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Dieter Petzold

“I DESIRED DRAGONS
WITH A PROFOUND DESIRE”

Beasts and Monsters in Tolkien’s Fantasy Fiction

Beasts and monsters play an important role in the stories that Tolkien wrote
for his own children — Roverandom, Mr Bliss and The Father Christmas Let-
ters. The attraction of such stories lies partly in the transgression of bound-
aries inherent in the inevitable humanization of literary animals. Thus, hu-
man fears of wild animals can be playfully dealt with and dreams of close
communication between man and beast (one of the great “Desires” Tolkien
found expressed in fairy stories) can be spun out. While Tolkien tends, in
his early stories, to deal with monsters (in particular dragons) in a playful
way, in his essay on Beowwlf he insists that they must be taken seriously —
which they are, increasingly, in his Middle-earth novels. The invincibility of
the chief monsters in The Lord of the Rings, the Balrog and the giant spider
Shelob, suggest a rather pessimistic world view underlying Tolkien’s Chris-
tian optimism.

Schon in Tolkiens friihen Geschichten fiir seine eigenen Kinder — Roveran-
dom, Mr Bliss und The Father Christmas Letters — spielen Tiere und Un-
tiere eine wichtige Rolle. Der Reiz solcher Geschichten liegt zum Teil in den
Grenziiberschreitungen, welche mit der unvermeidlichen Vermenschlichung
literarischer Tiere einhergebt. So wird ein spielerischer Umgang mit mensch-
lichen Angste vor wilden Tieren méglich, und der Wunschtraum der Ver-
trautheit zwischen Mensch und Tier (eine der “Sebnsiichte”, die Tolkien in
Mairchen ausgedriickt fand) kann ausgesponnen werden. Wihrend Tolkien
in seinen frithen Geschichten mit Ungehenern (insbesondere Drachen) ger-
ne spielerisch umgeht, bestebt er in seinem Essay siber Beowulf darauf, dafi
sie ernst genommen werden miissen — was er in seinen Mittelerde-Romanen
zunebmend tut. Dafs die grofien Monster in The Lord of the Rings, das Bal-
rog und die Riesenspinne Shelob, sich als unbesiegbar erweisen, deutet anf
eine recht pessimistische Weltsicht hin, die binter Tolkiens christlichem Opti-
mismus verborgen liegt.
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Secondary worlds, especially if they are as large and complex as
Tolkien’s, would be strangely incomplete if they did not harbour ani-
mals along with humans and humanoid beings. Yet there are compar-
atively few animals in Tolkien’s writings that make a deep impression
in the reader’s mind - in contrast, for instance, to C. S. Lewis’s fan-
tasy fiction, or to the stories of contemporary followers of Tolkien’s
like J. K. Rowling, which are literally teeming with fantastic ani-
mals, both traditional and newly invented. Since Tolkien’s universe
grew out of his linguistic preoccupations, it is perhaps not surpris-
ing that it is, first and foremost, the various human and humanoid
peoples (Men, Hobbits, Elves, Dwarves, Orcs, etc.) that have found
the attention of critics, while beasts and monsters have rarely been
commented on. It is true that in many of Tolkien’s writings animals,
whether fabulous or familiar, play a negligible role or none at all. In
some texts, however, animals do make an appearance. The following
investigation will concentrate on Tolkien’s humorous stories (writ-
ten mostly for children) and on the popular Middle-earth novels,
The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, because it is here that the

most interesting specimens are to be found.

Tolkien’s Humorous Stories for Children

In his autobiography, Surprised by Joy, Tolkien’s friend C. S. Lewis
describes how he, as a boy, wrote and illustrated stories “about
chivalrous mice and rabbits who rode out in complete mail to kill
not giants but cats” (16), developing by and by an entire “Animal-
Land” with both medieval and modern features. Nothing compara-
ble is know about Tolkien, who was much more reticent about his
private life, although he does reveal some details about his interests
and literary preferences as a boy in his essay “On Fairy-Stories”.
However, when he was himself a father of children, Tolkien not
only told them stories of his own invention, but also wrote some of
these stories down for them and illustrated them. It may be true that
he did so for his own amusement as much as for his children’s; in any
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case the surviving stories reveal that he knew what children like: they
contain much slapstick comedy; and they feature animals along with
human protagonists and human-like creatures like elves, goblins, etc.

