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Reading Tolkien, Tolkien’s Reading 

 
Course Description: 
This is a course on medieval literature and medievalism. The centrepiece is J.R.R. Tolkien's 
monumental fantasy, The Lord of the Rings. We will explore some of the medieval literature which was 
Tolkien's professional concern and his source of inspiration. We will read examples of the medieval 
Finnish, Old English, Old Norse, and Welsh literature that underpins both Tolkien's fiction and his most 
famous critical interventions ("On Fairy Stories" and "Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics"). We will 
compare Tolkien's methods with the work of two contemporary fantasy writers, Guy Gavriel Kay and 
Neil Gaiman. Kay's Last Light of the Sun depends on a meticulous reading of sagas and other medieval 
texts, though the world he creates is an alternate reality, while Gaiman's American Gods brings the 
Norse gods (along with other mythic creatures) into a recognizable American context. 

Kay and Gaiman are both readers of Tolkien, and the intertexuality of modern fantasy literature will be 
part of our discussion, as we try to sort through the influence of Tolkien's medievalizing fantasy. We 
will explore the role of posthumous publication and co-writing in the magnification of Tolkien's oeuvre: 
many of the works from the underlying mythos of Middle-earth (for example, The Silmarillion and, 
more recently, The Children of Hurin) were published as a result of the editorial and creative 
interventions of Tolkien's son Christopher. The meticulous (re)creation of Tolkien's world in Peter 
Jackson's films of The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit is another kind of co-writing, one that shows 
the accretive response to Tolkien's work, as Jackson brings to the screen a vision of Middle-earth that 
is mediated through the design visions of Tolkien artists Alan Lee and John Howe. And the vast world 
of fantasy-inspired gaming represents yet another kind of collaborative authorship, as every dungeon-
master, whether table-top or RPG scripter, develops characters and plots first derived from Tolkien's 
work. 

Required Texts: 

 Beowulf (in facing-page translation); 
 The Sagas of the Icelanders; 
 The Mabinogion; 
 Neil Gaiman, American Gods; 
 Guy Gavriel Kay, The Last Light of the Sun; 
 J. R. R. Tolkien, The Hobbit, The Lord of the Rings, The Silmarillion, The Children of Hurin; 
 Peter Jackson, The Lord of the Rings trilogy, in the extended edition; 
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 and a course pack (actually, online versions) of texts including selections of Middle Welsh 
poetry, Old English poetry, The Kalevala, The Volsung Saga. 

Additional Tolkien material will include "On Fairy Stories" and "Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics," 
and excerpts from Tolkien's letters. 

 

 


