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Gender Roles Challenged in Tolkien’s 
The Return of  the King

Sierra Mitchell

At first glance, the roles of  gender in J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Return of  
the King are seemingly irrelevant. After all, when considering the novel, a 
concept such as gender or gender roles is not an aspect that immediately 
jumps to mind, rather images of  The Ring, Frodo, Smaug, or even 
Gandalf  do. When reading The Return of  the King, however, it is obvious 
that there is almost a complete absence of  female characters and an 
over-abundance of  male characters. A point of  interest here, then, is that 
though there is a serious lack of  female characters, there is not a lack of  
femininity and the book itself  is not overly masculine. Many of  Tolkien’s 
lead characters such as Gandalf, Aragorn, and Samwise take on both 
masculine and feminine gender roles throughout the novel. In opposition, 
Eowyn who is arguably one of  the most important female characters in 
The Return of  the King, portrays masculine gender roles in place of  her own 
feminine roles. Though there are no characters in The Return of  the King
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these roles. Or, perhaps it is the feminine gender role that women are to be 
beautiful; therefore, the possibility of  them being injured or disfigured in 
battle is what makes the idea “ugly”. However, as pointed out by Fredrick 
and McBride, battles and wars are ugly regardless of  which genders are 
fighting (29), and the battle of  the Pelennor Fields is no exception. 

With Eowyn’s revelation that her only fear is to be caged (Tolkien 47) 
we can speculate that it is not a physical caging in Dunharrow that Eowyn 
is fearful of, rather it is the constraints of  the female gender roles that men 
such as Aragorn, Theoden, and Eomer are trying to impose upon her. For 
Eowyn to break the constraints of  Aragorn’s gendered thinking, Eowyn 
must suppress her female identity and portray a male, Dernhelm (Fredrick 
35). While the male characters can keep their male identity while toggling 
between masculine and feminine gender roles as we will see later, it seems 
as though Tolkien struggled with the reverse when it came to Eowyn. This 
is further proven with the fact that Tolkien wrote and rewrote Eowyn’s 
character, and even at one point writing her as a man (Fredrick 35). 
Though Eowyn suppressed her feminine gender roles during the battle of  
the Pelennor Fields, it is her acceptance of  her female identity that allows 
her to defeat the Lord of  the Nazgûl. As he exclaims that no man may 
kill him, Eowyn laughs and in defiance shouts that she is not a man, but a 
woman, then lands the final “skilled and deadly” blow which defeats the 
Lord of  the Nazgûl (Tolkien 114).

Tolkien did not necessarily have qualms with femininity itself; rather, it 
seems his issue was with women depicting masculine gender roles. Perhaps 
he saw women in masculine gender roles as a threat to the role of  men 
in society. After all, during the creation of  The Return of  the King women 
had begun to take on more roles in society due to World War II (Hatcher 
44). This could account for the criticism Eowyn receives from Aragorn 
in the Houses of  Healing. Aragorn compares Eowyn to a white, shapely 
lily (Tolkien 145); flowers are commonly used in metaphors for women 
as flowers are beautiful, soft, and delicate; women are meant to manifest 
these characteristics as well, according to traditional female gender roles. 
Aragorn takes this a step further by saying though Eowyn is beautiful like 
a flower, her real wound is not from the Lord of  the Nazgûl, but rather 
an internal, icy one: “a frost that had turned its sap to ice” (Tolkien 145). 
Women are referred to as icy or cold when they do not show emotion, 
typically when receiving attention from a male. With this, Aragorn 
attempts to diminish Eowyn’s critical accomplishment and place her back 
into the female gender role. It is important to consider that in this moment 
while Aragorn is trying to push Eowyn back into strict female gender 
roles, he is simultaneously acting out a female role as a male. He is in a 
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healing position during this criticism, which is considered to be a feminine 
trait, further showing that Tolkien embraces femininity for men, but not 
masculinity for women. 

