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of the OED’s Defining Style on Tolkien’s

Fiction
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Abstract: This paper examines the connections between Tolkien's writing of fiction and his work as a
lexicographer on the Oxford English Dictionary. Some of Tolkien's most characleristic stylistic
flourishes show the influence of the distinctive, charming defining style of the first edition of the O.E.D.
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Tolkicn was, as this Centenary Conference acknowledges
through its breadth of papers and panel discussions, & man of
many pans — so many aml so varicd thal il §s somelimes
difficull 10 reconcile them in a theory of the evoltion of his
ficlion, His roles as son, hshapd, father, friensd, leacher, amd
schalor have been repeatedly scrutinized, though he himself
denhied the value of biographical crificism aml resented
inisusions jnto his private life. Perhaps he would not object
urengly 10 my study of his enly work as a lexicographes,
bevwever, since there is an objective relation belween the
produscts, whether scholarly or antistic, of a single mind.

It 5 known by minst informed readers that Tolkicen winrhed
=t a lexicoprapher on the Qxford English Metlonary, but little
has Been written about his experience there, Aside from
Humphrey Carpenler’s (necessarily) cumsory acoount, Peler
Cilliver lsas done interesting (and [ hope seminal) research on
the entries Tolkicn dmfted for the QED, idenlifying what he
wotked on and explaining how e worked.! T will acddsess
how the process of histerical lexicography ard of writing
entrics for the Guxford English Dictiorary may have affected
his writing of ficlion.

It wonld seem obviows Uiat on expericece which Tolkien
teseribed ns the most instruetive two years of his life should
bave had some perceptible impact on bis writing. Tolkien
aaid that in 119 to 1920, drafiing in W oen te QED under
the edilorship of Henry Bradley, he "leamed mage . . . than
in any other equal period™ of his life (Carpenter, 1977, p.
01}, IF & writer must, acconding to e okl dicwm, “write
what he knows”, and the compilation and content of the
Qaford Engiish Diciionery accounts for a significant part of

what Tolkien knew, then il follows thae, in some form of
otlser, Tolkien wrete alout te GEL,

[t would also seem obvious that the QELY, as the foremast
scholarly project amd most useful ool for resenrch on the
histary of English, would continue to figure heavily ameng
his interesls — a5 indeed it did. As 3 scholor of language and
litermuee. Tolkien would have consulted it frequently,
perhaps daily, He also mainiained connections with the 050D
project for many vears after leaving his position there as a
lexicographer; throughout the 1960s and 1970 he was
consulted by Robert Burchfield on material for the OFD
Supplements.? Moreover, beyond (hese points of conlact,
Tolkien admitted that Iis greal scholarly love was historical
lexicography, and at least once speculated on what his life
might lave been like had the woerk been mose remuncrative
andd he had Been able 1o continue in the occupation of
“harmiess deudge™? His playTul reference in Farmer Giles of
Ham to the £ definition of blunderbuss (which includes
the comment that ihis weapon iz “Now superseded in
civilized countries by other fire-arms'™) bespeaks a ford
interest, some thinty years afler his tenuse at the OED, at
least in the straightfaced humour of the dictionary’s defining
style.

Such casy access 1o the humour huried in the Oxford
English Dictionary is gained only through intimate contact;
much elose comsuliation of its entries, or even (an experience
I share with Professor Tolkien, much to my delighth drafting
eniries wiilin ils edilorial conventions, While editing my
ML, thesis on Tolkiens fiction, [ began also o work ns an
historical lexicogeapher on the fourth edition of the Shorter

" Peter Gilliver's paper, “At ibe Wordface: LRI Talkiens wark on the Oxford Snglich Dctionery” was pressnled at the Cenbenary

Conference in Oxfoed, 1992 and is published in this velume,

"Many Istlers exchanged hetween Tolkien and (he editos af the DED e particalar lexlcopraphical points are preserved in the alpetbamaTy

nthives at Qalosd University Press in Quford

Corversation with Priscilla Tolkicn, Oxford, April 1950 The designation of a laxicographer as a “harmless dmidge” originates in Samel

