
John Ronald Reuel Tolkien was an 
English writer, poet, philologist, 
and university professor, best 
known as the author of the classic 
high fantasy works The Hobbit 
(1937), The Lord of the Rings (1954
-55), and The Silmarillion (1977)
which attained cult status and have 
had a lasting effect on the genre. 
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J.R.R. TOLKIEN

• 1892: John Ronald Reuel Tolkien (/ˈruːl ˈtɒlkiːn/) was born
in Bloemfontein, South Africa.

His memories of Africa were slight but vivid 
(including a scary encounter with a large, hairy
baboon spider!) and influenced his later writing.

• 1896: his father died, and he, his mother and his younger 
brother Hilary returned to England.

Tolkien’s childhood in the West Midlands was split between 
the darkly urban Birmingham, with its coal trucks, and the 
very rural Sarehole, with its mills. 4



J.R.R. TOLKIEN
In 1900, his mother and his aunt were received into the 
Roman Catholic Church, and both Ronald and Hilary 
would remain devout Catholics throughout their lives.

• 1904: his mother died of diabetes. He and 
his brother were left destitute. 

The parish priest, Father Francis Morgan,
made sure of the boys’ material as well 
as spiritual welfare, and they were moved
to a boarding house. 

He also made a number of close friends at King Edward’s school; 
in his later years, they met regularly after hours as the T. C. B. S. 
(Tea Club Barrovian Society, named after their meeting place 
at the Barrow Stores) and they continued to correspond closely
and exchange and criticise each other’s literary work until 1916. 5



J.R.R. TOLKIEN

Amongst the lodgers at the boarding house was a young 
woman called Edith Bratt. When Ronald was 16, and she 
19, they struck up a friendship, which gradually deepened. 
Eventually, Father Francis forbade Ronald to see or even 
correspond with Edith for three years, until he was 21. 
Ronald stoically obeyed this injunction to the letter.

 1913: he swiftly picked up the threads of his relationship 
with Edith, though not without difficulty.

Midway through his studies at Oxford he changed 
from Classics to English Language and Literature 
where Old English, in particular, fascinated him.
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J.R.R. TOLKIEN
 1914: WWI broke out in August.

Unlike so many of his contemporaries, Tolkien did not rush 

to join up immediately on the outbreak of war: after achieving 

a first-class degree in June 1915, he enlisted, but was kept in 

boring suspense in England for many months.

 1916: he and Edith married and, soon after, he was sent to 

the Western Front, just in time for the Somme offensive.

After four months in and out of the trenches, he succumbed 

to “trench fever”, a form of typhus-like infection common in 

the insanitary conditions there, and in early November was 

sent back to England. While convalescing he began what was 

to be his life-long literary work, The Silmarillion. 7



J.R.R. TOLKIEN
 1917: the first of his four children (three 

boys and a girl) was born.

 1920-1924: Tolkien became Reader in English Language 
and then Professor of English Language at the University 
of Leeds.

 1925: he returned to Oxford as Professor of Anglo-Saxon. 

During those years, he worked on a critical edition of Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight and became one of 
the founder members of The Inklings, a 
group of friends who met for conversation, 
drink, and frequent reading from their work-

in-progress. C.S. Lewis was one of them. 8



J.R.R. TOLKIEN
 1937: he published The Hobbit and began to

work on The Lord of the Rings as a possible
sequel to it.

 1945: he became Professor of English Language and 
Literature, a post he held until his retirement in 1959.

The publication of The Lord of the Rings in three parts during 
1954 and 1955, was hugely and unexpectedly successful. Four 
years later, Edith and Ronald moved to Bournemouth.