Only when Eowyn discards her masculine attributes and fully embraces 
her feminine roles is she finally considered to be healed. During her time 
in the Houses of  Healing she becomes receptive to Faramir who pities 
her, and Eowyn begins to embrace her femininity, “something in her 
had softened, as though a bitter frost were yielding” (Tolkien 256). Once 
Faramir confesses his love to Eowyn, she sheds the remaining masculine 
gender roles she had once portrayed and becomes “healed” in doing so, “I 
will be a healer, and love all things that grow and are not barren” (Tolkien 
262). The emphasis on the word grown and barren in the context of  
Eowyn’s healing can be connected to feminine fertility, as women bearing 
children are able to “grow” and women who are unable to bear children 
being considered barren. 

Though Ioreth and Arwen do not get the type of  character arc 
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appears only when purity has been restored to Minas Tirith, which is when 
she and Aragorn can then be married, with purity and domestication both 
fulfilling female gender roles.  

All the men who are considered to be successful in their efforts in The 
Return of  the King
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goal of  the Rangers is to protect Mordor, not to obtain power. The creed 
and actions of  Rangers can be seen as a healthy balance of  masculine 
and feminine traits: masculine since they are fighters, feminine since they 
are protecting. However, this is not truly the first time we see feminine 
traits in Aragorn. Looking at Aragorn’s lineage, there is a hint of  Elven 
blood that runs through his veins (albeit a small percentage, it is there 
nonetheless). One of  the most notable physical characteristics of  Elves is 
their extraordinary beauty, with beauty being a very prominent feminine 
attribute. 

Aragorn again presents traditional masculine gender roles in The 
Return of  the King when he is able to command the army of  the dead: “… 
I go to Pelagir upon Anduin, and ye shall come after me. And when all 
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characters, such as Denethor or Saruman, ultimately face destruction 
in their respective ends. Tolkien’s representation of  female characters 
is considerably more involved, however. The breakdown of  the female 
character type is comparable to the male’s, as there are two distinct 
types. There is the female character type who embodies both traditional 
masculine and feminine gender roles as well as the female character type 
who embodies hyperfemininity. 
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“Savage Servility”: Themes of  Greed 
and Violence in Robert Lowell’s 

“For the Union Dead”
Alexi Kreutzjans

Robert Lowell’s “For the Union Dead” is arguably his largest and most 
unapologetic statement of  post-war society and what he seemingly believed 
to be the widely unacknowledged cost of  greed and violence in America. 
In form, the poet reimagines the standard Eliot-esque method of  writing 
poetry: that is, he places his own self  and life within the context of  Southern 
Boston and the apocalyptic qualities of  war, but he does this in a manner 
that speaks to the world at large – not simply his own experiences. In this 
way, he adopts what might be considered a Wordsworthian approach in 
this work that expands beyond personal turmoil and, rather, connects it 
to more universal images that speak to wider audiences. Lowell asserts his 
political statement that the things one does to save the world may in fact be 
what destroys it and elicits a double meaning from the idea of  freedom in 
the “power to choose life and die,” which he brings attention to in the tenth 
stanza.

