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Ve have, gentlemen, a new sacred cow in our midst . 
Worse, it is of the proliferating kind, leaving in its 
wake a spoor of useless pseudo-scholarship and fanciful 
question-begging. Understand, the cow itself is inno
cent; it's what's being done to the poor beast that's 
fooliah and, more important, damaging to the creature. 

A while back, I bad~ : asion to read a longish piece 
b7 J.R.R. Tolkien. It consists, as you know, of four 
volumes: the first b7 intent a children's book, the 
~ucceeding three foraing a massive trilogy for adults 
who happily reaain part child. I remember enjoying all 
or this, and a couple of my friends whose Judgment means 
aoaetbing to ae have auggested that ~ -Hobbit and~ 
~ ,21~ Ringa ma7 indeed survive us--and, I might 
add, the idle worship to which the7 have so unkindly 
been aubmitted in the past couple of years b7 a non
critical clutch of se1r-st7led ent hu siasts intent on 
aaking more out of it than it is because the y have fo r • 
gotten the beauty or simplicity and the elegance of un~ 
rorce4 verisa1ail1tude. 

•ow, talking a~out goo4 books is a fine thing, and 
aubJect1ng the• to whatever critical faculty one may have 
is the essence or appreciation; it is also healthy for 



62 
the critic and Y1tal to literature. It ia ia•ee4 oae ot 
the happier aspects ot r ea4ing, oRe ot tlle Uaenaioaa o~ 
interest which non- r eaders aeYer realize the7 -are aiaaiag 

But that i s no t vhat is happening. !'he shock ot a 
piece of writing dec ently conceived and f'1lll7 earrte4 
out has c aused r eaders ot fantaa7 and scteace ttction, 
a notably uncritical lot , t o c lai.Jll a children's art 
fairy tale and an allegorical r oaance a s tantasy, their 
fantasy; this because , reading ao uncr i tical~y in the 
field they have aeYer , or rar el7 , exper i enced auch 
through-writing before. And, having s t aked out such a 
false claim on what really isn't t heir s , the7 ' ve atart
ed clubs a nd published amateur ma gazines an4 uaed one ot 
Tolkien' s place-names tor their hoaeland in a o•nye.ntion 
bid . Only recently, I was shown a t hor oughly apurioua 
and biologically unsound article trying to explain the 
physiology and biochemistry of one ~f Tolkien' • r aoea. 
In simp le fact, these people do this because t hey cu
Rot t a ke the marve~-ous at face value. They aua t ex
pla i n the gross because they are unwilling to probe t he 
d isc reet . 

These peop le a re a kind ot literary spoiler, cult
ist s like a l l t an-at ic s, a ttending to precisel7 the 
wr ong elements on a ll accounts, misaing all points an.4 
s eeing fancy always an4 s ense never. It Tolkien liYea, 
he will live in sp ite of these protestations ot adair
ation which a r e merely t he k i D4a of i dentification vhich 
are necessary to the i11JD&t ure mind. 

In descending order of qua lity fr om ~ Hobbit through 
~Return~~ King. Tolkien '• s toriea ot the Ri a g 
were superlative, tull of enchant ment, taacina tioa, and 
excitement, often profound , but als o quite often Yer y 
bad indeed. I loved reading thea . Por Ood'• aake, it 
you did too, lay ctf. Idle minds , idle voraht p. 

Arthur of Albion by Richard Barber; London, Barr ie• 
Rockliff, 19,h; 212 pagea; $Jt..20. 

Several year• a~o, atialllate4 by T.B. White'• .D!. 
Once and Puture !!J!&, I started to dig into Arthurian 
romances. Being ver7 naive in thia fiel4, I full7 ex• 
pected to find Juat a tev books on the aubJect, an4 t~t 
I vould eaa117 t1n4 ay va7 through the literature. ht 
tt vaa not long before I foUD4 that the literatu~e ot 
the Arth.irtan roaaacea, the aattere !!, Bretape as it ta 
kaoYD, ta yery complex, difficult, ad aot _Yithout for
a14a'ble acho-~arl7 interest. hrtheraore, the at1147 of 
Arthuriana ta very old, dating -aok easily 100 7ear•, 
ad a&D.7 of the earl.J' book• and te.xt• 1a the fiel.4 ha4 
aever been reprinted. •evertheleaa, I Jaave aanage4 to 
p,,.t together a •u'bataatial ll-rar7 con•1at1q of the 
ola••lo work• in the t1el4, 'both text .. 1 ad oritioal. 
Lite wo•l4 haTe 'beea auc~ ead.er for ae if I lla4 had 
Arthur at .A.11p1on baok la the 'begS.uiq et Q' S.nnattga-
tloa•· 



