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Looking back on Tolkien’s magnificent life accomplishments, a publication, The Guardian, posed a remarkable, yet truthful question: “How, given little over a half century of work, did one man become the creative equivalent of a people?”(Reviews 2). To answer this question one must look at the source of his inspiration. The story of John Ronald Reuel Tolkien’s life leading up to his masterpieces began when he was a child, and his fascination and prodigious capacity for language was revealed. This private interest eventually became the outlet of his creativity, something that would enthrall the whole world. Tolkien always had this love and gift for language, which led to his life-long study and creation of dialects, which became the seeds of his world-renowned novels.

Even as a child Tolkien’s skill with language exceeded all others’. All people have an ability to pick up languages easily as children. Tolkien’s ability far exceeded this normal aptitude, and his talent did not evaporate with age as most people’s do. To a certain extent, he retained it for the rest of his life (Jones 16). As a testimony of his ability, the young Tolkien, under the guidance of his mother, readily tackled such a difficult language for a child as Latin and engulfed the languages of French and German (Taylor 3). He was then sent to a private school where his ability was again demonstrated (Jones 17) as he eagerly learned many languages both modern and ancient including Greek, Middle English, and Gothic (Taylor 3). 


Perhaps more influential on Tolkien’s later writings than his ability for language, though important in itself, was his childhood love of creating languages. Tolkien’s lifelong passion for creating languages began as a game with his younger cousins. With these cousins, Tolkien made simple nonsense languages where one word stood for another (Jones 16). One of these first languages was ‘Animalic’, which replaced words with animal names (Olney 1). Tolkien later said that many children make up or at least begin to make up imaginary languages. Tolkien began creating languages as soon as he learned to write, but he, however, never stopped (Duriez 254).

It soon became apparent with Tolkien’s keen ability for language that he would wish to make a career of it. He turned to Oxford in order to continue his studies. There, Tolkien studied the Classics, Old English, the Germanic languages, Welsh, and Finnish (Dougham 3). While a student at Oxford Tolkien continued making his invented languages, namely one that came to be known by him as Qena, mostly influenced by his studies of Finnish (Dougham 4).

During this time, Tolkien began work on the Book of Lost Tales. Even though this book was not published in his lifetime and may not appeal to most of the public, it was a very important step on the road to his life’s climactic works. The Book of Lost Tales contained the first accounts of two races created to speak Tolkien’s invented languages. Tolkien’s world first began to take shape in his mind through these tales of the Elves and Gnomes who spoke the languages of Qena and Goldorgin (Dougham 4).

After finishing his schooling, Tolkien turned to teaching what he loved in order to make a living. After a short occupation at the University of Leeds, Tolkien settled down at Oxford for the rest of his teaching career (Introduction 1). There he became the Rawlinson and Bosworth Professor of Anglo-Saxon. Later he obtained the Mertur Professorship of English and Literature, a position he held until his retirement (Dougham 5). Oxford was an invaluable part of Tolkien’s life where he established a reputation as being one of the greatest linguists ever known (Introduction 1) and where much of his writing took place (Taylor 1). 

Eventually, Tolkien’s languages began inspiring him to create. When he was an undergraduate, he realized that stories and languages are directly related. Tolkien himself acknowledged that all of his fiction was rooted in language. Tolkien said that he had a “sensibility to linguistic pattern which affects me emotionally like color or music” (Duriez 255). This love for language planted a desire inside him to make the languages whole. He created a geography, a history, and a people (Duriez 255) to give the language a world to reside in, to give them what life he could (Taylor 4). Tolkien affirmed that “behind my stories is now a nexus of languages.” (Duriez 254). 

All of these ideas had no central theme from which a story could be created until one day when Tolkien was inspired in a very unusual way, and his first successful work, The Hobbit, came into being. Tolkien was grading examination papers when he came to a blank page and for no apparent reason wrote, “In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit.” (Olney 2). He immediately realized that he needed to discover what a hobbit was and why, in fact, it lived in a hole. Before long, he had an incomplete story that he could enjoy telling to his family and friends. After several years, the story fell into the hands of a lady named Susan Dagnall. She enjoyed reading it and encouraged him to finish it. Tolkien agreed, and she showed the finished copy to Stanley Unwin, the chairman of the publishing firm, George Allen and Unwin. Unwin presented it to his ten-year-old son who wrote a favorable review (Dougham 6), and The Hobbit was published as a children’s book in 1937 (Duriez 258).

The Hobbit met the world with immediate success. It received almost entirely complimentary reviews and was an instant best-seller (Jones 91). The Hobbit is still successful today and has never been removed from children’s recommended reading lists. Of course, with the overwhelming success of The Hobbit, Unwin eagerly asked Tolkien for more stories about hobbits. Before long, Tolkien had set out to make “The New Hobbit”, a work that would become much more than a mere children’s story (Dougham 6). 

When Tolkien set out to write his masterpiece, The Lord of the Rings, he had no idea how much work he would end up putting into it. He often wrote late into the night, busied by his teaching duties. At one point he wrote nothing for an entire year (Duriez 258). Still, he pressed on whenever he could, and finally, after twelve long years, he had finished his opus (Taylor 1). “It is written,” he sighed, “in my life blood.” (Taylor 5). Looking back on the thousands of pages of this gargantuan work which he had created (Bethune 1), he thought that it would never appeal to the public (Taylor 1). Still he went to Stanley Unwin to attempt to have it published. In the end, it was that ten-year-old boy, now an adult, who had written that first review for The Hobbit long ago, who encouraged his father to publish The Lord of the Rings in order to bring prestige to the company (Jones 100). Unwin reluctantly agreed to publish The Lord of the Rings as a trilogy during the years of 1954 and 1955 for a probable loss of £1000 (Dougham 6). 

Their predictions for The Lord of the Rings’ success could never have been more wrong. It was lucrative not only financially, but also in its public appeal. Financially the book exceeded the break-even point so much that Tolkien became, to his amazement, rather rich and wished he had taken an early retirement (Dougham 7). Since its publishing, over 100 million copies have been sold. It was voted book of the century in 1997 in several British polls (Bethune 1). The Lord of the Rings awoke or perhaps even inspired modern fantasy literature (Dougham 7; Bethune 2). The New York Times called it “an extraordinary work- pure excitement, unencumbered narrative, moral warmth, bare-faced rejoicing in beauty, but excitement most of all.” (Reviews 2). It was truly a masterpiece. 

Tolkien’s life was a grand crescendo with simple beginnings and a magnificent ending. He found his love and talent for language, and used the rest of his life to enjoy and advance his gifts. He discovered a passion for creating his own languages. He then built a world around these languages and made a people to inhabit them. This in turn led to the creation of his brilliant novels, which were his means of giving his talent and creativity to the world. He gave life to his passion and in doing so brought a little more life to humanity. So, in the words of Peter Beagle, “Let us at last praise the colonizer of dreams.” (Reviews 2). 
