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Tolkien’s Bookshelf
Tolkien’s Bookshelf is a collection of books that inspired the 

imagination of Professor J.R.R. Tolkien, author of The Hobbit and 
The Lord of the Rings. The first ten titles are here presented as a 
matching set.

All our titles have informed the professor’s writings in one way or 
another. In most cases the man himself has revealed their influence 
in his essays or interviews; in others, his biographers and researchers 
have uncovered the evidence. Some were widely obtainable and 
popular in his literary circles, so that he certainly knew of them and 
there is little doubt he read them. 

Tolkien’s own drawings adorn the pages of The Hobbit and it is 
easy to imagine him as a boy, long before the invention of television, 
poring for hours over the images in his favourite volumes - images 
that helped shape his creation of Middle Earth. 

Where possible we have selected illustrated editions available 
in his lifetime. Both texts and pictures have been reproduced, and 
most of our books are copies of the editions the professor held in 
his own hands.

Like the celebrated nineteenth century English textile designer, 
artist and writer William Morris, we at Tolkien’s Bookshelf reject the 
notion that illustrated materials are unsuitable for adults. To Morris, 
who was one of Tolkien’s favourite authors, illustrated books for 
adults presented an opportunity to integrate literature with design 
and art. In essence, a book is itself an artistic creation. Tolkien’s 
Bookshelf celebrates this by embellishing our ‘Illustrated’ series with 
the original plates (whole page illustrations printed separately from 
the text), cuts (illustrations printed within the text), borders, fonts, 
miniatures, and ornamental capital letters, in addition to our own 
‘endpapers’ and bookplates.

Each Tolkien’s Bookshelf classic opens with an introduction 
by fantasy author Cecilia Dart-Thornton, about whose acclaimed 
Bitterbynde Trilogy Grand Master of Science Fiction Andre Norton 
wrote: ‘Not since Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings fell into my hands 
have I been so impressed by a beautifully spun fantasy.’ 

Literary scholars have studied the texts in the Tolkien’s Bookshelf 
collection, finding threads and motifs linking them to the professor’s 
famous works. On reading them you will be awakened to that vast 
library of myth, magic, legend and fantasy whose legacy inspired the 
great English writer, poet and philologist, J.R.R. Tolkien.
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INTRODUCTION 

BY CECILIA DART THORNTON

The Dragon Ouroboros was first published in 1922 under the 
title The Worm Ouroboros. J.R.R. Tolkien, who was thirty at 
the time of publication, read the story and praised it in print, 
writing in a letter that he enjoyed Eddison’s books ‘for their 
sheer literary merit’. Eddison, he stated, was ‘the greatest and 
most convincing writer of “invented worlds”’ he had ever read. 

Tolkien’s close friend and confidante C.S. Lewis was also an 
admirer, opining that ‘no writer can be said to remind us of 
Eddison’. 

The Ouroboros or Uroborus is an ancient symbol depict-
ing a serpent or dragon eating its own tail. Following its initial 
emergence in Ancient Egypt it has remained, for centuries, a 
significant symbol in the religions and myths of many cultures.

Ouroboros has a brother serpent - Jörmungandr of Norse 
mythology, also known as the Midgard Serpent or World Serpent. 
According to the Prose Edda, the god Odin tossed Jörmun-
gandr into the great ocean that encircles Midgard. The serpent 
grew so large that he was able to surround the earth and grasp 
his own tail.  When he lets go, the world will end. The chief 
sources for myths about Jörmungandr are The Prose Edda, the 
skaldic poem Húsdrápa, and the Eddic poems Hymiskviða and 
Völuspá (the latter being published in The Poetic Edda as part 
of the Tolkien’s Bookshelf series.)

As mentioned above The Dragon Ouroboros was originally 
published as The Worm Ouroboros. In Old English, the word 
‘worm’ could mean a serpent (snake) or dragon. In English 
literature, dragons were historically referred to as ‘worms’ or 
‘serpents’. Dragons were often synonymous with the serpent in 
the Garden of Eden, or the devil. In the New Testament, the 
Book of Revelation makes use of ‘serpent’ several times to iden-
tify Satan: ‘The great dragon was hurled down - that ancient 
serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole world 
astray’. 
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George, patron saint of many countries including England, is 
renowned for having slain a dragon, an allegory for the triumph 
of good over evil. 

