Arwen and Edward: redemption and
the fairy bride/groom in the literary

fairytale
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at does redemption mean in the context of

The Lord of the Rings and the Twilight series

and specifically to the apparently unredeem-

able outsiders, little mentioned fairy-bride

Arwen, and Edward, the fairy-groom with the unmention-
able secret?

The problem of redemption has preoccupied religious
thinkers, philosophers, psychologists, literary and other
artistic movements through the ages, worldwide, as the ques-
tion of how to cope with the grief and guilt our existence
entails is a timeless and universal one. Their multiple influ-
ences can be felt in the work of J. R. R. Tolkien and Stephenie
Meyer, although they reach their own conclusions.

Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings is an inverted quest story
for the redemption of a whole world — Middle-earth — the
saving and healing of that world — not through the conven-
tional fairy story motif of search for treasure, but through
renunciation of treasure: the corrupting Ring. Arwen, the
fairy bride is caught up in this quest. Meyer’s Twilight series
portrays the struggle for redemption — for liberation — of
an individual from his demonic or nature bound self, of
Edward the fairy groom.

Both Arwen and Edward seek redemption through tran-
scendence of the boundaries imposed by their assigned
roles: she as an immortal elf is faced with future departure
from Middle-earth, he as a vampire living on blood, a situ-
ation that confronts him on an almost daily basis.

At first glance both seem images of perfection, of self suf-
ficiency (they are forever young, strong, beautiful and rich).
They do not appear needy like their human counterparts,
the faltering Aragorn (and by extension the fallible hobbit
Frodo) and the accident-prone, insecure adolescent from a
broken home — Bella. And yet they need these particular
human beings, who initially endanger them. They recog-
nize qualities of resilience, originality and compassion in
Aragorn and Bella, they themselves do not appreciate, and
both Arwen and Edward are lonely and incomplete without
them. They seek a form of redemption in fulfilment through
their relationship with their human Other.

Neither Tolkien nor Meyer, despite their Christian
background, answer the question conclusively whether
redemption as salvation is ultimately available to Arwen
and Edward. These authors may have created alternate
worlds and beings from another dimension, but their out-
look remains realistically rooted in the uncertainties of the
primary world as it was and currently is perceived by many
of their contemporaries.

Although The Lord of the Rings has been classified as fan-
tasy, even as the forerunner of twentieth-century fantasy liter-
ature, and Twilight has been labelled a teen romance, both can
be seen as literary fairytales. Both draw on the rich tradition
of the literary fairytale based on and reinterpreting folktales,
myths and legends. Indeed with The Lord of the Rings “fairy
lore in literature has here reached its high water mark”™ in the
opinion of the noted folklorist Katherine Briggs.

The Lord of the Rings is set in a world removed from ours
by time and space to a vaguely prehistoric sphere, to the Once
Upon a Time of the classic literary fairytale. Arwen’s world
is removed still further from the world of humans, by loca-
tion, time, and by the prejudices of humans, born of fear and
ignorance (Eomer views Arwen’s grandmother Galadriel asa
witch, her domain Lothlorien as a trap or illusion, the heroes
coming from there as ‘dreams and legends”, not believed in,
though bringing hope when the situation seems hopeless).
Arwen belongs not to the mundane, but to starlight and twi-
light’. But the real in The Lord of the Rings is removed from
our reality by appertaining to hobbit farmers and hobbit arti-
sans (of a rural idyll) and valiant warriors (of heroic epics).
Arwens world is a fairytale within a fairytale.

Twilight is set in the world we ourselves inhabit. Edward’s
family is integrated into human society, his adoptive father
makes a positive contribution to the workplace, Edward goes
to school. Edward’s family are our neighbours, albeit the
ambivalent ‘Good Neighbours™ of English fairy tradition.

The extraordinary is not removed from us but lives with
us, perhaps even within us as it does in E. T. A. Hoffmann’s
literary fairytales. The magical is within our reach.