That children like stories about animals is, of course, well-
known; to this day animal stories, both realistic and fantastic, form a
large part of children’s literature. Most of the classical English chil-
dren’s books might be mentioned here: Charles Kingsley’s The Wa-
ter Babies, Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, Rudyard Kipling’s
Jungle Books, the works of Beatrix Potter, Kenneth Grahame’s The
Wind in the Willows, A. A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh-Books. Fur-
thermore, behind those classics is the vast tradition of myths and
folktales in which animals play prominent roles, in particular beast
fables — all of which have traditionally been regarded as particularly
suitable for children. Tolkien was, of course, conscious of this tradi-
tion; in fact, he discusses it at various points in his essay “On Fairy-
Stories”. An awareness of this historical context will not only make
us see some influences on Tolkien’s art that have been rarely ob-
served; it may also lead us towards a deeper understanding of the
functions that animals and fabulous beasts have in his writings.

To understand the position, and functions, of animals in Tolkien’s
stories for children, we need first to make a few general observations
and speculations concerning animals in literature.

1. Animals in stories are always humanized. The degrees of anthro-
pomorphization will vary, but even the most ‘realistic’ stories
about animals, describing their lives in their natural habitat, can-
not do without endowing their protagonists with certain human
characteristics. Among these are purposeful actions (suggesting
rational thought) and feelings: elements that are essential to any
meaningful story.

2. We are fascinated by animals because they are both similar and
dissimilar to humans. Whether we stress the similarity or the
difference depends on the discursive context: scientists, farmers,
butchers, and owners of pets all have different views. On a larger
scale, the question depends also on certain basic attitudes of spe-
cific societies at specific times. It is safe to assume, for instance,
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that Christian societies have a different outlook than Buddhist so-
cieties, or that the medieval view was different from the modern
view.

3. In most, if not all, societies, there is a marked ambiguity in atti-
tudes towards animals. We waver between regarding animals as
intrinsically inferior and feeling (or wishing) that they are some-
how our brothers; we acknowledge their similarity to us yet
refuse to act on the moral consequences of that insight.’

4. It is this tension between the familiar and the strange, the Same
and the Other, that supplies the special interest, the energy, of
animal stories. Like other tales of the fantastic or the marvel-
lous, animal stories imply a transgression of boundaries. While
such transgressions may fascinate readers of all ages, they are
especially important for children who have yet to learn to dis-
tinguish between the real and the unreal. In animal stories the
boundaries between the basic categories ‘human-non-human’ are
playfully violated. Thus, such stories may offer both challenges
and reassurance. They allow (a) wish-fulfilling dreams of unity
and communication between all living creatures; (b) the expres-
sion, and channelling, of negative feelings towards animals like
fear and loathing; and (c) reassuring assertions of the superiority
(and hence dominance) of humans over the animal kingdom. In-
cidentally, functions (a) and, to a lesser degree, (b) and (c), may
also provide an explanation of the widespread love of children
(and many adults) for toy animals and dolls: insofar as they are
playfully treated like humans or living animals, there is, again, an
imaginative transgression of boundaries, in this case between liv-
ing creatures and inanimate objects.

Without being specifically animal stories, Tolkien’s books for chil-
dren provide all these elements: dreams of peaceful co-existence,

! It seems that this basic ambiguity has existed ever since man became aware of his spe-
cial place in nature, even though the dominant attitudes have changed in history. For
a detailed account of such changes during the Middle Ages cf. Salisbury and Salter;
for the changes in early modern times cf. Thomas.
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even friendship, between humans and animals; expressions of fear
and loathing; and reassurance that humans, in the end, are able to
control and dominate their dumb cousins.

It is significant that Tolkien’s first story to get beyond the oral
stage was about the adventures of a toy animal. Roverandom (1925)
was instigated by a specific incidence, Tolkien’s son Michael’s loss
of a toy dog during a holiday in Filey (Yorkshire) in the summer of
1925 (Scull and Hammond, ix). Apparently to console his five-year-
old son, Tolkien invented “a story in which a real dog, named Rover,
is turned into a toy by a wizard, is lost on a beach by a boy very
much like Michael, meets a comical ‘sand-sorcerer’, and has adven-
tures on the moon and under the sea” (Scull and Hammond, ix-x). As
the story grew in typical Tolkien fashion, it accumulated many allu-
sions to real-life phenomena and events as well as to other children’s
stories, in particular by Lewis Carroll and Edith Nesbit, to nursery
rhymes, fairy tales, and myths.”