 1973: after Edith’s death in 1971, Tolkien returned to Oxford, 
and there he died on 2nd September. He and his wife are 
buried together at Wolvercote cemetery in a single grave. 9



Tolkien’s FAITH
 Tolkien was a devout Roman Catholic who gave insight-

ful answers about faith and how his beliefs influenced his 
writings. His works mainly deal with the clash between 
evil and good, and this is how he saw it in life: 

“All we do know, and that to a large extent by direct 
experience, is that evil labours with vast power and 
perpetual success—in vain: preparing always only 
the soil for unexpected good to sprout. So it is in 
general, and so it is in our own lives… But there is 
still some hope that things may be better for us, even 
on the temporal plane, in the mercy of God.” (1944 
letter to his son Christopher Tolkien).

This is the vision we find reflected in his world.
10



CURIOSITIES
 The name “Tolkien” is believed to be of German origin: as a 

matter of fact, Tolkien’s great-great grandfather Johann Benjamin 
Tolkien came to Britain in about 1772. Toll-kühn means foolishly 
brave, or stupidly clever, hence the pseudonym “Oxymore” 
which the writer occasionally used!

 When interviewed, Ronald (as he was called)
by everyone) almost clung to his smoking 
pipe, cradling it in his hand, or speaking
with it in his mouth, which often made 
him difficult to understand. He never 
removed it from his mouth for more than five seconds!

 The headstone of his grave reads:

Edith Mary Tolkien, Lúthien, 1889–1971

John Ronald Reuel Tolkien, Beren, 1892–1973
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LANGUAGE & IMAGINATION
 Tolkien’s developing linguistic imagination was already 

engaged during his time in Birmingham by the sight of coal 
trucks going to and from South Wales, bearing destinations 
like “Nantyglo”, “Penrhiwceiber” and “Senghenydd”!

 By 1904 he was busy making up his own languages, purely 
for fun, showing remarkable linguistic gifts . 

 In 1911 at Exeter College, Oxford, he
immersed himself in the Classics 
(Latin and Greek), Old English, 
the Germanic languages (especially
Gothic), Welsh and Finnish.
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«MIDDANGEARD»
 One of the poems he discovered in the course of his 

Old English studies was The Christ of Cynewulf. He 
was particularly  fascinated by the cryptic couplet:

Eálá Earendel engla beorhtast

Ofer middangeard monnum sended

which translates as:

Hail Earendel brightest of angels,

over Middle Earth sent to men.

 Middangeard was an ancient expression for the everyday 
world between Heaven above and Hell below, and this 
inspired some of his very early attempts at creating a 
world of ancient beauty in his poetry. 14



From disparate imaginings…

 In June 1915, he was working on various 
poetic attempts, and on his invented 
languages, especially one that he came 
to call Qenya, heavily influenced by 
Finnish: he began drawing maps and 
creating story sketches, but he felt the 
lack of a connecting thread to bring his vivid, though 
disparate, imaginings together.

 It was in 1916, after his return to England with trench fever 
and the death of all but one of his close friends of the T. C. 
B. S., that he began putting his stories into shape, in 
part as an act of piety to the memory of his friends killed 
in action, but mainly stirred by reaction against his war 
experiences. 15



… to his «legendarium».
 This ordering of his imagination developed 

into The Book of Lost Tales (published by 
Tolkien’s son Christopher as the first of a 12-
volume series): in it most of the major stories 
of The Silmarillion appear in their first form 
as the tales of the Elves and the Gnomes, 
(i. e. Deep Elves, the later Noldor), with 
their languages Qenya and Goldogrin.

 Tolkien continued working for most of his life on what he 
would call his “legendarium”, an articulated body of all 
his mythopoeic (i.e. myth-making) writing concerning the 
imaginary world of Arda and the land of Middle Earth… 
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ARDA, i.e. the WORLD
 Tolkien created an extremely detailed world meant to 

be a version of our own world in a forgotten past. 
He invented a whole mythology surrounding its 
creation and an extended history of the different
creatures that people it, so let’s take a glimpse at it!

 The term Arda refers to 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).
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MIDDLE-EARTH
 Middle-earth is one of the lands of Arda, centrally 

located in this world, with mountain ranges which 
separate the land into its different regions.