The symbol of a serpent or snake played important roles in 
religious and cultural life of ancient Egypt, Canaan, Mesopo-
tamia, and Greece. For these cultures, however, the serpent 
was a  symbol of fertility, life, and healing as well as symbol of 
evil power and chaos from the underworld. (Olson, Dennis T. 
(1996). Numbers. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press. pp. 
135–8.)

The title of Eddison’s story would seem to suggest that it is 
about knights on some chivalric quest to slay a dragon. This is 
not so. Ouroboros only enters the story as a symbol, now and 
again, as in the following extract referring to a ring on a king’s 
hand: ‘Rightfully, having such a timeless life, this King weareth 
on his thumb that worm Ouroboros which doctors have from of 
old made for an ensample of eternity, whereof the end is ever 
at the beginning and the beginning at the end for ever more.”

Furthermore, like the Ouroboros, Eddison’s story closes with 
the same scenario with which the action begins. “’Lord, it is an 
Ambassador from Witchland and his train. He craveth present 
audience.’”

The first edition of Ouroboros is prefaced by the famous 
poem Thomas the Rhymer. It has always been one of my favou-
rites, and has inspired my own work as well as that of a myriad 
other writers. Eddison did not include, in this version, the verse 
which  I always find most striking - the one describing the three 
roads from which mankind can choose. The Fairy Queen says 
to Thomas,

‘O see not ye yon narrow road,
	 So thick beset with thorns and briers?
	 That is the path of righteousness,
	 Though after it but few enquires.
	 ‘And see not ye that broad, broad road,
	 That lies across yon lily leven?
	 That is the path of wickedness,
	 Though some call it the road to heaven.
 ‘And see not ye that bonny road,



	 THE DRAGON OUROBOROS� xiii

	 Which winds about the ferny brae?
	 That is the road to fair Elfland,
	 Where you and I this night must go.

The high road, the low road and the middle road - one might 
suppose that the road to Elfland is the road to Middle Earth. 

Ouroboros is a strange story; for example, it opens in a pic-
turesque house in the the Lake District, England, during the 
early 20th century. A gentleman by the name of Lessingham 
seems to be the protagonist. He, however, simply fades inex-
plicably from the narrative early in Chapter Two, and we hear 
nothing more of him, or of the planet Earth, for that matter.

Though strange, the tale is written with skill and flair. For me, 
nonetheless, Eddison’s amazing, mood-conjuring descriptions of 
his fantasy world (called ‘Mercury’) were somewhat marred by 
the crude names of his characters - for example Lords Spitfire, 
Gaslark and Gro. n reading the story for the first time I deemed 
these names disconcertingly ad hoc. Later research showed me 
I was not alone in my opinion. Tolkien also “thought [Eddi-
son’s] nomenclature slipshod and often inept”. Tolkien’s names 
for people and places, by comparison, spring from fully blown, 
invented languages.

The contrast between Eddison’s names and literary talent was 
explained by researcher Paul Edmund Thomas, who discovered 
that Eddison started imagining the stories which would turn 
into The Worm Ouroboros at a very early age.

‘Many people (including J.R.R. Tolkien) have wondered at 
and criticized Eddison’s curious names for his characters (e.g. 
La Fireez, Fax Fay Faz), places and nations. According to 
Thomas, the answer appears to be that these names originated 
in the mind of a young boy, and Eddison could not, or would 
not, change them thirty years later when he wrote the stories 
down.’ (Wikipedia)

This is a very long, lavish story and much of the imagery is 
captivating, but I could not sympathise with any of Eddison’s 
characters and found - again - that I was not entirely alone in 
this, either. Tolkien, too, “disliked his characters (always except-
ing the Lord Gro)”.
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Tolkien began to write The Lord of the Rings in December 
1937, fifteen years after Ouroboros appeared. Critics often com-
pare Eddison’s heroic high fantasy novel with The Lord of the 
Rings. The latter, however, is written mostly in modern English, 
while Eddison wrote the greater part of Ouroboros in sixteenth-
century English. (Wikipedia) 

Ryan Harvey, in Where Head and Tail Meet: E. R. Eddi-
son’s The Worm Ouroboros explains that Eddison employed his 
experience translating Norse sagas and reading medieval and 
Renaissance poetry, which was, at that time, an almost unique 
approach among popular fantasy novels. 

