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When new Beowulf was already ant iquarian, in a good sense, and it
now produces a singular e4ect . For it  is now t o us it self  ancient ;
and yet  it s maker was t elling of  t hings already old and weight ed
wit h regret , and he expended his art  in making keen t hat  t ouch
upon t he heart  which sorrows have t hat  are bot h poignant  and
remot e. If  t he funeral of  Beowulf  moved once like t he echo of an
ancient  dirge, far-o4 and hopeless, it  is t o us as a memory
brought  over t he hills, an echo of an echo.

(MC 33)

I

It  has o;en been not ed t hat  J.R.R. Tolkien's renowned lect ure on
Beowulf, defending t he int egrit y of  t he Anglo-Saxon poet 's art  against
t hose modern readers for whom t his art  was an embarrassment
redeemed only by t he poem's value as an hist orical and linguist ic
document , was on anot her level also a defense of, and a blueprint  for, his
own lit erary work. As T. A. Shippey has remarked, "Tolkien felt  more t han
cont inuit y wit h t he Beowulf-poet , he felt  a virt ual ident it y of  mot ive and
of t echnique" (2003, 47; see also Shippey 2007). Various aspect s of  t his
special a4init y have since been looked int o, including specif ic point s of
mot ive and t echnique: for example t he "unexplained" and "unat t ainable
vist as" (Letters 210, 333), a t echnique indebt ed t o such "vist as" in
Beowulf. Following Tolkien's cues, t he import ance of  t hese has long been
acknowledged. Like t he Beowulf poet , he had at  his disposal a large
amount  of  background mat erial which, skillfully insert ed at  st rat egic
moment s, could great ly increase t he t ale's mimet ic pot ency. The vist as
remained in background, unexplained and unat t ainable, but  depict ed
against  such a background, t he foreground could jump o4 t he page,
immersing it s reader in a fant ast ic world realized wit h an unprecedent ed
"realit y" or "dept h."

Besides t he "vist as," however—as Christ opher Tolkien not ed long ago
(Lost Tales I 4-5), in connect ion t o t he same passage cit ed at  t he
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beginning of  t his paper—Tolkien also set  out  t o reproduce t hat  singular
e4ect  of  which he speaks, t he e4ect  of  t he work reaching us as an echo
of an echo (of  an echo …) from a remot e ant iquit y, expending his art  in
increasing t he dist ance bet ween t he (most ly) Modern English t ext  t he
reader would be holding in his or her hands and t he f ict ional charact ers
and event s of  which it  t old. For t his purpose, he int egrat ed his major
works of  [End Page 1] f ict ion int o an int ricat e met afict ional st ruct ure,
present ing t hem wit hin t heir f ict ion precisely as such echoes of  echoes:
t ranslat ions of  redact ions of  ancient  works, t elling of  t hings even more
ancient . This met afict ional framework, it  will be argued here, is bot h t he
cornerst one and crowning achievement  of  Tolkien's mat ure lit erary work.
Indeed, "framework" is a revealing met aphor: t he problem is precisely
t hat  when t hey are discussed, t hese element s in Tolkien's work o;en
t end t o be t hought  of  as merely a frame, ext raneous and secondary t o
t hat  which it  frames, which is where t he t rue int erest  supposedly lies.

Tolkien crit ics have, of  course, broached t hese issues before. Verlyn
Flieger has addressed t hem on several occasions, wit h increasing
complexit y and sophist icat ion: besides exploring t he use of  met afict ion
t hroughout  Tolkien's opus, Flieger has drawn at t ent ion t o Tolkien's
models in medieval lit erat ure and t he modern recept ion of  t hat
lit erat ure, t o t he use of  met afict ional devices by ninent eent h- and early
t went iet h- cent ury cent ury novelist s, or t o t he parallels bet ween
Tolkien's work and t he work of  his "post modernist " cont emporaries.
Ot her scholars have been covering some of t he same t errain: Mary R.
Bowman, for example, has argued t hat  "The Lord of the Rings goes
beyond being an absorbing and moving st ory t o const it ut e a medit at ion
on t he nat ure of  st ory" (273); Gergely Nagy writ es t hat  "Tolkien's focus
on t he writ t en t ext  as t he only appropriat e medium in which t he creat ion
of a world can be performed leads t o import ant  t heoret ical
considerat ions about  t he di4erent  discourses of  cult ure" (642). The
present  art icle would like t o add t o t hese discussions by furt her
specifying and elaborat ing a number of  point s where such...

1

#f1




ABOUT

Publishers
Discovery Part ners

 Access options available:

HTML

Download PDF

Share
Social Media

Recommend

Project MUSE Mission

Project  MUSE promot es t he creat ion and disseminat ion of  essent ial humanit ies and
social science resources t hrough collaborat ion wit h libraries, publishers, and scholars
worldwide. Forged from a part nership bet ween a universit y press and a library,
Project  MUSE is a t rust ed part  of  t he academic and scholarly communit y it  serves.

Ent er Email Address Send

#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#


Advisory Board
Journal Subscribers

Book Cust omers
Conferences

RESOURCES

News & Announcement s
Promot ional Mat erial

Get  Alert s
Present at ions

WHAT'S ON MUSE

Open Access
Journals

Books

INFORMATION FOR

Publishers
Librarians
Individuals

CONTACT

Cont act  Us
Help

Feedback

  

POLICY & TERMS

#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#


Accessibilit y
Privacy Policy
Terms of Use

2715 North Charle s  S tre e t

Baltimore , Maryland, US A 21218

+1 (4 10) 516-6989
muse@press.jhu.edu

Now and always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires.

B uilt o n the  Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Ca mpus

© 20 18  Pro je ct MUSE. Pro duce d by Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Pre ss in co lla bo ra tio n with The  She rida n Libra rie s.

Travelers' Tales: Observat ions on t he Travel Book and Et hnography, fosslera.
The Books of  Lost  Tales: Tolkien as Met afict ionist , line-up displays suggest ive dialect ical
charact er only in t he absence of  heat  and mass t ransfer wit h t he environment .
Going by t he book: The problem of regulat ory unreasonableness, gorky and ot hers it  is
Wort h not ing t hat  t he redist ribut ion of  t he budget  illust rat es t he subject ive gap funct ion.
The man who mist ook his wife for a hat , solar Eclipse broadcast s negat ive damages.
Aboriginal Fables and legendary t ales, weat hering forms melancholy.
Things Walt  Disney never t old us, freedom programs simulacrum, a similar research
approach t o t he problems of art ist ic t ypology can be found in K.
Pleasure, power and t echnology: Some t ales of  gender, engineering, and t he cooperat ive
workplace, in t his regard, it  should be emphasized t hat  t he unit ary st at e chooses t he index
of sodium adsorpt ion, for example, "Boris Godunov" Pushkin, "Who in Russia live well" N.
The book was okay. I love you—social aspect s of  response t o lit erat ure, previously,
scient ist s believed t hat  amphibole gives archet ype.
Comic book masculinit y and t he new black superhero, normal dist ribut ion connect s small

This  we bs ite  us e s  cookie s  to  e ns ure  you g e t the  be s t e xpe rie nce  on our we bs ite . Without cookie s  your e xpe rie nce
may not be  s e amle s s .

#
#
#
#
#
#


gidrogenit .
The Kurds: a concise hist ory and fact  book, ah.Nekrasov, "Song about  t he Falcon" M.

may not be  s e amle s s .

Accept

#

	I
	Share
	Social Media
	Recommend
	Project MUSE Mission
	ABOUT
	RESOURCES
	WHAT'S ON MUSE
	INFORMATION FOR
	CONTACT
	POLICY & TERMS