 The name was derived from Middle English middel-
erde, which came from Old English middangeard.

 It is not only home to the Race 

of Men, but also to Ents, Elves, 

Dwarves1, Hobbits, Orcs and 

Trolls, creating a sort of bridge 

between fantasy and reality. 
1 Dwarves is Tolkien’s plural of dwarf(s): for this reason, it has come to indicate the plural of the mythological beings. 19



THE SHIRE
 The Shire is a small but beautiful 

inland region in the northwest of 
Middle-earth beloved by its 
inhabitants, the hobbits.

 It is filled with grassy plains and rolling hills, with 
many villages and a few towns, where hobbits enjoy 
a peaceful existence farming, eating and socialising.

 On Tolkien’s maps, the Shire was located at about the 
same position as England was on modern European 
maps, sharing with his country the sense of “home”.
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THE THIRD AGE
 Both The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings take place in 

what Tolkien called the Third Age of Middle-earth, a 
time when the elves are growing increasingly remote, 
humans are increasingly dominant, and hobbits emerge 
as unlikely heroes.

 Each race has its own distinctive
culture, language, and history, 
but they need to work together  
to fight against evil, even against 
apparently hopeless odds, with 
the knowledge that victory can 
be achieved only at great cost. 21



The SUCCESS of his WORLD
 Tolkien’s works soon attained cult status but, after the publication 

of The Lord of the Rings, fans started causing increasing problems, 

both those in the UK who came to gawp at his house and

those, especially from California, who telephoned

at 7 p.m. (their time – 3 a.m. his!!!), to demand

➢ whether Frodo had succeeded or failed in the Quest,

➢ what the preterite of Quenyan lanta- was, 

➢ whether or not Balrogs had wings! 

 So, Tolkien had to change address, his telephone number went ex-

directory, and eventually he and Edith moved to Bournemouth, a 

pleasant but uninspiring South Coast resort, to find some peace…
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From a random sentence…
 The origin of The Hobbit (1937) is well-known: according 

to Tolkien’s own account, one day when he was engaged 
in the soul-destroying task of marking examination papers, 
he discovered that one candidate had left one page of an 
answer-book blank. 

 On this page, moved by who knows what, he wrote 

“In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit”.

 In typical Tolkien fashion, he then decided he needed to 
find out what a Hobbit was, what sort of a hole it lived in, 
why it lived in a hole, etc. etc.
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… to a children’s story…
 Although for some years he “got no 

further than the production of Thror’s
Map” (see Letters 215), in the early 
1930s the story of the hobbit, a 
small human-like creature with 
hairy feet and slightly pointed 
ears, became one that he shared 
with his three sons during what he 
called their “winter reads.”

 By 1932, he had completed a manuscript which most of 
his Oxford friends saw as merely a children’s story. 
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… and much more!

 As such it was published after the editor Stanley Unwin’s 
10-year-old son, Rayner Unwin, read it and gave it a 

positive review. 

 A first edition of 1,500 copies sold out quickly: 
the book presented a cover designed by 
Tolkien himself and decorated with Old 
English runes.

 Many successive editions followed, with chapters and 
characters revised by Tolkien himself, who transformed 
this fairy-tale for children into a book which attracted
adult readers as well as younger ones. Why?
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WHAT is The HOBBIT about?

 The Hobbit details the adventures of Bilbo 
Baggins, on his quest to aid a group of dwarves 
in reclaiming their land and treasure from the
dragon Smaug. Along the way, Bilbo discovers 
his values, skills and courage, though at first 
he is anything but a hero.

 Bilbo is, in fact, extremely
reluctant to leave his comfortable home 
or to take risks, so the journey he finally 
accepts to embark on seems to suggest 
that heroism and strength lie within 
everyone, and one way to access these 
inner reserves is to take life’s challenges 
head on, even when they bring peril. 27



A MODERN-DAY FAIRY TALE
 With The Hobbit Tolkien created a sort of modern-day 

fairy story in which the hero becomes someone we 
can relate to and even identify with: Bilbo is, in fact, 
a more diplomatic kind of hero than those who wield 
their sword and win the day! 