Iehnaons wry definition in his English dicticnary,
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Oxford English Brctionary — and from 1958 10 {94H0 1 lenmned
more than in any equal period n vy life. A large past of my
work was to compress or conflate the infarmaenion offered in
the OQED for incorporation  into my saanller-farmat
dictionary. To do s, | hasl to study the OED"s defining style
very closely. With such stady it quickly becomes clear that
the GED hos a choaracler, & persemality almest = o festwre
typically unknown and ceriainly unwelcome in o dictionary.
‘This character owes, in large par, 0 the sheer seale of the
project anid the room available for definition: writing, like
speech, betrays the authoe's character and contexl mose
clearly with every word. Tor thoss unfamilinr with the QEL,
1 suggest Anthony Burgess's approachs take it 1 bed with
you, Tike o “weighty misiress”™, Failing that, 1 direct youw te
the comprehensively, subtly, and clegantly defined entry for
the word language noun': it has five major sensas, each with
an averape of two iransfered or narcowed (subject specific)
conses, and a section for pitributive and coptbined uses, Alse,
the cntey proup for out is on exercise in grammatical
distinctions oo subile even for most writers and illustrates
this dictiorary's attempd al minule precision: it aCEeAniS for
ol as b pown, verl, wdjeetive, preposition, imerjection, and
combining form, Bven an idle perusal of the OED revenls
unexpected though compleiely charnsteristic binses: the first
edition of this monument 10 English finds space for elose and
beautiful definitions for arcane schalaly 1eems {prosody,
literary stylistics, grammar, theology, and philasophy are
particularly rewarding lields of seorch, yielling npharesis,
seneciloche, subjunctive, parousia, an telealopy), while
passing in complete silenee over 4 basic and absolutely
common word (fuck is the notable example) and dismissing
the humble manat as “soms kind af fish™, In these entrics,
gne imapgines the (ongues of e editors ("the Four Wise
Clerks of Oxenford” of whom Tolkien writes in Farmer Giles
af M) firmly in their cheeks, ns in the blunderbuss entry.
And so, after m year of more steeped in the altitedes,
conventions, and language of the OED, one evening 1 found
myselfl apain reading The Lovd of the Ringz {as cne 15 wonl 1o
do for solnce in this hand world). Wallowing in the high
morality of Sam’s sparing Gollum at the hase of Bloun
Doom, [ wos suddenly stouck by a shock of recognition:
“(ih, curse you, you stinking thing!™ he soid, “Go
away! Be offt 1 don't wust you, nat a3 far as 1 could
kick yous but be off . . 7
{Tolkien, 1983, p. 980)
wizg awayl™? “Be off!77 This, from the Sam Gamgee of
stoul furming stock, so fieroe, &0 rural, so determinedly snll-
af-the-garth? The Sam Gamgee wha told Bill Ferny he had
an ugly foce and then threw an apple ot i? Who fought trolls
and killesd Shelob for love of Mr. Froda? Who was described
by (e narrzior muonients before as inarticulate with “wraih
and the memory of evil”. Framed by the heatesd, colloguial
“you stinking thing™ and “nol as far s 1 coubd kick you",
“Go away! Be of 1 stands 0wl 28 formal = and eather
unlikely. Suddealy, ol the OED entries for expletives that
hiad ever crossed my desk Leapt o mind:
bugper verb, sense 2e, Codrse alang.
Wit off; go away, depart.

sod verb ), sense 2. slang.
With off: 1o go away, depart.
fruss verh, sense 4, absolete.
Tao take onesell off, be off, go away, depurt,
wap verh, sense 7. To po, depart, be off.
Maow collogqidal.
It was ¢lear that Sam, in the coded language of Tolkien's
dictionary, was 1ot only Cursing, hut swearing ai Gollum, as
well he might.

Thenee, | ranged furiher for evidence thar Telkicn's fiction
drew on his experientc specifically as 2 lexicographer o3
Jistinct from or @t least i addition 1o his medicval
scholarship. The old chestnuts, already commented on by
aller schelars, were theres in Farner Giles of Ham, the
reference to the OED enry for blunderbuss aml the pun o
prammar 2id glamuur, amd in The [obbii, the “Toww
philologica] jest” of naming (e dragon Smaug (Shippey,
1982, pp- 40-41; Tolkien, 1981, p. 31 Vet there is & broder
influence than these pointed jokes suggests an attitude towanl
the use of language and parrafive eonstruction thal
pervades Tolkien's wotk, from time Lo time breaching on the
sueface of wles like o whale showing part of its submerged
Ttk

wost obvicusly, Tolkien foregroumls the lextcograpler’s
copcern with the semantic pessibilitles of words and plerases.
In The Hobbi, Rilbos initial conversation with Clarulalf
shaws Bilba using the same phrase ad bath o greeting and o
Farewell; Gandalf calls amemtion to the differcnce, ol only aof
broad denotation {of basic meaning ) bt also of ok LT
{or sutale suggestion), belween Bilbo's uscs