And yet Edward, like Arwen is accessible only through
redemptive imagination as Atreju is to Bastian in Michael
Ende’s Die Unendliche Geschichte. Just as Bastian seeks to be
reunited with his other self (Atreju), so Bella fears separation
from her fairy groom Edward and Aragorn from his fairy
bride Arwen.

Arwen is an elf, Tolkien’s particular interpretation of an
elf, “originally the Anglo Saxon name for fairies™ according
to Katherine Briggs. Like the fairies she can be seen as pagan
god, nature spirit®, a symbol of the divine-demonic, blessed
and cursed with eternal life (meaning existence), an exile
(from her true home in the Undying Lands)’, or original
inhabitant gone into hiding in our world®, a descendent of
the departing fairies’ of folk tradition, lingering yet leav-
ing, an ‘inspirational hero’'’, a giver of gifts, a provider of
redemption to others (to Aragorn, her partner, by sharing
his life, adapting herself to the demands his life call for, and
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to Frodo, the Ring-bearer, ceding to him her place on the
last ship to leave Middle-earth for Elven-home). Is Arwen
herself redeemed or redeemable?

Arwen is the fairy-bride of a human, but she does not
become so out of compulsion, no bird’s wings or seal skins
have been stolen from her obliging her to stay, forever
longing for escape (as in the myth of Wieland the Smith’s
swan-maiden wife). Arwen unites with a human by her own
choice. A human whose potential is revealed to her, when,
having “cast aside his wayworn raiment’, he is “clothed...in
silver and white”"' by Galadriel, in the classic fairytale role
of the fairy godmother.

Arwen’s choice involves the loss of her kin and the chance
to journey to their paradise, a form of existence still, even
if different from the human one. Like the little mermaid of
Andersenss literary fairy tale, she chooses love and a short
span of life.

Her choice to remain in Middle-earth with Aragorn
means she must move out of the forest, the twilight and the
shadows and to the city of Minas Tirith, embracing daylight,
and human society with all its complexities.

Is there redemption for Arwen in the sense of the ‘happy
ending’ of classic Western fairy tales? Tolkien who created
fantasy not as escape or comfort but as challenge and insight,
does not give a facile ‘happily ever after’ ending answer.
Aragorn the mortal eventually dies. Arwen returns to the
place where Galadriel’s realm of Lothlorien fades. She has
lost everything and will pass away. Arwen’s end is one of
resignation and ‘sorrowful beauty’'? much as we find it in
the Japanese folk tale “The Bush Warbler’s Home), celebrat-
ingloss of everything as the achievement of nothingness in
which a form of redemption may be found.

Edward, though sharing the blood lust of the vampire
of Romantic, Gothic and contemporary fiction is also a
manifestation of the fairy bridegroom. He conceals his true
nature in accordance with the traditional taboo on human
knowledge of the fairy partner’s identity (as in the myth
of Melusine). When Bella discovers his secret, she can-
not be sure whether he will turn out to be a Bluebeard or a
Swan Knight, her murderer or her protector. Whatever the
case, ambivalent Edward is Bella’s fate, a fairy in the sense
of fatae"”. “Your number was up the first time I met you”
Edward asserts'*. Her fate is sealed by their encounter.

Edward can be seen as a ‘half deified spirit of the dead’”,
as a ‘fallen angel’lé, as the demonic-divine lover, Beauty’s
Beast, Psyche’s Cupid, whose meeting with his mortal part-
ner requires sacrifice from both in order to achieve redemp-
tion for each other.

On a superficial level Edward appears to be the teasing
fairy lover of European folk tradition and ballads who
snares a mortal woman only to abandon her, after which
she pines and usually dies"”. In this sense Edward feeds on
Bella vampirically and yet he did not mean to harm her
by this action. Edward is not a conventional fairy lover or
traditional vampire. Though bound by nature’s implac-
able laws for existence, the necessity to eat (and therefore
to kill), Edward is desperately seeking not to be governed
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by his ‘addiction™®. He is attempting to find redemption
under the influence of his adoptive father Dr Cullen, who,
having become separated from his own father (a vampire
hunting priest, who may be interpreted as representing an
established church persecuting heretics'®), returns to the
basics of Christianity, living in active service to others as
a doctor®.

