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n fiction, fantasy is wildly
popular, known for its
deviation from reality. It is
meant to be almost inhuman.
However, by understanding
the culture behind an author,
we can understand fantasy
as very human through
elements in storytelling. We
can connect topics to classic
anthropological studies which
stress how mythology

is  built

among

34

cultures (Levi-Strauss 1978,
1995). What if this method
was posed to modern stories
through a direct evaluation
of the author? Through
deeper analysis one can
understand how the author
viewed their own culture. 1
will be exploring this topic
through concepts that appear
consistently through fantasy:
magic, linguistics,

and war using

the author

J.R.R.

Tolkien due to the amount of
information about his life, his
personal convictions, and the
notoriety of his works.
Magic is a common
component of fantasy that
can allow us to look at where
the author feels power comes
from. An example is Gandalf,
a well-known magical wizard.
For most people, that is the
extent of the understanding.
Yet, in the Silmarillion, it is
revealed that he is a Maiar,
a being like a Biblical angel.
In fact, both serve under one
God, in the Silmarillion being
Eru Iluvatar. This is important
because Tolkien was Catholic,
and religion was important
to him, causing his works
to become intertwined with
Catholic idealism. In The
Silmarillion, one of the
spirits that serve Eru,
Melkor, falls to evil due
to his desire to rule the
world. This is like Lucifer in
the Bible, who falls due to his
desire to be worshiped. As
Lucifer corrupts, so does the
analogy of Melkor. Lucifer fell
with other angels who became
demons. Similarly, Morgoth
leads other spirits to ruin who
become Sauron and the
Balrogs. Furthermore,

there are angels
who still follow
out the word

of God. This would be Gandalf. His
magic is not the innate power of a
person but instead power he draws
from Eru. (Tolkien, 1977). Power is
not derived from magic, but Judeo-
Christian dualism of good and evil.
Another component is
linguistics. ~ Fictional languages
create a sense of unfamiliarity.
Contrastingly, the linguistic rules
are human. Tolkien once described
one of his elven languages, Sindarin,
to have rules like Welsh, such as the
plurality rule, i-affection, where a
vowelchangestoemphasize plurality.
The Welsh word “gair” becomes
“geiriau” with the ai becomes an ei.
The same is in Sindarin where the
word for tree, “galadh”, becomes
“gelaidh” (Marjorie Burns, 2005).
Tolkien was a master linguist, as
Minnesota Public Radio reports,
knowing around thirty-five.
Languages live and change. Dialect
and pronunciation shift as time
passes. Tolkien knew many versions
of English and understood this,
allowing his created languages to
change as well, having complexities
like different dialects and evolution
into two different languages;
Sindarin and Quenya, that came
from temporal and spatial isolation
of groups of elves. This emulates the
actual changes in human linguistics.
These fantastical languages seem
unfamiliar, but the reason they work
as a believable language is because
of their similarity to the known.
Moreover, the intricacies
of war are a major part of fantasy.
The trope usually connects to direct
depictions of good versus evil,
leaving subtleties behind. Despite
direct meanings, there are great
complexities to battles that connect

to actual warfare. In a world where
magic and religion are confirmed to
be real, battles are still won by lives
lost. Leaders know this and devise
intricate strategies. One example
from Tolkien would be the Battle of
the Five Armies from The Hobbit.
Instead of two fronts charging
each other, there is detailed use of
subterfuge and topography to gain
an upper hand. Additionally, there’s
specifics when it comes to multiple
fronts. Two armies laid siege to the
Lonely Mountain while a third army
then tried to push past. Two fronts
gave the three armies allyship to
fight together. Then a final front
came to support the first three.
(Karen Wynn Fonstad, 1981). These
detailed war descriptions make it a
realistic battle from an experienced
source. The reason behind this
knowledge comes from Tolkien’s
experience in the trenches of World
War One, which gave him experience
in warfare. Additionally, England
was very involved with World War
Two, becoming very battle minded.
Though he did not fight, he worked
for the government, giving him
another personal experience with
war. Therefore, he continued to
project life experiences into his
books, allowing them to take on a
human attribute.

Thus, fantasy is non
fantastical in nature. Tolkien is just
one example. C.S. Lewis famously
used Aslan for an allegory to Jesus.
George R.R. Martin based Game of
Thrones on the Wars of the Roses.
Fantasy is just a lens to which an
author sees their own world. Fantasy
is not the creation of the unknown
but the projection of the known
through experiences.
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