sGaod moening!” said Bilbe, and he meant it The
sun was shining, and the grass was very green . -
=Wt o you mean?” | Gandalf] said. “Do you wish
me @ pood Moming, or mean that it is a good morming
whether T want it or not; or that you fecl good his
morming: or that il is a moming 1o he good an?™
= Al of them at anee,” said Blbo . - .
After Gandalf alarms the hobbit with talk eof adventare, Bilba
chunges his wanes
“aod morning!” he sid at lst. “WWe don't Wik
any advenlures here, thark you! You might iry over
The Hill or across The Water” [ty this he meant that
the conversatien was at an end.
“yWhat a lot of things you use Good marning for!”
said Gandalf. “Now you mean that you want (0 gel il
of me, und that it wen'L be good Ul [ move off.”
(Tolkien, 19759, pp. 15-16)
Fur poodd measure, Gandall then turms the noun phrase of
solutation imo u verb phease which emphasizes e secoml,
perempeory senss: "o think that 1 should live 1o be pownd
momninged by Delladonna Took's soa, a5 iF [ was selling
buttoms at the deort” (Tolklen, 1979, p. 17)
Also clearly to be seen in fhe Hobbir is o self-conscios
concern wilh styles of language, the effeet crented Dy
" panticular symiaclic SscLures, prammatical constiuctlions,
and @ restricted lexicon. This parallels the OED s practice of
jdemifying  typical  usages scconding  to geographical
necurrence, fogisier, o siyle. 1o The Hobkit Tolkien
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repentedly contrasts the verbal styles of the dwarves with
filbo"s, and even dislinguishes among the dwarves by verbal
siyle and regisier of language. Compare the high-flown
speech of Thorin:

“Gandnlf, dwarves and Mr. Baggins! We are met
topether in the house of our frisnd and fellow
eonspirntor, s most excellent and audacious huablit
L. We are ek toodisoesd our plans, GUF ways, means,
policy and devices. We shall scon before the break of
day start on oer long jowmey . . . L is a solemin
moment . .

This wnos Thorin's style, He was an imporiam
dwarl.

(Tolkien, 1979, pp. 26-27)
with the pragmatic, businesslike expression of Gloin:

*Yes, yes, bt that was bong ago . . o Twas talking
abaut you. And 1 assure you there is @ mark on this door
_ the usunl ane in the trade, or used 1o be, Burgler wants
a good job, plenty of Excitement and reasonabic Reward,
that's how it is usmally read. You can say Experd
Treanire-Hunter instead of Burgler if you like, Some of
lsems cdo. 15 all the same to us.”

(Tolkien, 1979, p. 28)

To chareterize the trolls, Telkien chooses a lexicon and
accenl which sct them very quickly in a tadition of literary
and dramatic villains. Woeds like bBlighter, blinking. and
bllmey place the trolls in their social hicrarchy by regisler,
and orthographie renditions of pronunciations * Bre, "o e
you?™, tyer”, et “tomorrer”, " ell”, amel *a-thinkin™) ploce
them by accenl. These are popularly perceived features of a
working-class London dinlect — stage cockney. T achicve
his narrative ends, Tolkien, is not above exploiting 2
langunge sterediype,

In "Riddles in the Dark™, Gollum is characierized
through grotesque physical deseription, but even more so
threugh his lanpuage, His sibilant “Preciousss” cchoes in
every reader’s memory, Perhaps the most telling of his
verbal peculinrities, however, i his use of ihe first person
plural (we, 1) to refer to himsell but the Uil person neuter
singalar (ff) 1o refer to Bilbo: it suppests Gollem's self-
absorption and thorough idemtification with his Ring, as well
as his objectifying of e Tobbit as a potential meal,

The narrater’s glossing of the speech of Dain's dwarves as
they approach the Mounlain ealls attention nel merely to the
dilference between their verbal style and the reader’s own
ardinary speech, but foregrounds heir cullisrn] characier ns it
ia expressed through that speech:

“We are seat from Dain son of Main” they said
wlen guestioned, “We are hastening lo our kinsmen in
the Meuntain, since we learn that the kingdom of old is
renewed. Bul wha are you that sit in the plain as foes
before defended walls?" This, of course, in the polile
and rather old-fashiened language of such occasions,
meant simply: “You have no business here. We are
poing on, so make way or we shall fight youl™
(Tolkien, 1979, p. 261)

Bilbo's speech contrasis with that of most el the other
charnclers throughout the novel. Two exchanges highlight his

style especially well. With Smaug, Bilbo engages in a verbal
dusl, gradually penetrating and adopting (as best he can) the
dragon’s style of language. This passage emonsirates na
anly the difference between Bilbo's usual speech and the
inflated sivie emploved by Smaug, but also the difficully
with which Bilbo sirupples toward the state of mind that
produces this style (Tolkien, 1979, pp. 212-213) In the
exchange of farewells between Bilbo and Balin, the verhal
styles of hobbits and dwarves are eontrnsied yet agnin, bul
{his time the contrast serves the funiher purpode of revealing
how Bilbo, having experienced and learned much, remains
essentinlly a hobhit in claracten:
“Good-hye and good luck, wherever you farel” said

