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Introduction

Towards the end of his life, J. R. R. Tolkien was deprived for a few weeks of the use of his right arm. He told his publisher: ‘I found not being able to use a pen or pencil as defeating as the loss of her beak would be to a hen.’

An immense amount of Tolkien’s time was taken up with the written word: not just his academic work and the stories of ‘Middle-earth’, but also letters. Many of these had to be written in the way of business, but in any case letter-writing was on most occasions a favourite activity with him. The consequence is that an immense number of letters by Tolkien survive; and when, with the help of Christopher Tolkien, I began work on this selection, it became obvious that an enormous quantity of material would have to be omitted, and that only passages of particular interest could be included. Naturally, priority has been given to those letters where Tolkien discusses his own books; but the selection has also been made with an eye to demonstrating the huge range of Tolkien’s mind and interests, and his idiosyncratic but always clear view of the world.

Among the omissions is the very large body of letters he wrote between 1913 and 1918 to Edith Bratt, who was his fiancée and then his wife; these are highly personal in character, and from them I have chosen only a few passages which refer to writings in which Tolkien was engaged at the time. Between 1918 and 1937 few letters survive, and such as have been preserved record (unfortunately) nothing about Tolkien’s work on The Silmarillion and The Hobbit, which he was writing at this time. But from 1937 onwards there is an unbroken series of letters to the end of his life, giving, often in great detail, an account of the writing of The Lord of the Rings, and of later work on The Silmarillion, and often including lengthy discussions of the meaning of his writings.

Within the letters chosen for publication, all passages omitted have been indicated by a row of four dots, thus: … In cases where three dots appear, this is the usage employed by Tolkien himself in the letter. In almost all cases, omissions have been made simply for reasons of space, and only very rarely has it been necessary to leave a passage out of a letter for reasons of discretion.

Tolkien’s original text has been left unaltered except in the case of the address and date, which have been given according to the same system throughout the book. and in the matter of titles of Tolkien’s books. He himself employed a number of different systems for giving titles: for instance, the Hobbit, the ‘Hobbit’, The Hobbit, ‘the Hobbit’, ‘The Hobbit’; so also with The Lord of the Rings. In general, editorial practice has been to regularise these titles according to the usual system, though the original form has been left where it is of interest.

Some letters are printed from carbon copies kept by Tolkien; he only began to make carbons of his letters towards the end of his life, and this explains why there is no trace of earlier letters unless the originals themselves can be discovered. Other letters in the book are printed from a draft or drafts which differ from the text that he actually sent (if he sent one at all), and in certain instances a continuous text has been assembled from several fragments of drafts: in cases where this has been done, the letter is headed ‘Drafts’. The frequency of such drafts among his correspondence, and the great length of many of them, was partly explained by Tolkien in a letter to his son Michael:


Words beget words, and thoughts skid off into side-track … The ‘laconic’ is by me only occasionally achieved as an ‘art form’ by the cutting out of ¾ or more of what I have written and so is, of course, in fact more time-taking and laborious than ‘free length’.



Where only a portion of a letter has been printed, the address and opening salutation have been omitted, together with the ending and signature; in such cases the letter is headed ‘From a letter to ——.’ All footnotes to letters are Tolkien’s own.

Where I have thought it necessary, letters are preceded by a headnote giving the context of the correspondence. All other notes will be found at the back of the book; the existence of such a note is indicated by a superior numeral in the text. Notes are numbered consecutively throughout each letter, and are identified letter by letter (rather than page by page) at the back of the book. The notes have been compiled according to the principle of providing such information as is necessary for comprehension, but the aim has been brevity, too, and it is assumed that the reader will have a fairly thorough knowledge of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings. Bearing in mind the large number of editions of the latter book, with their different paginations, Tolkien’s page-references to it in his letters are explained in the notes, with a citation of the passage to which he is referring.