These complex and revolutionary ideas ring true from the very beginning 
in the poem’s epigraph, which, though short and maybe simplistic at first 
glance, asserts a truth that is often misunderstood by its readers. Many 
times, when considering the Latin phrase “Relinquunt Omnia Servare Rem 
Publicam,” it is the word servare that gains attention and misinterpretation, 
particularly as a supposed cognitive of  the verb to serve. While this does 
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comply with one of  the most common interpretations of  Colonel Shaw 
as a symbol of  free will and heroism, this is arguably a false ideal just as 
it is a false cognate, and an ironic one at that. William Nelles, author of  
the journal article “Saving the State in Lowell’s ‘For the Union Dead,’ 
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that end up doing the most damage. In other words, the earth is destroyed 
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kingdom of  the fish and reptile,” which creates for the reader a deep sense 
of  anxious foreboding. Lowell moves forward with his work and the poet-
speaker emerges in the present, which author Ron McFarland describes 
in his article, “For the Union Dead by Robert Lowell.” McFarland makes 
thoughtful inference on the meaning behind the speaker’s observations, 
stating, “In the world at hand, he finds that the dinosaurs, in the form of  
steam shovels, still exist, gouging an ‘underworld garage.’ The ‘heart of  
Boston’ is being crowded by luxuries in the form of  parking spaces, and 
the Puritan legacy of  the ‘tingling Statehouse shakes with the ‘earthquake’ 
caused by the construction.” Both Lowell and McFarland’s language suggest 
that the speaker is drawing attention to themes of  materialism in the poem, 
or appearance over true substance. Additional words and images of  tingled 
and tingling (which the latter makes mention of) do even more to evoke the 
previously mentioned sense of  anxiousness and tension. The monument that 
stands as a symbol of  Shaw and his ideals of  service stands as a “fishbone in 
the city’s throat,” which also speaks to appearances as well as the notoriety 
of  the South for its racist qualities, even in the present 60’s. Much like the 
fish in the aquarium, the Colonel and his legacy of  “choice of  life and 
death” are static and “out of  bounds.” 

Finally, Lowell reverts back to his original tone, reiterating previous ideas 
and themes. McFarland describes these references as a, “warning against 
nuclear war and racism, depicting Shaw ‘riding on his bubble’ and waiting 
for it to pop, and in the last quatrain he indicts the society that he sees as 
greedy in its desire for luxury cars and insensitive to the value of  such an 
institution as the city aquarium.” Lowell brings his poem to an end by 
uniting the first and last of  major themes: greed and, above all, the physical 
violence of  war juxtaposed with the political, social, and moral violence of  
racism and materialism. Lowell’s final stanza speaks to this when he states, 
“The Aquarium is gone. Everywhere, / giant finned cars nose forward 
like fish; / a savage servility / slides by on grease.”  The ingenious phrase 
“savage servility” is oxymoronic, combining multiple themes and attributes 
in itself, the “savage” a symbol of  war and the “servility” reminiscent of  a 
mundane workday; McFarland uses the example of  a salesman, who, 
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Audre Lorde and Her Redefinition of  
Love: “Martha” (1970), “To Martha: 

A New Year” (1978)
Hailey Beggs
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or in your necessities.” While it is not in chronological order, the poem 
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I need you need me
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once knew, “I do not know your space now / I only seek a woman whom I 
love / trapped there / by accident.” The woman trapped there by accident 
would be the Martha she knew before the wreck (“trapped there / by 
accident”); from this it is inferred that Martha was not the same after the car 
wreck and the woman she loves has since slipped away. 

Audre Lorde’s belief  in the transience of  love is displayed in her poem, 
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 “What is the Source of  This Mystery?”: 
Writing as Creative and Spiritual 

Transcendence in Joy Harjo’s  
Crazy Brave

Lisa Kuhn

Poet Joy Harjo uses writing as a form of  creative and spiritual 
transcendence. She does this by reaching into her toolkit of  musical and 
artistic skills, Creek/Mvskoge heritage, and her desire to see beyond 
the physical. In her memoir Crazy Brave, the reader can see a myriad of  
examples of  this. While she is certainly not the first person to do this, her 
method is unique. Joy Harjo’s writing style is like an acid trip to the ancestral 
plane. She taps into spiritual movement and mythology by raising the 
narrative out of  the story and gazing down at it from above. By weaving 
the narrative with the dream sequence, she creates a hypnotic story. This 
reflects both her Creek/Muskogee Storyteller heritage and her multimedium 
artistic skills, such as painting and music. Her work brings the message that 
the physical world is only a temporary stopping point for the human soul. 
Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary defines “transcendent” as “exceeding 
usual limits: surpassing” (Merriam-Webster.com). Harjo does exactly that in a 
multitude of  ways in her work, never staying in one form for long. 

