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1

Introduction

His ‘private and beloved nonsense’: The Silmarillion and
the ‘Silmarillion’

Contemporary critics of Tolkien’s best-known work either loved or hated
The Lord of the Rings (1954-5). Both glorious eulogies and strongly worded
dismissive comments were written about the three volumes that make up
the work during the first few years after their staggered publication. Tolkien
recognized this when he wrote:

The Lord of the Rings

Is one of those things:

If you like it you do:

If you don't, then you boo!

(quoted in Biography: 223)

Although this little rhyme seems like a very light-hearted and humorous
comment on the popularity or infamy of The Lord of the Rings, it should be
remembered that Tolkien was by this time a mature, successful writer. In
contrast the younger Tolkien had taken criticism of the ‘Silmarillion’ - his
unfinished personal mythology that pre-dated and informed the historical
backgrounds of both The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit — far more seri-
ously. As an insecure venturer into the publishing industry, he first submit-
ted the ‘Silmarillion’ to Allen and Unwin for publication in 1937. Even
though Tolkien half-expected that the manuscript would be rejected, he felt
relieved that it had not been ‘rejected with scorn’. He wrote to his publishers:
‘I have suffered a sense of fear and bereavement, quite ridiculous, since I let
this private and beloved nonsense out; and I think if it had seemed to you
to be nonsense I should have felt really crushed’ (Letters: 26). Although these
two statements were made in different phases of Tolkien’s life, the difference
they betray in his attitude towards criticism of his two main works also
underline their personal significance for the author.

1



2 Tolkien, Race and Cultural History

Most Tolkien fans would identify Tolkien’s mythology with The Silmarillion,
published four years after the author’s death. Somewhat unusually, the unfin-
ished manuscript for The Silmarillion was edited and ‘re-constructed’ by
Tolkien’s son Christopher before its publication in 1977. However, the pub-
lication of this book was only the beginning of a phenomenon in twentieth-
century literature. The Silmarillion was followed by the publication of
thirteen volumes of Tolkien’s other writings never finished or prepared for
publication in his lifetime. The twelve volumes of The History of Middle-earth
(1983-96) together with the volume Unfinished Tales of Niimenor and Middle-
earth {(1980) gradually unveiled the immense depth of Tolkien’s ‘private and
beloved nonsense’ and represent the vision of his mythology during a span
of sixty years. During his lifetime Tolkien often referred to this vast personal
mythology as the ‘Silmarillion’ or legendarium.

Perhaps it would be easier to tell the story from the beginning. Tolkien
had started working on his legendarium nearly forty years before the publi-
cation of The Lord of the Rings. During that forty-year period he had failed
twice to convince potential publishers that the ‘Silmarillion’ was worth pub-
lishing. But the great success of The Lord of the Rings changed everything: at
last, his mythology had a chance of appearing in print. On many occasions
during the last years of his life Tolkien referred to the ‘Silmarillion’ in both
letters and interviews. He indicated that he was busy revising the ‘prequel’
to The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings for publication. Large numbers of fans
waited with great expectation for this book, hoping that it would provide
the background mythology to the much-loved Hobbit and Lord of the Rings.
Although he continued to work on it throughout his life, Tolkien never saw
his mythologies in print. The Silmarillion was finally published in 1977 after
Tolkien’s son and literary executor, Christopher, had undertaken the task of
editing and preparing the work for publication. The book was presented as
a coherent, finished narrative with no evidence of Christopher’s interven-
tion, except for his brief ‘Foreword’.

However, the unfinished nature of Tolkien’s mythology at the time of his
death did raise some difficulties. To begin with there was no complete, sin-
gle text that narrated all the myths and legends in a clearly structured and
coherent way. The last version of the ‘Silmarillion’ that Tolkien left was
missing its final chapters. Versions of the complete narrative had been writ-
ten more than forty years earlier, but many elements of the mythology had
changed in the intervening period. Consequently there were many different
versions of the same story all from different times of Tolkien's life, with vari-
ations of names, plot elements and characters. The story of Beren and

Lathien serves as a good example: it is briefly mentioned in The Lord of the
Rings (FR: 193-4), was first written in 1917 and exists in at least another
eight versions, the latest written in the early 1950s. The illusion of a coher-
ent and self-contained narrative in the published Silmarillion (1977) was
achieved by cutting and pasting from a great wealth of material, along with
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an imposed ‘regularisation’ of names and storylines. But this was soon to
change.

In 1980 Christopher Tolkien published another volume of his father’s
writings related to The Silmarillion. In Unfinished Tales of Ntimenor and
Middle-earth (1980) — which contained mainly pieces of the legendarium that -
Tolkien had written in his last years — Christopher undertook the role of edi-
tor. He provided commentaries and notes on the numerous fragments and
‘unfinished tales’ contained in the book, without intervening in the texts
themselves. Unfinished Tales of Niimenor and Middle-earth raised doubts in the
minds of some critics, making them question how much of The Silmarillion
was Tolkien’s own work and how much had been written afterwards by his
son.! In order to answer these concerns, Christopher Tolkien embarked on
the immense task of editing and publishing the whole corpus of fragments,
unfinished stories, revisions and earlier versions of the Middle-earth saga.
Clearly he also felt that study of the development of his father’s invented
world and mythology was valuable in its own right (see Lost Tales 1: 1-11),
In the space of thirteen years the bulk of Tolkien’s unpublished mythology
appeared in print in twelve volumes under the general title The History of
Middle-earth (1983-96). Mostly chronological, this monumental publication
does not attempt to ‘regularize’ or homogenize Tolkien's writings, but rather
celebrates the variations in style, nomenclature, plots, characters and ideas.