In the editorial notes, four books are cited by brief titles: Pictures, Unfinished Tales, Biography, Inklings. These are, in full: Pictures by J. R. R. Tolkien, with foreword and notes by Christopher Tolkien (1979); J. R. R. Tolkien, Unfinished Tales, edited by Christopher Tolkien (1980); Humphrey Carpenter, J. R. R.Tolkien, a biography (1977); and Humphrey Carpenter, The Inklings (1978). All four books are published in Britain by George Allen & Unwin Ltd., and in America by the Houghton Mifflin Company.[fn1]

The division of labour between myself and Christopher Tolkien has been as follows. I myself collected and transcribed all the letters, and the initial selection was mine; he commented on the selection and transcription, and made various suggestions for changes, which we discussed further, and adopted with various emendations. We then found it necessary to reduce the text quite severely, for considerations of space; again, I proposed the initial cuts, he made comments on my suggestions, and we agreed on a final procedure. With the notes, too, I wrote the original text, and he again commented on what I had done and supplied certain additional pieces of information. The book as published therefore reflects my own taste and judgement rather more than his, but it is also the product of our joint work; and I am very grateful to him for sparing many hours, and for guiding and encouraging me.

Finally I am, of course, very grateful too to those many people who lent letters. Most of these are acknowledged in the book, in that their names appear as the recipients of the letters; in those few cases where letters were lent but have not been included, I must both thank those concerned and apologise to them for the fact that their letter or letters were omitted for reasons of space. I must also thank the various organisations and individuals who helped me: members of the Tolkien Society of Great Britain, the American Tolkien Society, and the Mythopoeic Society, who publicised our wish to trace letters, and in some cases put us in touch with owners of letters; the BBC Written Archives, the Bodleian Library, the Oxford University Press and its Dictionary Department, the Humanities Research Center of the University of Texas at Austin, and the Wade Collection at Wheaton College, Illinois, all of whom made letters available to us; the various executors (especially the Rev. Walter Hooper) and other people who helped us trace letters to persons now deceased; and finally Douglas Anderson, who helped greatly and generously in a number of ways with the preparation of the book. He and Charles Noad kindly read proofs for us.

Despite the length of this volume, and the great number of letters we have collected, there can be no doubt that much of Tolkien’s correspondence still remains untraced. Any reader knowing of further letters which might deserve publication is encouraged to contact the publishers of this book, in the hope that it may be possible to add them to a second edition.

Humphrey Carpenter, 1981




Foreword to the Revised and Expanded edition

When Humphrey Carpenter penned his introduction to The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, he did so with only passing reference to the fact it was not the book originally envisioned by him. Together with Christopher Tolkien, Humphrey had been working on a typescript for almost two years, but it was only after he submitted it to publisher Rayner Unwin that the question arose of what a ‘publishable length’ for the book might be.

Rayner’s view then was that, if they wished to appeal to as wide a readership as possible, the book would need to be affordable. Despite Humphrey’s prodigious effort to distil many hundreds of letters into an accessible digest, the final word-count of the selection still numbered more than a quarter of a million words; the practical limitations of typesetting dictated that this could only be published as a single, heavy, expensive volume or as an even pricier two-volume set.

Therefore, and with no small measure of regret, Humphrey and Christopher devoted the first few months of 1980 to abridging the typescript. Their correspondence of that time reflects the challenges they faced, and the lengthy discussions they had in arriving at a final cut that retained the essence of Humphrey’s original selection. Disagreements were surprisingly few, although the decision over the inclusion (or not) of a single comma in one sentence was cordially debated across several letters! Eventually they succeeded in reducing the volume by approximately 50,000 words; with Christopher’s assistance and advice, Humphrey then wrote his accompanying notes and this was the text that was published.

