question of maintaining a natural knowledge of God, only by reducing it to its strict 
minimum, and eliminating from it as much as possible whatever might make of this natural knowledge of 
God in man a knowledge of God by man. The simplest way of accomplishing that is to free it from all 
proof. That is why Calvin made an innate knowledge of it, not in order to confer on it an evidence not its 
own, but to deprive reason of any pretext for claiming the merit of it for itself.” Idem, 40-41.
646 Van Til explains this defect in terms of the Thomist scale of being: “For Aquinas the natural is inherently 
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For Van Til, analogy is also the fruit of an ontological category while not being 

ontological in itself.647 This is expressed more clearly by apologist Scott Oliphint in the 

notes to his edition of Van Til’s Defense of the Faith. Commenting on the difference 

between St. Thomas’s concept of analogy and Van Til’s, Oliphint explains that “though 

for Thomas there was an analogy of being, for Van Til, the notion of analogy was meant 

to communicate the ontological and epistemological difference between God and man. 

This difference has been expressed historically in terms of an archetypal/ectypal 

relationship.”648 In other words, St. Thomas’s concept of analogy is most properly 

connected to God’s being itself. The necessity of analogical thinking for Van Til is the 

consequence of the radical distinction between God and man.649 This explains the reason 

for Van Til to locate the necessary analogy in ontology but to make it an epistemological  

category. In fact, if God and man are radically ontologically differentiated, this entails 

that their knowledge must also be radically different, thus necessitating the introduction 

of analogy.650 The difference between St. Thomas and Van Til is thus an opposition 

defective; it partakes of the nature of nonbeing.” Van Til, The Defense of the Faith, 349. Oliphint clearly 
explains that this notion comes from St. Thomas’s notion that all essences participate in the “scale of being” 
according to their substance. The proportionality between substance and existence always remains identical  
for all creatures, and it is also identical for God (see note 19). On the same matter see Greg L. Bahnsen,  
Van Til's Apologetic: Readings and Analysis (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1998), 220-235.

647 For Van Til the concept of analogy is related to an ontological category, the radical “other-being”-ness of 
the ontological Trinity. However, analogy is in itself an epistemological category and serves an ontological 
function.

648 Van Til, The Defense of the Faith, 62n25. 

649 As we have repeatedly noted, this concept of analogy is not similar to Thomas’s analogia entis. Rather, 
analogy for Van Til demands that man “think God’s thoughts after him.” The difference between St. 
Thomas and Van Til can also be described in terms of what these theories were intended for. As K. Scott  
Oliphint reminds us, Thomas’s analogy was “calculated to respond to the problem of theological 
predication in the context of the dilemmas posed by affirming the simplicity of God.” K. Scott Oliphint, 
Reasons for Faith: Philosophy in the Service of Theology (Philippsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2006), 
97. A clear and brief critique of St. Thomas’s analogy is given pages 105-110 of the previous book.
650 For a clear summary on this matter, see Bahnsen, Van Til's Apologetic, 222 f. See also Van Til’s A Survey  
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between ontological and epistemological analogies. 

Further, this distinction between the Thomist and the Vantilian concept of analogy 

is closely connected to the different views they hold regarding the relation between nature 

and grace—more precisely between natural knowledge and renewed knowledge. Van Til 

has repeatedly argued against the crucially mistaken Thomist dichotomy between nature 

and grace.651 It is impossible to give a complete summary of Van Til’s criticism of the 

Thomist  nature-grace dichotomy here. Rather, we will explain this dichotomy in terms of 

epistemological categories. 

Starting with St. Thomas’s theology, one of the most important points to notice is 

that for him knowledge is not necessarily mediated. This conclusion is demonstrated in 

his concept of the beatific vision, in which a human being will be given immediate 

knowledge of God. As a consequence, the analogical relationship between God and man 

will eventually be superseded by the beatific vision—the immediate creaturely 

knowledge of God.  St. Thomas asserts the necessity for the concept of analogy because 

of the created nature of human beings. For St. Thomas, the created human nature is 

somehow defective—and being defective, it cannot comprehend God.  This necessitates 

the entry into the beatific vision for a proper knowledge of God.652

of Christian Epistemology. The core of this work is man’s analogical knowledge more than it is really a 
survey of epistemology. 

651 A charge Van Til also brings against “less consistent Calvinism,” Barth and Armenian theologians alike. 
In matter of aesthetic studies, Seerveld argues for the same specificity of Calvinism: “The difference  
[between pseudo-Christian art and the Reformational conception] flows mainly, I think, from the fact that 
Reformational Christianity does not accept the divided Nature-Grace posture toward things and strongly 
affirms that there is more to life and history than salvation of men because there is more to creation than 
men.” Calvin Seerveld, A Christian Critique of Art and Literature: Lectures Given at the Unionville and  
Banff Study Conferences of the Association for Reformed Scientific Studies, Summers of 1962 and 1963 
(Toronto: Association for the Advancement of Christian Scholarship, 1968), 49.
652 For Van Til, the Thomistic notion of the beatific vision implies that man will be able, at some point in 
history, to go beyond his creaturehood and to attain a comprehensive spiritual knowledge. However, Van 
Til maintains, human knowledge will always be un-exhaustive but true, even in the state of consummation. 
Our limited creaturehood is a blessing and man will never be able to outgrow it. Cornelius Van Til, 
Christian Apologetics, ed. William Edgar (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2003), 40.
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By contrast, Van Til maintains the necessity of analogical reasoning even in the 

beatific state. Van Til affirms that in no state man will be able to attain an immediate  

knowledge of God because his status of creature denies him this possibility. Rather, man 

will know truly, as he always did, but still not exhaustively—which is for Van Til the 

crucial relevance of the concept of analogical reasoning.653 One of the reasons for Van 

Til’s insistence on the permanence of analogical reasoning is the Reformed conviction 

that all knowledge of God is revelational in nature.654 For Van Til, taking his clue from 

Bavinck, human knowledge is always supernaturally mediated.655 Both natural 

prelapsarian knowledge and beatific, or consummate, knowledge require a revelational 

mediation—a point argued by Van Til in analogical or derivative terms.656 For St. 

Thomas, the concept of analogy is made necessary because of a creaturely fact, that is, 

the defect of created human reasoning and creativity.657 Interestingly enough, for Van Til, 

653 Van Til’s description of the importance of analogical reasoning is by far not a consensus. It even reached 
a very tense ecclesial level between himself and Clark. See Bahnsen, Van Til's Apologetic, 677-685. See 
also Ibid., 227n152. 

654 “For Calvin, creation itself is directly and clearly revelational of the creative and sustaining activity of 
God. Man is therefore naturally in contact with the expressed will of God. For the supernatural revelation 
of God to Adam was natural to him. This supernatural revelation is part of the normal or natural state of 
affairs for man.” Ibid., 181.

655 For more onVan Til’s position, see Ibid., 203-204. Van Til points out that the doctrine of natural 
revelation (which he strongly distinguishes from natural theology) intrinsically conveys the idea of 
supernatural revelation by God himself. Therefore, “natural” human knowledge is also based on 
supernatural revelation.  

656 “Even in paradise, therefore, supernatural revelation was immediately conjoined with natural  
revelation.” Van Til, The Defense of the Faith, 254.

657 In his incisive and remarkably accurate evaluation of the difference between St. Thomas and Calvin, the 
French neo-Thomist Etienne Gilson notes that the essential difference between the Roman Catholic (by 
which he means St. Thomas) and the Reformed theologian (by which he means Calvin) is not only the 
noetic effect of sin, but also and primarily the location of the knowledge of God. Calvin, as Gilson correctly 
says, locates the knowledge of God in man while Roman Catholics (especially Thomists) tend to locate this 
knowledge in a reasoning capacity based on, or synonymous with, the imago dei. This also explains the 
intrinsic and radical difference between the Thomist and the Vantilian understanding of the necessity of  
mediation. For St. Thomas, mediation is a necessarily creaturely defect only overcome in the beatific state.  
By contrast for the Calvinist Van Til analogical reasoning is part of what it means to be created by God. 
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analogy is also made necessary by a creaturely fact. However, Van Til does not equate 

this fact with a defect but with a natural state: the state of having been created.658 The 

essential difference here is that whereas, for St. Thomas, being created is a defect, it is 

not so for Van Til.659 

As a concluding remark, it is difficult to see concretely how this rejection of 

ontological analogy affects the writing of fairy stories. However, it is certain that, given 

Tolkien’s reliance on the Thomist understanding of analogy, his overall concept of how 

fairy stories are affected by their relation to the “Christian story” is open to criticism. To 

go further in this evaluation of Tolkien’s Thomist Faërie, we will now contrast St. 

Thomas’s analogia entis approach to the Reformed covenantal framework. 

Covenantal Sub-creation

The brief evaluation of Thomist analogical subcreation points to the problem 

inherent in the reasoning based on an ambiguous concept of being. As we have seen, even 

though Thomist theology is merely trying to provide a ground on which to establish the 

possibility of a relation between God and man, the combination of being and analogy 

does not help Thomism to achieve this goal.660 Reformed theology also faces this problem 

658 Again Van Til points to the unchanging nature of the Creator-creature distinction: “The Christian idea is 
therefore the recognition that the creature can only touch the hem of the garment of Him who dwells in 
light that no man can approach unto.” Cornelius Van Til, Common Grace and the Gospel (Nutley: 
Presbyterian and Reformed, 1977), 11.

659 Of course, St. Thomas would not conclude in the same terms and would never affirm that being created 
is a “defect.” However, the implication of his concept of beatific vision and its epistemological content 
leads to this strong ontological conclusion about the created state of man.  
660 For Van Til, the Thomist ground for a relationship between God and man, and for a proper view of their 
historical relation, is found in neutral human knowledge. Bahnsen summarizes Van Til’s criticism: “The 
Thomistic approach assumes that fallen man is capable of reasoning in a proper way (prior to repenting of  
sin and submitting to the Savior) and that knowledge and intelligible interpretation of experience are 
philosophically possible apart from God’s revelation.” Bahnsen, Van Til's Apologetic, 47. In fact, for 
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of finding a proper ground on which to base its exposition of the relationship between 

God and man. 

Further, Reformed theology does not locate the covenantal relationship in the 

ontological realm but in an epistemological and ethical one.661 The central concept in this 

matter is the doctrine of the covenant, considered, not primarily as covenant of grace or 

covenant of works, but as relationship between God and man.662 Van Til is probably the 

twentieth century Reformed theologian who has most vehemently defended this element. 

One clear summative sentence of Van Til’s view of the covenant is given in his Christian 

Apologetics, in which he affirms that “basic to the whole activity of philosophy and 

science is the idea of the covenant.”663 One of the driving theological concepts of Van 

Til’s presuppositional apologetics is the understanding of the relationship between God 

and man in exclusively covenantal-ethical terms. In fact, according to Van Til, the 

covenant is not merely a framework for obedience, but the very vehicle for human 

Thomism, the possibility for the relationship between God and man is embodied in a neutral position of 
man before God incarnated in the notion of a scale of being—a scale going upwards from non-being to 
God’s being.

661 In his study on G. C. Berkouwer, Van Til reports that “Herman Bavinck speaks of the principle of the 
Reformation as being ethical rather than metaphysical” thus signifying the primacy of the ethical category. 
Cornelius Van Til, The Sovereignty of Grace: An Appraisal of G. C. Berkouwer's View of Dort 
(Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1969), 8. Van Til reiterates the importance of the ethical nature 
of the relationship between God and man in Reformed theology: “Calvin following Paul argues constantly 
that God is clearly revealed in nature. He argues that the reason why man does not find God in nature is that  
he, man, has been blinded by sin. According to Calvin, it is man’s ethical hostility to god that keeps him 
from seeing the true situation about himself and his environment. Calvin says that the light of God shines 
everywhere as with the brightness of the sun but that men have, as it were, taken out their eyes and 
therefore do not see this light.” Cornelius Van Til, The Case for Calvinism (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and 
Reformed, 1964), 107. John Murray affirms that “covenant theology is, however, a distinguishing feature of 
the Reformed tradition because the idea of covenant came to be an organizing principle in terms of which 
the relations of God to men were construed.” John Murray, Studies in Theology, The Collected Writings of 
John Murray (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1982), 4:216.

662 For Van Til, not only is the relationship between God and man covenantal in nature but all creation 
displays this covenantal status: “Natural revelation, we are virtually told, was from the outset incorporated 
into the idea of a covenantal relationship of God with man.” Van Til, Christian Apologetics, 67.

663 Ibid., 62.
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consciousness and knowledge of God:

Covenant consciousness envelops creature consciousness. In paradise 
Adam knew that as creature of God it was natural and proper that he 
should keep the covenant that God had made with him. In this way it 
appears that man’s proper self-consciousness depended, even in paradise, 
upon his being in contact with both supernatural and natural revelation. 
God’s natural revelation was within man as well as about him. Man’s very 
constitution as a rational and moral being is itself revelational to man as 
the ethically responsible rector to revelation. And natural revelation is 
itself incomplete. It needed form the outset to be supplemented with 
supernatural revelation about man’s future.664 

This “supernatural revelation about man’s future” can be described as being essentially 

the covenant. Bavinck thus explains the function of the two trees of the Garden of Eden

—the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the tree of life— in terms of human 

knowledge of God’s will for the future of his creatures. Without this supernatural and 

revelational knowledge, man would not have had attained this understanding by “natural” 

and unfallen reason.665 For Van Til, from the creative act to the consummative act, all 

relations between God and man are revelational, that is, covenantal.666 The contrast 

between the Thomist and the Vantilian positions is thus between an ontological category 

and a covenantal-ethical one. 

664 Van Til, The Defense of the Faith, 113-114.

665 Epistemology, affirms Van Til, is always revelational. He further argues that every system of philosophy, 
every epistemological theory, has a “theory of metaphysics.” Van Til, Christian Epistemology, xiv. Van Til 
continues explaining the relevance of revelation for human epistemology: “We may characterize this whole  
situation by saying that the creation of God is a revelation of God. God revealed himself in nature and God 
also revealed himself in the mind of man. Thus it is impossible for the mind of man to function except in an 
atmosphere of revelation. And every thought of man when it functioned normally in this atmosphere of 
revelation would express the truth as laid in the creation by God. We may therefore call a Christian 
epistemology a revelational epistemology.” Ibid., 1.

666 Here Van Til follows Calvin’s conviction about the crucial importance of the created and revelational  
knowledge of God: “With singular sagacity, Calvin avoided this scholastic approach when he spoke of the 
revelation of God as penetrating into the penetralia of man’s psychological being. The sense of deity is the 
principle of continuity he presupposes as that in relation to which the ethical reaction of man takes place.  
And this means that man is always reacting ethically to this revelation of God.” Cornelius Van Til, An 
Introduction to Systematic Theology: Prolegomena and the Doctrines of Revelation, Scripture, and God, 
ed. William Edgar (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2007), 54.
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To give a complete view of how the Thomist and Reformed positions contrast 

from each other, one should mention the Reformed ontological theory of Wolterstorff, 

and a close look at his theory set forth in Works and Worlds of Art should be necessary.667 

However, due to the complexity of Wolterstorff’s overall project, it is difficult to integrate 

all his material in this dissertation.668 Worth mentioning in our context is his opinion that, 

because they are works of art, worlds are a state of affairs.669 Wolterstorff goes further 

than merely stating that works of art are a state of affairs, that is, that they exist. He adds 

what makes the specificity of his theory: “the basic undefined concept will be that of the 

relation, being an example of, it being understood that that which something is an 

example of is always a kind.”670 Works of art are thus ontological, they are a specific 

kind, an entity. 

To move forward, Wolterstorff adds that these art-kinds are twofold: some are 

projections and others are works projected. In this view, Faërie is an example of a kind, it 

is an instantiation of a world. To go further, we can say that a Faërie-world is an 

instantiated example of our world, thus establishing a double qualification regarding 

667 The reading of Nicholas Wolterstorff, Art in Action: Toward a Christian Aesthetic (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1980) is also commendable even though it is less significant that the work mentioned above. 
Wolterstorff’s more specialized book On Universals: An Essay in Ontology (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1970), provides the background from which the reading of Works and Worlds of Art takes its 
complete significance. 

668 An overall assessment of the implications of Wolterstorff’s Reformed ontological aesthetics could be the 
subject of a dissertation and can hardly be fully presented in the closing chapter of this dissertation. Among 
the many aesthetic studies from an evangelical standpoint, Wolterstorff is worth noting because he tries to 
bind aesthetics with metaphysics, hence the close connection one can find between Works and Worlds of  
Art and On Universals. 

669 “My suggestion now is that the projected world of art is a state of affairs – usually a rather complex state  
of affairs, sometimes an extraordinarily complex one. It is a way things can or cannot be … I think it is the 
case that if a state of affairs ever exists, it always exists; and if this is correct, then, to compose the world of  
a work of art is not to create that world. It is not to bring it into existence. Those states of affairs 
constituting the world of the work existed before and apart from the author.” Wolterstorff, Art in Action, 
131.

670 Wolterstorff, Works and Worlds of Art, xv.
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Faërie: it is both a world-example, and is an instantiation of such an example.671 In fact, 

applied to our subject, Faërie, we should note that Wolterstorff’s project relies on this 

seemingly obvious observation, that the projected world is essentially distinct from the 

actual world.672 This seems obvious, but it is important to note for it implies an 

ontological distinction between projected and actual works, thus, between a projected 

Faerie world and the actual world. 

This is precisely the problem we can identify in Wolterstorff’s theory. In fact, we 

can almost question whether or not this theory can apply to the phenomena of world-

creation, such as occupies us in this dissertation. His theory applies certainly to all forms 

of art; he constantly argues that works of art contains worlds behind them, worlds that 

support them, thus giving them ontological reality. The problem with Faërie lies in the 

fact that the work of art is itself a world, hence, in Wolterstorff’s theory, we should talk 

about a world behind the world of Faërie. This is rather perplexing and this unusual 

conclusion is probably the consequence of Wolterstorff’s ontological approach. Of 

course, it would be best to wait for Wolterstorff himself to apply his theory to the 

phenomena of world-making.

Wolterstorff’s theory demands also that the relation between a world and a world-

example, that is, the relation between two kinds, be further explained. This relation is 

difficult to determine but we find clues in the way Wolterstorff describes the existence of 

possible worlds:

671 This double relationship can be also described in terms of two different actions: “If we are to attain 
clarity on the nature of the world that are fictionally projected by way of the artifacts of art, we must  
distinguish clearly between the action of fictionally projecting a world, on the one hand, and the action of 
describing the contents of an already projected world, on the other.” Wolterstorff, Art in Action, 125. Italics 
ours.