Balin at last. “1f ever you visil us again, when our halls

are made fair once more, then the feast shall indecd be

splenslid!™

“If ever you are passing my way,” said [l

wdlon't wait to knock! Tea is at four; but any of you e

welcome at any time!™

{Tolkicn, 1979, p. 274)

In The Lard of the Rings, this concem with appropriate of
characterisiic verhal style manifests chiefly in Tolkizn's
stringent aveidance of the dual voice. He rarely allows the
narrator 1o lend his aeticulncy to a charncler n order o
capress that character’s eomplex thoughis. MNorwithstanding
that | have already used a part 1o show how Tolkien encoded
Sam's swearing, the passage in which Sam's soplisticated
elerstanding of Gollum contrasts &0 sharply with his
innbility to express his thoughis stands owl 2s Tolkien's most
faithlul expression of any of his eharaeters theough langirages

Sam's hamd wavered, His mind was hot with wrath
arad e memory of evil, It would be just to slny this
ireachesous, murderous creature, just aml many times
deserved: and also it scemed the only safe thing 1o do.
Bul deep in his heart there was something that
restrained Tim: he could nat strike this thing lying in
the dust, forlorn, ruinous, witerly wrelched. BHe hiamezlf,
though only for a litle while, hal boree te Ting, and
now dimly he guessed the agony of Gollum's shrivelled
mind and body, enslaved to that Ring, unable 1o find
peace of relief ever in life again, But Sam had no winds
to express what he felt.

“(h, curse you, you stinking 1hing!” he said. “Go
away! Beofil . . 7
{Tolkien, 1983, pp, %79-80)

Tolkien is at pains o show the differcnces belween he
lanpuages of the peoples of bMiddle-carth through repeated
references to their differing personal and place names. This
ic first seen in the names given 10 the swonds of Weslemmesse
found in the troll cave: what is Qrerist for elves is Goblin-
cleaver for men and Blier for gobling; what is Glamdring
foe elves is Foe=lmmmer for men and Bealer for pobline
{Tolkien, 1979, p. 59). This allention Lo providing the right
names of things in a particular fexicon carrics over inta The
Lord af the Rings and becomes, as so many of Teolkicn's
slylistie devices, more sophisticated, The names of people
and places are muliiplied by the number of socictics they are
known to. Even the names of gencric things are glossed in
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mnny bliddle-gard languages:

Thereupon the herbemaster entered, *Your bordship
asked for kingsfoll, as the rustics name it he said; “or
athelns in the poble fongue, of 1o those who know
somewhat of the Valinorenn . . "

I do so,” said Aragom, "wnd §eare not whether you
say now asta aranion or kingsloll, so long 25 you hnve
E-DI'I.'IE.H
(Tolkien, 1983, p. 8949)

This gently comical vignette expases the co-depencent sides
of the lexicographer's approach o language: the herh-master
is inbulging in pedantry of the most tiresome kind, while
Aragom is insisting on grounling words in relation o
exlernal realily.

Finally, there are parallels  between  the DED's
charnctetistic definilion swuctures and their underdying logic
and Tolkien's nareative stouctures {in terms of plat strugiuce
and deseriptive logic). This area of influence is perhaps Lthe
least easily pinpointed and defined, but 1he mosi pervasive.

The xford English Dictiorary seeks to define i W0 WaYE:
delineating distinctions between particular uses tidemified as
senses) while csiablishing conneclions  between  USCS
according 1o their semantic and grammatical development in
a2 histarical framewark. Apain, 1 dircet readers 1o the cury
for Inngunge nk,

Tolkicn's plot-sireeiuses ot their most complex show this
tension between the elarifying separation out of an event
fom i norrative context in osler o delineate its
charscteristics as un event, and the establishing of
connections belween events 1o illustrate the historical or
causal developments wlicl form the pareative pattesn of the
1exl In The Road 1o Middle-earh, T.A. Shippey identifies the
basic structurn] mode of The Loed of the Rings as
entrelucement, This designation is, perhaps, not perfect — as
Shippey states, this structural device s pre-novelistic (1952,
p. 1200 also, medieval and ewly miodern maodals of
entrelacement (such as Mallory's Morte Arthr and
Spenser’s Faerfe Queene) are disjointed, wrfolfilled, of
incomplete, so that the final relzon of oll the narrative
components is difficult o perceive; tieir plols are sometimes
maore labyrinthine than inteelacing, | supgest that 2 wseful
model for Tolkien's interlaced norrative struclute 38 Lhe
historien] dictionary entry: lines of development sepasste and
are followed, and then peraps converpge again, as in senses 1
and 2 of language n.k