Since then, Letters has become the closest thing we can ever have to J.R.R. Tolkien’s autobiography, so when Christopher revealed to his publishers that he still retained a set of the original paperwork, plans were made to restore the excisions in a Revised and Expanded edition. Drawing upon the editors’ typescript, correspondence and notes, which were made accessible with the help of Baillie Tolkien, Christopher Tolkien’s Executor, a complete text has now been assembled, which finally offers readers the selection originally conceived by Humphrey Carpenter and Christopher Tolkien. With the assistance of the Tolkien Estate, the estate of Christopher Tolkien, and Catherine McIlwaine, Tolkien Archivist at The Bodleian Libraries, accompanying editorial notes have been added. Leading Tolkien scholars Wayne G. Hammond & Christina Scull have compiled a revised and updated version of their index. With more than 150 letters included for the first time, and a further forty-five letters newly expanded, this edition offers even greater insight into the life of one of the great minds of modern literature.

Readers will find that Humphrey’s original numbering system has been retained, and newly included correspondence has been indicated by appending to the number a small letter, e.g. ‘15a’ for the letter of 17 September 1937 to Stanley Unwin, which follows that of 31 August to Allen & Unwin. Since its publication in 1981, The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien has become an invaluable work of reference, with its content frequently cited by letter-number; by preserving this system, the value of Letters will continue.

Chris Smith, 2023




Letters




1   To Edith Bratt


[Tolkien became engaged to Edith Bratt, whom he had met during his adolescence in Birmingham, in January 1913, when he was twenty-one. The following letter was written during his final year as an undergraduate at Oxford, when he was studying English Language & Literature, and at the same time was drilling in the University Officers’ Training Corps as a preparation for joining the army.]




Exeter College, Oxford


[Not dated; October 1914]

My Edith darling:

Yes I was rather surprised by your card of Sat. morning and rather sorry because I knew my letter would have to wander after you. You do write splendid letters to me, little one; I am such a pig to you though. It seems age[s] since I wrote. I have had a busy (and very wet!) week end.

Friday was completely uneventful and Sat too though we had a drill all afternoon and got soaked several times and our rifles got all filthy and took ages to clean afterwards.

I spent most of the rest of those days indoors reading: I had an essay, as I told you, but I didn’t get it finished as Shakespeare came up and then (Lieutenant) Thompson[1] (very healthy and well in his new uniform) and prevented me doing work on the Sabbath, as I had proposed to do … I went to St Aloysius for High Mass – and I rather enjoyed it – it is such ages since I heard one for Fr. F.[2] wouldn’t let me go when I was at the Oratory last week.

I had to pay a duty call to the Rector[3] in the afternoon which was very boring. His wife really is appalling! I got away as soon as possible and fled back in the rain to my books. Then I went and saw Mr Sisam[4] and told him I could not finish my essay till Wed: and stayed and talked with him for some time, then I went and had an interesting talk with that quaint man Earp[5] I have told you of and introduced him (to his great delight) to the ‘Kālevalā’ the Finnish ballads.

Amongst other work I am trying to turn one of the stories – which is really a very great story and most tragic – into a short story somewhat on the lines of Morris’ romances with chunks of poetry in between …[6]

I have got to go to the college library now and get filthy amongst dusty books – and then hang about and see the Bursar …

R.[7]

2   From a letter to Edith Bratt	   27 November 1914

I did about 4 hrs. [work] 9.20–1 or so in the morning: drilled all afternoon went to a lecture 5–6 and after dinner (with a man called Earp) had to go to a meeting of the Essay Club – an informal kind of last gasp [?]. There was a bad paper but an interesting discussion. It was also composition meeting and I read ‘Earendel’ which was well criticised.[1]

3	  From a letter to Edith Bratt	   26 November 1915


[After graduating at Oxford with a First Class in English, Tolkien was commissioned in the Lancashire Fusiliers. This letter was written from Rugeley Camp in Staffordshire, where he was training. Meanwhile he was working on a poem, ‘Kortirion among the Trees’, suggested by Warwick, where Edith Bratt was living. The poem describes a ‘fading town upon a little hill’, where ‘linger yet the Lonely Companies … The holy fairies and immortal elves.’ For ‘the T.C.B.S.’ see no. 5.]