Since the dog Rover (alias Roverandom) is the protagonist of the
story, he is, of course, humanized to a considerable degree; still he
retains much of his dog nature, both in body and in mind. He is
thus, inevitably, a transgressor of boundaries; indeed, his adventures
might be seen as nothing but a series of such transgressions, mostly
involuntary. Not only is he changed from a real dog into a toy (that
nevertheless is very much alive) and, eventually, back into a real dog;
he is also transported to the moon (thus crossing the borders of the
world where ordinary men and dogs live) where he becomes tem-
porarily a flying dog, a hybrid creature that has wings attached to
a dog’s body. His subsequent trip to “the bottom of the Deep Blue
Sea” (59) represents, of course, another transgression of boundaries.
It is important to note that while Roverandom changes shapes and
places, his mind retains its sense of identity — which is essentially not
so much a dog’s than a young child’s who is longing for home, the
place where it truly belongs. Thus the reader (or listener) of the story

2 Most of these allusions are explained in the notes prepared by the editors of
Roverandom (91-106).
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will find it easy to identify with the protagonist - to enjoy both the
excitement of Roverandom’s adventures and the security that lies in
finding friends and, eventually, a home.

The strange worlds of the moon and the sea afford Tolkien am-
ple opportunity to introduce many strange creatures. Perhaps not
surprisingly (considering Tolkien’s later writings), most prominent
among these is the Great White Dragon, who is both dangerous
and comical, foreshadowing his better-known cousins, Chrysophy-
lax and Smaug. Like the latter, the Great White Dragon pursues the
protagonist and causes considerable damage (“knocking the tops of
mountains off” — 34) before he is shot down by a competent saviour
(in this case, the Man-in-the-Moon who shoots the dragon with a
rocket-like spell but, in keeping with the light-heartedness of the
story, stuns rather than kills him). Equally telling is the existence of
giant spiders and other nasty insects:

[...] for in the moon, and especially on the white side,
the insects are very large and fierce, and often so pale
and so transparent and so silent that you hardly hear or
see them coming. The moonbeams only shine and flut-
ter, and Roverandom was not frightened of them; the
big white dragon-moths with fiery eyes were much more
alarming; and there were sword-flies, and glass-beetles
with jaws like spears, and fifty-seven varieties of spiders
ready to eat anything they could catch. (27)

Monsters also lurk in the sea. Chief among them is the Sea-serpent,
“much too enormous and strong and old and idiotic for any one
to control (primordial, prehistoric, autothalassic, fabulous, mythi-
cal, and silly are other adjectives applied to him)” (76); a spell gone
wrong creates, in addition, “sea-worms, sea-cats, sea-cows, sea-li-
ons, sea-tigers, sea-devils, porpoises, dugongs, cephalopods, mana-
tees, and calamities” (81). The playfulness and ironic detachment ap-
peal perhaps more to adult readers than to children in that they un-
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derline the ambiguity of the monstrous.?> As the editors’ comments
point out, “most of these [creatures], despite their names, are actual
marine fauna” (105), which reveals the arbitrariness of our concept
of the monstrous, just as the long list of adjectives attributed to the
Sea-serpent demonstrates the scholars’ helplessness in dealing with
the monstrous.*

In the next book he made for his children, Tolkien avoids the
threatening aspect of monsters almost completely, creating a world
that is cosy and pleasant rather than exciting and dangerous. The
main character of his home-made picture book, Mr Bliss (1932),1s a
whimsical bachelor who lives, apparently, in a small English village.
As is normal for a story set in the country, there are ordinary animals
like donkeys, dogs, ponies, rabbits, and birds. In addition, however,
there is a grotesque creature called the Girabbit and a group of hu-
manized bears. As its name suggests, the Girabbit is an amalgam of
a giraffe and a rabbit. Being a blend of two harmless animals, it is a
‘monster’ that is completely unthreatening, a playful transgression
of boundaries between species and (since it can speak) between the
human and the non-human; the fact that its/his’ skin is “of mack-
intosh” (6) suggests that it is really a toy. Thus, like Roverandom, it
also bridges the gap between the animate and the inanimate.