An excellent example of the way in which Telkizn's plot-
structune anel development parallels the SED's chameteristie
sense-strecture i3 the plot line (hat centres on Pippin's thefl
of the Palomtir of Onhane. 1is action emerges from 3
complex set of evems, beginning with Bogomie's attempt 10
take the Ring from Frodo, which sends the hobbit into hiding
and Pippin and Merry out alone o scarch for him. The
younger  lhobbits are  caplured by ons and  brought
inadveriently 10 Fangorn Forest, where thay mouse Treebeand
t0 anack Saruman a2l lsenpard, Saruman is defeated and
Pippin is nearby 1o recover the palantir that is thrown from
e tower. [t aronses his inense curiosity so that he steals il
looks Lo it, and se1s in motion anollier chain of events with

far-reaching effects in the War of the Ring. Gnalalf tokes
Pippin into his own care, so that he is brought 1o Goendor
where he eventually saves the life of Faramin Memy is
irnnsfersed to the care of Argom, who takes him to Rohan
where he enters the service of Théoden, eventually following
him 10 the Dattle of the Pelennor Fields in which be helps
Eowyn destray the Lond of the Nazgdl. The palantir itsell is
given 1o Aragom, whose use ol it provokes Sauron to ignore
his own land and ateack Gomder, allowing Frodo to get to
Mount Doom where he Ring is destroyed. The straight linz
of causality or plot development is clear; the offshoats af
consection o other plotlines are also easily seen.

Yei (he passape dealing with (he event (the theft itsclf)
stands out with almost suereal elarity ngainst the events
sumrounding i, “The moment, separate from the cumulntive
events leading imo and eut of it ls defined as am
independent, coherent event by the elarity of o8 Lersc
nurmitive, purely descriptive excepl for Pippin's sebden
tnlking to himself:

A1 last he could stand it oo lenger. He got up and
Iooked round. 11 was chilly, and e wrapped his cloak
shout him. The meon was slining cold pnd white, down
i1 the dell, and the shadows of the bushes were black.
All about |3y sleeping shapes. The two gunrds were not
in view: they were up on the hill, perhaps, or hiddem in
the Bracken. Diven by some impailse that be did not
understand, Pippin walked sofily o where Gardall lay.
He looked down &t him . . -

Flardly breathing, Pippin crept neaser, foot by fodt.
At last he knelt down, Then he put his hands out
siealthily, and slowly lifted the lompup . . .

wyou idiotic fool!” Pippin muttered to himsell,
“You're geing o pet  yoursclf  inlo Frighitul
frouble . . "

{Tolkien, 1983, p. 614-3)

Tolkien illustrates through his interwoven plots that eausal
development is e hasis of history, In The Lord of the Rings
e close interdependence  of events, (he relentless
development of lines of causality, and the frequent use of
retrospective narration (notably by Gandall at Bag End and
by all speakers 21 the Couwneil of Elrond) blurs the beginnings
and ends of the various stories w1d in the novel; the
miovement or process of history is the thing most clearly
cammunicated, In the GED the logie of the erries, including
the etymelogies (which may tace a word from its earliest
postulated origing in the mists of pnrecorded time) amd
combinations or collocations (which represent the marriage
af ene word with anolher to produce a new lexical entity),
demonitrates the ceaseless precess of o word's development.
The parallels ore clear; Tolkicn's own peactice 35 2
Iexicographer and a writer of fiction provides the connection.

Henry James wrole that plot construction in the writing of o
wovel is like arbitrarily drawing a line arowul 3 body of
pvents and showing that the things inside e line e
connected to one another though not (o anylhing outside, The
General Introduction 1o the (ED states that words and senses
are “linked on every side™ with alher words and senses, and
that “the cirele of English has a well-defined centre bul no
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discernilile circumference. Yel practical wtility has same
boumds, amd o diclionary has  definite limits:  the
lexicographer must, like he anturalist, ‘draw the line”
somewhere.” Tolkien, as a novelist elosely attuned 1o
historical lexicopraphy, drew his line areund tales plucked

Helerences

out of his "eompendious history™ of Mikdle-carth amd drew
the threads inlo tight connection belween those 1ales,
producing perhaps the most truly “historieal” novel ever
writiem,
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