The History of Middle-earth series seems like a daunting task for the reader
to face, but it becomes more accessible once it is structured into smaller
units. The twelve volumes can be divided in three parts: Part 1: volumes I-V,
Part 2: volumes VI-IX, and Part 3: volumes X—XII.

The first five volumes largely represent Tolkien’s mythology before the writ-
ing and publication of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings. The first and sec-
ond volumes (1983-4) present The Book of Lost Tales written in the 1910s and
1920s; they include many of Tolkien’s early poems, written before and during
the Lost Tales. One of the main differences between the Lost Tales and the pub-
lished Silmarillion is in the presentation of the mythology through a ‘frame-
work’: the character of Eriol (later called Z£lfwine) is a traveller who hears the
stories of the Elves and narrates them for mankind. The third volume, The Lays
of Beleriand (1985), includes two long poems on the story of Tarin along with
that of Béren and Luthien, all written during 1921-32. These poemis represent
a period in Tolkien’s creative expression of his mythology when he turned
from prose to verse. But writing in verse proved to be temporary: both poems
were left unfinished. The fourth volume, The Shaping of Middle-earth (1986),
contains the Sketch of the Mythology, which is a prose synopsis of his mythol-
ogy written in 1926. In this short piece, Tolkien tries to ‘explain’ how his vision
of the long poem on the story of Tirin fitted within the whole legendarium.
Tolkien then returns to prose for good in Quenta Noldorinwa, which also repre-
sents his next attempt to record his mythology. The Sketch of the Mythology
and the Quenta Noldorinwa are the only complete accounts of the legendarium,
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covering the whole of the First Age of Middle-earth from the arrival of the
Valar in Arda to the overthrow of Morgoth. At that stage of the mythology’s
evolution, no Second or Third Ages had yet been conceived. The matter of
Niamenor along with the setting of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings had yet
to be invented. The fifth volume, The Lost Road and Other Writings (1987),
introduces the story of Namenor into the mythology. Written around 1936-7,
it contains the first version of the legend of Niimenor, The Fall of Niimenor, and
Tolkien’s first abortive time-travel story, entitled The Lost Road. Closely associ-
ated with the Niimenérean material, The Lost Road involved a series of fathers
and sons re-living northern European myths and legends through dreams,
concluding with the fall of Numenor from Tolkien’s own mythology. Finally,
the volume contains Tolkien’s fourth attempt to record his mythology: the
unfinished Quenta Silmarillion, written between the mid-1930s and 1938.

By 1937, Tolkien’s story The Hobbit, originally created to amuse his chil-
dren and initially totally independent from Middle-earth, was published.
After its success his publishers asked for a ‘sequel’. Instead, Tolkien offered
them his ‘private and beloved nonsense’: the incomplete Quenta Silmarillion
and a few other texts. The work was rejected, but Tolkien was still very much
encouraged to write another story about hobbits. He started writing it reluc-
tantly in the beginning, but soon realized that the story was growing into
something different than a mere children’s story, The next four volumes
(VI-IX) of the History of Middle-earth record step by step how Tolkien created
The Lord of the Rings, following his creative path from manuscript to manu-
script during the period 1937-50, including rejected versions and revisions
(The Return of the Shadow, published in 1988, The Treason of Isengard, 1989,
The War of the Ring, 1990, and Sauron Defeated, 1992). During this time he
stopped working on his mythology and devoted all his time to the ‘New
Hobbit’ his publishers had requested. The Notion Club Papers, written
between December 1945 and August 1946, represents the only period dur-
ing which he deviated from his task. Tolkien wrote The Notion Club Papers as
a time-travel story; it is included as the second pait of the ninth volume of
The History of Middle-earth entitled Sauron Defeated. Similar in theme to The
Lost Road, this story was also left unfinished. In The Notion Club Papers the
dreamers travelling to the past are Oxford dons belonging to a literary group
called the ‘Notion Club’, similar to the Inklings group that C.S. Lewis and
Tolkien belonged to. In this work the dreamers travel back in time, mainly
to places from Tolkien’s own mythology like Nimenor and Valinor. The
Notion Club Papers was not just. another attempt to write a time-travel story,
but also a narrative experiment to find a ‘framework’ for presenting his
" whole mythology. Instead of using a ‘mediator’, like Eriol/Z£lfwine in The
Book of Lost Tales, Tolkien seems to have considered time travelling as a way
of ‘introducing’ his legendarium to readers.

After the great success of The Lord of the Rings, the publication of The
Silmarillion was finally a possibility. The Appendices of the former had wet