Initially Eddison’s unfamilar use of language might seem 
daunting to readers - however most will swiftly become accus-
tomed to the archaic style.

Alison Flood in her article World of fantasy: The Worm Ouro-
boros in The Guardian’s Books Blog (Friday 2 October 2009} 
says: ‘After spending the last week immersed in ER Eddison’s 
1922 epic, The Worm Ouroboros, I feel as if I’m emerging from 
a strange, rich, mad, dream. I hadn’t expected to like the book 
at all – I’m no fan of faux-heroic language, and the whole thing 
(yes, the whole thing) is written in Elizabethan-inflected prose 
– but somehow, reluctantly, unexpectedly, I’ve fallen utterly 
under its spell.

‘Ryaned75 had warned me that “the first 50 or 60 pages are 
a slog, but once you get used to the language there is a lot 
of great stuff in there”. I’d been very sceptical…  To be hon-
est, I was dreading it, but ryaned was right, right, right. It took 
no time at all to get used to the language, full-scale immersion 
proving far less grating than modern attempts to throw in the 
odd thee or thou to up the heroism.’

After adapting to the language, readers are likely to find 
themselves swept away by the frequently gorgeous imagery. 
“The outer ward of the fortress was dark with cypress trees: 
black flames burning changelessly to heaven from a billowy sea 
of gloom,” for example, and “Enchanted boats, that seemed 
builded of the glow-worm’s light, drifted on the starry bosom 
of the lake. Over the sloping woods the limbs of the mountains 
lowered, unmeasured, vast, mysterious in the moon’s glamour…”
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It is easy to see why Tolkien was impressed with Eddison’s 
unusual, sprawling and imaginative work, and how it might have 
influenced his creation of The Lord of the Rings.

Cecilia Dart-Thornton
Author of The Bitterbynde Trilogy

www.dartthornton.com

for 
Tolkien’s Bookshelf
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To W.G.E. and to my friends K.H. and G.C.L.M.

I dedicate this book

It is neither allegory nor fable but a Story to be read for its 
own sake.

Dedication
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FOREWORD

The proper names I have tried to spell simply. The e in 
Carcë is long, like that in Phryne, the o in Krothering short 
and the accent on that syllable: Corund is accented on the 
first syllable, Prezmyra on the second, Brandoch Daha on 
the first and fourth, Gorice on the last syllable, rhyming with 
thrice: Corinius rhymes with Flaminius, Galing with sailing, 
La Fireez with desire ease: ch is always guttural, as in loch.

E.R.E.

9th January 1922
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THE Worm Ouroboros, no worm, but the Serpent 
itself, is a wonderful book. As a story or as prose 
it is wonderful,and, there being a cause for every 

effect, thereason for writing it should be as marvellous again.
Shelley had to write the Prometheus Unbound, he was 

under compulsion; for a superhuman energy had come upon 
him,and he was forced to create a matter that would permit 
him to imagine, and think, and speak like a god. It was so 
with Blake, who willed to appear as a man but existed like 
a mountain; and, at their best, the work of these poets is 
inhuman and sacred. It doesnot greatly matter that they had 
or had not a message. It does not matter at all that either 
can be charged with nonsense or that both have been called 
madmen — the same charge might be laid against a volcano 
or a thunderbolt — or this book. It does not matter that they 
could transcend human endurance, and could move tran-
quilly in realms where lightning is the norm of speed. The 
work of such poets is sacred because it outpaces man, and, in 
a realm of their own, wins even above Shakespeare.

