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Seven types of obscurity

1. meteorological

2. topographical

3. architectural

4. material

5. textual

6. spiritual

7. psychological



Henry Fuseli, Hamlet and the Ghost (1789)





Francisco Goya,

The Sleep of 

Reason Produces 

Monsters

(1797–9)





Arthur Rackham, 

Miss Muffet,

with a Spider

(c.1923)







How does it happen that a writer of children’s books 

(who began that way, if we may believe his critics) can 

end by producing a somber and brilliantly bizarre 

trilogy like ‘The Lord of the Rings’—part two of which 

(‘The Two Towers’) was reviewed here recently and 

labeled definitely for adults? The author of that Gothic 

masterpiece, J.R.R. Tolkien, was asked how it all came 

about. What, we asked Dr. Tolkien makes you tick? 

Dr. T. [sic], who teaches at Oxford when he isn’t 

writing novels, has this brisk reply: “I don’t tick. I am 

not a machine. (If I did tick, I should have no views on 

it, and you had better ask the winder.)’

Harvey Breit, ‘Oxford Calling’,

New York Times Book Review (June 5, 1955), 8.
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Joseph Wright,

A Primer of the Gothic Language







Gothic was the first to take me by storm, to 

move my heart. It was the first of the old 

Germanic languages that I ever met. I have since 

mourned the loss of Gothic literature. I did not 

then. The contemplation of the vocabulary in A 

Primer of the Gothic Language was enough: a 

sensation at least as full of delight as first looking 

into Chapman’s Homer. Though I did not write 

a sonnet about it. I tried to invent Gothic words.

‘English and Welsh’



In vain we regret the past, or speculate on what might 

have been. Yet it is inevitable that we should regret.… 

In dealing with the Goths – regret cannot be avoided, 

if not regret for what might have been, at any rate 

regret for our altogether scanty records of what was … 

the vanishing of their tradition, literature, history, and 

most of their tongue.

… the ruin of Gaul and the submergence of its native 

language (or languages) arts and traditions … dooming 

to obscurity and debate the history of perhaps the 

most remarkable of the Cymric speaking peoples.

‘The Goths’, quoted by Hammond and Scull



The Shire : Sûza

Samwise : Banazîr

Hamfast : Ranugad

Gamgee : Galbasi

Cotton : Hlothran

Brandybuck : Brandagamba
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Richard Verstegan,

A Restitution of 

Decayed 

Intelligence in 

Antiquities (1605)



We are dealing with events that are primarily a 

struggle between languages.... For though cultural 

and other traditions may accompany a difference 

of language, they are chiefly maintained and 

preserved by language. Language is the prime 

differentiator of people – not of ‘races’, whatever 

that much-misused word may mean in the long-

blended history of western Europe.

‘English and Welsh’



Ronald was maintaining with great vigour over the 

luncheon table that one of the greatest disasters of 

European history was the fact that the Goths turned 

Arian: but for that, their languages, just ready to 

become classical, would have been enriched not only 

with a great bible version but also, on Byzantine 

principles, with a vernacular liturgy, which would have 

served as a model for all the Germanic peoples and 

would have given them a native Catholicism which 

would never break apart. And with that he rose and in 

splendidly sonorous tones declaimed the Our Father 

in Gothic.

Quoted by Hammond and Scull



Atta unsar þu in himinam
weihnai namo þein·

qimai þiudinassus þeins· 
wairþai wilja þeins·

swe in himina
jah ana airþai·



I am ... a Roman Catholic, so that I do not 

expect ‘history’ to be anything but a ‘long defeat’ 

– though it contains (and in a legend may 

contain more clearly and movingly) some 

examples or glimpses of final victory.

Letter to Amy Ronald

(15 December 1956)
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every being has rights to be recognized 

and revered. Trees have tree rights, 

insects have insect rights, rivers have 

river rights, mountains have mountain 

rights.

Thomas Berry,

The Great Work:

Our Way Back into the Future (1999)





They themselves do not see the world of light as we 

do, but our shapes cast shadows in their minds, which 

only the noon sun destroys; and in the dark they 

perceive many signs and forms that are hidden from 

us: then they are most to be feared. And at all times 

they smell the blood of living things, desiring and 

hating it. Senses, too, there are other than sight or 

smell. We can feel their presence – it troubled our 

hearts, as soon as we came here, and before we saw 

them; they feel ours more keenly.

The Lord of the Things, i.





restoring to the world what modernity, 

presumptuously, had taken away; as a re-enchantment

of artifice that has been dismantled; the modern 

conceit of meaning – the world that modernity tried 

hard to disenchant

Zygmunt Bauman,

Intimations of Postmodernity (1992), x.



we cannot do without thought-experiments and

language-experiments which imagine a return to

nature, a reintegration of the human and the Other....

[O]ur survival as a species may be dependent on our

capacity to dream it in the work of our imagination.

Jonathan Bate,

The Song of the Earth (2000), 37-8.
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