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AP EUROPEAN HISTORY

KEVIN BRISCOE; YORKTOWN H.S.; 2004-2005
Rationale for the Unit

While it may seem difficult to justify teaching a fantasy novel as part of an intensive college-level history course, J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings makes for an excellent subject of study as a capstone unit for AP European History.  There are several good reasons for including this work as part of the post-AP exam curriculum:

1. Applicability

In his recent book, J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century, author Tom Shippey makes the case for why Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings should be considered as a great literary work that is representative of the twentieth century.  He argues that Tolkien, himself a veteran of the World War I trenches and a witness to the ravages of World War II, sought to make sense of the tumultuous events of the 1900s through the mode of fantasy.  Shippey further asserts that Tolkien and many other twentieth century authors, including William Golding, George Orwell, and Kurt Vonnegut, did a better job of portraying the horrors and moral challenges of the twentieth century through their fantasy writings than their “realist” counterparts.  The Lord of the Rings offers a wealth of text and imagery that can be mined in order to reach a better understanding of how Tolkien interpreted the advent of such modern forces as industrialization, totalitarianism, and the troubling moral ambiguity of Western society in modern times.  While students will have already studied these trends earlier in the academic year, The Lord of the Rings offers a unique opportunity to revisit the same themes through a creative and engaging work of fantasy fiction. 
2. Critical Thinking

Throughout the year, students are expected to develop critical reading, writing, and thinking skills that will help them in preparing for the AP exam and for their future academic work in advanced high school courses and college.  Critical study of Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings fits in directly with this curriculum goal by offering students an opportunity to apply what they have learned about modern European history to interdisciplinary study of a fictional novel.  Students will need to make connections between modern history and the book at a high level of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation, a process that will likely prove as rewarding as it will be challenging.  The major assessment for the capstone unit will be a series of thematic seminar discussions that will require students to connect text from The Lord of the Rings to one of three major themes – power, progress, and faith – and to also explain how the text resonates with the experiences of the twentieth century and today.  In the weeks leading up to the seminars, students will be able to gather textual evidence through several methods of study, including didactic lectures, biography study, text analysis, and a film study.
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3. Student Engagement

Given the recent film version of the novel and its timeless popularity with adolescent readers, The Lord of the Rings will likely serve as a useful “hook” to keep students intellectually engaged after the AP exam in the first week of May.  It will also provide something of an escape for the students, who will have already tackled their textbook, as well as four other major works of non-fiction, during the course of the year in AP European History.  While not all students may be fans of the book and/or films, the hope is that all students will be able to see the relevance of this work to Western history and to their own lives.
4. Social-Emotional Value
The Lord of the Rings also offers a story replete with positive social values, such as self-sacrifice, friendship, courage, respect for nature, respect for individual and group diversity, and personal faith in one’s self and in the future.  Students will be encouraged to describe how individual characters and scenes in the book connect with their own lives and aspirations.
Integration into the Course

Given the length of the novel (over 1,000 pages) and the pressures of the course as it is, the capstone unit will be previewed at the very start of the academic year in September.  Doing so will give students plenty of time to read the novel or at least start it as time permits during the course of the regular school year.  In addition to a unit preview and reading guide that will be distributed by December, several lessons will make reference to and/or use material from The Lord of the Rings prior to the capstone itself:
1. Anglo-Saxon Tradition: In the first two weeks of the course, students will examine the roots of modern European culture, including contributions from Hebrew, Greek, Roman, Christian, and Germanic traditions.  In the discussion of Germanic traditions, specific reference will be made to Anglo-Saxon culture as representative of a much larger set of cultures in the Early Middle Ages.  Further examples of this culture will be drawn from Beowulf, pictures of artifacts from the Sutton Hoo burial site, and clips from The Two Towers film version.

2. Romantic Nationalism: In the early part of third quarter, students will study the rise of modern European nationalism.  A significant element of this trend in the 1800s involved the development of romantic literature, art, and music that sparked a renewed (or nascent) sense of cultural unity.  Students will study examples of this movement, including the poetry of Mazzini (Italy), the tales of Grundtvig (Denmark) and the Brothers Grimm (Germany), and the music of Beethoven and Wagner (Germany).  A direct link will be made with Tolkien’s later interest in developing a romantic mythology for England.
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3. Reactions to Industrialization: At the tail end of a sub-unit on industrialization in the third quarter, students will examine how Europeans reacted to the Industrial Revolution politically, socially, and culturally.  In considering the cultural reaction, students will be asked to find examples of Romanticism in European art and literature that purposefully sought to either idealize pastoral imagery and themes or demonize industrial progress.  Shelley’s Frankenstein and Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings will be considered as specific examples of warnings against the development and use of Promethean technology.  
4. The Impact of World War I:  In addition to the standard political and economic analysis of the causes of the Great War and its technological innovations, we will examine the psychological impact of the war on those who fought it.  Students will read accounts by Robert Graves and other British soldiers of what life was like in the trenches of the Western Front.  They will also be asked to examine selected poems by Wilfred Owen and read from the wartime letters and early poetry works of Tolkien himself.
5. Totalitarian Mythology:  Later in March, we will examine the nationalistic and/or ideological appeal of totalitarian dictatorships that rose to power in the 1920s and 1930s, particularly Hitler’s Nazi regime in Germany.  A lecture will be presented on how Hitler tapped into mystical imagery and Germanic tradition to rally the German people to his side.  Students will also be able to read how Tolkien, who drew upon this same tradition, reacted negatively to Hitler’s “perversion” of it for nefarious purposes.