The usual kind of morning standing about and freezing and then trotting to get warmer so as to freeze again. We ended up by an hour’s bomb-throwing with dummies. Lunch and a freezing afternoon. All the hot days of summer we doubled about at full speed and perspiration, and now we stand in icy groups in the open being talked at! Tea and another scramble – I fought for a place at the stove and made a piece of toast on the end of a knife: what days! I have written out a pencil copy of ‘Kortirion’. I hope you won’t mind my sending it to the T.C.B.S. I want to send them something: I owe them all long letters. I will start on a careful ink copy for little you now and send it tomorrow night, as I don’t think I shall get more than one copy typed (it is so long). No on second thoughts I am sending you the pencil copy (which is very neat) and shall keep the T.C.B.S. waiting till I can make another.

4	  From a letter to Edith Bratt	   2 March 1916

This miserable drizzling afternoon I have been reading up old military lecture-notes again:— and getting bored with them after an hour and a half. I have done some touches to my nonsense fairy language – to its improvement.[1]

I often long to work at it and don’t let myself ’cause though I love it so it does seem such a mad hobby!

5	  To G. B. Smith


[While they were at King Edward’s School, Birmingham, in 1911, Tolkien and three friends, Rob Gilson, Geoffrey Smith and Christopher Wiseman, formed themselves into an unofficial and semi-secret society which they called ‘the T.C.B.S.’, initials standing for ‘Tea Club and Barrovian Society’, an allusion to their fondness for having tea in the school library, illicitly, and in Barrow’s Stores near the school. Since leaving King Edward’s, the T.C.B.S. had kept in close touch with each other, and in December 1914 had held a ‘Council’ at Wiseman’s London home, following which Tolkien had begun to devote much energy to writing poetry – the result, he believed, of the shared ideals and mutual encouragement of the T.C.B.S. Wiseman was now serving in the Navy, Gilson and Smith were sent out to the Somme, and Tolkien arrived on that battlefield, as Battalion Signalling Officer to the 11th Lancashire Fusiliers, just as the Allied offensive of 1 July was beginning. On that day, Rob Gilson was killed in action, but news of his death did not reach the other members of the T.C.B.S. for some weeks. Geoffrey Smith sent Tolkien a note about it, and later passed him a letter from Christopher Wiseman.]




11th Lancashire Fusiliers, B.E.F., France


12 August 1916

My dear old Geoffrey,

Thank you indeed for Christopher’s letter. I have thought much of things since – most of them incommunicable thoughts until God brings us together again if it be only for a space.

I don’t agree with Chris – although of course he does not say much. I agree most heartily of course with the part you underlined – but strangely enough not in the least now with the part I marked and commented. I went out into the wood – we are out in camp again from our second bout of trenches still in the same old area as when I saw you – last night and also the night before and sat and thought.

I cannot get away from the conclusion that it is wrong to confound the greatness which Rob has won with the greatness which he himself doubted. He himself will know that I am only being perfectly sincere and I am in no way unfaithful to my love for him – which I only realise now, more and more daily, that he has gone from the four – when I say that I now believe that if the greatness which we three certainly meant (and meant as more than holiness or nobility alone) is really the lot of the TCBS, then the death of any of its members is but a bitter winnowing of those who were not meant to be great – at least directly. God grant that this does not sound arrogant – I feel humbler enough in truth and immeasurably weaker and poorer now. The greatness I meant was that of a great instrument in God’s hands – a mover, a doer, even an achiever of great things, a beginner at the very least of large things.

The greatness which Rob has found is in no way smaller – for the greatness I meant and tremblingly hoped for as ours is valueless unless steeped with the same holiness of courage suffering and sacrifice – but is of a different kind. His greatness is in other words now a personal matter with us – of a kind to make us keep July 1st as a special day for all the years God may grant to any of us – but only touches the TCBS on that precise side which perhaps – it is possible – was the only one that Rob really felt – ‘Friendship to the Nth power’. What I meant, and thought Chris meant, and am almost sure you meant, was that the TCBS had been granted some spark of fire – certainly as a body if not singly – that was destined to kindle a new light, or, what is the same thing, rekindle an old light in the world; that the TCBS was destined to testify for God and Truth in a more direct way even than by laying down its several lives in this war (which is for all the evil of our own side with large view good against evil).

