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TO MY WIFE.





Introduction

Widely regarded as the Father of Modern Fantasy thanks to his creation of the literary world of Middle-earth, J.R.R. Tolkien gave readers a place so rich with detail and adventure that they still return to it again and again seven decades later. His books, like The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings trilogy, are beloved across the globe, and have been adapted into blockbuster films so popular, they’re rewatched by fans every year. But you may be surprised to learn that there is more to Tolkien than hobbits and wizards…

In Pocket Portraits: J.R.R. Tolkien, you’ll dig deeper into the history of this renowned author, whose own life was just as fantastical as the tales he created. Here, you’ll explore one hundred biographical vignettes that peer into the world of J.R.R. Tolkien, from his early years in South Africa, to his lasting impact on pop culture. Uncover details about:
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	His kidnapping as a newborn baby

	The marriage to his first (and only) love, Edith, and the efforts by the priest who tried to keep them apart

	The writing of his first major success, The Hobbit, during his years as a professor

	His creation of at least fifteen constructed languages, including two different versions of Elvish

	And more



You’ll also find excerpts from several of his works, including books like The Lord of the Rings trilogy and The Silmarillion, stories like “Leaf by Niggle,” and poems like “Bilbo’s Last Song” and “The Adventures of Tom Bombadil.”

From his years as an orphan, to his experiences with two World Wars, to his friendships (and competitions) with fellow authors like C.S. Lewis, Tolkien had no shortage of inspiration for his literary adventures. He crafted vivid characters and places that captivate readers to this day. An author, a philologist, a professor, and a poet, he left an enduring mark on literature, and the depth and craft of his daring tales have captivated readers over and over again. Turn the page to unravel the life and talents of the Father of Modern Fantasy.





Mabel and Arthur

John Ronald Reuel Tolkien’s father, born in 1857, was named Arthur Reuel Tolkien. While many of his relatives followed in the family business of selling pianos, Arthur decided instead to pursue a career as a bank clerk. The industry wouldn’t keep him in England for very long. Upon taking a job with the Bank of Africa in 1889, Arthur found himself moving to a wildly different part of the world: a place called Bloemfontein in the Orange Free State, which is now a part of South Africa.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

The name Tolkien is thought to derive from the German word Toll-kühn, meaning “foolishly brave” or “stupidly clever.” However, some scholars disagree on exactly where the name comes from.
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At the time of his move to the opposite end of the world, Arthur (then thirty-two years old) was engaged to Tolkien’s mother, nineteen-year-old Mabel Suffield. A resident of Birmingham, England, Mabel was the second of seven children to John and Emily Suffield. Two years after her future husband immigrated to Bloemfontein, Mabel spent several weeks at sea on a ship called the Roslin Castle to join him over 8,000 miles away from Birmingham. Shortly afterward, in April 1891, the pair got married in South Africa. Their home, Bank House, was several hundred miles from Cape Town and had been provided by the Bank of Africa.

While Bloemfontein was a stark contrast to England, it had a hospital, a library, two churches, a small park, markets, and a tennis club—all comforts that made it a spot for the Tolkien family to live sufficiently. But it was also surrounded by grasslands: a hunting ground for wolves, jackals, wild dogs, and occasionally even lions! The weather was also an adjustment, reaching extremes of intense heat and bitter cold.

Despite the rugged terrain and harsh weather of South Africa, Arthur, whose health had often troubled him in England, seemed to thrive there. By all accounts, he was a happy man during this time, and Mabel was very much in love. The couple welcomed two boys into the family when Mabel gave birth to John Ronald in January 1892, and Hilary Arthur in February 1894.





(Mis)adventures at Bank House

For the most part, life at Bank House was tolerable for the young Tolkien family. Arthur was in better health, and Mabel found new company when her sister May and brother-in-law Walter arrived on business about a year after John Ronald’s birth. But living in a foreign country with small children proved to be a challenge for the Tolkiens as well. Venomous snakes lurked in the woodshed, and on one occasion, a neighbor’s pet monkeys escaped onto the Tolkiens’ property and chewed up some of the children’s clothes.

At one point, when Tolkien was just beginning to walk, he was bitten by a baboon spider—a member of the tarantula family. Fortunately, he wasn’t seriously harmed by the spider’s venom, and he later recalled that he was too young to remember the incident: “I remember nothing about it, should not know it if I had not been told; and I do not dislike spiders particularly, and have no urge to kill them. I usually rescue those whom I find in the bath!”