These references to Tolkien’s work earlier in the year will provide students with ideas and examples to draw upon in the capstone as they examine how The Lord of the Rings effectively layers several traditions, trends, and themes across several eras of European history.
NOTE: A general overview of the course is provided on the next page for reference.  Homework and classwork each make up 20% of the overall grade each quarter and quizzes make up anywhere from 5-10% of each quarter grade.  
SPECIAL THANKS:  This unit is a direct result of a National Endowment for the Humanities institute on Tolkien and The Lord of the Rings, hosted at Texas A&M University – Commerce in the summer of 2004.  Dr. Judy Ford and Dr. Robin Reid directed the institute, which helped thirty secondary school teachers learn how Tolkien’s work could be integrated into the classroom.  Many thanks to both of these fine academic professionals for their heartfelt dedication and wonderful inspiration!
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Second Quarter

CAPSTONE UNIT PREVIEW & READING GUIDE:

TOLKIEN AND THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

With the winter break upon us, I wanted to provide you with some material related to the capstone unit at the end of the academic year.  As promised in September, we will focus our attention on J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings after completion of the AP European History exam in early May.  The five-week capstone unit will be a change of pace from pre-exam studies in that it will give us an opportunity to examine major themes in modern European (and Western) history through the lens of the greatest fantasy author of the twentieth century.
How, you may ask, can a tale of hobbits, elves, dwarves, wizards, and dark lords give us any insight into modern European history?  That is a good question and one for which we will find many answers in the course of our capstone study.  As Tom Shippey, John Garth, Verlyn Flieger, and other Tolkien scholars have suggested, Tolkien’s fantasy is very much a reflection of and a reaction to the challenges of modern times, especially the earth-shattering changes of the first half of the twentieth century.  This work of supposedly “escapist” fiction rings true with its modern-day readers in ways that some “realist” works of modern fiction cannot even begin to match.  Hence, the conclusion of several reader polls in England which, a few years back, placed The Lord of the Rings as the most popular book of the twentieth century (in one poll, second only to the Bible in terms of its importance!).      

More details on the capstone schedule and assessments will be provided on Tuesday, May 10, a few days after the AP exam.  In the meantime, you are encouraged to obtain the books over the course of the next few months and begin reading.  The three books of the trilogy, The Fellowship of the Ring, The Two Towers, and The Return of the King, are lengthy but read quickly.  Please make sure to also read the author’s prologue and as much of the appendices as you can.  There will be time at the end of the year to read the books during the capstone unit but reading the books ahead of time will likely make your capstone experience that much richer.  If you have already read the books, you are encouraged to revisit them.  
The Lord of the Rings is available in both single-volume and three-volume format in paperback.  The three-volume paperback version, published by Ballantine Books (Del Rey), is available in any major bookstore.  
Reading Guide – Focus Questions

As you start reading (or rereading) the novel, it will help to keep in mind that we will be actively searching for links between Tolkien and themes in twentieth century European (and Western) history.  The three major themes we will focus on are power, progress, and faith (in the broadest sense of the terms).  The questions below are provided to help focus your reading so that you will be prepared for discussion of the book in May and June.  Please read over them carefully and do not hesitate to ask questions about them at any point.  We will briefly go over them today in class (Thursday, December 2).  

Power:

1. How and why does the One Ring serve as a symbol of power and/or temptation to power?

2. What evidence is there that Tolkien understood the nature of modern totalitarianism?

3. What role does Saruman play in the story and how can his actions be interpreted as “modern?”

4. What are the attitudes of Gandalf, Elrond, and Galadriel toward power and how is their own power put to use?  Feel free to also consider Treebeard.

5. How do Theoden, King of Rohan, and Denethor, Steward of Gondor, differ in their approaches to leadership and power?  Which of the two could be considered more modern and why?

6. What is the role of Aragorn (Strider) in the story and how might his attitudes toward power reflect historical conceptions of power and empire in European history?

More on reverse side…
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Progress:

1. What are some examples of how Tolkien weaves together archaic and modern influences throughout the text?  Consider differences between the Shire and Rohan for a start.

2. What is the reaction of the Elves to the progress of time in Middle Earth and what factors influence this reaction?

3. How does Tolkien depict industrialization in the story and what are his likely views on its effects?

4. What evidence is there in the story that Tolkien could be considered a “Green” in the modern socio-political sense of the word?

5. Why did Tolkien take the time and effort to include “The Scouring of the Shire” in the story well after the central climax had been reached?

6. How and why can the story be seen as a warning against the development of Promethean technologies?

Faith:

1. What are some elements of Tolkien’s view of “human” nature in the story?  Is he pessimistic or optimistic?  How and why?  Think in terms of our earlier discussion of Hobbes and Locke.

2. What evidence is there that Tolkien has incorporated elements of his own Catholic faith in the story?

3. How do the hobbits (especially Frodo, Sam, Merry, and Pippin) represent modern conceptions of faith in the broadest sense of the word?

4. Where does Gollum fit in the story in terms of good and evil?  Is he “redeemable?”

5. What are Tolkien’s views on death, mortality, and immortality (as presented in the story) and how do they relate to modern and/or archaic conceptions?

6. How and why could the story be interpreted as having “moral resonance” in the twentieth century and today?  The response (as in all cases) will be very much subject to your interpretation.

Please note that the questions above are not meant to box you in.  If you think of other questions/topics that relate to one (or all) of the three selected themes, please make a note of them as you read and highlight or otherwise annotate the textual evidence.  