Ba r ber ' s book i s no t p rimarily written for the schol
a r; rat her it h a s been written for those people who are 
f ascinated b 7 Arthurian romance, but have l ittle back
grou nd to apprecia te t h e more esoteric aspects of this 
study . Severtheless, it is not a book which can be red 
at leisure, for Barber knows hie subject we ll and in th 
200 pages of the book he attempts to cover the field in 
some d etail. Since Arthurian romances exist in English, 
Prench, Welsh, Irish, Latin, Greek, Itali~l, Spanish, 
Portuguese, German, Dutch, Scandinavian, Tagalog and 
He brew, a survey of the entir literature would have 
necessitated a much longer book. Barber ha wisely lim
i ted most of his discussion to those works in the Engllab 
language. 

Starting with the question of the existence of Arthur, 
h e continues through a discussion of the chronicles, ro
mances, and poems, and finally ends up with a discus sion 
of Arthur as he appeared in the more modern works of 
Te nnyson , Masefield, Charles Williams, and White. Th re 
are s everal maps shoving the alleged conquests of Arthur 
i n some of the chronicles, and also a number of charts 
showin g gen eaologiee and the like. Several appendicc o 
add to the usefulness of this work including a smaJ but 
ve ry choice b ibliography (annotated), a chronolor.ic 1 
l i s t of English Arthur ian literature, and aom n0tes. 

Among the man Y' mys ter ies of Arthurian rom nceo .rhich 
Ba rber d iscu sses i s t he carving on the north doorvay, or 
"Porta della Pescberia," of Modena Cath edr 1- I ' v~ 
hear d about this piece of a rt work , but was nc•rcr c r 
of i t s s i gn ificanc e . Barber make s it very cl ar. ~hio 
semicirc ula r fri e ze , which 1 s s bovn in th e on l y plate of 
the book, t he f rontispiece , rep re sents what ie ge nerally 
agreed to b e a n ep i sode from Arthur i an romance. A ens ~ 
tle is s h own b es i eged by Arthur, Gav a i n 1 Kay , a nd oth r 
knight s; the defenders inc l ud e Car ado c \Carrodo) a nd 
Mardoc, As Barbe r p o int s out , " •.. t here i s nothing re 
markable in the c a rvin g; a not unfamil iar Arthu r ian 
scene, albeit fa r afield, But when i t comes t o the da t e 
ot the vork , muc h ha s to be explained . For a l though ar t 
historians cannot give prec ise date s on t h e basis of 
style alone, it ia generally a gr e e d that this s cu l pt ure 
vaa executed between 1100 and 1120, befo r e any Arthurian 
roaances Jl1_ .!.!!Z .!2tl other !!!.!!!, lli f r apenta in ~ 
had~ written dovn-:-r-Tita l ica are Bar ber•sT 

David Jones, vho vrote the torevord to thia book , re
lates the following: "A trien4 ot mine, finding her child 
1a iear• and auppoaing bu to be uwell, 4iacovered tbat 
hla gr1et ••• oocaaioaed by the reading ot a oblld'a 
Po»Ular veraloa ot what la oalle4 la llalor7, 'tbe moate 
»7teota tale ot the llorte Arth11r S.unz Gver4011. ' Por 
\Illa 011114, at leaat, the apell atlll hol4aJ all4 the7 
••7 that chll4re11 caa rather aen." fte apell aleo bol4a 
tor ae. 9-ia -ook la Upl7 reoOllllede4 to all who love 
taataa7, to all Ylao love~-•· ¥:bite, allll to all vbo U.la 
UterU7 passlea. --Ylotor la Pater 
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