672 “I have suggested that the only way to understand fiction is to understand it as consisting in the fictional 
projection of a world distinct from the actual world.” Wolterstorff, Art in Action, 124.
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though a possible world and work’s world are both states of affairs, they 
are very different sorts of states of affairs. The requirement which a state 
of affairs must satisfy to be a possible world—namely, that of being a 
possible state of affairs which is maximally comprehensive—is a 
requirement (almost) never satisfied by worlds of works. Of these latter, 
some are impossible. And of those which are possible, rare is the one 
which is maximally comprehensive. Corresponding to these two different 
concepts of world are the two distinct concepts of being true in (some 
possible world) and being included within (some work’s world).673

A real state of affairs, as present in a Faërie-like world, should thus be “comprehensive” 

as well as true in its own framework. In fact, a Faerie-world can be true in itself, 

disregarding its identity with the actual world. Wolterstorff for example writes that “the 

world of a work of art can be true, I have said, in various respects to actuality; likewise, it 

can be true to what one and another person takes actuality to be.”674 The question of 

predication and relation between actual and subcreated worlds is one of the most complex 

we have to face, and Wolterstorff is faced with the same complexity.675

Fascinating as it is, Wolterstorff’s theory does not quite do justice to the 

ontological distinction between created and subcreated worlds. The almost exclusive 

focus on the essential action of what he labels “world-projection”  676 gives his overall 

aesthetic theology a very distinct characteristic. We are left, in Wolterstorff, with an 

ontological affinity between art works and natural kinds.677 Of course, he does not take 

the same ontological direction as the Thomists do, but he resolutely relies on an 

673 Wolterstorff, Works and Worlds of Art, 53-54. Italics ours.

674 Wolterstorff, Art in Action, 147.

675 This complexity is evident in the following sentence: “Of course, not every predicate which can be 
predicated truly of an art work or which can be predicated truly of examples of some art work, is shared by  
the work and its examples.” Wolterstorff, “Toward an Ontology of Art Works,” in Philosophy Looks at the  
Arts: Contemporary Readings in Aesthetics, ed. Joseph Margolis (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
1987), 235.

676 Wolterstorff, Works and Worlds of Art, part four, 238. See also Art in Action, chapter three, “The Action 
of World-Projection,” 122-155.
677 Wolterstorff, Works and Worlds of Art, 58.
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ontological approach to the nature of art. In itself, this is not a main issue for our subject, 

however, one should note that defining art as action—as generating or containing action

—does not solve the problem of the relational status of one’s work of art within the 

metaphysical realm.678 Wolterstorff, through his ontological theory, only provides a 

ground for action, that is, he restricts the artefactual works and worlds thus generated to 

instruments in the hands of the human artist who project these works of art.679 This leads 

him to conclude that “the fundamental (though not exclusive) value of artistic creation 

lies not in what is inherent in the action of creation itself but in its providing us with 

instruments and objects of action generally.”680 This conclusion, if true, does not reflect 

the wholeness of what a work or world of art is: it could easily lead to a certain 

instrumentalization of art instead of placing art before the Creator-God. It seems likely 

that the ontological approach will never fulfill its promises of a comprehensive theology 

of art.681 

The previous digression was necessary to show that the ontological theory is not 

exclusively a Thomistic one, even though it is in the neo-Thomist that its aesthetic 

implications are the clearest. Our discussion and evaluation of St. Thomas lead us to 

678 “On the other hand, it never happens that all the states of affairs which the artist indicates are such that  
he does not believe them to have occurred or been indicated. The projecting of worlds is never wholly 
creative.” Wolterstorff, Works and Worlds of Art, 130.

679 It is possible to adapt Wolterstorff’s definition of a “performance” to the subcreation of a world and say 
that: “to subcreate an imaginary world F is to aim to produce a creation-filled-world in accord with one’s 
knowledge of what is required of something if it is to be a correct example of F, and to succeed at least to 
the extent of producing an example of W.” Wolterstorff, “The Ontology of Art,” 244. Of course this lacks 
the quality such as we have seen in Tolkien unless we define the requirements of a world F as recovery, 
escape, and consolation—Tolkien’s Faërie. 

680 Wolterstorff, Works and Worlds of Art, xi.

681 Wolterstorff’s approach at times goes into a more analogical direction as indicates his reliance on the 
discussion regarding univocal and equivocal predication. Wolterstorff, “The Ontology of Art,” 235.
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conclude that in his theology, human activity is an ontological response to the Creator—

response motivated by a form of analogical relationship, the analogia entis. It is 

ontological in nature because of the possible separation between God and man—an actual 

separation that can be bridged by grace. As a consequence, Thomist myth-making must 

also be regarded as an ontological human response.

By contrast, for Van Til, all human activities are first and foremost covenantal 

ethical responses to God.682 This ethical direction of Van Til’s characterization of man’s 

stance towards God is based on the Reformed doctrine of sin and his all-encompassing 

concept of the covenant. To begin with, Van Til stresses his opposition to the Thomist 

understanding of sin as an ontological category. Van Til once again relocates the nature of 

sin in the ethical category allowing only for a metaphysical consequence of sin—man 

becoming sinful and the noetic effects of sin perverting the whole human person.683 For 

Van Til, to define sin as an ontological category is to allow the very possibility for human 

autonomy. In this sense, Thomism is consistent since it provides the noetic ground for its 

subsequent epistemology. In fact, if sin is metaphysical in nature, we are bound to affirm 

that unbelievers are metaphysically separated from God and that their nature is 

independent from God himself. Van Til, of course, will not allow this separation. In fact 

he affirms that 

there is not and can never be an absolute separation between God and 
man. Man is always accessible to God. There can be no absolute antithesis 
in this sense of the term. In this respect Protestant theology, and in 
particular Reformed theology, stands over against the analogia entis idea 

682 “Ethical” defined in Van Til’s sense of something that deals primarily with the will of man. Cornelius 
Van Til, Christian Theistic Ethics (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1980), 1.

683 Interestingly, John Murray partly explains the pervasiveness of sin because of its ethical nature, that is, 
rebellion against God’s law. In a way, since God’s law is all pervasive, disobedience to God’s law also has 
an all-pervasive dimension. See John Murray, Systematic Theology, The Collected Writings of John Murray 
(Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1977), 2:78 f.
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of Romanist theology. On a Romanist basis man might, as it were, escape 
from the face of God. He might fall entirely into the realm of nonbeing … 
There is therefore on the basis of Romanism no escapable revelation of 
God within the constitution of man.684 

For Van Til, God’s revelation of himself is an escapable reality from which man cannot 

hide. Whether man acknowledges his covenantal relationship with God or not, or whether 

he deceives himself in claiming his alleged autonomy, man cannot escape the reality that  

God is his God.685 

Further, for Van Til, the human stance before/towards God is ethical in nature 

because it is essentially a covenantal position. Van Til unabashedly affirms that all human 

beings are covenantal beings, that is, that they are either covenant-keepers or covenant-

breakers.686 This essential covenantal relationship between God and man is justified by 

the understanding that all human knowledge is mediated, and by Van Til’s conviction that 

God’s creational revelation of himself to man is covenantal in nature. For Van Til the 

consequence is that “the natural man seeks to suppress the pressure of God’s revelation in 

nature that is about him. He seeks to suppress the pressure of conscience within him.”687 

The consequence of this ethical-covenantal position is that the response of man to 

God is, in any given human activity, a covenantal and ethical one—not an ontological and 

metaphysical one. In his alternative choice of action and creation, man always 

demonstrates his position as covenant-keeper or covenant-breaker, as submitting to the 

684 Van Til, The Defense of the Faith, 177.

685 Van Til again explains this in the double terms of God’s own interpretation and God as concrete 
universal. First, because God interprets the created reality, thus providing a preinterpretation, man cannot 
but produce a derivative reinterpretation. Second, God is the “concrete universal,” the only “ranscendental”  
through whom all things take meaning. For Van Til’s use of “concrete universal,” see Bahnsen, Van Til's  
Apologetic. Readings and Analysis, 241.

686 Van Til, The Defense of the Faith, 257.

687 Van Til, Christian Apologetics, 194.
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grace and will of God or rebelling against it.688 Van Til affirms that “Man as a creature 

cannot will anything either by way of obedience or by way of disobedience except in a 

relation of subordination to the plan of God.”689 By contrast to the Thomist ontological 

analogy, and because of the centrality of the covenantal relationship in Reformed 

theology, we can term this analogical relationship between God and man “covenantal 

analogy.”

Thus, Faërie is not an ontological response to God, nor is it an ontological 

category, the fruit of man’s analogical and proportional creative activity. Rather, Faërie is  

an ethical activity, involving an ethical response of the fairy-story writer. Faërie is the 

ethical artistic activity of man before the glorious and self-contained Lord of all. 690  Faërie 

also demonstrates what Van Til, following Kuyper, called the “principle of antithesis.” 

The fairy-story subcreator either proclaims God’s creation and faithfulness, or proclaims 

man’s autonomy. He either wanders in a land filled with God’s loving blessings, or he 

wanders in a land of shadows.691 Since all human activity is covenantal in nature—

testifying either of the breaking or the keeping of the covenantal relationship with God—

Faërie is also a covenantal activity, an artistic endeavor that can give glory to God by 

displaying the loving obedience of God’s creatures fulfilling the divine will.692 

688 For the use of the terminology “alternative choice,” see Murray, Systematic Theology, 61-66.

689 Van Til, Christian Apologetics, 36. See also: “True freedom for man consist in self-conscious, analogical 
activity.” Van Til, Christian Theistic Ethics, 37.

690 As Van Til affirms, “The Christian notion rests on the presupposition of the existence of the self-
contained ontological trinity of God, who dwells in light that no man can approach unto. The non-Christian 
notion rests on the assumption of the existence of would-be autonomous man who has not yet exhaustively 
interpreted the realms of ultimate chance.” Van Til, Common Grace and the Gospel, 46. Any Christian 
concept, including Faërie, must then be built on the presupposition, on the covenantal presence, of the self-
contained God. 

691 This might well be the core of MacDonald’s fantasy, especially Phantastes and Lilith. Lewis is reported 
to have said that the essential quality of MacDonald’s fantasy is “holiness,” a quality that resulted in 
baptizing Lewis’s imagination. 
692 “In the case of non-Christian thought, man’s moral activity is thought of as at once creatively 
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Furthermore, if Faërie represents the human covenantal and ethical relationship with 

God, it asks the question of the relationship between two different orders, that of Faërie 

and that of our created order. To this question we now turn.

The Internal Relation between the Two Worlds

In both his fictional works and his academic essays—especially in “On Fairy-

Stories”—Tolkien faced the problem of the relationship between the world subcreated by 

the fantasy writer and the world created by God. In fact, the relationship between the 

subcreated and the created orders is a central one for the Christian fantasist. 

For example, it raises the question of the specificity and place of the “story” of the 

Incarnation and its place in the subcreated order:

Christianity in fairy tales would have the problem of the Incarnation. In 
Christian belief, in the life of Jesus of Nazareth the eternal God entered 
into the world of time and was restricted by his humanity to a specific time 
and place, whereas the fairy tale hero is beyond time … In other words, 
Christ incarnate could not be depicted in the tales except in the form of 
faith-caused outcomes of the plot, or as the symbolic rescuer, or even in 
the form of ‘things’ such as water, trees, and birds, when used to indicate 
the presence of spiritual awareness and providence.693

The problem inherent to the creation of a subcreated order is thus the place of the 

Christian story within and for the subcreated order. The possibility of a connection 

between the two worlds, demands that this connection be precisely defined and located 

either within the category of metaphysics (ontology), knowledge (epistemology), or 

constructive, while in Christian’s thought, man’s moral activity is thought of as being receptively 
reconstructive.” Van Til, Christian Theistic Ethics, 22.

693 G. Ronald Murphy, The Owl, the Raven & the Dove: The Religious Meaning of the Grimms' Magic  
Fairy Tales (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 21.
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ethics (morality).694 

The initial connection between the subcreated and the created orders is due to our 

description of the subcreated order according to our knowledge and language about the 

created order. As Wolterstorff says, “often the very words which serve to fictionally 

project a world also give expression to certain beliefs and attitudes concerning the actual 

world.”695 This points to the revelational aspect of the created order. Both are subjected to 

God’s revelation and are essential parts of human nature. The structure of the created 

order is the basis for the invention of the subcreated order. In the same manner, a point of 

contact between the two worlds assumes that there should be a point of contact between 

divine revelation and command in the subcreated and created worlds.696 

This relation between subcreated and created worlds has been defined in different 

ways. This section is an attempt at categorizing some of them. In the first two sections, 

we will describe three different ways to connect the two orders. In the third section, we 

will consider the issue of the consistency of the subcreated order, and finally, in the last 

section, we will examine the external connection of worlds.

Tolkien’s “Historical-mythological” Theory

The first theory is typified by Tolkien’s mythological corpus, and can be labelled 

694 There is here again a connection with the fantasy-ethics of G. K. Chesterton. As we have noted,  
Chesterton combined the metaphysical and ethical categories to explain the relation between the orders. A 
Reformed approach to the same problem certainly rests upon the combination of the epistemological and 
ethical categories. 

695 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Works and Worlds of Art, 180.

696 Moreover, to define more precisely the relation between the two worlds in such terms could enable us,  
for example, to determine the legitimacy of magic. One should remember that the nature and use of 
“magic” is an important theme in most fantasy writers as it is in Tolkien, Lewis, Rowling or L’Engle. 
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“mythical-historical.” To begin with, Tolkien significantly qualified his world as a pre-

Christian one, and at the same time made his whole corpus a true mythology. The 

connection between the created and the subcreated world in Tolkien’s corpus is governed 

by his view of mythology, which is in turn governed by the Roman Catholic doctrine of 

natural theology.697

The implications of this doctrine of natural theology on Tolkien’s relationship 

between the created and the subcreated worlds concern the relation between a created 

true world and a subcreated world that reflects truth. This has led some scholars to 

describe Tokien’s concept of mythology as Platonist. Gergely Nagy for example states 

that, 

at the end of processes starting from the empiria of the world, on the one 
hand, we thus have Platonic truth removed from the world in an abstract 
level but still apparent in it through participation; and Tolkien’s past, on 
the other hand, irrevocably gone but appearing in traces and determining 
the extant stories through participation in the tradition. Plato’s Forms and 
Tolkien’s past are functionally in the same place.698

However, it is mistaken to assume that Tolkien’s conception of myth is essentially 

Platonic. We do not find in Tolkien’s conception of myth and history—the historical past 

included—any application of Plato’s allegory of the cave, which serves to illustrate the 

theory of Forms. The theory of Forms is much more than the mere manifestation through 

participation to an eternal truth, as Nagy would seem to argue. To Plato, the sensible is 

clearly a barrier to proper knowledge.699 For Tolkien, philologist, mythologist, and 

697 Simply defined, natural theology, in its Roman Catholic understanding is a means for all human beings 
to attain some natural truths by the use of natural reason. See for example Alister E. McGrath, Christian 
Theology: An Introduction (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006), 161.

698 Gergely Nagy, “Saving the Myths: the Re-Creation of Mythology in Plato and Tolkien” in Tolkien and  
the Invention of Myth, ed. Jane Chance, (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 2004), 81-100.
699 As Stephen Watt puts it: “it is the theory that knowledge is gained not primarily by coming to know what 
is in the world of experience, but rather by coming to know the Forms which exist in some other world.” 
Stephen Watt, introduction to The Republic, by Plato, trans. John L. Davies and David J. Vaughan  (Ware: 
Wordsworth Editions, 1997), xiv. This is also the conclusion of Gail Fine: “That is, he [Plato] argues that 
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Roman Catholic, the sensible world, the natural world, is not a barrier to knowledge but a 

means of knowledge.700

This means that for Tolkien it is possible to start with myths because they are, 

properly speaking, “splintered light.”701 Through myths, we see the action of human 

imagination, a part or consequence of our natural abilities. Thus Tolkien stresses the 

historical dimension of myths. Myths are not mere inventions, but reflect the history, 

language, and culture of a particular people, or more importantly, they reflect truth itself.  

Tolkien defends the value of pagan myths because in them we observe the remaining 

validity of human reasoning on the subject of divinity. Of course, mythologies do not 

present the wholeness of the Christian truth and historical “myth,” but remain 

demonstrations of natural theology. We can say that for Tolkien, myths are the clearest 

expression of man’s “natural imagination.” Thus, Tolkien’s view of the relationship 

between the created and the subcreated orders might then be described as one of natural-

mythical order. This is apparent in his reliance on the Chestertonian concept of the unity 

the possibility of knowledge requires the existence of forms, where the sort of knowledge at issue is not 
ordinary linguistic understanding but knowledge as it constrasts with belief; he also argues that we can 
explain th way the world is only if there are forms in virtue of which things are as they are.” Gail Fine, On 
ideas: Aristotle’s Criticism of Plato’s Theory of Forms (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 24. In fact for 
Plato things truly are the Forms, their essence, the real entities existing independently from the sensible 
world. This accepted view about Plato’s theory of Forms has been debated but stil remains the most 
probable one. See, for example, the debate between R. C. Cross and R. S. Bluck in Studies in Plato’s  
Metaphysics, ed. R. E. Allen (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1968), 13-42. See also I. M. Crombie, 
An Examination of Plato’s Doctrines: Plato on Knowledge and Reality  (London: Taylor & Francis, 1979), 
2: 257. In favor of the traditional view, R. E. Allen argues that Forms are self-predicating, thus indicating 
their independence, and that it is unlikely that the alleged philosophical absurdity of self-referential Forms 
can ever be proven—and that Plato’s own argument of the third man does not disprove the theory of Forms. 
R. E. Allen, “Participation and Predication in Plato’s Middle Dialogues,” in Studies in Plato’s Metaphysics, 
44. 

700 In that, we see the more Aristotelian than Platonist influences behind Tolkien’s theological convictions. 
It is also more in line with Nagy’s initial judgment that Tolkien started “from the empiria of the world” 
which is more Aristotelian than Platonist. Moreover, the alleged use of Platonic symbols in Tolkien is not 
enough to make his fantasy a Platonist one. The concept of ultimate source of being, of light, is not only a 
Platonist symbol. It is as much a Christian one and, as far as the expression “source” goes, it is as much an 
Aristotelian one as it is a Platonist one (contra Nagy, 93).

701 See Tolkien, Letters, 220.
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of metaphysics and ethics over the realm of Faërie. As we have seen in the previous 

chapter, Chesterton defended the identity of God’s revelation of his will in both orders.702 

On a primary level, the connection between the two orders seems to belong within the 

moral and epistemological realms, presenting (true) natural reason as the bridge between 

all possible worlds, created or subcreated.

Of course, a problem still remains in Tolkien’s mythological theory. On the one 

hand, Tolkien defends the value of past pagan mythologies. On the other hand, he also 

defends the present invention of mythologies. We can easily understand the defense of 

the former, since it is a deformation of the true historical story in a pre-Christian age. 

However, it seems at first sight difficult to defend the latter, since it entails the invention 

of pagan myths in a Christian age. It seems contradictory to consciously write stories one 

knows to be partially false and pagan. There is a tension between the possibility of 

writing pre-Christian mythologies—necessarily in the form and content of analogous 

pagan mythologies—and the uniqueness of Christian truth as contained and revealed in 

the Scripture.

In Tolkien, the resolution of this tension is found in the combination of the 

mythological and historical aspects of the pagan stories. If the pagan stories are 

essentially myths, they remain historical in derivation. In fact it is possible to read pagan 

myths as human derivations of historical truths on the basis of natural reason, reason 

perverted by sin but retaining most of its powers. In this view, myths are based on history 

but they attain their actual mythological form because of the processes of natural reason 

in the fallen order. As a Roman Catholic, Tolkien supported the workings of natural 

reason, and used it to defend the validity of present-day myth-making. 