An energy such as came on the poets has visited the 
author of this book, and his dedicatory statement, that “it is 
neither allegory nor fable but a story to be read for its own 
sake,” puts us off with the assured arrogance for of the poet 
who is too busy creating to have time for school-mastering.

INTRODUCTION

to the 1922 edition

by James Stephens
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But, waking or in dream, this author has been in strange 
regions and has supped at a torrent which only the greatest 
know of.

The story is a long one — this reader would have — liked 
it twice as long. The place of action is indicated, casually, as 
the planet Mercury, and the story tells of the, wars between 
two great kingdoms of that planet, and the final overthrow 
of one.

Mr. Eddison is a vast man. He needed a whole cosmos 
to play in, and created one; and he forged a prose to tell of 
it that is as gigantic as his tale. In reading this book the 
reader must a little break his way in, and must surrender 
prejudices that are not allowed for. He may think that the 
language is more rotund than is needed for a tale, but, as he 
proceeds, he will see that only such a tongue could be spoken 
by these colossi; and, soon, he will delight in a prose that is 
as life-giving as it is magnificent.

Mr. Eddison’s prose never plays him false; it rises and 
falls with his subject, and is tender, humorous, sour, pre-
cipitate and terrific as the occasion warrants. How nicely the 
Kaga danced for the Red Foliot.

“Foxy-red above, but with black bellies, round furry faces, 
innocent amber eyes and great soft paws. . . . On a sudden 
the music ceased, and the dancers were still, and standing 
side by side, paw in furry paw, they bowed shyly to the com-
pany, and the Red Foliot called them to, him, and kissed 
them on the mouth, and sent them to their seats.”

“Corund leaned on the parapet and shaded his eyes with 
his hand, that was broad as a smoked haddock, and covered 
on the back with yellow hairs growing somewhat sparsely as 
the hairs on the skin of a young elephant.”

“A dismal tempest suddenly surprised them. For forty 
days it swept them in hail and sleet over wide wallowing 
ocean, without a star, without a course.”

“Night came down on the hills. A great wind moaning 
out of the hueless west tore the clouds as a ragged garment, 
revealing the lonely moon that fled naked betwixt them.”

“Dawn came like a lily, saffron-hued, smirked with 
smoke-gray streaks, that slanted from the north.”
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“He was naked to the waist, his hair, breast and arms to 
the armpits clotted and adrop with blood and in his hands 
two bloody daggers.”

Quotations can give some idea of the rhythm of his 
sentences, but it can give none of the massive sweep and 
intensity of his narrative. Milton fell in love with the devil 
because the dramatic action lay with him, and, in this book, 
Mr. Eddison trounces his devils for being naughty (the word 
“bad” has not significance here), but he trounces the Wiz-
ard King and his kingdom with affection and delight. What 
gorgeous monsters are Gorice the Twelfth and Corund and 
Corinius.

The reader will not easily forget them; nor Gorice’s great 
antagonist Lord Juss; nor the marvellous traitor, Lord Gro, 
with whom the author was certainly in love; nor the great 
fights and the terrible fighters Lords Brandoch Daha and 
Goldry Bluszco, and a world of others and their wives; nor 
will he forget the mountain Koshtra Pivrarcha, that had to 
be climbed, and was climbed — as dizzying a feat as litera-
ture can tell of.

“So huge he was that even here at six miles distance the 
eye might not at a glance behold him, but must sweep back 
and forth as over a broad landscape, from the ponderous 
roots of the mountain, where they sprang black and sheer 
from the glacier up the vast face, where buttress was piled 
upon buttress, and tower upon tower, in a blinding radi-
ance of ice-hung precipice and snow-filled gully, to the lone 
heights where, like spears menacing high heaven, the white 
teeth of the summit-ridge cleft the sky.”

Mr. Eddison’s prose does not derive from the English 
Bible. His mind has more affinities with Celtic imaginings 
and method, and his work is Celtic in that it is inspired 
by beauty and daring rather than by thoughts and morali-
ties. He might be Scotch or Irish: scarcely the former, for, 
while Scotland loves full-mouthed verse, she, like England, 
is prose-shy. But, from whatever heaven Mr. Eddison come, 
he has added a masterpiece to English literature.