Dr Cullen has overcome his blood lust in a Buddhist sense
of going beyond ‘craving’® and has become life affirming, a
valuable member of society healing others, sustained not by
blood (or human life force) but by Christian faith*. He keeps
a cross in his house and in the traditional Christian sense
appears redeemed. But Edward does not have faith, nor does
he live in service to others. So what of his redemption?

When Edward abandons Bella (in New Moon, the second
book of the Twilight series) he does so because he wants to
protect her. An incident in his home forces him to recognize
just how dangerous the violently parasitical nature of the vam-
pire is for her. He abandons Bella in a well intentioned effort
to save her from himself and his kind. He is like the snake
groom™ of Japanese folk tales whose spirit-essence threat-
ens to destroy his mortal bride, but who genuinely loves her.
Edward thinks erroneously that by leaving Bella he gives her
the opportunity to lead a safe life, integrated into human soci-
ety. She is prepared to become a vampire to be with him, but
Edward, like Andersenss little mermaid or Asimov’s robot™,
sees indispensable value in being human and mortal. He
does not want her to lose irretrievably what he regrets losing
immeasurably. He wants to shield Bella from the misery and
alienation he feels. In traditional terms he wants to save her
soul and so sacrifices his personal happiness.

But Edward has made a choice for her and his choice
almost destroys her. He does not acknowledge that he (love
gained through night, a symbol of the inner world, as in
the Hymnen an die Nacht by Novalis) transforms her mate-
rial, mundane everyday existence, magically infusing it with
meaning. He cannot accept that she would rather share hell
with him without hope of redemption (as the protagonist
does in director Vincent Ward’s film What Dreams May
Come, reinventing the Greek myth of Orpheus and Eury-
dice) than be separated from him, her other self.

Edward is not Christian in the conventional, organized
sense. He refuses to prey on humans (he thinks of himself as
‘Vegetarian’zs as he hunts animals instead), because he wants
to be an ethical being. He seems Kantian in that he feels
he must do what is right or good without hope of reward,
without faith even®. He appears an unconscious follower of
Albert Schweitzer, trying not to contribute to human suf-
fering, seeking to replace the “amoral will-to-live with the
ethical will-to-love™”.

Edward and Arwen are rebels, they do not conform to
others’ expectations of them. They are free in that they are
determined by the choices they make for themselves. Free
will according to Christian thought makes redemption pos-
sible.

Arwen’s choice to become human, in the tradition of
Luthien her ancestor, is opposed by her father. Arwen’s






father Elrond is not cruel as Luthien’s was; he is saddened
by Arwen’s choice out of concern for her. She will lose all
connection with her people and all hope of eternal life
(existence) in a place of beauty and harmony. Elrond —
the half-human, half-elf — had been given a choice long
before Arwen was born, whether to cast his lot with elves or
humans. He chose the former and will depart with them.

Why do Tolkien’s elves depart? Why do they feel they can-
not coexist with humans?

Itis not only yearning for their true home that drives them,
but also possibly the perception that humans, although lib-
erated from the Ring, may, empowered by peace and pros-
perity, turn to the destruction of nature (the habitat of the
elves) in their efforts to control it, much as their former
enemies, the servants of the Ring had done. After all the
Shire (the hobbits’ homeland) was scoured after the Ring
was destroyed and humans were involved in this devastating
industrialization and exploitation.