3 That monsters are not simply terrifying or revolting is stressed by Paul Goetsch in
his recent book, Monsters in English Literature: “Though monsters are visualiza-
tions of the alien and fantastic, they cannot be defined and interpreted easily. Their
bodies and behavior may mirror what we regard as immoral, anti-Christian, unciv-
ilized, beast-like, and perverse. But they do not necessarily evoke horror or moral
reaction, because they can also be interesting, alluring, and tempting” (10).

4In their Notes to Roverandom, Scull and Hammond explain that axtothalassic
means “sprung from the sea” and that “the list from primordial to silly is a summary
of scholars’ conclusions about sea-serpents, and reminiscent of a comment Tolkien
made in his 1936 lecture The Monsters and the Critics about the ‘conflicting babel’
of critical opinions about Beowulf” (104).

5 The fact that Tolkien, in his manuscript, crossed out the possessive pronoun ‘its’ and
replaced it by his’ is revealing: as a companion to Mr Bliss, the Girabbit is human-
ized to a considerable degree and, accordingly, is treated like a person linguistically.
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More important for the plot are three bears called Archie, Teddy,
and Bruno. They are obviously also toys come alive® and thus again
hybrids: both animate and inanimate, human and non-human, and,
moreover, ambivalent in that they appear fierce but are really good-
natured. In true Tolkien fashion, the story culminates in a huge din-
ner-party which brings all the characters — human and non-human -
together in a harmonious round of conviviality and merry-making.

A similar pattern can be observed in the famous Father Christ-
mas Letters that Tolkien made for his children between 1920 and
1938 (publ. posthumously 1976). The main protagonists are Father
Christmas and his friend, the Polar Bear. The former, though a fab-
ulous being, appears totally human, the latter to a large degree hu-
manized. Thus, once again, we have a harmonious union of humans
and non-humans. Father Christmas’s affection for Polar Bear mir-
rors the classical, essentially patriarchal, relationship between master
and servant that leaves the hierarchical world order intact.

In the course of years, Tolkien’s Polar World is peopled with
other creatures whose stature in relation to humans is not quite
clear: Snow Elves (1929); Snow-men and Snow-boys, plus Polar
cubs (1930; two receive names and thus individuality in 1931); Cave-
Bears, Goblins, and Red Gnomes in 1932, Red and Green Elves in
1936. The spirit of convivial harmony that we find, for instance, in
the letter for 1930, changes gradually to one of conflict and war, as
can be seen in the letter for 1933 which describes a great battle be-
tween Goblins on the one side and Polar Bear and Red Gnomes on
the other. Step by step Tolkien is filling all nooks and crannies of his
North Polar cosmos with living beings — in other words, he is mov-
ing towards the cosmos of Middle-earth.

61t seems likely that they are named after real teddy bears of the Tolkien children. If
this is true, they are cousins of that most famous of toy animals in English literature,
Winnie-the-Pooh, who had entered the literary world about six years earlier.
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Farmer Giles of Ham and the Stories of Middle-earth

As everybody knows, Tolkien, while building his career as a scholar,
plus founding and caring for a growing family, was also busy creating
what was to become a vast “Mythology for England”. To a large ex-
tent it was inspired by his specific interests and reading, in particular
Germanic, Celtic, Finnish languages and literatures. By comparison,
Mediterranean mythologies and literatures — the classical heritage -
are almost negligible in Tolkien’s work, in contrast to the writings
of his friend C. S. Lewis, who is much more eclectic in his choice of
‘sources.

There is not enough space, and indeed no need, to characterize
the world of The Silmarillion and The Lost Tales in detail. Of course,
beasts and monsters do have a place there. For instance, in the ver-
sion of the story “Of Beren and Lithien” that we find in The Sil-
marillion, there are wolves, werewolves, giant hounds, vampires, ea-
gles, even — again! — giant spiders. However, none of these creatures
become central. Bearing the characteristics of (mythical) historiog-
raphy, Tolkien’s “Mythology for England” is thoroughly anthro-
pocentric, 1. €., it is first and foremost concerned with the heroic his-
tories of humans and super-human peoples like the Noldor or Sin-
dar. Beasts and monsters are hardly described, being of interest only
insofar as they take an active part in the conflicts of the human races.