 He works behind the scenes and
uses cunning, rather than strength, 
as when he outwits Gollum and wins 
the fated magic ring.

 He tries to prevent the final battle by bargaining with
the Laketown residents and Wood-Elves as if to underline 
the unheroic nature of war. 28



NOT an ALLEGORY
 Some critics have tried to read metaphors for England’s 

heroism during World War II, or the inherent evil in some 
nationalities, but Tolkien was known to dislike allegory.

 In his preface to the second edition of The Lord of the 
Rings, he wrote that many people confuse ‘applicability’ 
with ‘allegory’ adding that 

“the one resides in the freedom of the reader, and 
the other in the purposed domination of the author.”

In other words, the meaning and interpretation are 

in the mind’s eye of the reader. 29





A sequel to THE HOBBIT?
 After the huge success of The Hobbit Tolkien was asked to 

write a sequel to the story and he accepted the challenge, 

but the result, 17 years later, was not a sequel: it was his 

masterpiece, The Lord of the Rings (1954-55), a three-part 

modern version of the heroic epic.

 A few elements from The Hobbit were carried over, 

in particular a magic ring, now revealed to be the 

One Ring, which must be destroyed before it can 

be used by the terrible Dark Lord, Sauron, to rule the world.

 But The Lord of the Rings is also an extension of Tolkien’s 

Silmarillion tales, which gave the book a “history” in which 

Elves, Dwarves, Orcs, and Men were already established. 31



WHAT is LORD of the RINGS about?
 At 33, the age of adulthood among hobbits, 

Frodo Baggins receives a magic Ring of 
Invisibility from his uncle Bilbo. Frodo
learns that the ring has the power to 
control the entire world and, he discovers, 
to corrupt its owner. 

 A fellowship of hobbits, elves, dwarves, and
men is formed to destroy the ring by casting it 
into the volcanic fires of the Crack of Doom, 
where it was forged. 

 They are opposed on their harrowing mission 
by the evil Sauron and his Black Riders.
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NOT a FAIRY TALE

 This is what Tolkien said about his masterpiece:

“The Lord of the Rings is of course a fundamentally 
religious and Catholic work; 
unconsciously so at first, but 
consciously in the revision. 
That is why I have not put in, 
or have cut out practically all
references to anything like 
‘religion,’ to cults or practices, 
in the imaginary world. For the 
religious element is absorbed 
into the story and symbolism.”

 Let us examine a couple of excerpts….
33



EMBRACING DIVINE PROVIDENCE
“ ‘I wish it need not have happened in my time,’ said Frodo. 

‘So do I,’ said Gandalf, ‘and so do all who live
to see such times. But that is not for them 
to decide. All we have to decide is what 

to do with the time that is given us.’”

 This dialogue between Gandalf and Frodo highlights the 
difficult yet precious gift of the time we are given in life. 
Even when forced to confront great evil and suffering, as Frodo 
is with the Ring in the book, we do not get to choose our times.

 No one wishes for such darkness to come in their lifetime. 
Yet God’s providence places each of us where we need to be.
We are asked to believe that we were placed there for a reason.
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The IMPORTANCE of MERCY
“‘But this is terrible!” cried Frodo… What a pity that Bilbo did not stab 

that vile creature [Gollum], when he had a chance!’

‘Pity? It was Pity that stayed his hand. Pity, 
and Mercy: not to strike without need….’

‘I am sorry,’ said Frodo. ‘But ….I do not feel any 
pity for Gollum…. He deserves death.’

‘Deserves it! I daresay he does. Many that live 
deserve death. And some that die deserve life. Can you give 
it to them? Then do not be too eager to deal out death in 
judgement. For even the very wise cannot see all ends.’

