APPETIZERS

A Biography of J.R.R. Tolkien


John Ronald Reuel Tolkien was born on January 3, 1892 in Bloemfontein, South Africa.  His English parents were Arthur Tolkien, a banker, and Mabel Suffield Tolkien.  Young Ronald (as everyone called him) was a sickly child, which was made worse by the hot climate.  His mother decided to take Ronald and his younger brother Hilary back to England to improve Ronald’s health and to visit relatives.  His father stayed behind to finish his business and planned to join the family later.  Unfortunately, Tolkien’s father became ill, died, and was buried in Africa.  It happened so quickly that it was hard for the three-year-old Ronald to understand.  He later felt that he never really knew his father because he had died when Tolkien was so young.


Tolkien and his brother Hilary drew very close to their mother after their father’s death.  She taught them at home when they grew old enough, and at a young age Ronald began to love languages.  The family moved to a small village called Sarehol.  There Ronald roamed the countryside and formed a deep appreciation of nature, especially of the trees.  His mother became estranged from her family when she converted to Roman Catholicism.  She and the boys moved to the big city of Birmingham so that Ronald and Hilary could attend King Edward’s School.  His mother was diagnosed with diabetes and worked hard to support her sons alone.  Father Francis Morgan befriended the family and helped as much as he could.  Tolkien’s mother died, though, on November 14, 1904.  Tolkien’s deep religious faith was rooted in his love for his mother.


The two brothers had to live on their own with the help of Father Morgan.  Tolkien immersed himself in his love of language.  He even began inventing languages of his own.  He planned to go to Oxford University when the time came, and he decided to focus on philology, the study of how language works.  Tolkien also read widely, and he especially enjoyed the epics and legends of Scandinavian countries like Norway, Finland, and Iceland.  He also became fascinated with medieval poems like Beowulf and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.  Ronald Tolkien wanted to marry a young lady named Edith, but Father Morgan was afraid that romance would distract young Ronald from his studies.  So Tolkien promised to wait until he was twenty-one before he asked Edith to marry him, and he kept his promise.  They were married on March 22, 1916.


Around this same time, England entered the first World War, and Tolkien, like most other young men his age, signed up to fight.  Three of Tolkien’s best friends were also soldiers, and they, along with Tolkien, were sent to France to fight.  Tolkien fought in the Battle of the Somme, one of the bloodiest battles of the war, but his company was not in the thickest fighting.  He developed trench fever and had to be sent back home to England.  He was devastated when two of his friends died at the front, and his war experiences played a crucial part in his development as a writer.  It was while Tolkien was at the war that he began writing a collection of stories that he called The Book of Lost Tales.  These stories would later be published as The Silmarillion, and they form the basis for his other books like The Lord of the Rings.


After the war, Tolkien settled into the life of a teacher.  He taught English language and literature at Leeds University and then at Oxford University.  He and Edith had four children: John, Michael, Christopher, and Priscilla.  It was primarily for his children that Tolkien wrote the story that would become The Hobbit.  This book was published in 1937, and it became so popular that the publishers asked Tolkien to write a sequel.  This he set out to do, but it was not until twelve years and many drafts later that Tolkien finally submitted The Lord of the Rings for publication.  Meanwhile, Tolkien had a fairly uneventful life.  He taught, enjoyed his family, and fellowshipped with friends like C.S. Lewis.  In the 1960s, The Lord of the Rings became a very popular book, especially in America.  Many people wrote to Tolkien and asked him questions about his mythology and characters.  All the attention he was receiving started to make him nervous, and he was happy to retire with Edith to a seaside town.  She died in 1971, and J.R.R. Tolkien died in 1973.  His writings, though some were still unfinished at his death, have lived on after him, and his books have only grown in popularity.  Many people claim that The Lord of the Rings is the best book of the twentieth century.  With the release of Peter Jackson’s film trilogy, Tolkien’s popularity will only continue to grow into the twenty-first century.

Layers in J.R.R. Tolkien


One aspect of J.R.R. Tolkien’s writing that gives it such power and universal appeal is the layering of ideas that are present.  Tolkien can be taught in different ways and to different ages of students because there were so many influences upon the author that can be connected across the curriculum to student’s lives and their studies.


A layer that immediately stands out is Tolkien’s love and study of languages.  He invented his own languages, runes, and alphabets.  Tolkien was a philologist, an expert in Old English (also called Anglo-Saxon), an early form of English.  A study of Tolkien’s languages would fit in perfectly in an etymology class or a class about the history of the English language.


Another layer of Tolkien’s work relates to his love of Anglo-Saxon literature.  He studied, taught, and wrote about the early medieval poem Beowulf, which is often taught in high school British literature survey classes.  He was also greatly influenced by The Song of Roland and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, two tales from the High Middle Ages.  Tolkien also loved mythology, especially the Scandinavian or Northern myths:  Kalevala from Finland, Volsungasaga from Norway, and Welsh and Icelandic myths.  English and history teachers can tie these works in with studies of the history, culture, and literature of the Anglo-Saxon world.


For teachers of modern history, The Lord of the Rings reflects Tolkien’s experiences as a soldier in the First World War and as a father of soldiers in World War II.  One could also compare and contrast Tolkien’s depiction of war with other modern writers such as Remarque and Hemingway, as well as with wartime poets.


Studies of contemporary writers can also be linked to Tolkien.  Writers such as George MacDonald, William Morris, Lewis Carroll, C.S. Lewis, Kenneth Grahame, Rudyard Kipling, and others appear on reading lists for students.  These writers influenced and were influenced by J.R.R. Tolkien, and his writing could be studied in conjunction with them.


The fact that Tolkien was a devout Catholic Christian can be brought up in private schools such as Christian schools.  While his books do not express outright religious practices, nor do they allegorize Christianity, there are many spiritual truths contained in Tolkien’s work.  


Many other layers are there for the teacher who is willing to start peeling them.  Tolkien’s love of nature and trees can be tied into a study of ecology.  Literature teachers can link Tolkien’s ideas to many other pieces of writing from Shakespeare’s Macbeth to modern science fiction and fantasy writers such as Ray Bradbury.


With such a wealth of layers, J.R.R. Tolkien’s fiction provides an abundant resource for teachers.  Not only are they great stories, but all the connections that can be made across the curriculum make Tolkien’s work accessible for everyone.