A slightly different picture appears when we regard The Hobbit.
As is well known, it began as another story for his own children; as
it grew, elements of his “Mythology for England” seeped into the
tale. Middle-earth, hitherto conceived with a linguist’s mind and a
historian’s eye, began to take a much more concrete shape. Before we
turn to The Hobbit and its ‘sequel’, The Lord of the Rings, however,
we need to take a short look at another humorous story.

It seems that while he was composing The Hobbit, several fac-
tors, not least his discussions with C. S. Lewis and other friends,
forced Tolkien to think more deeply about what he was doing ar-
tistically. Evidences of a growing theoretical awareness of the prob-
lems involved in the creation of Secondary Worlds are his lectures
“Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics” (1936) and “On Fairy-Sto-
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ries” (1939, publ. 1947). His humorous story Farmer Giles of Ham,
which, according to Carpenter, he wrote “chiefly to please himself”
and read, in lieu of a scholarly paper on fairy stories, in 1938 to an un-
dergraduate society at Worcester College (168), also displays a keen
awareness of the narrative conventions of fantasy fiction, since it is
essentially a parody.

The depiction of the dragon, Chrysophylax, is a striking case in
point. He is described as “cunning, inquisitive, [and] greedy” (20).
In this he resembles Fafnir, the dragon in the Old Norse Sigurdsaga
(cf. Shippey 36). However, although he is indeed cunning, dishon-
est, and a man-eater, Chrysophylax appears in the story essentially
as a comical character since he allows himself to be bullied into sub-
mission by a mere farmer and saves his skin ignominiously by pay-
ing compensation money. Indeed, he is part of a Western counter-
tradition that depicts dragons not as symbols of fierceness, destruc-
tiveness and evil but, parodistically, as individuals who are essentially
peace-loving if not cowardly. Prime examples of this counter-tradi-
tion that Tolkien may have known are Kenneth Grahame’s story The
Reluctant Dragon (1898) and Edith Nesbit’s Book of Dragons (1900).
What is parodied in these stories is not a specific text but a motif
that can be found all over the world. The well-known tradition of
the dragon (a monster in the shape of a gigantic lizard or worm, usu-
ally winged and fire-breathing, guarding hoards of gold or maidens
waiting to be rescued by a hero) can be found, among others, in sev-
eral English fairy tales (Briggs 106) and can be followed back, apart
from the Nordic tradition, to the Legend of Saint George and to the
Greek myth of Perseus and Andromeda.’”

When we consider Tolkien’s academic work of the later 1930s,
the humour of Farmer Giles of Ham appears rather paradoxical since
it seems to contradict his essentially serious approach to heroic fan-

7 The dragon in Farmer Giles of Ham — and, incidentally, Farmer Giles’ dog Garm -
have to be seen, of course, in the context of the general anti-heroic impetus of the
story (cf. Petzold 61-63). - It is interesting to note that Tolkien never used the motif
of the maiden held captive by a dragon — neither parodistically nor seriously. I will
resist the temptation to speculate on the reasons for this curious fact.
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tasy. In his lecture “On Fairy-Stories”, we see Tolkien groping for
a theoretical justification of his serious romantic love of the mar-
vellous; in “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics”, perhaps in re-
sponse to darkening political prospects, Tolkien’s fresh view of the
famous Old English poem hinges on his conviction (in contrast to
the ‘enlightened’ views of modern critics) that the monsters in the
poem must be taken seriously.

As he attempts to define the fairy story in his lecture, Tolkien
excludes several ways of dealing with the marvellous. Among these
are the playful or ironic re-workings of fairy lore (he mentions
Drayton’s Nymphidia as an example) and the instrumentalization of
the wonderful for moralistic purposes: for instance, in the beast fa-
ble and in Beatrix Potter’s Peter Rabbit (“On Fairy-Stories” 117£.).
What distinguishes fairy stories, he points out, is “desirability” (134),
a quality that concerns both the artist and the reader. Fairy stories
(since then also known as “fantasy fiction’) are rooted in Desire and
are thus able to evoke Desire.