James Stephens
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TRUE Thomas lay on Huntlie bank,
A ferlie he spied wi his ee;
And there he saw a Lady bright
Come riding down by the Eildon Tree.

Her skirt was o the grass-green silk,
Her mantle o the velvet fyne,
At ilka tett of her horse’s mane
Hung fifty siller bells and nine.

True Thomas he pulld aff his cap,
And louted low down on his knee:
“Hail to thee, Mary, Queen of Heaven!
For thy peer on earth could never be.”

“O no, O no, Thomas,” she says,
“That name does not belong to me;
I’m but the Queen of fair Elfland,
That am hither come to visit thee.

“Harp and carp, Thomas,” she says,
“Harp and carp alang wi me.
And if ye dare to kiss my lips,
Sure of your bodie I will be.”

“Betide me weal, betide me woe,
That weird shall never daunton me.”
Syne he has kissed her rosy lips,
All underneath the Eildon Tree.

Thomas the Rhymer
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GORICE XII. IN CARCË





1

THE INDUCTION
THERE was a man named Lessingham dwelt in an 

old low house in Wasdale, set in a gray old garden where 
yew-trees flourished that had seen Vikings in Copeland in 
their seedling time. Lily and rose and larkspur bloomed in 
the borders, and begonias with blossoms big as saucers, red 
and white and pink and lemon-colour, in the beds before the 
porch. Climbing roses, honeysuckle, clematis, and the scarlet 
flame-flower scrambled up the walls. Thick woods were on 
every side without the garden, with a gap north-eastward 
opening on the desolate lake and the great fells beyond it: 
Gable rearing his crag-bound head against the sky from 
behind the straight clean outline of the Screes.

Cool, long shadows stole across the tennis lawn. The air 
was golden. Doves murmured in the trees; two chaffinches 
played on the near post of the net; a little water-wagtail 
scurried along the path. A French window stood open to the 
garden, showing darkly a dining-room panelled with old oak, 
its Jacobean table bright with flowers and silver and cut 
glass and Wedgwood dishes heaped with fruit: greengages, 
peaches, and green muscat grapes. Lessingham lay back in a 
hammock-chair watching through the blue smoke of an after-
dinner cigar the warm light on the Gloire de Dijon roses that 
clustered about the bedroom window overhead. He had her 
hand in his. This was their House.

“Should we finish that chapter of Njal?” she said.
She took the heavy volume with its faded green cover, 

and read: “He went out on the night of the Lord’s day, when 
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nine weeks were still to winter; he heard a great crash, 
so that he thought both heaven and earth shook. Then he 
looked into the west airt, and he thought he saw thereabouts 
a ring of fiery hue, and within the ring a man on a gray 
horse. He passed quickly by him, and rode hard. He had a 
flaming firebrand in his hand, and he rode so close to him 
that he could see him plainly. He was black as pitch, and he 
sung this song with a mighty voice--”

Here I ride swift steed.
His flank flecked with rime.
Rain from his mane drips.
Horse mighty for harm;
Flames flare at each end.
Gall glows in the midst.
So fares it with Flosi’s redes
As this flaming brand flies;
And so fares it with Flosi’s redes
As this flaming brand flies.

“’Then he thought he hurled the firebrand east towards 
the fells before him, and such a blaze of fire leapt up to meet 
it that he could not see the fells for the blaze. It seemed as 
though that man rode east among the flames and vanished 
there.

“’After that he went to his bed, and was senseless for a 
long time, but at last he came to himself. He bore in mind 
all that had happened, and told his father, but he bade him 
tell it to Hjallti Skeggi’s son. So he went and told Hjallti, but 
he said he had seen “the Wolf’s Ride, and that comes ever 
before great tidings.”’”

They were silent awhile; then Lessingham said suddenly, 
“Do you mind if we sleep in the east wing to-night?”