So far my chief impression is that something has gone crack. I feel just the same to both of you – nearer if anything and very much in need of you – I am hungry and lonely of course – but I don’t feel a member of a little complete body now. I honestly feel that the TCBS has ended – but I am not at all sure that it is not an unreliable feeling that will vanish – like magic perhaps when we come together again. Still I feel a mere individual at present – with intense feelings more than ideas but very powerless.

Of course the TCBS may have been all we dreamt – and its work in the end be done by three or two or one survivor and the part of the others be trusted by God to that of the inspiration which we do know we all got and get from one another. To this I now pin my hopes, and pray God that the people chosen to carry on the TCBS may be no fewer than we three …

I do however dread and grieve about it – apart from my own personal longings – because I cannot abandon yet the hope and ambitions (inchoate and cloudy I know) that first became conscious at the Council of London. That Council was as you know followed in my own case with my finding a voice for all kinds of pent up things and a tremendous opening up of everything for me:— I have always laid that to the credit of the inspiration that even a few hours with the four always brought to all of us.

There you are – I have sat solemnly down and tried to tell you drily just what I think. I have made it sound very cold and distant – and if it is incoherent that is due to its being written at different sittings amongst the noise of a very boring Company mess.

Send it on to Chris if you think it worth while. I do not know what is to be our move next or what is in store. Rumour is as busy as the universal weariness of all this war allows it to be. I wish I could know where you are. I make a guess of course.

I could write a huge letter but I have lots of jobs on. The Bde. Sig. Offr. is after me for a confabulation, and I have two rows to have with the QM and a detestable 6.30 parade – 6.30 pm of a sunny Sabbath.

Write to me when you get the ghost of a chance.

Yours

John Ronald.

6	  To Mrs E. M. Wright


[In 1920 Tolkien was appointed Reader in English Language at Leeds University, a post that was later converted into a Professorship; see no. 46 for an account of the interview leading to his appointment. Tolkien was now married to Edith Bratt; by 1923 he had two children, John and Michael. In 1922 he published a glossary to a Middle English Reader edited by his former tutor, Kenneth Sisam. He also began work with E. V. Gordon on an edition of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. The following letter, acknowledging receipt of an article about that poem, is addressed to the wife of Joseph Wright, editor of the English Dialect Dictionary (‘E.D.D.’). Tolkien had studied philology with Wright at Oxford.]




The University, Leeds


13 February 1923

Dear Mrs Wright,

I am very grateful to you for the offprint – and also for your kind remarks about the glossary. I certainly lavished an amount of time on it which is terrible to recall, and long delayed the Reader bringing curses on my head; but it was instructive.

I need hardly say that I am quite convinced by your article and am delighted to feel confident that another rough patch in ‘Sir G.’ is now smoothed out finally by you.

We have just passed through a somewhat disastrous Christmas, as the children chose that time to sicken for measles – by the beginning of January I was the only one in the house left up, the patients including the wife & nursemaid. The vacation work lay in ruins; but they (not the work) are all better now and not much the worse. I escaped. I hope you are well, and that Professor Wright is well – I have not heard any news of him lately, which I have interpreted favourably.

Middle English is an exciting field – almost uncharted I begin to think, because as soon as one turns detailed personal attention on to any little corner of it the received notions and ideas seem to crumple up and fall to pieces – as far as language goes at any rate. E.D.D. is certainly indispensable, or ‘unentbehrlich’ as really comes more natural to the philological mind, and I encourage people to browze in it.

My wife wishes to be remembered to you both and joins her greetings to mine.

Yours sincerely

J. R. R. Tolkien.

Philology is making headway here. The proportion of ‘language’ students is very high, and there is no trace of the press-gang! JRRT.