What does Tolkien mean by ‘desire’? He sees it as “a complex of
many ingredients, some universal, some particular to modern men
(including modern children), or even to certain kinds of men” (134).
In the last resort it seems to be the result of men’s fallen nature, the
wish to return to a state of primordeal innocence. In any case it is
a distinguishing feature of mankind, even though its specific shape
varies individually and within historical contexts. As a prominent
example Tolkien mentions “the desire to converse with other living
things”, which he attributes to a “sense of separation of ourselves
from beasts”. He continues:

A vivid sense of that separation 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. (152)
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I have tried to show that, like many animal stories for children,
Tolkien’s early humorous tales strove to bridge the gap between hu-
mans and non-humans. It is tempting to regard the Middle-earth
novels as yet another attempt of the same kind, on a much larger
scale. There are certainly hybrid beings like speaking animals and
men who are able to assume the shape of animals. (E. g., there are
werewolves in “Of Beren and Lithien”, and in The Hobbit we meet
Beorn, a man who, it is hinted, occasionally changes into a bear.) In
fact, it is possible to see the whole population of Middle-earth as a
“chain of being” that is much richer, more tightly knit, more contin-
uous, than what the medieval world picture envisioned. Such a view
is implied in Treebeard’s “lore of the Living Creatures”:

Learn now the lore of Living Creatures!
First name the four, the free peoples:
Eldest of all the elf-children;

Dwarf the delver, dark are his houses;
Ent the earthbound, old as mountains;
Man the mortal, master of horses:

Hm, hm, hm.

Beaver the builder, buck the leaper,
Bear the bee-hunter, boar the fighter;
hound is hungry, hare is fearful ...

hm, hm.

eagle in eyrie, ox in pasture,

Hart horn-crownéd; hawk is swiftest,
Swan the whitest, serpent coldest ...
(Lord of the Rings 11, 781.)

It is perhaps no coincidence that Treebeard remembers only parts of
the list, and that Hobbits do not appear in it. Like most oral cultures,
the Ents preserve their communal wisdom in the form of poems.
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The list is part of such an ancient poem which explains the world by
naming its phenomena and placing them in a hierarchical order: each
creature has its place and characteristic attribute. However, such a
harmonious order has long ceased to exist (if it ever did): Middle-
earth as we see it in The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings is a di-
vided world. Animals, especially those able to talk, are part of the
division, parties in the universal conflict. The metaphysical context
is not yet clear in The Hobbit, but the friend-foe pattern is obvious.
Creatures like Wargs (the talking wolves), spiders, eagles, and other
birds do not simply follow their animal nature: their behaviour is
judged in moral terms, and eventually they take sides, supporting the
forces of good or evil.* Animals outside the pattern are mute suffer-
ers: they are beasts of burden or prey to carnivores (which latter cat-
egory includes men, dwarves, and hobbits). Even “Oliphaunts”, fab-
ulous beasts in Sam’s eyes,’ turn out to be mere instruments of war,
to be used in the great battle (cf. Lord of the Rings 11, 316L.; 3351.).

For a deeper understanding of Tolkien’s use of monsters, we have
to turn once again, paradoxically, to his idea of Desire. Early in his
lecture “On Fairy-Stories”, he brings up another aspect of desire.
Recalling his youthful reading tastes, he points out that what he liked
best were the old Nordic sagas because they told of dragons: “The
dragon had the trade-mark Of Faerie written plain upon him. In
whatever world he had his being it was an Other-world. Fantasy, the
making or glimpsing of Other-worlds, was the heart of the desire of
Faerie. I desired dragons with a profound desire” (135).

The Dragon, in this context, is not a symbol of evil, but of won-
der, or, more precisely: of heroic fantasy. Of course, Tolkien is also

8 Whether they make a conscious moral choice or not does not become quite clear. It
seems, for instance, that eagles are naturally ‘noble’ and thus supporters of the ‘good’
side, while the Wargs’ character is equally determined by their ‘nature’ (i. e., in fact,
the fable tradition).

9 The ‘oliphaunt’ is one of the rare jokes in The Lord of the Rings. ‘Oliphaunt’, though
similar to ‘elephant’, is really not the name of an animal but of the legendary horn of
Roland. In addition, Sam’s rapture about this fabulous beast provides us with a bit
of “Recovery”, the “regaining of a clear view” (“On Fairy-Stories”146) of an animal
that is, after all, truly amazing.
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aware of the more conventional symbolism. If dragons are symbols
of the marvellous, the marvellous is not to be equated with the pleas-
ant. Dragons are frightening; fighting them requires courage and
strength, in short: heroism. In his Beowulf lecture Tolkien speaks out
in defence of dragons: “A dragon is no idle fancy. Whatever may be
his origins, in fact or invention, the dragon in legend is a potent cre-
ation of men’s imagination, richer in significance than his barrow is
in gold” (16). Tolkien insists that a dragon should certainly be real-
ized vividly in a story; but it will also contain a symbolical meaning;
as it does in Beowulf, where it is “a personification of malice, greed,
destruction (the evil side of heroic life), and of the undiscriminating
cruelty of fortune that distinguishes not good or bad (the evil aspect
of all life)” (17).