Perhaps the most bizarre incident of his time in South Africa was when, as a baby, John Ronald Reuel Tolkien was kidnapped by a child! At the time, the family had a young servant named Isaak. Isaak, fascinated by baby Tolkien, took John Ronald out of Bank House and back to his village to show off to his family. The adventure wouldn’t last long, though: Baby Tolkien was returned to Bank House the following day. According to Tolkien scholar Humphrey Carpenter, the incident was very upsetting to the Tolkien family, but Isaak wasn’t fired. The family didn’t believe he had any ill intentions; he was simply in awe of the baby and wanted to show him off.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

Years later, Isaak would go on to include Tolkien in his own child’s name: Isaak Mister Tolkien Victor.
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As with the baboon spider incident, Tolkien didn’t remember the kidnapping. In fact, very little of his time in South Africa remained with him as he grew older. He, his mother, and his brother would leave the country just a few years later.





Childhood Days in England

John Ronald (or just Ronald to his friends) and his brother, Hilary, spent just a few years at Bank House in South Africa. In 1895, when Tolkien was three, he traveled with his mother and brother to England. It was intended to be just a visit with family. The young Tolkien even dictated a letter to his father about how he looked forward to returning to South Africa. However, his letter was never sent: On February 15, 1896, the day after young Tolkien dictated the letter to a nurse who wrote it for him, his father died of rheumatic fever. Father to the Father of Modern Fantasy, Arthur Tolkien was buried at the President Brand Cemetery in Bloemfontein, South Africa.

Left without an income, Mabel and her sons stayed in different parts of Birmingham—first at Mabel’s parents’ house, then at a cottage at Sarehole. To see the area around Sarehole Mill in person is to see the Shire; these rolling hills on the outskirts of Birmingham became a beloved part of young Tolkien’s life and part of the inspiration for Hobbiton. As a boy, Tolkien would spend hours fishing in the nearby streams or hunting for bugs in the grass. Occasionally, he was chased out of the Sarehole Mill by the miller, George Andrew (nicknamed “The White Ogre” by the Tolkien brothers because of the white flour he often had on his face). This White Ogre would go on to inspire a small part of Middle-earth: the Old Mill of the Shire and the Shire’s own ill-mannered miller, Ted Sandyman.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

As with much in those days, most of the information regarding Tolkien’s early life is lost to time. What is known has been passed down through the years from Tolkien’s own recollections as well as from those who knew him, though very few of Tolkien’s childhood friends made it to adulthood: Most died in World War I. It was only after he became a well-known author and his life was thrust into the spotlight that people started to look deeper into his early years.
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Catholicism in the Tolkien Home

J.R.R. Tolkien was a devout Roman Catholic from his early childhood, and Christian themes are central to most of the stories about Middle-earth. However, Tolkien himself was baptized as an infant in South Africa into the Anglican Church at the Cathedral of St. Andrew and St. Michael. It wasn’t until he was eight years old that his mother converted to Catholicism and raised her sons in the Catholic Church, much to the displeasure of her family. Toward the end of his life, Tolkien wrote in a letter to his son, Michael, that even sixty years after her passing, he still considered his mother a quintessential part of his faith.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

Mabel Tolkien’s conversion left a rift in her family. Her father had been raised in the Methodist Church and by the year 1900 was a devout Unitarian.
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In a letter to Father Robert Murray in December 1953, Tolkien described The Lord of the Rings as a “fundamentally religious and Catholic work; unconsciously so at first but consciously in the revision.” (And there were many revisions—but more on that later!) One primary example of the Roman Catholic faith in Tolkien’s texts is the battle of the god of his legendarium, Eru Ilúvatar, against the evil Melkor, which parallels the struggles of God versus Satan in the Catholic Bible. Additionally, in many medieval traditions, the date of the crucifixion of Jesus is March 25, which also happens to be the day the One Ring is destroyed in the fires of Mount Doom.

After his mother’s death when he was twelve (more on this later), Tolkien’s faith would continue to be nurtured by the teachings of Father Francis Morgan. Referring to Morgan as a kind of second father, Tolkien would find his life and beliefs deeply shaped by this relationship.





The Middle-earth Afterlife

As a devout Catholic, Tolkien believed in a heaven, purgatory, and hell in adherence to Catholic teachings, and this is mirrored in his works. In his writings, the origins of the different people of Middle-earth dictate the “afterlife” they will be a part of when they die. For elves, the fulfillment of their being is to enter a kind of purgatory after death. In Tolkien’s universe, this almost-purgatory is a real place known as the Halls of Mandos on the northernmost shores of the Undying Lands. The spirits of elves gather there to await their reincarnation. After a time, they will return to the physical world in a new body.

The dwarves, meanwhile, were not made by the god of Tolkien’s legendarium, Eru Ilúvatar, and were instead created by Aulë, one of the more powerful angelic beings, or Valar, who govern the physical world of Middle-earth and the Undying Lands. Though the dwarves do not know the details of their afterlife in the same way the elves know theirs, they believe that the Valar have a special place set aside for them in the Halls of Mandos.