7	  To the Electors of the Rawlinson and Bosworth Professorship of Anglo-Saxon, University of Oxford


[In the summer of 1925 the Professorship of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford was advertised, following the resignation of W. A. Craigie. Tolkien decided to apply, though he was only thirty-three. This is his formal letter of application, dated 27 June 1925.]



Gentlemen,

I desire to offer myself as a candidate for the Rawlinson and Bosworth Professorship of Anglo-Saxon.

A Chair which affords such opportunity of expressing and communicating an instructed enthusiasm for Anglo-Saxon studies and for the study of the other Old Germanic languages is naturally attractive to me, nor could I desire anything better than to be reassociated in this way with the Oxford English School. I was a member of that School both as undergraduate and as tutor, and during my five years’ absence in Leeds am happy to have remained in touch with it, more especially, in the last two years, as an Examiner in the Final Schools.

I entered Exeter College as Stapledon Exhibitioner in 1911. After taking Classical Moderations in 1913 (in which I specialized in Greek philology), I graduated with first class honours in English in 1915, my special subject being Old Icelandic. Until the end of 1918 I held a commission in the Lancashire Fusiliers, and at that date entered the service of the Oxford English Dictionary. I was one of Dr. Bradley’s[1] assistants until the spring of 1920, when my own work and the increasing labours of a tutor made it impossible to continue.

In October 1920 I went to Leeds as Reader in English Language, with a free commission to develop the linguistic side of a large and growing School of English Studies, in which no regular provision had as yet been made for the linguistic specialist. I began with five hesitant pioneers out of a School (exclusive of the first year) of about sixty members. The proportion to-day is 43 literary to 20 linguistic students. The linguists are in no way isolated or cut off from the general life and work of the department, and share in many of the literary courses and activities of the School; but since 1922 their purely linguistic work has been conducted in special classes, and examined in distinct papers of special standard and attitude. The instruction offered has been gradually extended, and now covers a large part of the field of English and Germanic philology. Courses are given on Old English heroic verse, the history of English*, various Old English and Middle English texts*, Old and Middle English philology*, introductory Germanic philology*, Gothic, Old Icelandic (a second-year* and third-year course), and Medieval Welsh*. All these courses I have from time to time given myself; those that I have given personally in the past year are marked *. During this last session a course of voluntary reading of texts not specially considered in the current syllabus has attracted more than fifteen students, not all of them from the linguistic side of the department.

Philology, indeed, appears to have lost for these students its connotations of terror if not of mystery. An active discussion-class has been conducted, on lines more familiar in schools of literature than of language, which has borne fruit in friendly rivalry and open debate with the corresponding literary assembly. A Viking Club has even been formed, by past and present students of Old Icelandic, which promises to carry on the same kind of activity independently of the staff. Old Icelandic has been a point of special development, and usually reaches a higher standard than the other special subjects, being studied for two years and in much the same detail as Anglo-Saxon.

Considered absolutely, our results in scholarship, in these five years, are of course small. Of the twelve linguistic candidates examined since 1922 five obtained first class honours; one of these is now on the staff of the Oxford English Dictionary, and another promises to be an able recruit to the Survey of English Place-Names. Although a special subject rather than a dissertation is encouraged at the B.A. stage, some interesting dissertations have recently been presented: notably a study of the place-names of Richmondshire, and a translation of the Saga of Hrolfr Kraki, both of which will probably be published.

The large amount of teaching and direction which my post has hitherto involved, supplemented by a share in the general administration of a growing department, and latterly by the duties of a member of Senate at a time of special difficulty in University policy, has seriously interfered with my projects for publishable work; but I append a note of what I have found time to do. If elected to the Rawlinson and Bosworth Chair I should endeavour to make productive use of the opportunities which it offers for research; to advance, to the best of my ability, the growing neighbourliness of linguistic and literary studies, which can never be enemies except by misunderstanding or without loss to both; and to continue in a wider and more fertile field the encouragement of philological enthusiasm among the young.