Smaug, the dragon in The Hobbit, fits this description only
partly. In some respects he is similar to Chrysophylax, being human-
ized to such an extent that he is a fitting adversary to the unheroic
Bilbo and thus basically comical. But he is also truly dangerous, as
Bilbo learns the hard way when he is pursued by the fire-breath-
ing monster. In the end when he attacks the town of Esgaroth and
is killed by Bard (a real hero), he appears as an incarnation of malice
and destruction, and thus a worthy object of heroic deeds. It seems
almost as if Tolkien was also addressing himself when he had Bilbo
say: “‘Never laugh at live dragons, Bilbo you fool!”” — which, as we
are also told, “became a favourite saying of his later, and passed into
a proverb” (191f.).

Thus it is not really surprising that no dragons appear in The
Lord of the Rings (although there are rumours about dragons). Af-
ter having created three (semi-)comical dragons, Tolkien could not
fit dragons into a world where evil is certainly no laughing matter.
Besides, evil is here so clearly defined that there is no room for a sym-
bol of evil as conventional as the dragon, “a personification of mal-
ice, greed [and] destruction” (“Beowulf” 17). In political terms, evil
in The Lord of the Rings is identified as the will to absolute power;
in theological terms, as Pride, the chief of the Deadly Sins. In ac-
cordance with this more abstract, philosophical and theological con-
cept, evil is represented by a being of stronger metaphysical dimen-



104 DieTER PETZOLD, “I Desired Dragons”

stons. Still, Sauron, a spirit who can assume various shapes, bears a
dragon’s name. (The association with ‘dinosaur’, Greek for ‘terrible
lizard’, is of course intentional).

Sauron and his troops make use of animals like wolves or birds,
and the Ringwraiths ride creatures that suggest flying bats or ptero-
dactyls; but there are few real monsters in The Lord of the Rings.
Only two stick to the mind: the Balrog, a fire-monster that attacks
the Fellowship at the Bridge of Khazad-diim, and Shelob, the giant
spider who all but vanquishes Frodo and Sam at the Stairs of Cirith
Ungol. Both are as old as the hills, remnants of primeval times; both
live in dark underground passages. Both nourish a kind of elemental
malice towards all creatures, quite independently from Sauron and
the present struggle for power.

Balrog’s shape is kept vague: “Something was coming up behind
them. What it was could not be seen: it was like a great shadow, in the
middle of which was a dark form, of man-shape maybe, yet greater;
and a power and terror seemed to be in it and to go before it” (I,
428). Undoubtedly this vagueness is deliberate, for it increases the
terror: we fear most what we cannot see or comprehend. Shelob, too,
is not seen clearly, but the impression she leaves with the reader is
vivid nevertheless: through the very vagueness of her description,
and not least through the repeated mentioning of her stench, Tolkien
has managed to create a nightmare of revulsion. The fact that giant
spiders appear at the very beginning of Tolkien’s writing career, in
Roverandom and in The Silmarillion, and again in The Hobbit, in-
vites speculations that Tolkien may have suffered from arachnopho-
bia. This is possible, but does not concern us here. Many people hate
spiders, but few are able to create a Shelob. Tolkien’s giant spiders
may well have sprung from his unconscious; it may even be that she
appeals to the readers’ collective unconscious. In any case, she is also
explained rationally, at least to a certain extent:

There agelong she had dwelt, an evil thing in spider-
form, even such as once of old had lived in the Land
of the Elves in the West that is now under the Sea. [...]
How Shelob came there, flying from ruin, no tale tells,



Inklings-Jahrbuch 20 (2002) 10§

for out of the Dark Years few tales have come. But still
she was there, who was there before Sauron, and before
the first stone of Barad-diir; and she served none but her-
self, drinking the blood of Elves and Men, bloated and
grown fat with endless brooding on her feasts, weaving
webs of shadow; for all living things were her food, and
her vomit darkness. (II, 417£.)