702 See Chapter Four, above, pages 213-220.
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Moreover, one should not forget the purpose of Tolkien in writing his whole 

corpus, that is, to write a mythology for England. The representation of the truth of the 

Christian story, even though present through the testimony of natural theology, is not the 

center of Tolkien’s concern. In many ways, we find in Tolkien’s Middle-Earth, English 

mythology as it should have been, had England been saved from the two invasions, that 

of the Normans and that of the Reformation.703 In fact, we should not read Tolkien as 

having written a twentieth-century mythology but as having written a mythology 

recollected from sources going further back in human history.704 

Tolkien’s connection between the created and subcreated orders can properly be 

called “mythical-historical” because of his stress on the intrinsic value of myth itself and 

because of the historical origin of myths. The value of this “mythical-historical” 

dimension is found in the manifestation of truth, even though it is a “splintered” one. The 

two orders, the created and the subcreated ones, are ruled by the same phenomenon, that 

is, truth revealed in myth and history.705 Tolkien’s approach is quite unique since he does 

not make fairyland a completely independent order but relates it to the created order 

through mythical history.

703 Tolkien calls these events the “Western European revolt.” Tolkien, Letters, 339. The combination of a 
linguistic and spiritual revolt against English heritage led to the disintegration and assimilation of older 
English myths and stories into a younger and foreign framework. 

704 That is, in fact, the meaning of Tolkien’s insistence that he is not the writer of the mythology but merely 
the compiler of a legendarium. The writers were the “worthy” pagans and Tolkien merely recollected 
legends and myths as Elias Lönnrot did in Finland with the Kalevala.

705 The concept of truth revealed in natural theology, a concept so essential to Tolkien’s view of mythology, 
is in direct opposition to Nagy’s conclusion regarding the possibility of written myth in both Plato and 
Tolkien. For him, this very possibility is the fruit of a specific culture: “Myth is a culturally privileged 
story, and you have to have a culture for that culture to privilege anything; but once the context has been 
created, stories in the text that created it can be reinterpreted and can function in a privileged way.” Nagy,  
“Savings Myths,” 90. But for Tolkien myth is not first a culturally independent story but relates to a true 
universal past. In fact, we could ask which culture the Silmarillion represents. At first sight, it would seem 
like an Elvish mythological account, but at core, it concerns all the Free Peoples of Middle-Earth. Culture 
is here transcended by the content and story of myth itself.
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C. S. Lewis’s Supernatural Theory

Lewis agreed, after much discussion, with Tolkien’s opinion regarding myth. 

However, he would not follow him regarding the mode of relation between the created 

and the subcreated world. Instead, Lewis introduced the essential notion of a supernatural 

intervention. This model is exemplified in Lewis’s “The Chronicles of Narnia,” in which 

the children are being “caught up” in Narnia, quite unexpectedly.706 This supernatural 

relationship between the created and the subcreated worlds is described in several of 

Lewis’s books. For example, in The Witch, the Lion and the Wardrobe the “professor” 

says:

‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t think it will be any good trying to go back through 
the wardrobe door to get the coats. You won’t get into Narnia again by 
that route … don’t go trying to use the same route twice. Indeed, don’t try 
to get there at all. It’ll happen when you’re not looking for it.707

The supernatural intervention theory implies the action of another agent deciding the 

moment and the place of the relation between the two orders. Repeatedly, Lewis affirms 

that one does not choose to go to Narnia but that one is taken to Narnia. In The Voyage of  

the Dawn Treader, for example, Eustace and Lucy are drawn into a painting of Narnia, 

the painting of the Dawn Treader.708 And in The Silver Chair, Eustace describes his 

706 This characteristic is seen in all of C. S. Lewis’s “Chronicles of Narnia” series. In Prince Caspian for  
example, the four children feel being pulled into Narnia. See C. S. Lewis, Prince Caspian (New York: 
HarperTrophy, 2000), 4-5. 

707 C. S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (New York: HarperTrophy, 2000), 188. Early on the 
Professor had commented: “We might all try minding our own business,” (Ibid., 51) thus making clear that 
one should not be concerned to go into Narnia but that somehow, Narnia will come to us. 
708 C. S. Lewis, The Voyage of the Dawn Treader (New York: HarperTrophy, 2000), 8-9.
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experience of going into Narnia as being “whisked away.”709 Such expressions are 

recurrent in the Chronicles of Narnia series and direct our attention towards the presence 

of a supernatural agency presiding over the entrance to Narnia. The absence of control 

over the passage into Narnia demands the existence of a supernatural agent controlling 

the access to the subcreated world. 

This supernatural relation is also indicated by the break in time-space continuum 

represented by the change in the pace of time, as in Prince Caspian: when after only one 

year the four children return to Narnia, they realize that in Narnia-time nine kings have 

succeeded them on the throne.710 Professor Digory Kirk already alluded to this 

phenomenon in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe: “If there really is a door in this 

house that leads to some other world … I should not be at all surprised to find that the 

other world had a separate time of its own; so that however long you stayed there it 

would never take up any of our time.”711

 This indicates that the supernatural agent, taking us from the created world to the 

subcreated one, is not subject to ruling laws but controls them and, in doing so, bridges 

the separation between the two worlds. The presence in Narnia of a different time-space 

order implies the transcendent nature of the supernatural agent, the Emperor-Beyond-the-

Sea. Some scholars have argued that, even though the entrance in Narnia is controlled by 

a supernatural agent, magic remains neutral.712 However, this does not take into account 

the nature of the “deeper magic before the dawn of time” to which Aslan refers in The 

709 C. S. Lewis, The Silver Chair (New York: HarperTrophy, 2000), 7. Other examples include the subway 
accident in The Last Battle. The Horse and his Boy does not contain such a supernatural entrance in Narnia 
because the story is exclusively focused on a story within Narnia. 

710 C. S. Lewis, Prince Caspian, 39. 

711 C. S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, 49.
712 Francis Bridger, A Charmed Life: The Spirituality of Potterworld (New York: Image Books, 2001).
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Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe: “But if she [the witch] could have looked a little 

further back, into the stillness and the darkness before Time dawned, she would have read 

a different incantation.”713 This strongly suggests the presence of a transcendent will 

presiding over the history of Narnia, a will presiding even before the “dawning” of Time.

Further, the presence of magic in Narnia also directs us to a reality behind the 

mere use of magic:

Narnia is the land of magic precisely in this sense: its magical events 
reveal, as we have seen, the deep structure of the natural order but 
working in a telescoped fashion. And even though Merlin has to lay down 
his wand in That Hideous Strength, his magic is nonetheless allied with 
true supernaturalism. Thus could Lewis affirm the old Latin tag: Magis 
amica veritas. Benign magic is the friend of truth because it shows the 
inseparable link between the natural with the supernatural in ways that 
modern secularity seeks to deny.714

This demonstrates Lewis’s concern for the integrity of created and subcreated orders. The 

presence of an inseparable link between the natural and the supernatural demands, in 

Lewis’s view, the presence of personal agency to maintain its integrity. This is also 

visible in the way Lewis described the construction of “other-worlds”: “To construct 

plausible and moving ‘other worlds’ you must draw on the only real ‘other world’ we 

known, that of the spirit.”715 This “spirit” is thus the element bringing unity to created and 

subcreated realms.

This description by Lewis points to an important difference between the way 

Tolkien and Lewis approached the relation between the created and the subcreated world, 

between the actual world and the Faerie world. This difference can be best explained in 

713 C. S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, 163. 

714 Ralph Wood, “Conflict and convergence on fundamental matters in C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien,” 
BNET Today, http://findarticles.com/ (accessed April 24, 2009).

715 C. S. Lewis, Of Other Worlds: Essays and Stories (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1967), 12.
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terms of contrast between the Platonist Lewis and the Thomist Tolkien.716 Tolkien’s 

historical-mythological view considers that secondary-world creation is “magic” in itself.

717 As such, these other worlds are ruled by specific sets of laws internally meaningful—

that is, for the historical part. But these worlds are not merely ruled by their own 

independent laws but are subject to the mythical law, that is, the law of the “true myth,”as 

we have seen in the previous pages. The subcreated worlds are made out of the primary 

world but with essential freedom from the domination of the facts observed in the 

primary world. Hence the subcreated world is independent from the created world but in 

close metaphysical relationship to it. 

For Lewis, things are slightly different. As we hear from the mouth of Professor 

Digory Kirk at the end of The Last Battle: “it’s all in Plato!”718 In fact a christianized 

version of the philosophy of the Forms seems to play a great part in the way Lewis 

716 The present author is well aware that it is partly a simplification to talk about a “Platonist” Lewis and a 
“Thomist” Tolkien. However, this simplification is necessary for our purpose in this paragraph. It is 
necessary to note that several scholars have defined Tolkien as a “Platonist” fantasist, but we have 
demonstrated that Tolkien belongs more to the Thomist tradition than the Platonist one, contra John Cox, 
“Tolkien’s Platonic Fantasy.” Seven: An Anglo American Literary Review 5 (1984):53-69 and contra 
Gergely Nagy. Cox, for example, argues that Tolkien’s concept of subcreation is a positive readaptation of 
Plato’s concept of imitation: “In Tolkien, however, the idea of sub-creation is much more positive: for him, 
sub-creation is not only the fictional means by which his cosmos comes into being: sub-creation is also the 
literal source of his mythology.” Cox, “Tolkien’s Platonic Fantasy”, 9. It is more accurate to say that 
Tolkien’s positive appreciation of the notion of imitation is a Thomist one—and  by consequence, more 
Aristotelian than Platonist. 

717 In considering literary creation as “magic,” Tolkien proives himself “Chestertonian” in the contrast he is  
drawing between “craftsmanship” and “magic.” This contrast is less between “rational” and “magic” as it is  
beween “technique” and “magic,” even though the former would be semantically closer to Chesterton. It  
seems to us that the term “technique” introduces a dimension not included in the term “rational,” that is, the 
fact that a “technique” ends in reshaping humankind. If this is correct, we could say that literary creation as  
“technique” will result in the illusion of a new reality, a “new” world. Thus Tolkien can conclude:  “Magic 
of the non-literary kind attempts to alter the Primary World—to coerce nature. It is not art, Tolkien agrees 
with Lewis, but a technique: “its desire is power in this world, domination of things and wills.” 
Interestingly, and unlike Lewis, Tolkien sets “magic” in contrast with “craftsmanship.” Wood, “Conflict 
and Convergence,” (accessed April 24, 2009). The initial reference to the term “technique” is of course 
indebted to Jacques Ellul, especially his The Technological Bluff, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990) and The Technological Society, trans.  John Wilkinson (New York: Knopf, 1964).

718 See C. S. Lewis, The Last Battle, 195.
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developed the relationship between the two worlds. In the Chronicles of Narnia, this 

relationship is exemplified in the relationship between the Narnia we know and the “new 

Narnia,” Aslan’s Narnia. This relation is one between reality and the shadow of this 

reality, as described by Lewis in the last chapter of The Last Battle.719 The same 

phenomenon is seen in Lewis’s The Great Divorce in which the “ghost” world—heaven

—is more solid than the so-called “real” world. The process of subcreation cannot escape 

the same phenomenon, but in a reverse order: the subcreated order can prove to be “more 

real” than the created world. In Narnia, things are not as they would appear in the created 

world, and the children reach Aslan’s world, not though the created order, but through the 

subcreated order.

This, however, is not the total picture of Lewis’s view. If the two worlds are 

connected by the relationship described in terms of contrast between an “original” and a 

“copy,” the nature of this relationship has to be described in terms of the supernatural 

agent who presides over the transition or transformation from the one into the other. In 

the Chronicles of Narnia, it is not enough to see the passage between our world and 

Narnia, but we must consider its agent. In the same manner, in The Last Battle, we cannot 

be satisified with knowing that the “passing Narnia” is but a shadowy copy of the “real 

Narnia.” The agent bringing the “new Narnia” into being must be clearly identified, and 

we have already concluded that this agent is none other but Aslan, the herald of the 

Emperor-Beyond-the-Seas.720

719 “This is still Narnia, and more real and more beautiful than the Narnia down below, just as it was more 
real and more beautiful than the Narnia outside the stable door!”, C. S. Lewis, The Last Battle, 207.
720 Surprisingly, the identification of Aslan with such a supernatural agent is not completely accepted. We 
can of course consider that Aslan is only a character in the story and that we should not read the story  
through “Christian” lenses. However, as Richard Jenkyns, who cannot be blamed for being biased 
regarding the theological nature of the Chronicles of Narnia, said: “The young reader may be unaware of  
the Christian significances, but it is a dull child who does not sense that Aslan is supernatural.” Richard 
Jenkyns, “The Faerie King,” The New Republic 233, no. 4,745-7 (December 26, 2005–January 9, 2006), 
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For Lewis, the relationship between two worlds seems then to be one of 

supernatural essence. It requires the indiscernible but ever-present action of a 

transcendent character. In that, Lewis is slightly different from Tolkien. The latter focused 

on the historical and natural ability for mythmaking as a means for connecting created 

and subcreated worlds. For Lewis, the relationship is much more direct and metaphysical: 

it is a personal and transcendent relationship centered on God himself.721 In doing so, 

Lewis creates a rather consistent ground for relating the orders of the subcreated and the 

created worlds. 

Rowling and the “Open Door” Mode of Relation

To some, it will be rather strange to find Rowling here alongside Tolkien and 

Lewis. But she has often been described as one of the children of the Inklings, sharing 

their love and gift for writing, especially for creating “other-worlds.” This is the opinion 

of Christian literature reviewer and English professor Alan Jacobs who makes the direct 

connection between Rowling and this group of writers: 

J. K. Rowling, as the books’ covers have it—the name rhymes with 
“bowling”—simply has that mysterious gift, so prized among storytellers 
and lovers of stories but so resistant to critical explication, of world–
making. It is a gift that many Christian readers tend to associate with that 
familiar but rather amorphous group of English Christian writers, the 
Inklings—though the association is not quite proper, since only one of the 

32.

721 Here we find once more one of the reasons for Tolkien’s dislike of Lewis’s fantasy. For Tolkien, Lewis’s 
books, and even his endeavor itself, were more theological than they had to be. Lewis was also concerned 
by a subject he thought above his, and Lewis’s, ability: theology.
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Inklings, J. R. R. Tolkien, had this rare faculty, and few of the others even 
aspired to it.722

Even if the direct comparison with the Inklings is debatable,723 the fact remains that 

Rowling is seen as one of the most significant fantasy writers in the very recent years. 

As a reputed other-world subcreator, Rowling was faced with the challenge of first 

“creating” this world, and then relating this subcreated world to the created one. As for 

creating her Wizard-world, Rowling described part of the process as integrating elements 

that people used to believe in—and that she does not necessarily believe.724 

There has been debate over Rowling’s books during the years of publication of 

the seven books of the series. The magic in the Hary Potter series has come under special 

722 Alan Jacobs, “Harry Potter’s Magic,” First Things, http://www.firstthings.com/ (accessed September 30, 
2009). While Jacobs is correct in affirming that most Inklings were not concerned by creating other-worlds,  
he is clearly and surprisingly mistaken in judging that of the Inklings, only Tolkien had this gift. C. S. 
Lewis also had this gift—see The Narnia Chronicles and Perelandra. Jacobs unconvincingly argues that 
Lewis’s Narnia is not a consistent other-world, and thus is not “mythopoeic” per se: “Lewis does not want 
to create a self–consistent secondary world, but rather a world in which all the varieties of mythology meet  
and find their home. In Narnia there is no internal consistency whatever: thus Father Christmas can show 
up in the middle of The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, and Bacchus and Silenus in the middle of 
Prince Caspian.” Ibid. Jacobs would be at pains to show how that is different from Rowling’s introduction 
of Flamel—among others—in her books. This conclusion is based upon a superficial reading of Tolkien’s 
concept of “mythopoeia” and of “Faërie”—but we will see more of this later. It could also be argued that  
Charles Williams too created other-worlds, in his own distinctive mystic manner. See especially The Place 
of the Lion (London: Mundanus, 1931); War in Heaven (London: Victor Gollancz, 1930); All Hallows' Eve 
(London: Faber & Faber, 1945); or Many Dimensions (London: Victor Gollancz, 1930). Some could argue 
that the worlds created by Williams are not different in essence from our actual world but that they are  
parallel, in the like manner of George MacDonald’s Lilith. Even if that were true, we could counter-argue 
that it is the same with Rowling’s Wizard-world, as we will argue later. 

723 The comparison between Rowling and the Inklings remains superficial. Rowling did not so much create 
another world as she did aggregate and compile folk and legendary elements of our actual world to describe  
her Wizard world. What is missing in Rowling’s creative process—compared to Tolkien’s or Lewis’s—is 
the fusion and recasting of the elements gathered into a fully independent lore. It is true, though, that her 
writing-skill stands qualitatively above many other “fantasy” writers. 

724 See Rowling’s words in the following interview: “Diane Rehm: Is there a certain amount of very  
sophisticated mythology that you're trying to work in here? J. K. Rowling: There’s—I’m not trying to work 
it in, but … If you’re writing a book that, I mean, I do do a certain amount of research, and folklore is quite 
important in the books, so where I’m mentioning a creature or a spell, that people used to believe genuinely 
worked—of course it didn’t—but, you know, it’s still a very picturesque and a very comical world in some 
ways—then I will find out exactly what the words were, and I will find out exactly what the characteristics  
of that creature or ghost was supposed to be.” Diane Rehm, “Interview with J. K. Rowling,” WAMU Radio, 
http://www.accio-quote.org/ (accessed December 8, 2009).

248



scrutinity; some writers have made a quest of the struggle against Rowling’s magic. One 

of the main questions has revolved around the relation between the use of magic in the 

Wizard-world and the occult in our actual world. Writers have divided themselves 

between those for whom Rowling’s use of magic demonstrates deep Christian theology, 

and those for whom it is a great danger to the church. 725 However, this debate has focused 

on a topic more superficial than one might think. 

As with Tolkien and Lewis, the real issue is the relationship Rowling establishes 

in her Harry Potter books.726 In this series, we can compare the relation between the two 

worlds to an “open door”—a door easily opened by one who knows the way in and out of 

the subcreated world. This has led Abanes to conclude that, “the separation between 

reality and fantasy may not be wide enough for some children to draw clear lines in their 

minds between the two worlds.”727 The question is thus whether or not the actual world 

and the world of Hogwarts are really two different worlds. At first, it would seem so, but 

nothing really supports this view, except that we naturally tend to conceive a world with 

trolls, ghosts, and dementors to be another world. Some scholars have argued that 

Hogwarts is a parallel world.728 Some writers have seen in Hogwarts a hidden part of the 

created world: “But in Rowling’s books, alongside this world (the world of our 

725 The first approach is typified by John Granger who makes much use of the alchemical symbolism to 
demonstrate the depth of Rowling’s Christian theology. See John Granger, Looking for God in Harry Potter 
(Wheaton: Saltriver, 2004). The second approach is exemplified in Richard Abanes, Harry Potter and the  
Bible: the Menace Behind the Magick (Camp Hill: Horizon Books, 2001).

726 J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone (New York et. al.: Scholastic, 2001); Harry Potter  
and the Chamber of Secrets (New York et. al.: Scholastic, 2000); Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban 
(New York et. al.: Scholastic, 2004); Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire (New York et. al.: Scholastic, 
2000); Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix (New York et. al.: Scholastic Paperbacks, 2004); Harry 
Potter and the Half-Blood Prince (New York et. al.: Scholastic, 2006); Harry Potter and the Deathly  
Hallows (New York: Arthur A. Levine Books, 2007).