I remain,

Gentlemen,

Your obedient servant,

J. R. R. Tolkien.

8	  To James Black Baillie, Vice Chancellor of Leeds University


The University, Leeds


22 July 1925

Dear Dr Baillie,

My election to the Rawlinson & Bosworth professorship at Oxford has just been announced to me, & I have accepted – it takes effect from next October 1st – only with feelings of great regret at this sudden severance, in spite of this unexpected turn of fortune for myself.

Only the sudden resignation of my predecessor has thrust this upon me so soon – I dimly coveted it as a thing perhaps for the more distant years, but now after this University’s kindness, and the great happiness of my brief period of work here, I feel ungrateful in asking to be released from my appointment so soon. I hope for your forgiveness.

In case you are – as I hope – away in this perfect summer, I am also officially informing the Registrar, though I imagine it is not necessary since Abercrombie[1] knows and has been busy, I believe …

So far I have been so tormented, as many of us annually are in the early summer, with scripts of Leeds, Oxford and the schools, that I have been quite unable to lend a hand, in spite of good will, in the University’s present campaign. This event I am afraid will finally preclude me from taking an active hand in this particular service as the months ahead I can now see are going to be very laborious indeed.

Yrs sincerely

J. R. R. Tolkien

8a	 To John Tolkien


[Tolkien’s eldest son, John, was sixteen and now a pupil at the Oratory School in Berkshire, a Catholic boarding school.]




20 Northmoor Road, Oxford


21 January 1934

My dearest,

I am disappointed about your Latin ‘credit’: but cheer up: I expect you did your best. God bless you. I hope things go well this term for you. Let me know about things.

Will you try for two credits in the summer? I am afraid life will become a little grim for you now – you are on the verge of the serious years in which there is a good deal of work and not so much play. (I noticed your German books went back again after rather a quiet holiday in your trunk?)

Would you see Mr Hope about ‘drawing’? I forgot to write in good time. But it does not seem to me that you are getting £9/9/0 worth of good out of the school classes – enough to clothe you for a year. I should, in fact, wish to cancel the extra for you altogether – unless it is considered indecent or impossible without longer notice – & unless you yourself mind very much about it (it was not possible to get you to express yourself vigorously one way or the other at home; but I don’t notice you doing much in the way of drawing or painting nowadays as a private pleasure – and lessons or classes are quite useless except as a guide to a real personal taste expressing itself in practice).

I hope you are rid now of the last shreds of your cold and feeling fitter in the better air. You have a good deal to do now one way and another, I expect, my dear. All the same, don’t neglect mummy’s cards or letters: she counts on them more than you can realize. I am willing to share (though we both miss you constantly and equally!) – unless there is something you really wish to consult father on. Excuse this very poor scrawl. We have been to Iffley Road: a bitter white morning and the church was mortal cold. My hands are quite useless.

I am sorry the numbers have fallen. But I am sure you will all keep your spirits up, and hope & believe the school will triumph over difficulties in the end. God bless you again my dearest.

With very much love from your own

Father.

8b	 To Christopher Tolkien


[Tolkien’s youngest son, Christopher, then eleven, had been accompanied by his father to London, before travelling on to holiday in Exeter, Devon, with family friends, Dorothy and Charlie Moore.]




20 Northmoor Road, Oxford


10 August 1936

My dearest,

I miss you very much; but I am so glad that your little holiday has begun with fine weather. It did not look like it in London, did it? It was cold and miserable, when you went off, and it drizzled in the afternoon. I found when I got home that they had had quite a fine and fairly warm day in Oxford – it got warmer again as soon as we passed Reading. I went home on the 6.5, after spending all the time in J.B.’s[1] flat. He gave me a wonderful lunch, cooked by himself.

Yesterday was lovely, and I spent it all (nearly) in the garden. We had four bonfires going, and one of them is still in. It looks like being another fine hot day, & I am hoping you will have a good trip to Mortehoe. Poor little Prisca has caught John’s cold, and is in bed today, but I don’t think she is very poorly, and she ought to be all right tomorrow. Mummy and I went to the Wrenns’[2] last night, and came back late – a lovely moonlit night with a little mist. Phoebe[3] came back this morning. The ‘Pearl’ was done very badly (I thought) on Friday night.[4] But ‘the Hobbit’ is now nearly finished, and the publishers clamouring for it. My darling, I hope you will come back ever so much better, and have a jolly time. God bless you. I love you very much.