What Tolkien stresses is the primeval nature of Shelob and her kind,
and her insatiable greed that spells death “for all living things”. She
can thus be seen as a metaphor of death — and, paradoxically, of life,
insofar as most living things feed by killing living organisms:

Little she knew of or cared for towers, or rings, or any-
thing devised by mind or hand, who only desired death
for all others, mind and body, and for herself a glut of
life, alone, swollen till the mountains could no longer
hold her up and the darkness could not contain her.
(IL, 418)

Shelob’s totally egoistic “glut of life” is a basic desire inherent in Na-
ture, reminding us of Tennyson’s memorable phrase, “Nature red in
tooth and claw” (In Memoriam 56 — Tennyson 321). In that sense,
she can also be seen as a symbol of mindless Nature that knows
neither morality nor justice. This is “the evil aspect of all life” that
Tolkien mentions in his Beowulf essay, “the undiscriminating cru-
elty of fortune that distinguishes not good or bad” (17).

In his Beowulf lecture, Tolkien identifies monsters as symbols
of “Chaos and Unreason” (21), the foes not only of men but of the
Gods as well. In Nordic mythology (as Tolkien sees it) it is the Mon-
sters, not the Gods, who win ultimately. In The Lord of the Rings,
too, neither the Balrog nor Shelob are utterly defeated (cf. II, 426).
The argument that Tolkien’s conscious idea of evil is thoroughly
Christian'® is certainly convincing; yet, when we look at Tolkien’s

10 Cf. Thomas Fornet-Ponce’s essay in this issue.
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treatment of beasts and monsters throughout his work, it is difficult
not to feel that Tolkien was at the same time deeply, if only partly
consciously, attracted to a much more pessimistic, almost an existen-
tialist, world view.

Works Cited

Briggs, Katharine. A Dictionary of Fairies. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976.

Carpenter, Humphrey. J. R. R. Tolkien: A Biography. London: Unwin Pa-
perbacks, 1978.

Goetsch, Paul. Monsters in English Literature: From the Romantic Age to
the First World War. Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2002.

Lewis, C. S. Surprised by Joy: The Shape of My Early Life. London: Collins-
Fontana, 1974.

Petzold, Dieter. “Tolkien als Kinderbuch-Autor” Inklings 8 (1990): 53-70.

Salisbury, Joyce E. The Beast Within: Animals in the Middle Ages. London:
Routledge, 1994.

Salter, David. Holy and Noble Beasts: Encounters with Animals in Medieval
Literature. Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2001.

Scull, Christina, and Wayne G. Hammond. “Introduction” Roverandom.
By J. R. R. Tolkien. Ed. Christina Scull and Wayne G. Hammond.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1998. ix—xxii.

Shippey, T. A. J. R. R. Tolkien: Author of the Century. London: Harper-
Collins, 2000.

Tennyson, Alfred Lord. “In Memoriam A.H.H.” Poems of Alfred Lord
Tennyson. London: Collins, 1968. 289—374.

Thomas, Keith. Man and the Natural World: Changing Attitudes in England
1500~1800. London: Allen Lane, 1983.

Tolkien, John Ronald Reuel. “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics” The
Monsters and the Critics and Other Essays. Ed. Christopher Tolkien.
London: George Allen & Unwin, 1983. 5—48.

—. Farmer Giles of Ham. London: Unwin Hyman, 1990.

—. The Father Christmas Letters. Ed. Baillie Tolkien. Paperback ed. Lon-
don: Unwin, 1990.

—. The Lord of the Rings. Part One: The Fellowship of the Rings. London:
Grafton-HarperCollins, 1991.

—. The Lord of the Rings. Part Two: The Two Towers. London: Grafton-
HarperCollins, 1991.



Inklings-Jahrbuch 20 (2002) 107

—. The Lord of the Rings. Part Three: The Return of the King. London:
Grafton-HarperCollins, 1991.

—. The Monsters and the Critics and Other Essays. Ed. Christopher Tolkien.
London: George Allen & Unwin, 1983.

—. Mr. Bliss. London: George Allen & Unwin, 1982.

—. “On Fairy-Stories” The Monsters and the Critics and Other Essays. Ed.
Christopher Tolkien. London: George Allen & Unwin, 1983. 109-161.

—. Roverandom. Ed. Christina Scull and Wayne G. Hammond. Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1998.