727 Abanes, Harry Potter and the Bible, 66.
728 Elizabeth D. Schafer, Exploring Harry Potter (Osprey: Beacham, 2000), 75. 
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experience), and in a close, symbiotic relationship with it, a world of magic persists. Far 

from being obliterated or absorbed, the practice of magic simply went underground, 

concealed from the Muggle world.”729 

Other writers have pointed out that Rowling’s creative process goes against a 

common feature of fantasy, that is, the disconnection between the subcreated world and 

the actual world. Amanda Cockrell, for example, takes such an approach and argues that 

[t]o begin with, she has departed from the imaginary into the real. She has 
abandoned the realm of high fantasy and laid her story in contemporary 
England, rather than in the imaginary and medievally flavored otherworlds 
of Middle Earth or Earthsea, or even the world of Alan Garner’s The Owl 
Service where the magic is a remnant, a revenant, of ancient and powerful 
myth.730

But Cockrell does not ask the right question, like many other writers concerned with the 

same problem. The real question is not whether or Hogwarts is a completely different 

world or not, but the mode of connection between the two worlds—for whether it is a 

different, or a parallel world, a hidden or an unexplored part of our actual world, a 

subcreated world will always be in relation to the created one. The story itself requires 

that the two worlds be coextensive of one another: the Wizard world is included in this 

world.731 The mode of connection is more one of coextension than one of parallelism. 

729 Benjamin J. Bruxvoort Lipscomb and W. Christopher Stewart, “Magic, Science, and the Ethics of 
Technology,” in Harry Potter and Philosophy: If Aristotle Ran Hogwarts, ed. David Baggett and Shawn E. 
Klein, (Chicago, La Salle: Open Court, 2005), 79.

730 Amanda Cockrell, “Harry Potter and the Secret Password: Finding our Way in the Magical Genre,” in 
The Ivory Tower and Harry Potter: Perspectives on a Literary Phenomenon, ed Lana A. Whited, 
(Columbia, London: University of Missouri Press, 2002), 15-26. Cockrell is criticizing Rowling for not 
writing a book in the “high fantasy” genre, a subgenre dedicated to the creation of another, independent,  
world. But it is clear that such was not Rowling’s goal and thus Cockrell’s charge falls apart. 
731 Granger argues in his book that this is precisely what Rowling has done, following Tolkien: “That the 
magical world exists inside Muggledom (non-magical people are called “Muggles” by the witches and 
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Examples can be found in Hagrid taking Harry in hidden, but very much real, parts of the 

wizardly-London or in Harry and Ron reaching Hogwarts in a flying car in Harry Potter  

and the Chamber of Secrets.732 The two worlds have a strong connection and the passage 

from one to the other is not ruled by a specific set of laws but is, and remains, wide 

“open.”733 This is the reason for calling Rowling’s connection between the two worlds an 

“open door.”734

To distinguish Rowling’s view from the previous ones, it is necessary to notice 

that Rowling’s theory here is centered on knowledge. In the Harry Potter series, even if 

one is willing to go to Hogwarts, going there still requires the knowledge of how to reach 

it. Moreover, this knowledge is restricted to a group of elects, here the “wizards” rather 

than the Muggles. Telling is the fact that in order for Harry to reach platform 9¾—the 

quite unusual departure deck of the Hogwart Express—all he needs is to know how to do 

it.735 Going to Hogwarts is not first a question of magic, but one of knowledge, and some 

wizards in Harry Potter), however, besides being consistent with the best traditions in epic myth and 
fantasy, parallel the life of Christians in the world.” Granger, Looking for God in Harry Potter, 7. He also 
argues that while the opponents of Rowling maintain that there is no overlap between the two worlds in 
Tolkien or Lewis, such is not the case: The Lord of the Rings’s Middle Earth is our earth in an imaginary 
“third age,” and Narnia overlaps with our world in every opening chapter. However, this does not answer 
the problem. That an overlap exists does not explain which kind of overlap we are talking about. I would 
maintain here that we can see is three kinds of overlap, which I have mentioned. 

732 The passage to Diagon Alley resembles more a passage in a hidden part of London than in a different or  
parallel world. See J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, 88 f.

733 This implies that the passage to platform 9¾ is not a secret, magical gate to a Wizard-world (that would 
function as a subcreated world), but merely a gate to a hiden place within the created worlds. The difference 
between the two worlds, then, is not a difference of nature, but a difference of form. This has consequences 
on the relation of the two “worlds.” Because they are not really different, there is no necessity for a “secret”  
door, a special way to access the other world. 

734 To be fair to Rowling, it is questionable whether or not she is trying to describe what the relation 
between the two worlds is, and whether or not she is trying to establish a clear explanation about their 
relationship. She probably is not trying to do any such thing, and that is another difference between 
Rowling on the one side, and Tolkien and Lewis on the other side.  
735 Harry himself wondered about the magical way to platform 9 ¾: “Hagrid must have forgotten to tell him 
something you had to do, like tapping the third brick on the left to get into Diagon Alley. He wondered if he 
should get out his wand and start tapping the ticket inspector’s stand between platforms nine and ten.” J. K. 
Rowling, Harry Potter and rhe Sorcerer’s Stone, 114. In fact, he has nothing to know, but to do: “All you 
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would add, power. In the Harry Potter series, magic is closely linked to power and 

knowledge; because knowledge is empowering, so magic is empowering.736 Thus, this 

mode of connecting the created and the subcreated worlds can also be labeled “Gnostic 

theory,” because of its center on knowledge.737

Internal Consistency of the Subcreated World

To develop a relation between the actual order and the subcreated order is, 

however, not sufficient to a proper definition of Reformed Faërie. In fact, a great problem 

concerning the nature of the relation between the two worlds still exist. Our starting-point 

here is the moral structure of the actual world, in which God’s revelation has been given. 

In the previous section we have presented three options for relating the two worlds in the 

internal form of the story. All three options are of course valid in themselves. A fairy-

writer can certainly write a story in the form of a myth, of a supernatural story, or of a 

parallel world. 

However, there is the possibility of an internal inconsistency within the Faërie 

order. This issue of internal consistency has been the subject of debate. Some have argued 

that a main difference between Tolkien and Rowling is that of consistency in the 

have to do is walk straight at the barrier between platforms nine and ten.” Ibid., 116.

736 Alan Jacobs pointed out that in The Lord of the Rings, magic, too, is used by wizards like Gandalf and 
Saruman. However, Jacobs does not mention that the notion of power is very different in The Lord of the  
Rings. Tolkien’s wizards are more messengers (ἄγγελος) than they are magicians. They are messengers 
whose task and mission is to guide and serve, not fight even with powerful and good magic. The wizards in 
The Lord of the Rings are not called to learn how to use power but to renounce power. Renouncing power is 
indeed a main theme in The Lord of the Rings. The inability to do so leads to the dowfall of Boromir and, of 
course, Saruman, but also, to some extent, Frodo—succumbing to the temptation of Power on the very 
edges of the Cracks of Mount Doom.

737 Notice that magic in the Harry Potter series is not exclusively restricted to pure Wizards, as the ongoing 
debate between the Malfoys and the Weasleys clearly shows.
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subcreated world. Others have replied that the presence of violence, disobedience to 

rules, spells, or incantations is not sufficient to conclude a radical difference between 

Rowling and her forerunners. They counter that a similar criterion should be used to 

evaluate Rowling along with Tolkien and Lewis.738 This observation is correct and the 

issue of internal consistency of the subcreated world remains an open question. In fact, it 

could be remarked that what makes the subcreated order potentially inconsistent is its 

relative and legitimate opposition to our created order. The issue is the criterion for 

determining the possible freedom and independence of the subcreated world with regard 

to the created world. In this respect two directions can be followed—and we are here only 

pointing to possible directions of research and not proposing any set theory. The first 

direction is to establish a clear mode of relation between the two orders, a mode of 

relation that is essentially theological. The second direction is to evaluate the consistency 

of the subcreated world with regard to its own set rules.

In order to clarify what is meant here, we will point to the inconsistency in all 

forms of fairy-writing. In the case of Lewis’s “The Chronicles of Narnia,” the 

inconsistency concerns the way into Narnia—that is, an inconsistency with regard to 

Narnia’s own rules. As we have said, Lewis tries to condition the entrance into Narnia by 

introducing a supernatural agency. However, in The Magician’s Nephew, this supernatural 

agency breaks down. From the perspective of Lewis, the fairy- writer, there was the 

necessity of explaining how the children first entered Narnia.739 Lewis certainly used a 

valid literary tool—the fabrication of magic rings by Digory Kirk’s uncle—however, he 

738 Neal, What’s a Christian to Do with Harry Potter? (Colorado Springs: WaterBrook Press, 2001), 119.

739 In fact, Lewis’s use of a human-made magical tool to enter Narnia comes close to endanger the very 
supernatural orientation of Narnia’s metaphysics. The creation of the two rings by Digory’s uncle allows 
the possibility for human manipulation of Narnian magic. For the creation and the magical nature of the 
rings, see C. S. Lewis, The Magician’s Nephew (New York: HarperTrophy, 2000), especially 18-30.

253



should have already introduced the concept of supernatural agency. In doing so he would 

have preserved the independence and integrity of the two worlds, an integrity he tried to 

maintain throughout the series. One could, of course, argue that the continuous presence 

of Aslan, even in The Magician’s Nephew, militates for a supernatural intervention over 

against apparent “chance.”740

In the case of Rowling, the problem becomes more difficult because of the 

extremely close relation established between the two orders. To connect the two worlds 

so nearly demands that the moral laws of the two worlds also be closely connected. If the 

two worlds are interwoven, so must be their moral orders, that is, the visible 

manifestation of their nature. In fact, it demands the identity of the two moral orders 

because the Creator of our actual world becomes also the creator of the Faërie world.741

As for Tolkien, we already have pointed out that the inconsistency lies in the 

Thomist foundation to his work. There is no need to comment further. The problem of 

consistency is one to which many writers have alluded. Tolkien argued for inner 

consistency in fairy-stories, but he is not alone to argue for the self-consistency of stories. 

Flannery O’Connor, the famous southern Catholic writer said that

740 We could argue that Aslan, the representative of the Emperor-Beyond-the-Sea, displays absolute  
sovereignty over apparent contingent events. In this light, the creation of the rings is not actually outside 
the sovereignty of the Emperor or of Aslan. Rather, their sovereignty allows and creates the intervention of  
the rings in opening a door into Narnia in the first volume of the series. According to this explanation, the 
creation of the rings does not introduce the autonomy of human creation but integrates it into the 
supernatural purpose displayed by Aslan.  

741 As Flannery O’Connor says, recalling St. Thomas, the possibility of artistic creation is based on the 
goodness of the created world: “St. Thomas said that the artist is concerned with the good of that which is 
made; and that will have to be the basis of my few words on the subject of fiction.” Flannery O'Connor, 
Mystery and Manners: Occasional Prose (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1969), 65. See her further 
comments: “If the Catholic writer hopes to reveal mysteries, he will have to do it by describing truthfully 
what he sees from where he is. An affirmative vision cannot be demanded of him without limiting his 
freedom to observe what man has done with the things of God.” Ibid., 150-151.
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When fiction is made according to its nature, it should reinforce our sense 
of the supernatural by grounding it in concrete, observable reality. If the 
writer uses his eyes in that real security of his Faith, he will be obliged to 
use them honestly, and his sense of mystery, and acceptance of it, will be 
increased.742

Here, O’Connor affirms the essential connection beween the created and the subcreated 

orders. This connection is seen not only in the disclosing of God’s common grace but also 

in God’s judgment.743

In fact this latter point is an apologetic one. In Vantilian terms, disclosing the 

inner inconsistency of a world, of a worldview, and moving to present the Christian 

philosophy of life, is the proper presuppositional apologetic method.744 Thus it is possible 

to look at the works of Rowling and point to the abuse of language present in the “Harry 

Potter” series, a feature inconsistent with the structure of the language-referent in the 

actual world. Moreover, her abuse of language needs to be evaluated in the light of her 

alleged Christian writing. We could also read Philip Pullman’s “His Dark Materials” and 

argue that his subcreated world collapses when it is subjected to the allegorical tyranny of 

content.745 Pullman’s work, supposedly consciously anti-Christian, loses ts power and 

consistency when it comes to the question of moral choice.746 One could also turn to Glen 

742 Ibid., 148.

743 Ibid., 167.

744 Van Til’s basic description of the presuppositional method is that it “indicates what are the 
epistemological and metaphysical principles that underlie and control one’s method.” Van Til, Christian 
Apologetics, 128.
745 See Philip Pullman, The Golden Compass, vol. 1, His Dark Materials (New York: Laurel-Leaf Books, 
1995); The Subtle Knife, vol. 2, His Dark Materials (New York: Laurel-Leaf Books, 1995); The Amber 
Spyglass, vol. 3, His Dark Materials (New York: Laurel-Leaf Books, 1995). 

746 The second book, The Subtle Knife, is especially open to apologetic investigation. The nature of the 
“subtle knife,” [which allows one to “cut through” parallel worlds] or the notion of a second fall prevented 
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Cook’s well-known “Black Company” series.747 Even though the story presents a world 

in stark contrast to the Christian life, it is noticeable that this is possibly one of the most 

self-consistent one, thus posing an interesting apologetic challenge.748 The Reformed 

apologist could further turn to the works of Ursula Le Guin, works which reflect a soft 

Taoist message. Le Guin’s theory of naming and magic can be the object of apologetic 

consideration. Finally, among contemporary Christian fantasists, the later Madeleine 

L’Engle is certainly one of the most articulate and her works deserve attention.749 In all 

the works mentioned, the issue of inner consistency is one of the most important and the 

consideration of how the inner consistency is achieved or broken can help us strengthen 

our craft. 

The conclusion of our consideration of the “theories” of Tolkien, Lewis, and 

Rowling is that each relation between the two orders can lead to inner inconsistency, thus 

providing the ground for apologetic study. This inconsistency can only be avoided if we 

remember the Thomist argument that God’s goodness and will never change. They are 

identical throughout fairy worlds. If such is the case, all our fairy worlds should 

747 Glen Cook, The Black Company: First Book of the Books of the North (MacMillan, 1992); Shadows 
Linger: Second Book of the Books of the North (MacMillan, 1990); The White Rose: Third Book of the  
Books of the North (MacMillan, 1990); Shadow Games: First Book of the Books of the South (MacMillan, 
1989); Dreams of Steel: Second Book of the Books of the South (MacMillan, 1990); Bleak Seasons: First  
Book of the Glittering Stone (MacMillan, 1997); She Is the Darkness: Second Book of the Glittering Stone 
(MacMillan, 1998); Water Sleeps: Third Book of the Glittering Stone (MacMillan, 2000); Soldiers Live:  
Fourth Book of the Glittering Stone (MacMillan, 2001).

748 This is not, of course, an argument for the literary quality of the work. It is only an argument for inner 
consistency of Cook’s fantasy. 

749 Madeleine L'Engle, A Wrinkle in Time (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007); A Wind in the Door 
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007); A Swiftly Tilting Planet (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2007); Many Waters (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007); A Circle of Quiet, vol. 1 of The 
Crosswicks Journal (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1972). To complete the survey of fantasy study, 
one should consider the works of Stephen R. Lawhead: Taliesin: The Pendragon Cycle, Book 1  
(Westchester: Crossway, 1987); Merlin: The Pendragon Cycle, Book 2 (New York: HarperCollins, 1988); 
Arthur: The Pendragon Cycle, Book 3 (New York: HarperCollins, 1989); Pendragon: The Pendragon  
Cycle, Book 4 (New York: HarperCollins, 1994); Grail: The Pendragon Cycle, Book 5 (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1997); Avalon: The Pendragon Cycle, Book 6 (New York: HarperCollins, 1997).
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demonstrate the same moral character as exemplified in the actual order. We could also 

affirm that both the created and the subcreated orders stand in the identical covenantal 

and ethical relationship to God. As a conclusion, we can affirm that Reformed Faërie 

stands or falls with the notion of “covenantal fairy ethics.”

The Purpose and Nature of the Imagination

The question of the purpose and nature of the imagination is a complex one and it 

is impossible to answer this question in the few pages allocated here. Rather, we will only 

look at Tolkien’s definition of the imagination and contrast it with definitions of 

contemporary theologians. We will conclude with a brief presentation of Calvin’s opinion 

on that matter. 

In the recent edition of Tolkien’s essay “On Fairy Stories” are included previous 

versions and drafts. In one of the versions of the essay, Tolkien comments on the faculty 

of the imagination in this way:

The faculty of conceiving the images is properly called the Imagination. 
But in recent times Imagination has been held to be something higher than 
Fantasy; to be the power of giving to ideal creations the inner consistency 
of reality. That distinction seems to me confused. The mental part of 
image-making is one thing, and should naturally be called imagination. 
The grasp, and vivid perception of the image, a necessary preliminary to 
its successful expression, is a difference not of kind but of degree. The 
achievement of that expression which gives the inner consistency of 
Reality—that is, commands Secondary Belief—is indeed another thing: 
the gift of Art.750 

Tolkien begins by agreeing with Coleridge that the imagination is the faculty that forms 

images based on the five senses. However, he parts from Coleridge regarding the 

750 Flieger and Anderson, On Fairy Stories, 110-111. 
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distinction between two kinds of imagination. Instead of talking like Coleridge about two 

kinds of imaginations, Tolkien argues that the difference is one of degree. 

For Tolkien, there still exists two degrees of imagination, one natural and one 

artistic. The former is image-making proper, the pereption and description of it. The latter  

is the “achievement” of the “artistic” expression rising out of this initial formation of 

images. This achievement is complete only when it gives the inner consistency of Reality.  

Tolkien argues that the secondary degree of the imagination necessarily reflects the 

consistency of reality. Tolkien’s theory of the imagination is very close to a definition of 

fantasy, or rather, fantasy is the closest to pure imagination because of the special power 

Tolkien attaches to it. In forming his theory of the imagination, Tolkien demonstrates the 

influence of Romantic philosophy and artistic theory.

The Way to Regain Meaning

Following the path of post-Romantics mythopoeic writers, many evangelical 

theologians have started investigating the function and nature of the imagination, giving 

rise to different definitions. The first one we look at presents the imagination as a 

privileged way, if not the primarily way, to regain and recover the meaning of things. 

This definition of the imagination is close to that given by Chesterton and Tolkien, and in 

certain way, by Barfield himself.

For example, Leland Ryken has pleaded, throughout his career, for the special 

place of the imagination in human cognition. For him, the imagination functions as the 

primary way we see and interpret the world. This would seem at first too strong a 
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statement to summarize Ryken’s position. However, in his Culture in Christian  

Perspective, he argues that “there is emancipation in the imagination: It frees us in an 

instant from our time and place and transports us to another world … And there is the 

mystery in the imagination: It transcends the limitations of external reality in a manner  

that seems magical.”751 As far as the first statement goes, Ryken might well be correct. 

The function and nature of the imagination provides a means for world-making, for 

reality-recombination.752 However, his second step is more problematic. The description 

of the imagination as a transcendental notion, or a transcendental means to see reality and 

above reality, is too influenced by the Romantic ideal to be fully Christian in nature. 753 

Further, Ryken, quoted in Brand and Chaplin, affirms that “the function of the arts 

is to heighten our awareness and perception of life by making us vicariously live it.”754 

Such a definition of the function of the imagination as found in the arts goes beyond the 

proper boundaries that should be ascribed to the power of the imagination. Certainly, the 

imagination can serve to describe, share, and represent a certain perception of life, thus 

stressing our awareness of it.755 But it is an overstatement to affirm, as Ryken does, that 

the arts are a means to experience the world vicariously. To suggest that the imagination 

is a vicarious means for living in the world implies that the imagination provides a 

751 Leland Ryken, Culture in Christian Perspective: A Door to Understanding and Enjoying the Arts 
(Portland: Multnomah Press, 1986), 98.