“What, in the Lotus Room?”
“Yes.”
“I’m too much of a lazy-bones to-night, dear,” she 

answered.
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“Do you mind if I go alone, then? I shall be back to break-
fast. I like my lady with me; still, we can go again when next 
moon wanes. My pet is not frightened, is she?”

“No!” she said, laughing. But her eyes were a little big. 
Her fingers played with his watch-chain. “I’d rather,” she 
said presently, “you went later on and took me. All this is so 
odd still: the House, and that; and I love it so. And after all, it 
is a long way and several years too, sometimes, in the Lotus 
Room, even though it is all over next morning. I’d rather we 
went together. If anything happened then, well, we’d both be 
done in, and it wouldn’t matter so much, would it?”

“Both be what?” said Lessingham. “I’m afraid your lan-
guage is not all that might be wished.”

“Well, you taught me!” said she; and they laughed.
They sat there till the shadows crept over the lawn and 

up the trees, and the high rocks of the mountain shoulder 
beyond burned red in the evening rays. He said, “If you like 
to stroll a bit of way up the fell-side, Mercury is visible to-
night. We might get a glimpse of him just after sunset.”

A little later, standing on the open hillside below the 
hawking bats, they watched for the dim planet that showed 
at last low down in the west between the sunset and the 
dark.

He said, “It is as if Mercury had a finger on me tonight, 
Mary. It’s no good my trying to sleep to-night except in the 
Lotus Room.”

Her arm tightened in his. “Mercury?” she said. “It is 
another world. It is too far.”

But he laughed and said, “Nothing is too far.”
They turned back as the shadows deepened. As they 

stood in the dark of the arched gate leading from the open 
fell into the garden, the soft clear notes of a spinet sounded 
from the house. She put up a finger. “Hark,” she said. “Your 
daughter playing Les Barricades.”

They stood listening. “She loves playing,” he whispered. 
“I’m glad we taught her to play.” Presently he whispered 
again, “Les Barricades Mysterieuses. What inspired Couperin 
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with that enchanted name? And only you and I know what it 
really means. Les Barricades Mysterieuses.”

That night Lessingham lay alone in the Lotus Room. Its 
casements opened eastward on the sleeping woods and the 
sleeping bare slopes of Illgill Head. He slept soft and deep; 
for that was the House of Postmeridian, and the House of 
Peace.

In the deep and dead time of the night, when the waning 
moon peered over the mountain shoulder, he woke suddenly. 
The silver beams shone through the open window on a form 
perched at the foot of the bed: a little bird, black, round-
headed, short-beaked, with long sharp wings, and eyes like 
two stars shining. It spoke and said, “Time is.”

So Lessingham got up and muffled himself in a great 
cloak that lay on a chair beside the bed. He said, “I am ready, 
my little martlet.” For that was the House of Heart’s Desire.

Surely the martlet’s eyes filled all the room with star-
light. It was an old room with lotuses carved on the panels 
and on the bed and chairs and roof-beams; and in the glam-
our the carved flowers swayed like waterlilies in a lazy 
stream. He went to the window, and the little martlet sat on 
his shoulder. A chariot coloured like the halo about the moon 
waited by the window, poised in air, harnessed to a strange 
steed. A horse it seemed, but winged like an eagle, and its 
fore-legs feathered and armed with eagle’s claws instead of 
hooves. He entered the chariot, and that little martlet sat on 
his knee.

With a whirr of wings the wild courser sprang skyward. 
The night about them was like the tumult of bubbles about a 
diver’s ears diving in a deep pool under a smooth steep rock 
in a mountain cataract. Time was swallowed up in speed; 
the world reeled; and it was but as the space between two 
deep breaths till that strange courser spread wide his rain-
bow wings and slanted down the night over a great island 
that slumbered on a slumbering sea, with lesser isles about 
it: a country of rock mountains and hill pastures and many 
waters, all a-glimmer in the moonshine.



	 THE DRAGON OUROBOROS� 5

They landed within a gate crowned with golden lions. 
Lessingham came down from the chariot, and the little black 
martlet circled about his head, showing him a yew avenue 
leading from the gates. As in a dream, he followed her.