One type of  transcendence found in Harjo’s memoir is spiritual. Why do 
humans look to religion or spirits? For many people like Harjo, the reason is 
the desire to be more than we already are. It is a search for our origins, our 
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destination after this life, and whether there is anything after. Not everyone 
is on this search. Some accept only what they see, basing any decisions and 
future plans on logic and scientific evidence. They may be on a search, but 
it is one that concerns the here and now: how can I make life better while I 
exist? Harjo imparts this wisdom about the search for meaning: “Though we 
have instructions and a map buried in our hearts when we enter this world, 
nothing quite prepares us for the abrupt shift to the breathing realm” (Harjo 
260). In short, life is quite jarring at times. Other seekers may follow a more 
formulaic search, perhaps by participating in organized religion. Some may 
follow ancient traditions, handed down through the generations, but do not 
necessarily subscribe to widespread spiritual practices. Then there are folks 
who follow their own path, seeking answers in a variety of  sources. Whatever 
path a person finds themselves on, the goal is to be different than how they 
were when they began. These seekers most likely have practices that aid 
them in their search for meaning. This is where writing enters the picture. 
Writing is a tool of  transformation. It is where a person can shapeshift into a 
storyteller, tasked with sharing deeper truths. A writer both remembers and 
invents, reaching inside for ideas and experiences while also looking outside 
themselves to the wider world. Joy Harjo is such a writer.

Crazy Brave contains elements that, to a non-Native reader, may appear 
to be fantasy. It is a mistake to leave this conclusion uncontested. When 
Harjo writes lines like “My father and I surfaced in an ancient memory once 
when I was in my thirties” (Harjo 30), she means it. She occupies a fluid 
reality, an attribute of  both her Creek/Mvskoge world view and her unique 
personality. Spirits come through with messages: “Someone accompanies 
every soul from the other side when it enters this place” (31).  Visions, both 
dark and light, manifest: “…I woke up in the midst of  a struggle with a 
dark being” (58), and “A light brighter than any I had ever seen appeared 
at the head of  my bed” (64). Harjo also shares her innate alarm system 
she refers to as “the knowing” (74). Whatever way readers may feel about 
these incidences in Harjo’s life, there is no denying that through her prose 
she is able to transcend mere physical form and the limitations of  that state 
of  being. Real or imaginary, the transcendence is clear. John Scarry, in his 
article “Representing Real Worlds: The Evolving Poetry of  Joy Harjo,” 
remarks on Harjo’s literary voice and ability to seamlessly change from 
scene to scene. He observes: “This apparent surreality of  many of  Harjo’s 
settings and situations is not really a distortion; it is simply a presentation of  
reality observed through the poet’s prism” (Scarry 286). A prism is a fitting 
metaphor of  her perspective.

Harjo was a musician before becoming a poet. Her background in this 
medium influences her approach to the writing process. Scarry tells us 
more about how this muse is even stronger than her painting: “It is music, 
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however, that is an even more dominant influence on the poet. She has been 
described as listening to music more than reading the work of  other poets…
when she writes poetry she does not start with an image but rather with a 
sound” (Scarry 286).  In Crazy Brave, she recounts how music, specifically 
jazz music, was the first thing that drew her into existence. She recalls upon 
hearing it for the first time: “My rite of  passage into the world of  humanity 
occurred then, through jazz. The music was a startling bridge between 
familiar and strange lands” (Harjo 18). Based on this passage, one could say 
that music was the first thing that gave her the desire to live. Music initiated 
her first transformation, going from a formless being in the ancestral realm 
to entering her mother’s womb as a human. In Marilyn Kallet and Judith 
Ortiz Cofer’s anthology Sleeping with One Eye Open: Women Writers and the Art of  
Survival (University of  Georgia Press, 1999), she recounts: “…as I began my 
own particular journey, I found a way towards the realization of  knowledge 
in this world, a way to hear beyond the ordinary waves of  language…I am 
still on that journey” (Harjo 152). In other words, Harjo finds in music a 
way to look beyond what is in front of  her and what she has the physical 
ability to communicate. 