752 “The first thing that we can say about the world of the imagination is that it tends to be a concrete 
sensory world.” Leland Ryken, Windows to the World: Literature in Christian Perspective (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1985), 36.

753 The influence here is probably more the Romantic theory of Idea and a possible combination with the 
older Thomist, or Platonist, theory of divine Ideas.

754 Hilary Brand, Art and Soul: Signposts for Christians in the Arts (Carlisle: Piquant, 2001), 121.
755 This is probably what is meant by Ryken in the following sentence: “For one thing, the arts rearrange 
physical reality and do not give it to us in exactly the same form that we find in actual life.” Ryken, 
Windows to the World, 37.

259



special connection with the divinity. It implies that the imagination is a door to the 

“unfallen” mode of living the world.

Clyde Kilby, in his article “Christian Imagination,” makes the same point as 

Ryken, arguing that “only some esthetic power akin to God’s own creativity has the 

capability for renewal, for giving us the power to see. Art is a means of renewing our 

eyes and our hearts.”756 Here, Kilby as well is making the imagination a kind of 

transcendental notion—similar in kind, not in degree—to God’s own imaginative power. 

Because of this analogy, man’s imagination is allowed to be a means for renewing “eyes 

and heart.” It is noticeable that this statement is actually a type of analogy of being, 

rejected by Reformed theology. It is because in itself human imagination is analogical to 

God’s imagination that it is able to renew human cognition. As we will argue later in this 

chapter—and contra both Ryken and Kilby—the imagination is not in itself 

transcendental in nature but needs to be informed by the only transcendental, God 

himself.757 

Along with Ryken, Calvin Seerveld is one of the main contemporary evangelical 

aestheticians. In many of his works, we observe a somewhat different description of the 

756 Clyde Kilby, “Christian Imagination.” in Leland Ryken, ed., The Christian Imagination: Essays on 
Literature and the Arts (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1981), 45.

757 On this matter, it would profitable to establish the ground for a Vantilian critique of the imagination. Van 
Til himself did not comment extensively on the nature and function of the imagination but mentions, in his 
essay “Kant and Protestantism” that “it must be noted that, according to Kroner, man senses his relation to 
the whole through the power of religious imagination. And this religious imagination is patterned after the 
‘productive imagination’ found in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. Kroner himself points this out. ‘He who 
reads the Critique of Pure Reason for the first time will be surprised to learn that Kant introduces the 
faculty of productive imagination into the field of objective knowledge as a necessary link between 
sensation and understanding.’ Thus Kant has shown, says Kroner, that the ‘wall between productive 
imagination and objective truth’ is ‘not insurmountable.’” Cornelius Van Til, The God of Hope 
(Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1978), 213-214. In fact, Van Til probably hints here at the main 
problem among evangelical aestheticians, that is, a reliance on the Kantian and Romantic influence of 
Coleridge. The connection between Kant, Kroner, and evangelical aestheticians is further evidenced in  
Kroner’s conclusion that “imagination determines being and knowledge as well, because the whole 
existence of Jesus the Christ is formed and constituted by his imagination.” Ibid., 214-215. 
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imagination than that of Ryken, while still presenting serious challenges to a proper 

understanding of the imagination. One of Seerveld’s most telling statements regarding the 

nature of the imagination is found in his A Christian Critique of Art and Literature, in 

which we read that the 

imagination is a mode of human consciousness distinct from the act of 
scientific conception, it seems to me, and from the perceptive action of 
naïve experience. The act of imaginative knowing rests in the same bed of 
intuition, shall we say, as theoretical knowledge and everyday knowledge 
(whatever that deep dimensional continuum of humanity actually be), and 
like scientific analyzing imaginative gathering of meaning starts from the 
habitus of ordinary perception.758

Two things are noticeable in this description of the imagination. First, the imagination is a 

particular mode, or exemplar, of human nature. Our human consciousness demands that 

we be imaginative beings.759 Further, the imagination, as a mode of consciousness, is 

similar to intuition and “starts from the habitus of ordinary perception.” Here Seerveld 

argues for a unique place accorded to the imagination, a role that allows the imagination 

to become a primary mode of knowledge. 

In fact, Seerveld goes so far as to say that the imagination serves to discover the 

true meaning of things:

I have argued that a man become aware of something’s meaning, 
becoming imaginatively attentive to it can ‘free’ his ordinarily submerged 
aesthetic activity to dominate his consciousness and within a definite 
medium, if he is technically prepared, apprehend the given meaning by 
converting it in a special focus into a symbolically qualified object.760

It is striking that in defining the imagination in such a way, Seerveld replaces the former 

758 Seerveld, A Christian Critique of Art and Literature, 70.

759 “Aesthetic life is not a matter of feeling or of thinking, of breathing or of trusting someone, but aesthetic 
life is indissolubly bound up with feeling and thinking, breathing and trusting.” Calvin Seerveld, Rainbows 
for the Fallen World: Aesthetic Life and Artistic Task (Toronto: Tuppence Press, 1980), 49.

760 Seerveld, A Christian Critique of Art and Literature, 80.
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position held by reason—natural reason as a means for true knowledge of natural 

existents— with the imagination. In fact, he affirms that every person who acts and thinks 

imaginatively can “grasp” the multiple meanings of things as a whole and thus attain true 

knowledge of what things (that is, reality) are.761 Instead of “natural reason,” Seerveld in 

effect provides “natural imagination” as common to all human beings.

The concept of a “natural imagination” is open to criticism. In fact, if Seerveld 

merely replaces reason by imagination, it is possible to re-apply Van Til’s criticism of 

reason to this concept of imagination. Van Til, more concerned with philosophical 

investigation than with the artistic one, is concerned about the place accorded to reason in 

philosophical and theological endeavor. To him, one of the gravest theological mistakes is 

to grant reason an autonomous position with respect to God.762 In fact according to Van 

Til, to start with reason per se is to grant the existence of only one kind of reason, 

“natural reason,” being the reasoning faculty of would-be autonomous man.763 

The Vantillian conclusion here is that there is not one kind of imagination, 

“natural imagination”—being the imaginative faculty of would-be autonomous man. 

761 “A person who is imaginatively busy tries to live into a given object’s multiple meanings, peripheral 
nuances and tributary connections, and catch all these meanings symbolically together, ‘esemplasticaly’ 
says Coleridge, as they present themselves through one special aspect of the object.” Ibid., 70. Seerveld 
seems to say that for Coleridge the re-arrangement of things is symbolical in essence and equates 
“symbolically” with “esemplastically.” However, for Coleridge the latter term described merely refers to  
the outcome of the workings of the imagination, not the form of this recombination (whether metaphors, 
symbols, or new allegorical representations).

762 Commenting on neo-Thomist Etienne Gilson, Van Til says: “In the first place it has been noted how 
valiantly Gilson seeks to defend the idea of the autonomy of reason. If then the dimensions of reason and of 
faith are finally to be brought together into union with one another, there will have to be a compromise. If 
there is one thing on which Roman Catholics insist, it is that only on their position is it possible to do 
justice to the statement of St. Paul that every man naturally knows something of God, without 
compromising the uniqueness of the Christian faith.” Van Til, The Defense of the Faith, 157.

763 Van Til repeatedly stressed the impossibility of talking about one neutral reason. In fact, Van Til holds to 
a radical principle of antithesis, following Abraham Kuyper. There is not only one kind but two kinds of 
reason, radically opposed to each other: natural man is absolutely depraved in principle. Van Til,  
Introduction to Systematic Theology, 46.
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Rather there are two kinds of imagination, the “natural” and fallen imagination that  

demonstrates the breaking of God’s covenant, and the “regenerated” imagination that is at 

the service of God’s glory. If the former testifies of God’s common grace, the latter 

proclaims God’s redemption and his everlasting, condescending, and loving covenant. In 

this sense, and this sense only, Seerveld’s conclusion regarding the value of artistic 

creation and imaginative life is correct:

If you realize that the arts including literature are not an escape from God, 
that their world of imagination is a deadly serious, marvelous business of 
clutching the meanings of creation in a vessel of honor or a broken pitcher, 
that the ‘dragons, whirlpools, and burning fires’ which painter, poet and 
dramatist objectify must hallelujah the name of the Lord, then you will 
remember that the playfulness of art and enjoyment of literature is not a 
plaything—the life you lose could be your own.764

This, however, requires the conscious awareness that the imagination is not above reason, 

and that the imagination is not an autonomous and transcendental faculty. Imagination, 

like reason, is in need of being regenerated by the sanctifying work of God’s Spirit. 

A Bridge between the Natural and the Spiritual Realms

Another problematic definition of the imagination is the one proposed by Nohan 

Huizenga in his article “The arts: a bridge between the natural and spiritual realms.” As 

the title clearly says, he considers imagination as being a “bridge” between the spiritual 

and natural realms:

In my view, the arts are a wonderful bridge between the two worlds into 
which God placed man by creation. The arts can lead to a mysterious 
synthesis of the material world of the senses and the spiritual realm. 
Firmly rooted in the here and now media of sights and sounds, they 

764 Seerveld, A Christian Critique of Art and Literature, 93.

263



nevertheless convey not only the pleasure of the senses and emotions but 
also intellectual, moral, and spiritual insights.765 

There are at least two main problems with this view of the imagination. To begin with, 

Huizenga assumes the existence of a metaphysical gap between the natural and spiritual 

realms. This can be interpreted in two ways. Huizenga could be merely referring to the 

metaphysical distinction between God and man, in which case the divide between the 

natural and spiritual is granted. But Huizenga could also be referring to a dichotomy 

between nature and grace, between the natural state and the spiritual state of human 

beings.766

However, in either sense there are problems with Huizenga’s view. In the first 

case, granting the metaphysical divide between God’s ontology and human ontology, it is 

mistaken to argue that anything could bridge the essential difference between God and 

man. As Van Til argues, the difference between the Creator and his creatures is so radical 

that nothing can essentially bridge it. In fact, the radical metaphysical distinction between 

God and man is not a defect but a blessing. The only “bridge” between God and man is 

an ethical and epistemological one—a bridge provided by God himself in his 

condescending revelation and covenant.767 

On the other hand, it would also be mistaken to argue for a dichotomy between 

765 C. Nohan Huizenga, “The arts: a bridge between the natural and spiritual realms,” in The Christian 
Imagination: Essays on the Literature and the Arts, ed Leland Ryken (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1981), 
72-73.

766 Reformed theology has been trying to avoid the danger of taking about a two-level history of nature and 
grace. In fact Van Til’s stress on the necessity, sufficiency, and authority of general revelation serves this 
precise function. “After the fall of man natural revelation is still historically sufficient. It is sufficient for  
such as have in Adam brought the curse of God upon nature. It is sufficient to render them without excuse.”  
Van Til, The Doctrine of Scripture, 6.
767 This follows from Calvin’s stress on redemption as exclusively ethical—itself the consequence of an 
ethical fall. Van Til concludes that Calvin distinguishes himself from medieval theologians who considered 
the fall to be metaphysical, that is, as being man’s fall regression on the scale of nonbeing. Van Til, The 
Defense of the Faith, 182. 
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nature and grace. As Reformed theologians have argued, such a view is Kantian in 

essence. The dichotomy between nature and grace sets God in opposition to history. In 

other words, is sets God’s aseity against his providence in history.768 The consequence of 

the nature-grace dichotomy is that it allows man to claim his autonomy from God.769 

Moreover, Huizenga defines the imagination as a faculty that is neither purely spiritual 

nor purely natural. In this sense, it seems that the imagination is not fully part of human 

nature but transcends it, thus dividing human nature. This further results in making the 

imagination a unique human power unaffected, or only partially affected, by sin—thus 

the imagination is able to bridge the gap between the natural and the spiritual realms.

The conclusion is that Huizenga, in either case, is granting the imagination the 

power of “transcendental mediation.” Against this view, Brand and Chaplin provide a 

necessary warning: “It may well be that art, like any other facet of God’s wonderful  

creation, can point beyond itself to the Divine Maker. But we dare not claim for art too 

high a role.”770 Imagination is not a superior faculty of human nature, but simply a 

different faculty than reason. In this sense, the imagination points to the reality of God’s 

common grace, but it is also in need of the regeneration that the Spirit brings to the whole 

human person.
768 Beyond the disagreements between Van Til, Kuyper, and Schilder, it is noticeable that they all take the 
concept of common grace as being of prime importance for the Reformed philosophy of history. 
Commenting on Kuyper, Van Til says: “he [Kuyper] speaks of the essence of common grace as being a 
certain restraint of God upon the process of the sinful development of history. In the second volume [of 
Gemeene Gratie] he speaks of the essence of common grace as being a certain positive accomplishment in 
history that the sinner is enabled to make by God’s gifts to him.” Van Til, Common Grace and the Gospel, 
15. Kuyper further argued that history would be unintelligible without the constant operation of common 
grace, Ibid., 17.

769 This autonomy takes place if man is allowed of become his own creator, the creator and maker of his  
own interpretative world. This, for Van Til, should never be allowed. Thus he defends the radical  
epistemological opposition of believers and unbelievers: “In short, they [believers and unbelievers] have 
the metaphysical situation in common. Metaphysically, both parties have all things in common, while 
epistemologically they have nothing in common.” Ibid., 5.

770 Brand, Art and Soul, 89.
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Imagination as the Imago Dei

A final example of the interpretation of the imagination is the close connection 

that has sometimes been established between imagination as a faculty and the nature of 

the imago dei. For some Christian artists, the imagination becomes the essence of the 

image of God in man. Cheryl Forbes, for example, states that “imagination is the imago 

Dei in us. It marks us as God’s human creatures. It helps us know God, receive his grace, 

worship him, and see life through his eyes.”771 This view of the image of God tends to 

exclude many aspects of the human person other than imagination and relegates them 

into a non-essential aspect of human personality. Other faculties, like the external sense 

or the internal sense of reason, are disregarded to provide the ground for the exclusive 

role of the imagination as the image of God.772 

Moreover, Forbes is concerned with re-establishing the value and necessity of the 

imagination. She states: “Western theology, particularly since the Reformation, has 

emphasized propositions, a particular way of knowing truth that discounts imagination in 

favor of reason. We need to correct the imbalance in our lives and somehow find for 

ourselves what we weren’t given in school or church. We need to seize imagination.”773 

771 Cheryl Forbes, Imagination: Embracing a Theology of Wonder (Portland, Or: Multnomah Press, 1986), 
18. “Imagination, as the imago Dei, existed before the Fall. Without it, Adam could not have named the 
animals, nor could he have cared for the earth. Perhaps it was imagination out of control that drove Eve and 
Adam to sin—a curiosity to know more than they did at the moment, though a curiosity controlled more by 
hubris than imagination.” Ibid., 83.

772 Moreover Forbes probably confuses common and saving grace since she conflates the created and 
redeemed understanding of the imago dei under one unique function of the imagination. This confusion of 
common and saving grace with respect to the imago dei and the imagination is one of the dangers of having 
an improper theological foundation to theopoetics. 
773 Ibid., 20.
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However, instead of providing a healthy theological balance between reason and 

imagination, Forbes merely replaces reason with the imagination, consequently giving to 

imagination the role reason had come to have.774

To hold that the imagination is the image of God in man has important 

implications. One such implication to consider is that those who make the most use of 

their imaginative faculty display more fully God’s image. Sayers is well aware of this; it  

is probably the reason that she did not including this line of thought in her book The 

Mind of the Maker. However, she does not deny the possibility of such a reading but 

considers it a difficult line of argument: “Also, when it came to including the creative 

work of the personality, one would have to define and display it in so many different and 

vague senses; the ordinary man’s personality is a rather feeble ‘image of the Creator,’ 

whereas that of the-artist-creating, though more restricted, is more definite and 

satisfactory.”775 The tendency of making the creative ability the essence of God’s image 

tends to establish an elitist view of the notion of the imago dei that is foreign to the 

biblical account.

Again, Brand and Chaplin provide a good argument against the notion that the 

imagination is the image of God in man: “We are right to be excited about this ‘creative’ 

gift. But if we claim it as the essential element of being image-bearers, we are missing the 

biblical point”776—the biblical point being that the whole human person is created in the 

774 We could also challenge her qualifying statement “especially since the Reformation.” This is a common 
assumption. As we shall see, for Calvin the imagination is one of the first faculties in the human processing 
of information provided by the senses. It holds, therefore, an important place in the human mode of 
cognition.

775 Sayers, The Letters of Dorothy L. Sayers, 2:253.
776 Brand, Art and Soul, 44. See especially chapter 11.
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image of God.777

Conclusion

This brief survey of theological definitions of the nature and function of the 

imagination shows that many theologians rely on a Coleridgean notion of imagination as 

mediation.778 It is true that in traditional Reformed theology, all our knowledge is 

mediated. General, as well as special, revelation is supernaturally mediated. Whether 

imagination is considered as a bridge between two worlds, as a means to see reality 

clearly, as a means for renewal, or as the image of God in man, the recurring mistake is to 

allow for a transcendental nature and mediating function of the imagination. The stress on 

the necessity of mediation is correct, but it does not necessitate defining the imagination 

as the mediating faculty. Rather, it requires us to understand mediation in terms of God’s 

condescension itself. As shown in all the examples given above, the imagination 

functions independently from other theological notions such as the noetic effect of sin 

and the regenerative work of the Spirit. 

Imagination as a Mode of Cognition

A proper view of the nature and function of the imagination recognizes the 

imagination as one apect of the whole human person. Early Reformers like Jean Calvin 

allowed for the cognitive relevance of the imagination. Interestingly, Calvin mentions the 
777 They move on to ask the question of what it means to be ‘image bearer.’ See cultivate, culture. Being 
stewards, managing on the behalf of the Owner. Ibid., 46.

778 See chapter four, pages 195-200.
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powers of the human soul in book one of the Institutes dealing with “the knowledge of 

God the creator.”779 From the start, Calvin allows the imagination to function as a means 

or within the means of cognition. 

In chapter fifteen of book one, we find a summary of his position regarding 

human nature, its faculties and the meaning of the image of God. Calvin’s opinion is that 

imagination, which he calls ‘fantasy’—a term which recalls St. Thomas’s phantasia—

Distinguishes between the objects brought into the sensorium [common 
sense]: Next, reason, to which the general power of judgment belongs: 
And, lastly, intellect, which contemplates with fixed and quiet look 
whatever reason discursively revolves. In like manner, to intellect, fancy, 
and reason, the three cognitive faculties of the soul, correspond three 
appetive faculties, viz., will, whose office is to choose whatever reason 
and intellect propound; irascibility, which seizes on what is set before it by 
reason and fancy; and concupiscence, which lays hold of the objects 
presented by sense and fancy.780

For Calvin, the power or faculty of the imagination is at the very beginning of the 

cognitive process. It is that specific power that allows the initial processing of the 

information furnished by the five senses—a point he grants to St. Thomas and the 

medieval scholastics.