The uncertainty about the afterlife of the humans of Middle-earth is critical to the themes of Tolkien. Unlike the elves, the humans have no idea what happens to them when they die, and that mystery is a terrifying thing to face for many in Middle-earth—so much so that in the Second Age, some even rebelled against the idea of death. At the heart of their fear of death was the twisted and corrupted Sauron, a Satan-like character. In Middle-earth lore, the humans on the island of Númenor in the Second Age were tricked by Sauron into believing immortality could be theirs if only they could take it from the Valar. But this was a lie, for even Sauron did not know where the souls of humans went when they died. Death for humans in Tolkien’s Middle-earth is known as “the Gift of Men.” What makes it a gift? In a world of immortal beings or creatures that live hundreds of years beyond their own lives, humans are motivated by their short lives to create their own destinies. They are encouraged to embrace death as a gift that not everyone in Middle-earth receives.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

Though religion is a major theme in Tolkien’s writing and life, it was not always at the forefront of his mind. In his letters, Tolkien recalled a period of about a decade from 1920 to the 1930s when his religious practice all but ceased for unknown reasons.
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From The Silmarillion, “The Akallabêth”

The Eldar, you say, are unpunished, and even those who rebelled do not die. Yet that is to them neither reward nor punishment, but the fulfilment of their being. They cannot escape, and are bound to this world, never to leave it so long as it lasts, for its life is theirs.







Orphaned Brothers

After spending four years in Sarehole, the Tolkien family continued to move around Birmingham a few more times. (This was in large part due to Tolkien’s schooling and their financial struggles.) In the autumn of 1900, Tolkien began attending school at King Edward’s School as a fee-paying student. The family then moved to a house at 214 Alcester Road, Mosely, to be closer to the train that took Tolkien into the city for school. But financial struggles made him unable to attend his second term. A year later, the family was living in a home on Westfield Road in King’s Heath. Then again in 1902, they moved to a house on Oliver Road, Edgbaston. The boys were enrolled at St. Phillip’s Grammar school at this time, but Tolkien didn’t stay at this school for long. He returned to King Edward’s on scholarship in 1903.

Tolkien’s young life would be met by tragedy yet again when his mother, Mabel, passed away on November 14, 1904, at the age of thirty-four. John Ronald was only twelve years old with a younger brother to care for. Mabel had been diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes earlier that year (seventeen years before Frederick Banting and Charles Best discovered how to isolate insulin to treat the disease). She briefly recovered enough to be discharged from the hospital, but fell into a diabetic coma from which she would not awaken.

Throughout his life, Tolkien spoke about his mother with deep love and affection. In addition to instilling in him his deep Catholic faith, he credited her with his love of languages and drawing.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

Mabel Tolkien’s death would have a profound impact on J.R.R. Tolkien’s entire life as well as spill onto the pages of his stories. In The Lord of the Rings, the Ring-bearer Frodo Baggins is himself an orphan. He lost both parents at the age of twelve when they drowned in a boating accident. Frodo was then adopted by his second cousin, Bilbo, who he referred to as his uncle.
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Father Francis Morgan

It was Father Francis Morgan, a Catholic priest from Wales, who became the Tolkien brothers’ legal guardian when Mabel died. Morgan had met Mabel and her two young sons soon after Mabel converted to Catholicism, and he would often perform the weekly Catholic Mass at the oratory the Tolkien family attended. By Tolkien’s own accounts, he and Father Morgan had a rather challenging relationship throughout most of his childhood. Tolkien recalled being very grateful for Morgan’s taking him and his brother in, but also noted a strictness to Morgan and a formality to the relationship. Tolkien described Morgan as “very military.”

In one letter to his son Michael, he wrote that Morgan “was an upper-class Welsh-Spaniard Tory, and seemed to some just a pottering old gossip. He was—and he was not. I first learned charity and forgiveness from him; and in the light of it pierced even the ‘liberal’ darkness out of which I came, knowing more about ‘Bloody Mary’ than the Mother of Jesus.” The situation with Father Morgan was made even more tense when, at the age of sixteen, J.R.R. Tolkien met the woman who would eventually become his wife, Edith Mary Bratt. At the time, Tolkien was living as a boarder with a woman named Louise Faulkner, who was also housing Edith. Father Morgan did not think well of this relationship, believing that Edith would be a distraction to the young Tolkien’s studies, and he forbade Tolkien from associating with her at all until he turned twenty-one years old.