Identity is another form of  transcendence represented in Crazy Brave. 
Like other Native folks, Harjo’s cultural identity is greatly affected by white 
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and their communities in the media. In her article “Native American Lives 
in Between Cultures in Selected Contemporary Self-narratives,” Professor 
Edyta Wood educates about the importance of  Native writers like Harjo 
telling their own stories instead of  white writers assuming Native voices on 
their behalf. In her opening line, she points out that:

With very little presence of  Native American authentic representations 
in popular culture, American literature, or American consciousness in 
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present. Stories are what remain after the final transcendence—death—
takes place. They are rebirth. Harjo’s book is full of  this practice. 

Joy Harjo is a gifted writer with an incredible ability to change shape 
before the reader by simply using words. She refuses to be stagnant. Her skill 
with the written word is ever evolving into yet a higher form than it once 
was. Nobody can hold her back. Seekers may find that her words are a map 
to fabulous treasures that grow more valuable over time.
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	 In conclusion, Dylan uses biblical characters, various literary works, 
and real-life people as a motif  to push the idea that urban chaos and lack of  
order does not distinguish between good and evil characters, but is inclusive 
to all. Although some characters such as Cinderella, Romeo, and the Good 
Samaritan are seen by most as good, moral people they are caught attending 
and peeking at the corruption within desolation row. People who are seen as 
bad or typically hiding from the general public, such as Cain, Quasimodo, 
Dr. Filth, and Robin Hood, are welcome and no longer have to hide when 
desolation row comes around. Ultimately, “Desolation Row” uses famous 
literary, biblical, and historical characters to demonstrate how the lines of  
good and evil are blurred. 



32   Pentangle

Works Cited
“Cinderella.” Cinderella, www.eriksimpson.sites.grinnell.edu/Ft/cinderella.	
     html. Accessed 15 Dec. 

2021.Ford, Joe. “WHO IS DR Filth?” AnswersToAll, 21 Apr. 2021, 
     www. answerstoall.com/language/who-is-dr-filth.Palmer.

Song Meanings, 18 Oct. 2009, www.songmeanings.com/songs/view/1110.



Pentangle   33

Dolly Parton’s Literary Songwriting
Kaitlyn Craig

Dolly Parton is one of, if  not the most influential woman in music 
history. She has really paved the way for so many other women after her 
to make their place in music and show what they can bring to music that 
men can’t. Dolly has had a career that has lasted almost 60 years, and 
she has become the household name she always dreamed of  being. But, 
she started from very humble beginnings in the Smoky Mountains in 
East Tennessee. Dolly Parton is very inspired by the old folk tradition of  
telling stories and passing them down generation to generation, which is 
very important to the history of  where she is from. This tradition had a 
lot to do with her childhood, she would sing songs and tell stories to lift 
the spirits of  her family members in their hard times. a short story than 
how one typically expects of  a song. Three Dolly Parton songs that do 
this are “Coat of  Many Colors”, “The Grass is Blue”, and possibly most 
famously, “Jolene”. 