This is not the only point that Calvin grants the medieval scholastics. In the very 

first two pages of the sixth paragraph directly concerned with the faculties of the soul, 

there is much agreement between Calvin and the “schoolmen.” However, two main issues 

stand between Calvin and his Catholic predecessors regarding the nature and faculties of 

the soul. The main one is the rejection by the non-Platonic tradition of the immortal  

779 Jean Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge, 2 vols. (London: James 
Clarke & Co., 1949). 

780 ICR I.xv.6, 225-226.
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nature of the human soul. Calvin will not have the soul be anything else other than 

immortal; he is uncompromising on this point, rejecting most of latter medieval 

theologians in their stress on the materiality of the soul. The second point of 

disagreement is the Thomist distinction between different kinds of soul. Calvin affirms 

that he “repudiate[s] those persons who would affirm more than one soul in man, that is, 

a sensitive soul and a rational soul.”781 It is not clear whom Calvin had in mind, even 

though Plato’s Republic is referenced. St. Thomas, following Aristotle, had argued for a 

threefold division of the human soul, adding the vegetative soul to the previous two.782 

Calvin is concerned about maintaining the unity of the human personality and so 

will not hear of several souls in man.783 Such a division is unwarranted and unsupported 

by biblical evidence.  Van Til makes the same point affirming that “we will not set the 

feeling in opposition to the intellect. God has created man as a harmony. One aspect of 

man’s personality cannot lead us deeper into reality than another aspect can.”784 This also 

explains the importance and necessity of the regenerative work of the Spirit for the proper 

working of the imagination. In fact, if human personality is a whole, the noetic effect of 

sin has a global effect, and so does the regeneration of the Spirit. 

Past these two main disagreements, Calvin is not afraid to claim that: “I, indeed, 

agree that the things they [the philosophers] teach are true, not only enjoyable, but also 

781 ICR I.xv.6, 225.

782 Calvin’s interpretation of St. Thomas, if he had St. Thomas in mind, is open to criticism since we have 
seen that St. Thomas strongly defends the unity of the human soul. It is probably better to speak of a 
distinction within the human soul. However, it is true that St. Thomas makes the human soul in part 
identifiable to the soul of other creatures. Calvin, and most Reformed theologians, make the human soul 
radically different from any other created “soul” because of the image of God within man. 

783 Francis Turretin will argue at length for the immortality of the soul. See Francis Turretin, The Institutes  
of Elentic Theology (Philipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1992), 1: 473-488. However, he does not 
elaborate much regarding the order of cognition on page 488. 

784 Van Til, Psychology of Religion, 63.
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profitable to learn, and skillfully assembled by them, and I do not forbid those who are 

desirous of learning to study them.”785 In fact, Calvin rejoins the arguments of the 

scholastics regarding the faculties of the soul but merely simplifies their categories and 

retains only three cognitive powers, that is, fantasy, reason, and understanding—as the 

preceding quotes summarizes. Further, these three cognitive powers are not separate 

powers each yielding a specific kind of knowledge, but they are three consecutive and 

necessary aspects of the process of human cognition. It would thus be mistaken to affirm 

that the imagination by itself can yield knowledge. For Calvin, the three cognitive powers 

should be in relation to one another in order for human cognition to function properly. 

To go further into a Reformed view of the imagination, it is necessary to briefly 

examine Calvin’s attitude towards images—the close semantic, etymological derivation 

and use of the terms ‘image’ and ‘imagination’ requires it. Calvin has the reputation of 

having been extremely opposed to images and to have been the cause of the dramatic 

iconoclasm that marked the non-Lutheran Reformation. That Reformed iconoclasm led to 

a period of artistic slumber is, no doubt, an overstatement. Certainly, Calvin strongly 

opposed the use of any images in the worship of God, and he was uncompromising on 

this point. However, Calvin’s attitude is not due to a rejection or denigration of the 

imagination itself. 

Rather, it is because imagination has a first place in the process of cognition that 

Calvin never ceased warning against the dangers of imagination standing alone. As we 

have mentioned, for Calvin the whole process of human cognition is a three-step process 

moving from the imagination to reason to the understanding. In the same manner as 

reason uninformed by the two other modes of cognition is a potential ground for pride 

785 ICR I.xv.6, 225.
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and idolatry, so imagination cut off from reason and understanding leads to pure vanity 

and folly. On this matter, all three modes of cognition can lead to epistemological 

deception when they are not used together as a single regenerated process.

For Calvin, the issue of the use of image is therefore a pastoral one. He is 

concerned that the congregants might be attracted to the images without making proper 

use of their cognitive faculty and thus might be led into spiritual and intellectual 

deception about God. That is, Calvin is concerned about the unrestrained imagination that 

compromises the knowledge of God the Creator. Again, this is so because for Calvin, the 

imagination is the primary one in the order of cognition—in terms of order, and process, 

not in terms of cognitive importance. Therefore, the imagination is also the primary one 

in the order of temptation.786 

This brief survey of Calvin’s position regarding the imagination, its nature and 

faculty, points towards the importance of the sanctified imagination. By this, we do not 

mean the kind of regenerative and mediating nature that other theologians have granted to 

the imagination. In fact, Calvin also stresses the necessity for the imagination to be 

informed by a mediating category, but it is a very different one—a category that can be 

explained through two main features of Calvin’s theology.

First, Calvin repeatedly affirms that mediation is in essence always personal—the 

mediator is Christ himself. Mediation, as a transcendental and renewing category, is thus 

never purely human but primarily divine.787 Moreover, mediation so conceived is not 

786 In fact, we see in the direction taken by many evangelical aestheticians the very path Calvin tried to 
avoid. For Calvin tried to avoid the danger of making the imagination a direct bridge between man and 
God, or a direct means of cognition, a view which many theologians we have examined propose. 

787 “Primarily” in this expression does not preclude the unity of the humanity and divinity of Christ. This is 
a fallacy many contemporary theologians commit when investigating both the double nature of Christ and 
the double nature of Scripture. It is argued that it is a contradiction to hold at the same time a double nature 
and the primacy of one nature over against the other. However this argument forgets that the category 
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impersonal as it is in the case of a mediating faculty like the imagination. In the matter of  

relation with the “spiritual world,” that is, the absolutely personal triune God, the 

mediating element must be personal. In the case of personal human restoration, the 

mediation must be personal as well.

Second, Calvin, having rightly been called the doctor of the Holy Spirit, stresses 

the holistic nature of the regenerative work of the Spirit. Again, the means of regeneration 

cannot be other than a divine one.788 The means of recovering true meaning about 

anything, about our environment or about God himself, is due to the regenerative work of 

the third person of the Trinity. Moreover, this regenerative work is not based on any 

faculty inherent to man but works in renewing all human faculties, including the 

imagination. To exclude the imagination from the regenerative process is to give it a 

place identical to natural reason in Roman Catholic theology. In fact, it is a return to  

semi-Pelagianism.789 Of course, a proper Reformed theory of the imagination will have 

nothing of the sort and will proclaim the necessity of being renewed in our imaginative 

capacity as in all other human capacities. 

In conclusion, for Calvin, it is precisely because imagination has such an 

important place that it should be carefully used, and always in tandem with the two other 

modes of cognition. Hence, Calvin stresses the necessity for creativity but rejects the use 

“primacy” is not set in opposition to “diversity” of natures but to their “equality.” Moreover, primacy does 
not set one nature (the divine nature) over against the other (the human) but sets one (the human) to the 
service of the other (the divine).

788 In Van Til’s apologetic, “the necessity of noetic salvation is integral to the Christian worldview and has 
an enormous bearing upon the defense of the faith.” Bahnsen, Van Til's Apologetic, 197. 

789 This semi-Pelagian imagination is very close to the Thomist distinction between natural and supernatural 
gifts. In this case, we could see the imagination as a natural gift, contrasting it to the Thomist notion of a 
superadditum. This makes the imagination a Thomist and Romantic faculty.  
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of images in worship and devotion.790 Moreover, we should also consciously strive for the 

regeneration of our imagination.

Conclusion: Reformation, Covenant, and the Nature of Faërie

In this concluding section, we will look at what Reformed theology can contribute 

to the understanding of Faërie. Two central Reformed concepts form the foundation of 

this contribution, that of common grace and the covenant.

Common Grace and the Philosophy of Faërie

The Reformed notion of common grace is a central concept in the understanding 

of the present condition of the unbeliever and their relation to truth, history, and God.791 

As Ryken says, “God reveals truth not only in the Bible but in creation, including culture 

and human reason. God’s common grace endows all people, believers and unbelievers 

alike, with a capacity for truth, goodness, beauty, and creativity.”792 Actually, Ryken 

790 “I am not, however, so superstitious as to think that all visible representations of every kind are 
unlawful. But as sculpture and paintings are gifts of God, what I insist for is, that both shall be used purely 
and lawfully,—that gifts which the Lord has bestowed upon us, for his glory and our good, shall not be 
preposterously abused, nay, shall not be perverted to our destruction.” ICR I.9.12.

791 See for example Van Til’s “Letter on Common Grace,” in Van Til, Common Grace and the Gospel, 149-
195. Here again the Reformed philosophy of history is indissolubly linked to the true knowledge of man 
and the nature of the relationship between God and man. 

792 Ryken, Culture in Christian Perspective, 13. We should notice that even this statement has come under 
attack. Seerveld, for example, rejects the traditional notion of beauty. This notion of beauty is also rejected 
by Begbie. Begbie begins with commenting on Kuyper’s and Bavinck’s view of beauty. For them, “glory is 
the highest form of beauty. However, even if the fullness of glory is denied to us in this life, we can see it 
mirrored in the beauty of the created world, primarily in the qualities of harmony: balance, rhythm, 
symmetry, proportion, etc.” Jeremy Begbie, Voicing Creation's Praise: Towards a Theology of the Arts 
(Edinburgh, Scotland: T. & T. Clark, 1991), 97. However, he says, this view is not Christian but Platonic, 
and in that, the Reformed Dutch are not in any better position than their Roman Catholic opponents, Ibid., 
98. This criticism might be valid up to a certain point, but it certainly does not stand close scrutinity. In fact, 
for the Roman Catholic tradition, in its Thomist approach, there is no independence of beauty but there is a 
union between the three transcendentals, beauty, truth, and goodness, thus trying to ground the notion of 
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commits the mistake here of confusing common grace for a notion belonging to the 

created order: in fact, common grace does not give the ability for goodness, truth, or 

beauty.793 These “abilities,” if they can be so-called, are part of what it is to be created by 

God. The knowledge of the beauty and covenantal goodness of the creation is a 

knowledge implanted by God at creation. It is part of being created in the image of God.

Seerveld is more to the point when he affirms that: “what the concept Common 

Grace rightly describes, it seems to me, is the state of affairs that after the fall creational 

structures in which creatures continued to live and move and have their meaning did not 

become anti-godly but remained integrally valid (geldend).”794 Seerveld continues in 

arguing that what changes is merely the human answer to God. Common grace implies 

that there is no antithesis between man and the created world. Notably, that is a point that  

Van Til also makes in connection to proper philosophical and theological investigation. 795 

beauty in the transcendental being of God. This is different from Seerveld’s charge of Platonism. Moreover,  
beauty was most properly defined as “what pleases when seen.” See Monroe C Beardsley, Aesthetics from 
Classical Greece to the Present: A Short History, Studies in the Humanities: Philosophy 13; (University of 
Alabama Press, 1975), 101. Monroe also recalls St. Thomas’s definition of the good: “The good is further 
divided by Thomas, following the lead of St. Ambrose, into the ‘befitting,’ the ‘useful,’ and the ‘pleasant,’ 
or delightful. Since ‘everything is good as far as it is desirable, and is a term of the movement of the 
appetite,’ a distinction can be made between different manners in which the good terminates the movement 
of appetite (or desire).” Ibid., 101.

793 Van Til comments on this very point when presenting his notion of a limiting or supplementative concept 
in connection with the “principial antithesis.” We will not summarize Van Til’s thought regarding these two 
notions, but rather point, in the following quote, to Van Til’s conviction that common grace is not a neutral 
ground on which believers and unbelievers can meet:  “Applied to the general problem of common grace,  
the idea of limiting or supplementative concepts means that we shall not deny common grace, nor on the 
other hand hold to common grace that creates a neutral territory between believers and unbelievers.” Van  
Til, Introduction to Systematic Theology, 50.

794 Seerveld, A Christian Critique of Art and Literature, 25. One point of disagreement here concerns 
Seerveld’s conviction that some structures remain “integrally” valid and that some aspects of human life do 
not become “anti-godly.” In fact, common grace does not prevent the noetic effect of sin to take place but  
results in the restraining of the effect of sin, not in their anti-godly direction. Common grace does not 
prevent the noetic effect of sin, but restrains its intensity. Klaas Schilder went in the same direction and 
affirmed that “the fact that the gifts of creation show development is not grace, but nature” and that “a great  
mystery has been revealed precisely in the prolongation of time after the Fall. This prolongation is not 
grace … Culture is the presupposition of all the works of God, even with respect to hell.” Italics ours. Klaas 
Schilder, Christ and Culture (Winnipeg: Premier, 1977), 45-46.
795 Again, we can find connections with Schilder’s investigation into the meaning of cultural elements and 
the noetic effects of sin. To him, “it is incorrect to speak of ‘the’ culture of culture as such. This way of 
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Common grace works in all human activity to restrain sin and to allow for civil 

works. Common grace describes the attitude of God towards unbelievers, an attitude that 

results in the blessing of natural gifts like the rain, the sun, etc. In some ways, common 

grace also serves to explain why unbelievers can have an intellectual understanding of the 

truths of nature and the truths revealed in the Bible.796 This implies that, in the matter of 

mythopoeic creation, common grace provides a different way to understand and interpret 

the value of pagan myths.797 God, through the activity of his common grace in 

mythologies and mythmakers, works through unbelievers to disclose his grace, their 

rebellion, and their knowledge of the Creator. As such, the writing of fairy-stories is open 

to apologetic evaluation. 

Covenantal Imagination

To continue our investigation of covenantal Faërie, a few words regarding the 

principle of imagination and artistic creation are necessary. It has recently been argued 

that the incarnation is the guiding principle in artistic pursuit. Huizenga, for example,  

speaking uses an imaginary quantity: that is to say, in so far as it might suggest that there is unity of cultural 
endeavor. This unity is lacking even ‘transcendentally.’ Just as there is no ‘reine’ Vernunft (‘pure’ reason),  
no reine Verstand überhaupt (pure intellect in general), there is no such thing as reine Kultur (pure culture).  
Although nature is one, there is more than one use and cultivation of nature. to will is inherent in man, also 
culturally; it belongs to his nature. but cultural striving is more than to will: it includes long-term and long-
distance objectives.” Ibid., 65. If we replace “culture” with words like “Faërie” or “imagination,” will have  
a better idea of the implications of common grace for man’s imaginative faculties. 

796 “[Grace, common or special] does not preserve some remnants of the image of God either in the wider  
sense or in the narrower sense, if these be taken in scholastic form. How can common grace keep sin from 
being in prinicipial hostility to God? There are no degrees in the principle of depravity. In this sense the 
image of God has been lost. On the other hand, common grace does not preserve remnants of the image in 
the wider sense, if this image is thought of as that which is unchangeable. How can remnants be saved of 
that which was never subject to change?” Van Til, Introduction to Systematic Theology, 54.

797 “Man was to deal covenantally with every fact of history. He must therefore have available to him in 
history the direct confrontation of God and his requirements.” Cornelius Van Til, A Christian Theory of  
Knowledge (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1969), 29.
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affirms that in the incarnation, in “God made flesh,” we have the principle of the arts. For 

Huizenga, it is in the incarnation that we find the “enfleshment of the spiritual in the 

sensuous.”798 Of course, there is a uniqueness in the incarnation, but Huizenga easily 

forgets that human creation is also an “enfleshment” of the spiritual in the sensuous—in 

fact the human nature is a “mixed nature.” 

Moreover, Huizenga commits a more serious mistake in considering that, because 

the incarnation is unique with respect to the mode and degree of this “enfleshment,” it is 

the ground for the artistic and imaginative pursuit. At first this sounds acceptable, but 

when closely evaluated, it results in transferring the significance of the incarnation from 

the salvific order to the created order. In fact, if the incarnation of Christ is the ground for 

artistic pursuit, the defense of artistic creation before the incarnation becomes difficult.  

To argue that the incarnation of Christ is the principle of the arts, makes art impossible in 

the prelapsarian order. 

Further, to argue in such a way can lead us to make the incarnation an ontological 

necessity. In fact, if the incarnation is required for the existence of the  arts, it must be 

present in every order, at least in potential form. This introduces the necessity for the 

incarnation to be the fulfillment of the cultural mandate. In fact, it demands that the  

incarnation be made an eternal category. This mistake is the consequence of Huizenga’s 

tendency for an extreme counter nature-grace dichotomy in which both realms are 

conflated. In Huizenga’s view, nature is not possible without grace, thus reversing the 

expression stressed by both Thomists and Reformed theologians: “grace presupposes 

nature.”799 
798 Ryken, The Christian Imagination, 72.

799 Gilson for example affirms: “To say that grace is necessary to restore nature is quite other than to 
suppress that nature to the profit of grace: it is to confirm it by grace. Grace presupposes nature, whether to  
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Huizenga’s conclusion that every creation may be a “‘little ‘incarnation’ of 

spiritual reality in a sensuous medium” and that “the artist finds that the incarnation of 

Christ authenticates and dignifies his humanity by redeeming his material-spiritual 

nature” is a grave mistake, since it is based on the assumption that the relevance of the 

incarnation is due to its place within the created order. However, he is correct in stating 

that “this affirmation of man’s body-soul unity becomes a major principle in the modus 

operandi of the Christian artist.”800 

Brand and Chaplin, usually helpful, are unhelpful here, since hold the same 

position. They argue that the incarnation has “profound implications for us as artists. 

Here was the ultimate demonstration that God could be found in matter—flesh and blood 

and bone, not to mention water and wine. Here was the ultimate demonstration that to 

find holiness was not to walk away from all things earthly, but to walk among them.”801 

They commit the same theological mistake as Huizenga in making the incarnation of 

Christ a necessity for imagination and creativity.802 

Against this, we need to maintain that the incarnation is part of the salvific 

order.803 The incarnation is the accomplishment of God’s decree of salvation, not of his 

restore or to enrich it. When grace restores nature, it does not substitute itself for it, but re-establishes it;  
when nature, thus re-established by grace, accomplishes its proper operations, they are indeed natural  
operations which it performs.” Etienne Gilson, Christianity and Philosophy, 24.

800 Huizenga, “The arts: A bridge between the natural and spiritual realms,”  72.

801 Brand, Art and Soul, 57.

802 Begbie is of the same opinion: “Taking the matter a stage further, of the one who suffered the shame of 
humiliation and crucifixion is also the one ‘through whom’ all things came to be, then the act of creation ex 
nhilo can be constructed as an act of suffering. In creating reality distinct from himself and allowing it a 
measure of genuine freedom, God risks exposing himself to the pain and rejection it can bring. The divine 
love takes the risk of getting no return for its expense.” Begbie, Voicing Creation's Praise, 170. Begbie’s 
constant insistence and exclusive focus on creation ex nihilo as act of love replicated in the incarnation 
betrays a distinctively Barthian influence. 

803 Not to do so would lead us to affirm that human creativity is shared in the humanity of Christ, in the 
incarnation, and by consequence, in the inner work of the Spirit. This is the view defended by Begbie: “I 
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decree of creation. On the other hand, it is true that Christ can be considered as the 

principle for artistic pursuit. In fact, since Christ is the archetypal image of God, and 

since we are made in the likeness of the image of God, the second person of the Trinity is 

the principle of artistic endeavor. But Christ should not be considered only as the 

incarnate Word of God.804 Rather, we should consider the importance of the person of 

Christ in the decree and act of creation. To see Christ as “principle of the arts” requires us 

to understand by “Christ” the second person of the ontological Trinity.805

Therefore, the ground for imaginative and artistic pursuit must be found 

elsewhere. A proper foundation, in Reformed theology, is found in the union of the 

categories of covenantal relationship and common grace, both informed by the central 

concept of the image of God—both the image of God per se, Christ, and the image of 

God in man.806 The focus on the second person of the Trinity as the “principle” of our 

imaginative pursuit, results in stressing two theological points. 

