Subject “Text Analysis”

Task for the 5th -year students

Define the specific features of the text and state its genre. Give its complete linguistic analysis.

The Lord of the Rings

The world is currently divided into two camps: those who believe that the book should never have been made into a film, and those who have already bought their tickets. The hype is such that it looks as if there are hardly any other camps to be in. The stories in the press, from tabloid to broadsheet, give excitedly garbled accounts of the story, the film, the making of the film, the actors and the set (New Zealand). 

Where is Rivendell? How deep is it? Who is Gandalf? Why is Saruman called the White? Who are the Nazgul, the nine horsemen of Mordor? Why is Burger King giving away plastic characters from the film with every Kids Meal? Is the film seen by the studio as another Star Wars? In terms of merchandising, very probably. 

Like Star Wars, the Lord of the Rings deals with issues that have an all-encompassing scope. What is at stake is not just the lives and happiness of some of the characters, but the continued existence of the world, as they know it. However, unlike Star Wars, the film is based on a very substantial book. Tolkien denied that the story was in any sense an allegory, but it is hard not to read `Nazi’ in the evil Nazgul, and to see the goblin hordes as the dehumanized forces of Hitler’s Germany. The book was published only nine years after the Second World War, and inevitably it contains echoes of what happened between 1939 and 1945. The hero holds a secret that is so terrible that if he used it, he would become all-powerful – but at the cost of becoming as evil as his enemy, who hungers after the secret weapon that he created and lost. Shadows of the atomic bomb lurk round the edges of the story, with the knowledge that in the real world, the Allies did actually use their ultimate weapon, with horrific consequences. 

However, it can be read at much deeper levels than that. Mythical stories are often regarded as having no bearing on the real world, but in this case, Tolkien’s great achievement is to engage with issues in the real world by presenting them at arm’s length. If it were `just a story, then it is unlikely that four generations of readers could be so passionate about it. Great books will bear many interpretations, but the strongest theme of the Lord of the Rings is probably one of temptation. All of the main characters in turn are tempted, and almost all of them fail to some extent. Their success is in overcoming that failure to ultimately triumph over evil. There is less humour in this book than in The Hobbit, but it is written on a grand scale, with horror, mystery, friendship and love all playing a part. Racism, another dominant theme, is tackled by polarizing the races to an extent where there are a dozen totally different kinds of being. Some, the elves, look human, but take a long view on events, because they are immortal; others, the dwarves, live underground and hate elves on principle; others, the ents, look and act like trees, and live in forests; others, wizards, have magical powers, and yet others, the hobbits, are short like dwarves or human children, but have longer lifespans than men. All of these people, physically so different from each other, overcome their prejudices to cooperate with creatures they despise or mistrust in order to defeat their common enemy. What is important in the book is the gradual blurring of the boundaries between the different races, so that the reader becomes less and less aware of them, but in the film their differences are unavoidably present the whole time. 

The orcs, creations of the evil power Sauron, have no redeeming features whatever, but then they are not people. They are caricatures of evil, and they embody all that is meanest and most despicable in human nature. The fight between good and evil that is waged throughout the Lord of the Rings strongly echoes the struggle in human individuals and societies to chart a course that will lead to a just and balanced society, with responsible human beings living in it. The imagery that is used to describe Mordor, the home of evil, is reminiscent of descriptions of the trenches in the First World War, or the slag heaps outside mines, or areas that have been laid waste by ecologically disastrous human activity. In a key episode in the book, one of the main hobbit characters is given a glimpse of what might happen to his beloved homeland. An old mill has been knocked down to be replaced with a brick-built factory, with a chimney belching smoke, and an avenue of beautiful trees has been chopped down for timber. The whole book is a rejection of commercial industrialized society. So it is ironic, to say the least, that the film has commercialized it to the extent that factories are churning out plastic figures of characters to be given away to children in order to encourage them to eat standardized burgers. You may like to reflect on this as you stand in the queue to see the film, with your tub of popcorn in one hand, your Coke in the other hand, and a plastic wizard in your pocket.
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