 This passage speaks of a Christian approach toward those 
who seem corrupt and deserving of condemnation. God, 
in His unfathomable wisdom, calls us to strive for compassion, 
believing in redemption and leaving ultimate judgment to 
Him alone. A small act of pity can set in motion goodness 
far beyond what we can foresee. 35



MAIN CHARACTERS (1)
 Frodo Baggins, the hero of the story, is only

a hobbit but he is gifted with common sense,
a good heart, and the determination to do 
his best. Though indecisive and, at times, a 
little foolish, he is also tough and committed, 
but the physical and  spiritual wounds he suffers will make it
impossible for him to go back to his world.

 Sauron is evil incarnate: he is the Lord of the (One) Ring which
he created and used to gain control over Middle-earth before

being defeated by Isildor. He is portrayed
as an all-seing eye. His only weakness is his
ambition: as a result, he is unable to understand 
those who seek to destroy the Ring 36



MAIN CHARACTERS (2)
 Sam Gangee is Frodo’s loyal servant. He is 

humble and down-to-earth, shows courage
and even heroism in the course of the quest, 
especially as Frodo becomes more absorbed

in the Ring. He represents the common man, more heroic than
he believes himself to be, gaining both confidence and authority.

 Gollum is a wretched, vile creature, a liar, a
thief, and a murderer, corrupt and vindictive,
ready to sneak and betray, constantly snivel-
ing and hissing… yet he is not a simple villain.
A spark of goodness survives from his life as Sméagol, turning
him into a pitiable creature not beyond redemption.
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MAIN CHARACTERS (3)
 Gandalf the Grey is a powerful wizard, a

spirit in human form who exists to accomplish
a specific purpose and leaves when he is done. 
To Frodo he is a friend and a mentor, full of 
wisdom and humour. He is the first to say that
the Ring has to be destroyed, and he guides the Fellowship. 

 Saruman the White is the head of Gandalf’s order of
Wizards. He represents the corrupting 
influence of power, wishing to wield the 
Ring for his own personal benefit, thus 
betraying all that the wizards stand for. 
Charismatic and extremely powerful, 
he is proud to the point of arrogance. 38



THEMES
 Some of the key themes we find in this complex work, 

which became darker and more serious as Tolkien was 
writing it, are

➢ the corrupting influence of power,

➢ innocence and greed,

➢ fate and free will

➢providence 

➢ redemptive suffering,

but most importantly, at the heart 
of this story, is a quest not of gain, 
or conquest, but of renunciation. 39



THE TEMPTATION of the RING
One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them, 

One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them. 

 The words of fire etched on the Ring reveal it to be a 
physical embodiment of the worst that is thought 
and felt: cruelty, domination, greed.

 All those who interact with it are 
tempted to take it and use it, in 
their eagerness to acquire power.
Thus, the Ring must be destroyed.

 It is a strong message for the modern era, marked, as it is, 
by destructive wars, superpowers, and horrifying abuses of 
the power of the state. 40





LEGACY: as a CRITIC…

 In academic circles, Tolkien is recognized for his 

contributions to the study of language in literature.

 In particular, he is remembered for his 

translation of Beowulf in 1926, (published 

posthumously, along with classroom lectures 

he had given on the subject, some of his notes, 

and an original short story inspired by the 

legend) and for his lecture "Beowulf: the 

Monsters and the Critics," published in 

1936, recognized as a major critical work about 

that important Old English poem. 
42



… & as a WRITER.
 Though regularly condemned by the English Literary establish-

ment (with honourable exceptions!), Tolkien is loved by literally 

millions of readers worldwide.

 The great success of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, 

especially when they were published in paper-back in the United 

States, led directly to a popular resurgence of the fantasy 

genre. This has caused him  to be popularly identified as the 

"father" of modern high fantasy literature.

 His works have inspired many other 

writers like S. King, C. Paolini, J.K. 

Rowling and have had a lasting effect 

on the entire field. 43
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