
J.R.R. TOLKIEN (1892-1973)

LIFE

Early years
Born in Bloemfontein (South Africa) – returned to England at 4 (city vs countryside) – brought 

up as a Catholic – death of his mother – moved to a boarding house – met Edith Bratt

University career
Studied at Oxford – married Edith before being sent to the front – trench fever (started The 

Silmarillion) – began his career at the University of Leeds – taught Anglo-Saxon at Oxford

Late recognition
Had 4 children – published The Hobbit and started The Lord of the Rings – became Professor 

of English Language & Literature – moved to Bournemouth – died & was buried with his wife.

WORKS

Philology
Translation of Beowulf (1926)

Major critical work Beowulf: the Monsters and the Critics (1936)

High fantasy
The Hobbit (1937)

The Lord of the Rings (1954-55): three parts

Posthumous
The Silmarillion (1977): Tolkien’s “legendarium” (myths & stories) published by his son

The Book of Lost Tales (1983-84): two volumes of Tolkien’s early stories published by his son

KEY POINTS 

An amazing linguist
He was already making up languages for fun at 12 – studied the Classics, Old English, Gothic, 

Welsh, Finnish – created languages for the different races which people his works.

A devout Catholic
Believed that “evil labours with vast power and perpetual success—in vain: preparing always only 

the soil for unexpected good to sprout “ & reflected this vision in his works.

The idea of applicability
Disliked allegory: believed that many people confused applicability (which resides in the  

freedom of the reader) with allegory (which resides in the purposed domination of the writer).



Tolkien’s world

A WHOLE 

MYTHOLOGY

Arda
The world as a whole: it was created using the Music of the Ainur, as a way to create a 

home for the Children of Ilúvatar (i.e. the races of Elves and Men).

Middle-earth

A small but beautiful inland region in the northwest of Middle-earth beloved by its inhabitants, 

the hobbits, i.e. small human-like creatures with hairy feet and slightly pointed ears.
The Shire

One of the lands of Arda, centrally located in this world, (from O.E. middangeard), home to the 

Races of Men, Ents, Elves, Dwarves, Hobbits, Orcs and Trolls. 

The Hobbit

Origin of the story
One day, while  marking examination papers, he discovered that one candidate had left one 

page of an answer-book blank and he wrote “In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit”.

Content
The adventures of Bilbo Baggins, on his quest to aid a group of dwarves in reclaiming their 

land and treasure from the dragon Smaug. 

A modern-day fairy tale
A very unlikely (and reluctant) hero who discovers his values, skills and courage along the way: 

he becomes someone we can relate to and even identify with.:  

THE LORD OF 

THE RINGS

A sequel?
Tolkien was supposed to write a sequel to The Hobbit but actually created a much more 

complex work – a three-part modern version of the heroic epic.

Key points
After receiving a magic Ring of Invisibility from his uncle Bilbo, Frodo Baggins & a  fellowship of 

hobbits, elves, dwarves, and men is guided by Gandalf to destroy the ring wanted by Sauron.

A Catholic work
The religious element is absorbed into the story and symbolism (ex. embracing divine 

providence and the importance of mercy).
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