First, we need to maintain the integrity of the created human nature. Being made 

in the image of Christ, we were created to know God and reflect his person and character. 

We were created for knowledge, imagination, etc. This emphasis helps us ground the 

am suggesting, then—albeit in a very compressed outline—that human creativity is supremely about 
sharing through the Spirit in the creative purpose of the Father as he draws all things to himself through his 
Son.” Ibid., 179.

804 According to Begbie the gravest mistake of the Dutch regarding a theology of art is lack of focus on 
Christ’s humanity. For him, “we need to recover the affirmation that “there is an intrinsic connection 
between the humanity of Christ and the created order as a whole.” Ibid., 147. In fact, in affirming that  
Christ’s lordship over creation is not due to his human nature, Bavinck “in effect deny this link between 
Christ’s humanity and creation.” Ibid., 147. 

805 As Van Til says, “The ontological trinity will be our interpretative concept everywhere.” Van Til,  
Common Grace and the Gospel, 64.

806 On that matter it would probably be useful for Reformed aestheticians to keep in mind that the 
expression “image of God” can be understood in three ways. It can first refer to the “ontological” image of  
God, Christ himself. Further, it can be understood as the image of God in man, a category subdivided into 
the broad and narrower definition of the image of God. 
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Reformed theory of the imagination in the ethical realm. The capacity for fairy-story 

writing is part of a created capacity that reflects the original innocence of man, and that  

now reflects love and obedience, or rebellion and pride. Secondly, we need to maintain 

the covenantal nature of all human capacities. Our imagination is a covenantal 

imagination: it stands before the eye of God. 

Conclusion 

A complete study of Reformed Faërie should also investigate the relation between 

the natural, moral, and metaphysical laws of the created order and their implications on 

the laws of the subcreated order. It would also be necessary to explain more precisely the 

issue of inner consistency of the Faërie world. A few of these elements have been hinted 

at in this study, which aimed only at being a preparation for a more extensive study. 

The center of a proper Reformed theory of Faërie is not in the aforementioned 

themes, but rather in the covenantal and ethical definition of Faërie. Fairy-stories are 

within man, in the imaginative faculty that is itself part of the image of God. Fairy-stories  

are ethical in nature since they reflect our covenantal position before God. As such, all 

fairy-stories will reflect either the love of God or the rebellion against him. Fairy-stories 

either proclaim that the triune God is Lord of man, and Elves, or proclaim man’s alleged 

autonomy. A Reformed perspective on the imagination and Faërie can provide a lasting 

and glorious answer to Samwise’s question: “Who invented the stories anyway?”807

807 LoTR I.1.ii, 43.
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CONCLUSION
“BUT FROM THE TOP OF THAT TOWER THE MAN HAD BEEN ABLE 

TO LOOK OUT UPON THE SEA.”

—J. R. R. Tolkien, The Monsters and the Critics

At the outset of our study we set up the task of presenting, or rather 

reconstructing, Tolkien’s theory of fairy-story. The first chapter provided a description of 

the social, academic, and literary atmosphere in which Tolkien grew and had his literary 

being. His taste as a writer, literary critic, and Roman Catholic believer is informed by 

the loves he lived, the books he breathed, and the faith with which he was nourished. 

Chapters two to four have demonstrated the theological significance of Tolkien’s 

Faërie, following the same foundational line of thought: that human nature and all its 

works disclose something about the Creator-God and about its own nature. This provided 

the theological framework through which Tolkien’s overall theory of Faërie was 

presented. The concept of the analogy of being was particularly central. Finally, chapter 

five has argued for the presentation of a distinctively Reformed theory of Faërie, a 

“covenantal Faërie.” 

The conclusion of our study is that Tolkien’s theory of fantasy is essentially a 

theological one. As a Roman Catholic influenced by the teaching of St. Thomas, Tolkien 

presents us a very distinctive theory of fantasy—a theory in which the central theme is 

the relation between the Creator and the human artist. The very centrality of the nature of 

the God-man relationship in Tolkien gives Faërie its essential perilous, hopeful and 

wonder-full quality. We have also concluded that Tolkien’s Faërie, even though it is one 
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of the most thoughtful and most clearly articulated theories, is nonetheless theologically 

flawed in making Faërie an ontological category.  Rather, we have argued that Faërie 

should be seen, apprehended, and felt, as an ethical relationship with the triune Divine 

Artist: the creating Father, the imaging Son and the inspiring Spirit. 

One element in this study that has not been given its proper place is the influence 

of Cardinal John Henry Newman. Two reasons explain this omission. First, Newman’s 

influence on Tolkien, while historically factual, is difficult to precisely delineate except  

through Newman’s own theological Thomism—which further supports our focus on St. 

Thomas’s theology as the background to Tolkien’s theory of Faërie. Second, Newman’s 

theology regarding the imagination is extremely complex and could require a separate 

dissertation.808 Newman’s stress on the imagination as part of the process of spiritual 

certainty deserves attention in the study of Thomist fantasy. 

Another dimension passed over in this dissertation is Tolkien’s influence on the 

fantasy genre—nor have we mentioned his relation to non-Christian authors. In fact, 

Tolkien’s influence would be difficult to articulate since the field of fantasy literature has  

become so wide. Moreover, this would require an investigation of the personality of all 

the writers claiming to have been influenced by Tolkien to determine the category of this 

influence—whether literary, mythopoeic, or religious. Obviously this study had no time 

for such a large scope. 

Tolkien’s theory of Faërie is more significant than ever because of the attraction 

to the fantasy genre and—for better and for worse—because of the numerous fantasy 

808  There are few works devoted to the imagination in Newman’s theology. See for example Robert C. 
Christie, The Logic of Conversion: The Harmony of Heart, Will, Mind, and Imagination in John Henry  
Newman (Ann Arbor: UMI, 1998); Kevin M. Godfrey, “The Imagination in the Religious Epistemology of 
John Henry Newman: A Basis for His Phenomenology of Belief” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Saint Louis 
University, 1996); David Michael Hammond, “Imagination, Faith, and Theology in the Thought of John 
Henry Newman” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Catholic University of America, 1986).
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writers. Among those, a handful deserve sustained attention. Catholic writers, as usual, 

tend to have a better approach to fantasy, due to a longer tradition for its practice. Thus 

Catholicism gives us writers such as Madeleine L’Engle and Flannery O’Connor, already 

mentioned.809 L’Engle’s works particularly deserve attention. The quality of her works 

and the “fusion” of the spiritual reality and the natural-historical one is a model of 

creativity and depth. Evangelical and Reformed people do not usually write fairy-stories, 

but notable exceptions are Stephen Lawhead and L .B. Graham.810 

An extensive study of Christian fantasy would certainly be necessary in order to 

provide a solid ground to the foundation of covenantal Faërie. This would require us to 

re-examine the works of Chaucer, Spencer, and Sidney;811 or Lewis Carroll, and George 

MacDonald;812 but also those of E. R. Eddison, Lord Dunsany, along with the more 

contemporary Jorge Luis Borges.813 The critical works of George Santayana also deserve 

809 See also the works of Susan Cooper: Over Sea, Under Stone (New York et. al.: Aladdin Paperbacks, 
2000); The Dark Is Rising (New York et. al.: Aladdin Paperbacks, 2000); Greenwitch (New York et. al.: 
Aladdin Paperbacks, 2000); The Grey King (New York et. al.: Aladdin Paperbacks, 2000); Silver on the 
Tree (New York et. al.: Aladdin Paperbacks, 2000).

810 Lawhead, Taliesin; Merlin; Arthur; Pendragon; Grail; Avalon; L. B. Graham, Beyond the Summerland, 
The Binding of the Blade 1 (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2004); Bringer of Storms, The 
Binding of the Blade 2 (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2005); Shadow in the Deep, The Binding 
of the Blade 3 (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2006); Father of Dragons, The Binding of the 
Blade 4 (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2007); All My Holy Mountain, The Binding of the Blade 
5 (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2008).

811 As a foretaste see Geoffrey Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales, ed. by Walter W. Skeat (New York: The 
Modern library, 1929); Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1905); Philip 
Sidney, The Countess of Pembroke's Arcadia (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner and Co., 1891).

812 Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland ; Through the Looking-Glass ; The Hunting of the  
Snark (New York: The Modern library, 192); George MacDonald, The Fantastic Imagination of George  
MacDonald, 3 vols. (Landisville: Coachwhip Publications, 2008); Works of Fancy and Imagination, vol. 3, 
11 vols. (Read Books, 2007); Works of Fancy and Imagination, vol. 4, 11 vols. (Read Books, 2007).

813 See E. R. Eddison, The Worm of Ouroboros (New York: Ballantine Books, 1977); Lord Dunsany, The 
King of Elfland's Daughter (New York: Del Rey, 1999); Don Rodriguez: Chronicles of Shadow Valley 
(New York: Ballantine Books, 1971); The Charwoman's Shadow (New York: Ballantine Books, 1999); 
Jorge Luis Borges, The Aleph and other stories (New York: New Directions Pub.Corp., 1964); Collected 
fictions (New York: Viking, 1998).
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attention.814

The investigation into Tolkien’s Faërie also points towards two further fields of 

research. First, it would be interesting to evaluate the possibility of applying Tolkien’s 

theory of Faërie to other literary genres and other forms of art. In fact, Tolkien probably 

overstated his case when he claimed that Faërie could uniquely convey the three elements 

of recovery, escape, and consolation. Faërie might not be the sole literary genre to capture 

a regenerated sense of reality. Nor is Faërie the only medium for eucatastrophe. Rather, 

Faërie is a particular mode of writing that, indeed, allows for greater freedom from the 

factuality of our actual world, thus leading to a “magical” creation reflecting the recovery 

of a clear view of reality.815 

A second direction of further research is the need for a methodological study of 

fantasy. This would demand the survey, definition, and evaluation of the different fantasy 

methods provided by fantasy writers. Notice here the distinction between a method, and a 

methodology.816 A “method” would refer to “a mode of prosecuting” fantasy, an 

“investigation” into fantasy. By contrast, a methodology is a survey and definition of 

methods, that is, a methodology of fantasy would not focus on one single form of fantasy 

814 See for example George Santayana, Realms of Being (New York: C. Scribner's sons, 1942); Atoms of  
Thought; an Anthology of Thoughts (New York: Philosophical Library, 1950).

815 The italics indicate the balance needed in considering the importance of Faërie. First it is not the only 
mode of writing allowing for the characteristics mentioned. Rather it is a particular mode of writing. 
Second, the contrast is not between a mode of writing (Faërie) allowing freedom from factuality and other 
modes of writing which would not. The point is rather that Faërie allows for greater freedom from the 
factuality of the actual world. Third, Faërie is not itself the recovery of a regenerated sense of reality but  
reflects this recovery through “magical” literary creation. 

816 “Methodology” is a compound of three Greek nouns, μετά (among, between, with, in common, along 
with, by aid of), οδός (way, motion, journey), and λόγος (speech, word, discourse, oration). The 
association of the first two nouns [μετά and οδός] forms the English “method” (μέθοδος) literally “along 
with the journey,” or maybe “by aid of the journey,” thus designating a “process through which a task is 
accomplished.” The adjunction of λόγος modifies the noun μέθοδος to give the English “methodology,” 
μεθοδολογία then refers to the sum total, collection, analysis, implementation, study, or comparison of 
different methods.
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writing, but would provide an encompassing study. It is concerned with an evaluation of 

the methods of investigating fantasy. Moreover a “methodology” of fantasy is rendered 

even more necessary because few “methods” are actually offered for writing, reading, 

and interpreting fantasy. The clear presentation of those methods of investigating fantasy 

is, arguably, one of the central elements missing in the current scholarship concerned with 

the fantasy genre.817

A final development of a covenantal Faërie is the actual pursuit of fantasy writing. 

This would demand a keen knowledge of the field of fairy-story, of the critical literature, 

a great (or decent) writing skill, and a gift of artistic inspiration. To achieve such a goal 

the present author cannot aspire. It belongs to God himself to provide such a fantasist. It 

is certain, in any case, that if such a person appears, we will all be able to read and 

believe, with a cloud of mythopoeic witnesses: “and they lived happily ever after.” 

 

817 Vladímir Propp, the Russian formalist, in his seminal study Morphology of the Folktale, complained 
about the lack of serious scholarly literature concerned with the folktale. According to him, many authors 
are merely interested by specific tales, but rarely about folktale itself. This, in his judgment, was not the 
result of a lack of primary resources: “What matters is not the amount of material, but the methods of 
investigation.” Vladímir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale, trans. Laurence Scott (Austin, London: 
University of Texas Press, 1968), 4. And so is it with fantasy as well, even though, as we have said, a few 
methods have been developed. The most common attempts to provide a method of fantasy have been those 
built upon psychological theories. The landmark of those theories is probably C.G. Jung’s “The 
phenomenology of the spirit in fairy tales,” in Psyche and Symbol: A Selection from the Writings of C.G.  
Jung, ed. Violet S. de Laszlo (Garden City: Doubleday, 1958):61-112]. See, for various different theories in 
the same broad category, Bruno Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of  
Fairy Tales (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1976) and Lucie Armitt, Theorising the Fantastic (London, New 
York: Arnold, 1996). Dickerson and O’Hara have made such an attempt and it will be helpful to look at  
their conclusions in the following: Matthew Dickerson and David O’Hara, From Homer to Harry Potter: A  
Handbook on Myth and Fantasy (Grand Rapids: BrazosPress, 2006.).
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APPENDIX A 
“MYTHOPOEIA” BY J. R. R. TOLKIEN

To one who said that myths were lies and therefore worthless, 
even though ‘breathed through silver.’

Philomythus to Misomythus

You look at trees and label them just so,
(for trees are ‘trees,’ and growing is ‘to grow’);

you walk the earth and tread with solemn pace
one of the many minor globes of Space:
a star’s a star, some matter in a ball 5
compelled to courses mathematical
amid the regimented, cold, inane,
where destined atoms are each moment slain.

At bidding of a Will, to which we bend
(and must), but only dimly apprehend, 10
great processes march on, as Time unrolls
from dark beginnings to uncertain goals;
and as on page o’er-written without clue,
with script and limning packed of various hue,
an endless multitude of forms appear, 15
some grim, some frail, some beautiful, some queer,
each alien, except as kin from one
remote Origo, gnat, man, stone, and sun.
God made the petreous rocks, the arboreal trees,
tellurian earth, and stellar stars, and these 20
homuncular men, who walk upon the ground
with nerves that tingle touched by light and sound.
The movements of the sea, the wind in boughs,
green grass, the large slow oddity of cows,
thunder and lightning, birds that wheel and cry, 25
slime crawling up from mud to live and die,
these each are duly registered and print
the brain’s contortions with a separate dint.
Yet trees are not ‘trees,’ until so named and seen
and never were so named, till those had been 30
who speech’s involuted breath unfurled,
faint echo and dim picture of the world,
but neither record nor a photograph,
being divination, judgement, and a laugh
response of those that felt astir within 35
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by deep monition movements that were kin
to life and death of trees, of beasts, of stars:
free captives undermining shadowy bars,
digging the foreknown from experience
and panning the vein of spirit out of sense. 40
Great powers they slowly brought out of themselves
and looking backward they beheld the elves
that wrought on cunning forges in the mind,
and light and dark on secret looms entwined.

He sees no stars who does not see them first 45
of living silver made that sudden burst
to flame like flowers beneath an ancient song,
whose very echo after-music long
has since pursued. There is no firmament,
only a void, unless a jewelled tent 50
myth-woven and elf-patterned; and no earth,
unless the mother’s womb whence all have birth.
The heart of Man is not compound of lies,
but draws some wisdom from the only Wise,
and still recalls him. Though now long estranged, 55
Man is not wholly lost nor wholly changed.
Disgraced he may be, yet is not dethroned,
and keeps the rags of lordship once he owned,
his world-dominion by creative act:
not his to worship the great Artefact, 60
Man, Sub-creator, the refracted light
through whom is splintered from a single White
to many hues, and endlessly combined
in living shapes that move from mind to mind.
Though all the crannies of the world we filled 65
with Elves and Goblins, though we dared to build
Gods and their houses out of dark and light,
and sowed the seed of dragons, ‘twas our right
(used or misused). The right has not decayed.
We make still by the law in which we're made. 70

Yes! ‘wish-fulfilment dreams’ we spin to cheat
our timid hearts and ugly Fact defeat!
Whence came the wish, and whence the power to dream,
or some things fair and others ugly deem?
All wishes are not idle, nor in vain 75
fulfilment we devise—for pain is pain,
not for itself to be desired, but ill;
or else to strive or to subdue the will
alike were graceless; and of Evil this
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alone is deadly certain: Evil is. 80

Blessed are the timid hearts that evil hate
that quail in its shadow, and yet shut the gate;
that seek no parley, and in guarded room,
though small and bate, upon a clumsy loom
weave tissues gilded by the far-off day 85
hoped and believed in under Shadow's sway.

Blessed are the men of Noah’s race that build
their little arks, though frail and poorly filled,
and steer through winds contrary towards a wraith,
a rumour of a harbour guessed by faith. 90

Blessed are the legend-makers with their rhyme
of things not found within recorded time.
It is not they that have forgot the Night,
or bid us flee to organized delight,
in lotus-isles of economic bliss 95
forswearing souls to gain a Circe-kiss
(and counterfeit at that, machine-produced,
bogus seduction of the twice-seduced).
Such isles they saw afar, and ones more fair,
and those that hear them yet may yet beware. 100
They have seen Death and ultimate defeat,
and yet they would not in despair retreat,
but oft to victory have tuned the lyre
and kindled hearts with legendary fire,
illuminating Now and dark Hath-been 105
with light of suns as yet by no man seen.

I would that I might with the minstrels sing
and stir the unseen with a throbbing string.
I would be with the mariners of the deep
that cut their slender planks on mountains steep 110
and voyage upon a vague and wandering quest,
for some have passed beyond the fabled West.
I would with the beleaguered fools be told,
that keep an inner fastness where their gold,
impure and scanty, yet they loyally bring 115
to mint in image blurred of distant king,
or in fantastic banners weave the sheen
heraldic emblems of a lord unseen.

I will not walk with your progressive apes,
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erect and sapient. Before them gapes 120
the dark abyss to which their progress tends
if by God’s mercy progress ever ends,
and does not ceaselessly revolve the same
unfruitful course with changing of a name.
I will not treat your dusty path and flat, 125
denoting this and that by this and that,
your world immutable wherein no part
the little maker has with maker's art.
I bow not yet before the Iron Crown,
nor cast my own small golden sceptre down. 130

In Paradise perchance the eye may stray
from gazing upon everlasting Day
to see the day illumined, and renew
from mirrored truth the likeness of the True.
Then looking on the Blessed Land ‘twill see 135
that all is as it is, and yet made free:
Salvation changes not, nor yet destroys,
garden nor gardener, children nor their toys.
Evil it will not see, for evil lies
not in God’s picture but in crooked eyes, 140
not in the source but in malicious choice,
and not in sound but in the tuneless voice.
In Paradise they look no more awry;
and though they make anew, they make no lie.
Be sure they still will make, not being dead, 145
and poets shall have flames upon their head,
and harps whereon their faultless fingers fall:
there each shall choose for ever from the All.
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APPENDIX B
GLOSSARY

The following glossary is a compilation of The Encyclopedia of Arda,818 and The 

Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien. It contains definitions of terms specifically related to the works 

of Tolkien.