Tolkien later wrote about the experience: “Trouble arose: and I had to choose between disobeying and grieving (or deceiving) a guardian who had been a father to me, more than most real fathers, but without any obligation, and ‘dropping’ the love-affair until I was 21.” Despite his fondness for Edith, Tolkien chose to obey Father Morgan and would spend the next three years not seeing or writing to Edith at all. Though Tolkien claimed that he did not regret his decision, he did recall that it was one of the most challenging times of his young life. Fortunately, it wouldn’t be the end for their relationship (more on this later!).


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

Just as Father Morgan served as a mentor and father figure for Tolkien after his mother’s death, the wizard Gandalf played a guiding, parental role for Frodo in The Lord of the Rings. In early drafts of The Hobbit, however, Gandalf was going to be named Bladorthin. Though it is never directly translated in Tolkien’s work, a rough meaning can be derived from the element Blador, meaning “wide open country,” and thin, meaning “grey.” So the name translates roughly to “the Grey Country.”
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The Immortal Four

Alongside J.R.R. Tolkien during his studies at King Edward’s School were three young men who would eventually form the Tea Club and Barrovian Society—better known as the TCBS. Started in the summer term of 1911, this literary and debating club at King Edward’s would be the basis of Tolkien’s other friendships throughout the rest of his life.

The club included Robert Gilson, poet Geoffrey Blanche Smith (called G.B.), and Christopher Wiseman. Together with Tolkien, they were the founding members of the TCBS and would later come to be known as the Immortal Four. These close friends led discussions on everything they’d been reading, from poetry to prose. They also acted as an editing group of sorts, giving each other feedback and ideas to further flesh out the creative writing project(s) each member was working on. The TCBS even contributed to Tolkien’s development of his Elvish language (more on that later). Several other members would occasionally join, but these four young men steadfastly remained the constant.

The group stayed in touch after leaving school in 1914, and they met one final time on September 25, 1915, in Lichfield, as World War I loomed. While all four young men would later enlist in the war, only Tolkien and Wiseman would return.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

The bond that Tolkien formed with his friends in the TCBS has strong parallels with the bond linking the Fellowship of the Ring’s members. In addition, the deep sadness of losing his friends in the war would permeate his writing, where themes of both loss and sacrifice frequent the pages of his stories.
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Elvish Script

During the time that Tolkien was discussing books and cultivating a love of poetry with the TCBS, he was also putting the love of languages he’d inherited from his mother to use. It was around 1910–1911 that he started to create the first of many fictional languages for his stories: Elvish. (Originally it was called Gnomish, as Tolkien first called his elves gnomes.) J.R.R. Tolkien’s Elvish language is one of the most detailed and complicated in all of fantasy literature!

To fully understand his construction of languages, it’s important to note that Tolkien constructed his stories around his fictional languages—not the other way around. First he made the language, then he made the characters to say the words he had created. Elvish was originally based on the languages of Finnish and Welsh: Finnish for the Quenya form of Elvish, a language associated with the High Elves, and Welsh for Sindarin, the language of the Grey Elves of Beleriand. (Sindarin is the Elvish language most spoken throughout The Lord of the Rings books as well as the Peter Jackson film trilogy and The Rings of Power television show.) Tolkien also utilized his love of both Latin and Greek for the more classical or older-feeling features of his languages.

Sindarin Elvish would make its way into the other cultures of Middle-earth as well: Frodo Baggins guesses the riddle to enter Moria by knowing the Elvish word for “friend.” Elvish has even made its way into the real world. Today, there are dozens of websites, books, and online communities that teach fans how to speak Elvish. David Salo, the man responsible for helping construct the Elvish language for Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings trilogy, has even published a book of over 450 pages called A Gateway to Sindarin that provides a detailed linguistic analysis of the Elvish language.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

Elvish has gained notoriety in tattoo form. Eight of the nine cast members in The Fellowship of the Ring’s fellowship were each tattooed with the number nine in the Tengwar script while they filmed the movies. (John Rhys-Davies, the actor who plays Gimli the dwarf, declined to be tattooed and instead sent his stunt double, Brett Beattie, in his place.) Additionally, former Atlético Madrid football stars Fernando Torres and Sergio Agüero have tattoos of their names in Elvish script.
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As influenced by Tolkien, the use of constructed languages continues to be a staple of both the fantasy and the science fiction genres. Two different languages were created for the television adaptation of George R.R. Martin’s bestselling series A Song of Ice and Fire; Richard Adams created the animal language Lapine in his novel Watership Down; and the language of the Na’vi was created for the film Avatar, directed by James Cameron. One notable constructed language that wasn’t influenced by Tolkien was Klingon in the Star Trek franchise. The creator of the Klingon language, Marc Okrand, said any influence was unintentional, and he instead drew inspiration from the Indigenous languages of America and Southeast Asia.
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