J.R.R. Tolkien:
Inventing a World

The following tribute to J.R.R. Tolkien, author of The Lord of the Rings
trilogy, appeared in Time on September 17, 1973.


Knowing that an Imaginary world must be realistically equipped down to the
last whisker of the last monster, John Ronald Reuel Tolkien (1892-1973) put
close to 20 years into the creation of the three volumes of The Lord of the
Rings and its predecessor, The Hobbit (1938). An Oxford professor of Old and
Middle English, Tolkien equipped readers with 1,657 pages of appendixes,
indexes and impeccable notes on all the languages, including Elvish and
Sindarin, spoken on Middle-earth, the land where the story takes place.
Beginning in 1954, when the trilogy came out, Tolkien saw his readership
spread from a handful of British fans to hundreds of thousands of U.S.
students who made Frodo Baggins a national figure.
But who, exactly, is Frodo Baggins? The hero of one of the great fairy-tale
quests in modern literature, Frodo is a Hobbit, three feet or so tall. The
ring that has been entrusted to him is magic and dangerous. It renders the
good who wear it invisible-and it provides the power to dominate the world
to any evil personage who may possess it. The only hope for peace lies with
poor Frodo. Accompanied by a band of eight loyal companions, he sets out to
destroy the ring.
        In the 1950s, critics claimed that fumbling, heroic Frodo was the West,
while his foe, the evil Sauron, was Joseph Stalin. Tolkien took all this
stoically. But he did point out that, in a world of poverty, injustice and
death, fairy tales correspond to the age-old desire for the “consolation of
the happy ending.” Tolkien even coined a word, Eucatastrophe, for this happy
quality. Eucatastrophe, said Tolkien, gives the reader “a catch of breath, a
beat and lifting of the heart, a piercing glimpse of joy and heart’s
desire.”

