“The world is changing,” says Treebeard™, the tree guard-
ian, to the departing elves. Change is something the nostal-
gic elves are extremely wary of and reject. Arwen, by staying
with Aragorn shows perhaps greater faith in human nature,
in human capacity for regeneration and in the positive
potential of change. While her kin look outside the world
for a link to the divine, Arwen seeks to help make the divine
accessible to those around her, those with no possibility of
leaving. She continues to be part of the redemption process
of Middle-earth, which does not stop with the destruction
of the Ring.

Arwen may be regarded as related to the Chinese Buddhist
Goddess of Mercy Guanyin or Kuan Yin®?, who remains in
this world of suffering out of (compassionate) love, defer-
ring her own deliverance from earthly matters.

Edward stands with his family against the Volturi, an
ancient and powerful vampire clan — a few unconventional
individuals against a traditional establishment. His restraint
or abstinence goes not only against his own cravings but also
against the norm, the creed of ruthless self gratification and
relentless consumption imposed by the form of permissive
society espoused by the dominant vampire clan. Edward and
his family do not subsist in a dark fortress, sleeping in cof-
fins, the domain of Bram Stoker’s Dracula, associated with
decay and disease. They live in a white house protected by
the shadow of trees, (very much the realm of Arwen), “very
bright, very open and very large. The walls ... were all vary-
ing shades of white”*. Contrary to preconceptions about
vampires Edward belongs to an Apollonian minority in con-
stant passive resistance to a Dionysian majority. Edward is
more closely related to the gleaming, sweet breathed pan-
ther” of Anglo Saxon Christian allegory than Bram Stoker’s
repulsive, reptilian, foul breathed Dracula. Indeed Edward
as the panther is the dragon’s enemy™.

Arwen turns from the twilight of eternity and the elves’
form of shared salvation, the redemption of return from exile
granted to Galadriel when she lets go of ambition by refus-
ing the Ring (a symbol of devouring™ compulsion, domina-
tion and destruction, very much an emblem of vampirism).
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Arwen chooses the temporal, a moment in time, personal
happiness, however brief. She becomes a wife and mother,
and lives in the present (uprooted from her past and cut off
from her preordained future).

Whatever form Arwen’s individual salvation may eventu-
ally take if granted is not revealed, but Aragorn parts from
her with hope in redemption as liberation from the limita-
tions of existence (short or long) inflicts on sentient beings:
“In sorrow we must go, but not in despair. Behold! We are
not bound forever to the circles of this world..”*

Edward, finds some form of solace in music (in the Scho-
penhauer mode™), in love — when reunited with Bella
allowing her to make her own decisions, even if they entail
pain for her — and in his choice to refrain from evil. This
choice is not a foregone conclusion. Edward when con-
fronted with the temptation Bella represents could become
a vicious Byronic vampire®. But his compulsion is repug-
nant to him, as it is to the Undead in Goethe’s Die Braut
von Korinth or in Angela Carter’s The Lady of the House of
Love. Edward’s statement “I don’t want to be a monster”,>’
is at the root of all his choices, all his yearning for moral
integrity, for redemptive transformation. Just as the venge-
ful water sprite Undine is changed into the compassionate
Little Mermaid, so Edward’s negation of his vampire nature
makes, in Christian-literary fairytale terms, the attainment
of a soul possible.

The vampire Nick Knight of the TV series Forever Knight




wished to repay his debt to society and to become human
again, but he is destroyed by his blood dependency, guilt
and grief. In marked contrast, Edward’s capacity to love
someone else more than himself breaks the spell of being
a Beast — to a certain extent. For although he fights the
craving successfully he can never be completely rid of it. He
is forced to ‘endure™®. But he is not alone. Bella joins him,
undergoing the terrible transformation necessary to become
a vampire. And she seems largely free of the compulsion
to hunt humans giving Edward hope that vampires are not
beyond redemption. Edward’s struggle will last as long as
he exists, but it is this struggle which may ultimately lead
to his salvation: As in Goethe’s Faust: “Wer immer strebend
sich bemueht/ den koennen wir erloesen” — He who strives

and ever strives him we can redeem.”
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