Dolly Parton’s song “Coat of  Many Colors” is a very personal story 
of  Dolly’s that she is sharing with her audience. It is a story about 
Dolly’s actual childhood. Her family was very poor, and it was nearing 
late fall in East Tennessee. Someone gave some rags in all different 
colors to Dolly’s mom, and so she sewed them into a coat for Dolly for 
the winter. The song says, “As she sewed, she told a story from the Bible, 
she had read about a coat of  many colors Joseph wore and then she 
said perhaps this coat will bring you good luck and happiness,” (Parton 
1968). The lyrics of  this song don’t lean into the traditional rhyme 
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scheme of  most songs, and she isn’t doing much vocally with her voice. 
This makes it sound like she is reallycades, she is still that little blonde 
girl from the Smoky Mountains. This song leans into the folk mountain 
region storytelling tradition the most because she also talks about the 
Bible in it, and faith is a big aspect of  folk tradition, specifically in that 
area of  the country. As mentioned in the quote before, she talks about 
how her mom told her the story of  Joseph and his coat, and how he was 
also persecuted and targeted for it, just like she was with hers. She was 
so proud of  her coat, and the kids at school were picking on her about it, 
but she didn’t understand because she knew that it was made with love 
and that it was very special and from her mother. She holds true to being 
proud of  who she is, and this is also very Dolly. You cannot argue that 
Dolly follows the crowd and goes with what everyone else is doing. She is 
very iconically herself  and she doesn’t care about what others are saying 
negatively about her. She leans into it and usually forms a joke out of  it, 
like her famous quote, “It takes a lot of  money to look this cheap.” 

Dolly has also made two movies of  the same name of  “Coat of  
Many Colors”. The movie Coat of  Many Colors takes the same story from 
the song and expands the details of  it to make it into a film. It follows 
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details throughout the story. She also says, “You could have your choice 
of  men, but I could never love again. He’s the only one for me Jolene.” 
(Parton 1974). There isn’t particularly an answer, or a resolution to this 
story. But I think that is partially what makes the song so memorable 
and artistic. Many songwriters have written Jolene’s response to the 
song, so that is giving artists even more abilities to take the story and 
expand it. 	

Dolly’s storytelling and her sassy honesty are what has gotten her the 
massive fanbase that she has. People love her ability to take them away 
with the stories in her songs. The book Dumplin by Julie Murphy and the 
film by the same name is about a girl named Willowdean Dickson who 
is a massive Dolly Parton fan. She is overweight, but her mother is a 
famous beauty queen in their small town, and she now runs the annual 
pageant. Willowdean decides to enter the pageant almost as a joke, 
and she has a group of  other “outcasts” who decide to do it with her. It 
starts as a joke but then it becomes something that she needs to prove to 
herself, her mother, and the community. It is a story about following the 
lessons of  Dolly Parton and being boldly yourself. This story is pretty 
much the perfect way to explain Dolly’s fanbase. It is so widespread, it 
includes people from every walk of  life. Dolly’s unique personality and 
her unabashedly being herself  has also made her an icon to the drag 
queen community. Her exaggerated appearance is something that they 
love to replicate, and she is a common appearance in drag bar theme 
nights. She even lost a Dolly Parton look-alike contest to a drag queen 
once. This widespread fanbase is all because of  her willingness to be 
honest and open with her audience in the way that she tells stories 
through her music. 

Dolly’s career is one of  the longest and most successful in music 
history. But she has kept to her roots and traditions throughout the 
entirety of  it. She has never lost that ability to just write a song that 
tells a story and brings everyone together. After all of  that success and 
all of  that time in the industry, you would think she would be jaded or 
have changed from her small-town self, but she hasn’t. She is still very 
grateful for her ability to share her talent and her songs with her fans, 
and she still remembers what it was like to be a little girl in a run-down 
home in the mountains of  East Tennessee. She is so humble and she uses 
a significant amount of  money to help those in need. She does this in 
so many ways, but some of  the most notable are starting Dollywood to 
bring jobs to her hometown of  Gatlinburg, Tennessee, starting the Dolly 
Parton Imagination Library which is now in five different countries 
bringing books to children, donating money to fund COVID vaccine 
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research, and even donating $1000 per month for over 900 families who 
were impacted by the fires in Gatlinburg a few years ago. She uses her 
platform to help so many, and that is so respectable and humbling from 
a person of  her status. She is still going strong and releasing music and 
other projects at 75 years old. 
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