Ages. In Tolkien’s mytology, the history of the world is divided into several ages: the 

Spring of Arda, the Years of the Trees, the First Age, the Second Age, the Third Age 

(setting of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings), and the Fourth Age (on which we have 

almost no writing).  

Ainur. Plural [sing. Ainu] ‘The Holy Ones.’ These are the “primordial” spirits, those who 

existed with Ilúvatar. With him, they created the world through music [see “The Music of 

the Ainur”]. After the creation of Arda, many of the Ainur descended to Arda to guide and 

order its growth and embellishment; of these Ainur, there were fifteen more powerful 

than the others. Fourteen of these great Ainur became the Valar, or Powers of Arda. 

Another one, Melkor, the Dark Lord, by pride rebelled against Ilúvatar. 

Ainulindalë. It is the great music played by the Ainur—at the inspiration of Ilúvatar—at 

the beginning of time, through which the world was created.

Arda. The world, and all that is within it, was called Arda. It was created through the 

Music of the Ainur to be a dwelling place for the Children of Ilúvatar (that is, Elves and 

Men). 

Aulë. ‘Invention.’ One of the eight greatest of the Valar, Aulë was the Vala responsible 

for the substance of Arda; rock and metal. As his name suggests, he was also the builder 

818  The Encyclopedia of Arda. http://www.glyphweb.com/arda (accessed April 4, 2008).
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and inventor of the Valar. In anticipation of the coming of the Children of Ilúvatar, Elves 

and Men, Aulë went so far as to create a race of his own, the Dwarves. Ilúvatar granted 

them life, but would not suffer them to be born before the Elves, so Aulë set them to sleep 

in Middle-earth until the Elves had come. 

Bilbo Baggins. He is the head of the Baggins family, he dwelt alone at Bag End, 

Hobbiton, until he set out for the Quest of Erebor in 2941 of the Third Age. During his 

journey, Bilbo came upon the One Ring, which later came in Frodo’s possession.

Ëa. The universe, which was brought into existence when Ilúvatar spoke the word ‘Eä!,’ 

‘Be!’. This is a reference to the Vision of Ilúvatar. The World was originally revealed to 

the Ainur as a vision, and the things of that vision were granted true existence when 

Ilúvatar uttered the word Eä.

Elessar. See Aragorn.

Elrond. Elrond is one of the most significant elvish character in the history of Middle-

Earth. He was born of an Elf-maiden and a Man, and as such gains an important place in 

the development throughout Tolkien’s legandarium, finding its fulfillment in the union of 

Aragorn and Elrond’s daughter. 

Eru—Ilúvatar. ‘The One.’ He is more commonly known in Middle-earth as Ilúvatar. Eru 

was the creator of the Ainur, and everything that exist.

Frodo Baggins. He is the heir of Bilbo Baggins, and hero of the Lord of the Rings. He set 

out for the Quest of Mount Doom, to destroy Sauron’s ring.

Galadriel. Galadriel was born in Valinor and after a time traveled to Middle-Earth* at the 

beginning of the First Age.When most of her kindred returned to Valinor, but Galadriel 

remained in Middle-Earth. They dwelt as Lady and Lord of Lothlórien until the end of 
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the Third Age.

Isildur. He is the eldest son and heir of Elendil, and is the one who cut the One Ring 

from the hand of Sauron. He was killed by Orcs early in the Third Age, and consequently 

the One Ring was lost.

Maiar. They are spirits of a lesser nature than the Valar, and their servants. Several of 

them are well-known like Curumo, the Maia who came to Middle-earth as Saruman.

Melkor—Morgoth. He is said to be the mightiest of the Valar and equal in power to 

Manwë himself. Melkor sought power for himself and sought to bend all things to his 

own will, as becomes clear in the Music of the Ainur. In the Silmarillion we see how 

Melkor was vanquished and imprisoned, only to be replaced  on Middle-earth by his 

mieutenant Sauron. 

Middle Earth. On Arda, it refers to the great continent on which much of The 

Silmarillion, and the adventures of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, are set. Little is 

known of the east or south of Middle-earth, or of the far north, for it is mainly the 

Western lands that concern Tolkien’s legendarium.

Númenor. Númenor is an island-kingdom given to men as reward by the Valar at the end 

of the First Age. Elros, Elrond’s brother, was Númenor’s first king. 

Quenya. Quenya is the tongue of the High Elves in Valinor, the first to be recorded in 

writing. By the Third Age, Quenya had become a language used only for formal or state 

occasions by the Elves as well as some descendants of the Númenóreans.

Sauron. Sauron is originally a Maia, a servant of Aulë’s people. He was early corrupted 

by Melkor and became his most devoted servant. During the wars of Beleriand, Sauron 

was the most feared of all of Morgoth’s servants. After the defeat of Melkor, Sauron rose 
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to become the greatest enemy of free races of Middle-Earth during the Second and Third 

Ages.

Silmarils. The Silmarils are the three great jewels made by Fëanor in Valinor, into which 

he captured a “divine.” Melkor stole the Silmarils from Fëanor's leading to an ongoing 

feud between Elves, Mend, and Melkor. The jewels gave their name to the book The 

Silmarillion.

Sindarin. Sindarin was the most commonly used Elven language in Middle-earth.

Valar. ‘Valar’ is the name given to the fourteen powerful spirits who took physical form 

and entered Arda after its creation to give order to the world and combat the evils of 

Melkor. They dwelt originally on the Isle of Almaren, but after its destruction long ages 

before the Awakening of the Elves they removed to Aman and there founded the realm of 

Valinor.

Valinor. Valinor is the name of the land founded by the Valar. Originally part of the 

world, Valinor could be reached by ship from Middle-Earth. At the end of the Second 

Age, Valinor was removed from the reach of Middle-earth.
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APPENDIX C
DE FANTASIA

Since this dissertation is concerned with the specific genre of fantasy, it is 

necessary to pay attention to how fantasy has been defined. It is necessary to begin with a 

consideration of the etymology of fantasy. “Fantasy” is related to “fancy,” and the 

relation between those two words, along with their connection to “imagination” has been 

the object of much conjectures and debate. We will leave this debate aside for now and 

focus our attention on the etymologies of the terms. Fantasy / fancy comes from the 

Middle English fantasie, fantasy translated by “imagination, image, illusion,” and has 

been rendered in “Anglo-French” by the term fantasie, “illusion.” ϕαντασία (phantasia), 

“apparition”), itself from ϕαντάζω (phantazō), “to show at the eye or the mind”). It also 

has its roots in the Latin phantasia and in the Greek, ϕαντάζειν, “to present to the mind” 

(used in middle voice as “to imagine”), and from ϕαίνειν “to show.” Those terms are also 

akin to the Old English gebōned “polished,” and the Greek ϕῶς, “light.” In the French 

language, there is also a close relation between fantasie, fantaisie and to an extent with 

conte de fées (“fairy tale”), even if the connection of the first two terms with the latter 

one is not etymologically obvious. A further distinction is made necessary by the 

linguistic proximity between “fantasy” and “phantasm,” and the latter comes from the 

Middle English fantasme, and from “Anglo-French” fantosme, fantasme, itself from the 

Latin phantasma, and from the Greek phantazein, “to present to the mind.” Fantasy 

etymologically carries the meaning of “clarity” and “making present to the mind.”
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Survey of Definitions

Having drawn out the implications of the etymological origins of the terms related 

to fantasy, it is time to move on to an evaluation of the definition(s) of the term “fantasy” 

itself.819 The first observation to be made is that there are as many definitions of fantasy 

as there are fantasy writers, and it is useful now to reference several definitions of 

fantasy. Colin Manlove, a respected literary critic, gives two definitions which, taken 

together, give a more precise meaning to his use of the word. 

Fantasy, he says, is “a fiction dealing with the Christian supernatural, often in an 

imagined world.”820 But fantasy is also “[a] fiction evoking wonder and containing a 

substantial and irreducible element of the supernatural with which the mortal characters 

in the story or the readers become on at least partly familiar terms.”821 According to 

Manlove, then, the irreducible element of fantasy is the supernatural. However, by 

limiting fantasy to this element, he is open to the charge of ambiguity since the 

“supernatural” is a very vague category which content has been very diverse in the course 

of history. Moreover, Manlove assumes that what is “supernatural” in our world, the 

actual world, is also the content of the supernatural in the imagined world. The possibility 

of such an equation is, at best, doubtful. 

Gary Wolfe in his essay “Fantasy” mentions that the most common definition of 

819 Of course, an extensive study of the definitions of “fantasy’ should include an historical survey of the 
definitions of fantasy. Such a study would help determine the philosophical reasons behind the evolution of 
the meanings of fantasy. An accurate apprehension of those developments could be beneficial for a  
contemporary approach to the task of defining fantasy. 

820 Colin Manlove, Christian Fantasy: From 1200 to the Present (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1992), 5.

821 Colin Manlove, Modern Fantasy: Five Studies (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 1.
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fantasy is “[a] fictional narrative describing events that the reader believes to be 

impossible,” but that this definition carries inherent problems. First it puts too much 

emphasis upon the “reader response,” while the term “impossible” is a much ambiguous 

term. Secondly, this definition does not give us any indication of whether or not fantasy is 

within the supergenre of “fantastic romance,” or whether it encompasses science fiction 

and horror or if those are distinct genre.822 This complication aside, Wolfe’s point is 

similar to the one made regarding Manlove’s definition. He then goes on to report the 

following definitions of fantasy:

E. M. Forster (1927): Fantasy “implies the supernatural, but need not express it.”823

Herbert Read (1928): “The product of Fancy,” in Coleridge’s sense, and characterized by 

“objectivity and apparent arbitrariness” best exemplified by the fairy tale.824

Reginald Eretnor (1953): “Imaginative fiction in which no logical attempt is made, or 

needed, to justify the ‘impossible’ content of the story.”

Robert A. Heinlein (1957): A story that is “imaginary—and not possible.”825

Rudolf B. Schmerl (1960): “Fantasy, then, is the intentional and purposeful contradiction 

of our experience, the deliberate presentation of improbabilities. Its methods are to 

employ temporal or spatial disance, or characters, or devices whose nature or qualities 

cannot be verified by the usual criteria of credibility one brings to a novel. And fantasy is 

addressed to a typical reader within a culture whose level of sophistication will enable 

822 Gary Wolfe “Fantasy,” in David Sandner, ed. Fantastic Literature: A Critical Reader (Wesport, London: 
Praeger, 2004). The author will provide corrections to some of Wolfe’s bibliographic references. 

823 Forster, Edward Morgan, Aspects of the Novel, and Related Writings (San Diego: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1985), 112. 

824 Herbert Read, English Prose Style (Boston: Beacon Press, 1963), 127.

825 Robert A. Heinlein, The Door into Summer (New York: New American Library, 1957), Citizen of the 
Galaxy (New York: Scribner, 1957), or Double Star (New York: New American Library 1957). The author 
has not been able to verify the precise quote. See Sandner, Fantastic Literature, 138.
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that reader to recognize the improbabilities.”826 

Andrzej Zgorzelski (1967): “The breach of internal literary laws”; fantasy appears when 

“the internal laws of the fictional world are breached,” as indicated by reactions of 

characters in the story.827

Lloyd Alexander (1968): “Reality pretending to be a dream.”

Donald A. Wollheim (1971): “Pure fantasy is that branch of fantasy [in the whole of 

which Whollheim also includes science fiction and weird fiction] which, dealing with 

subjects recognizable as nonexistent and entirely imaginary, is rendered plausible by the 

reader’s desire to accept it during the period of reading.”828 

Ursula Le Guin (1973): “An alternative technique for apprehending and coping with 

existence,” characterized by a “parational” “heightening of reality” and “in Freudian 

terms primary process of thinking. 

Jane Mobley (1974): “A non-rational form … which arises from a world view essentially 

magical in orientation. As a fiction, it requires the reader’s entering an Other World and 

following a hero whose adventures take place in a reality far removed from the mundane 

reality of the reader’s waking experience. This world is informed by Magic, and the 

reader must be willing to accept Magic as the central force without demanding or 

826 Rudolf B. Schmerl, “Fantasy as technique,” in SF: The Other Side of Realism—Essays on Modern  
Fantasy and Science Fiction, ed. Thomas D. Clareson (Bowling Green: Bowling Green University Popular 
Press 1971), 114. Notice that the quote found in Wolfe is somewhat removed from the original.  

827 The original quote is: “I advanced the view that the fantastic consists in the breaching of the internal 
laws which are initially assumed in the text to govern the fictional world … When these initially 
established laws are breached in the course of the story, this is discerned first of all by the characters, the  
narrator or the addressee of the narration - who from the very beginning are all fully aware of the laws of  
their world. The breaching of the laws causes their astonishment, surprise, fear, awe, disbelief.” Andrzej  
Zgorzelski, “Is Science Fiction a genre of fantastic literature?” DePauw University, 
http://www.depauw.edu/ (accessed April 13, 2008). Because Zgorzelski has done much work on science-
fiction, one can wonder how much of his definition of “fantasy” is due to his definition of “science fiction.” 

828 Donald A. Wollheim, The Universe Makers: Science Fiction Today (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 
11.
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expecting mundane explanations.”829 

W.R. Irwin (1976): “A story based on and controlled by an overt violation of what is 

generally accepted as possibility; it is the narrative result of transforming the condition 

contrary to fact into ‘fact’ itself.”830 

Eric S. Rabkin (1976): “Fantastic is the affect generated as we read by the direct reversal 

of the ground rules of the narrative world. Fantasy is that class of works which uses the 

fantastic exhaustively.”831 

Marshall B. Tymn, Kenneth J. Zahorski, and Robert H. Boyer (1979): “works in which 

non rational phenomena play a significant part”—where the expression “nonrational 

phenomena” is further defined as that which “do not fall within human experience or 

accord with natural laws as we know them.”832

Roger C. Schlobin (1979): “That corpus in which the impossible is primary in its quantity 

or centrality.”833 

Brian Atterby (1980): “Any narrative which includes as a significant part of its makeup 

some violation of what the author clearly believes to be natural law.” 

Rosemary Jackson (1981): “A literature of desire, which seeks that which is experienced 

829 Jane Mobley, Magic is Alive: A Study of Contemporary Fantasy Fiction (Ph. D. Dissertation, University 
of Kansas, 1974). The author has not been able to check the reference to this Ph.D. dissertation. See 
Sandner, Fantastic Literature, 357.

830 W.R. Irwin, The Game of the Impossible: A Rhetoric of Fantasy (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1976), x.

831 Eric S. Rabkin, Fantastic Worlds: Myths, Tales, and Stories (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), 
22.. Wolfe probably refers to Eric S. Rabkin, The Fantastic in Literature (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1976). However the author has not been able to locate precisely Wolfe’s quote of Rabkin in this latter 
book. Wolfe’s reference is probably mistaken here and the reader should rather refer to Fantastic Worlds.

832 Marshall B. Tymn, Kenneth J. Zahorski, and Robert H. Boyer, Fantasy Literature: A Core Collection  
and Reference Guide (New York : R.R. Bowker, 1979). The author has not been able to verify the precise 
quote. See Sandner, Fantastic Literature, 273. 

833 Roger C. Schlobin, The Aesthetics of Fantasy Literature and Art (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1982), 1.
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as absence or loss.”834 

Ann Swinfen (1984): “The essential ingredient of all fantasy is ‘the marvellous’, which 

will be regarded as anything outside the normal space-time continuum of the everyday 

world … The marvellous [sic.] element which lies at the heart of all fantasy is composed 

of what can never exist in the world of empirical experience.”835 

Kathryn Hume (1984): “Any departure from consensus reality”; “the deliberate departure 

from the limits of what is usually accepted as real and normal.”836

Brief Evaluation of Current Definitions of Fantasy

Most of these definitions provide useful elements, even if some of them do not 

really further our understanding of fantasy. For example Herbert Read’s definition is not 

of any use since “objectivity” and “apparent arbitrariness” can be associated with other 

literary genres, as, for example, with Nonsense writing. Moreover, the referent-point of 

the “arbitrariness” is left unmentioned. Two distinct problems arise. First, we need to 

remember that reading and writing involves a certain degree of subjectivity on the part of 

the person involved in reading or writing. To a certain extent, what is considered 

“arbitrary” is based on this subjective element. The definition of fantasy along the line of 

s subjective arbitrariness is too vague to be of any help. Moreover, Read should precise 

834 Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy, the Literature of Subversion (London, New York: Methuen, 1981.)

835 Ann Swinfen, In Defence of Fantasy: A Study of the Genre in English and American Literature since  
1945 (London, Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984), 5.

836 Kathryn Hume, Fantasy and Mimesis: Responses to Reality in Western Literature (New York: Methuen, 
1984.)
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where the notion of “apparent” arbitrariness lies. Some authors, like Chesterton, would 

probably agree that there is something seemingly arbitrary in the wonder of fairy-stories. 

However, he would add that this is merely apparent to us because it is founded on the 

objectivity of the world as it is in itself. For Chesterton the stress is therefore on the 

paradox between the apparent arbitrariness of the fantasy world and its structural 

objectivity. The same sort of criticism is valid for Lloyd Alexander’s definition of fantasy.  

Out of the other definitions three main elements can be singled out, namely (1) 

the presence of the supernatural or the impossible, (2) a focus on the magical, or on the 

creation of an “other world,” (3) the opposition to reality and to ordinary rationality, and 

(4) a desire for the “unknown.” If none of the previous definitions is in itself sufficient, 

they provide a preliminary working basis. Moreover, the widespread characteristic of 

fantasy as the “impossible” and of the “supernatural” is open to the charge of relativism 

since what one can consider to be “impossible” will possibly not be identical to what 

another writer, or the reader consider to be so.

Other definitions, not mentioned previously, also lack precision, like John 

Timmerman’s definition:

Fantasy seeks the undefinable; its subject is nothing less than the human 
spirit. This, in part, accounts for its powerful impact. Fantasy is never 
content with objective testimony to pragmatic reality; instead, it explores 
the world of humankind in its spiritual reality.837

Timmerman mentions also a definition of fantasy by Le Guin: “A fantasy is a journey. It 

is a journey into the subconscious mind, just as psychoanalysis is. Like psychoanalysis, it 

can be dangerous; and it will change you.” 838 Both of those definitions can be applied to 

837 John H. Timmerman, Other Worlds: The Fantasy Genre (Bowling Green: Bowling Green University 
Poplar Press, 1983), 3. Moreover, by making fantasy a literary genre about the human spirit, Timmerman 
completely misses the nature of Tolkien’s Faërie.

838 Ibid. See Ursula Le Guin, “From Elfland to Poughkeepsie,” in The Language of the Night, ed. Susan 
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fantasy insofar as their author have a preference for the literary genre of fantasy, but the 

assumption that fantasy is the only, or the best, form of literature that is concerned with 

the spiritual reality, or the subconscious mind, is highly questionable. Under the pretense 

of providing a working definition of fantasy, one cannot deny other literary genres the 

laudable task of investigating those realms. 

This brief survey of the available definitions of fantasy also point to the 

specificity of Tolkien: the “ontological” relation between the nature of fantasy and the 

nature of human history. More specific is Tolkien’s assertion that fantasy is, in essence, 

myth, or fantasy, because it encapsulate the meaning of Christ’s incarnation. 

Wood (New York: Oxford University Press, 1961), 1.
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