Your own father.

8c	 To Michael Tolkien


[Tolkien’s second son, Michael, was about to celebrate his sixteenth birthday. He was now boarding at the Oratory School in Berkshire, previously attended by his older brother, John.]




20 Northmoor Road, Oxford


21 October 1936

Dearest Mick,

Many happy returns of the day tomorrow. God bless you. I am sorry to hear from John of your cashless state. I have paid your small debt to him. Under the circumstances I guess that a spot of the necessary would be a most welcome form of birthday present. I send 10/– in a p[ostal].o[rder]. This is a birthday tip. I can provide a little more regular pocket money later on (next Wednesday if you remind me), but not much. Sorry to allude to it in a birthday letter: but I am hard up. Don’t forget that I am the bloke that (like the Irish pig[1]) pays the rent – of your ‘flatlet’, and furnishings must be done out of current income (plus any little windfalls, of course, though just now there are no apples on the father-tree).

I hope you get into a play eventually. I think you would find it fun. Of course we are delighted to hear the hand goes on well.[2] I am going to London today for a board-meeting, by the 10.48 and shall think of you as I glimpse the O.S. afar. Much love to you, dear boy. Hope to have a chat, and hear more news (although you put lots in your letters) next week. I shall come in the morning, as we shall have to leave the O.S. about 12 at latest, since you will have to lunch here, so as to visit Growler[3] immediately after.

Your own Father.

9	  To Susan Dagnall, George Allen & Unwin Ltd.


[Tolkien wrote the greater part of The Hobbit during his first seven years as Professor of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford. A text was in existence by the winter of 1932, when it was read by C. S. Lewis, though at this stage the typescript apparently lacked the final chapters, and broke off shortly before the death of the dragon Smaug. This typescript was eventually seen by Susan Dagnall, an Oxford graduate working for the London publishing house of Allen & Unwin, and she encouraged Tolkien to complete the story and offer it for publication. See nos. 163, 257, and 294 for Tolkien’s account of her involvement with the book, though two of these later letters are in error in suggesting that Susan Dagnall was still an Oxford student when she read the manuscript. See further Biography p. 180. It was on 3 October 1936 that Tolkien sent the completed typescript to Allen & Unwin. Stanley Unwin, founder and chairman of the firm, replied on 5 October that they would give their ‘immediate and careful consideration’ to the book. On 30 October, Unwin’s son Rayner, aged 10, wrote a favourable review of the book, and by the time of the following letter it had been accepted for publication, and Tolkien was already preparing maps and illustrations.]




20 Northmoor Road, Oxford


4 January 1937

Dear Miss Dagnall,

Maps &c. for ‘The Hobbit’.

I am sorry for the long delay. I was unwell for some time, and then faced by a family laid low one by one by influenza, brought back from school for the entire ruin of Christmas. I succumbed myself on New Year’s Eve. It has been difficult to do anything, and what I have done is I fear poor enough. I have redrawn two items: the chart, which has to be tipped in (in Chapter I), and the general map. I can only hope – as I have small skill, and no experience of preparing such things for reproduction – that they may possibly serve. The other maps I have decided are not wanted.

I have redrawn (as far as I am capable) one or two of the amateur illustrations of the ‘home manuscript’, conceiving that they might serve as endpapers, frontispiece or what not. I think on the whole such things, if they were better, might be an improvement. But it may be impossible at this stage, and in any case they are not very good and may be technically unsuitable. It would be kind if you would return the rejected.

Yours sincerely

J. R. R. Tolkien.

10	  To C. A. Furth, Allen & Unwin


[Some time between 1932 and 1937, Tolkien wrote and illustrated a short book for children entitled Mr Bliss. For a description of it, see Biography p. 163. It was shown to Allen & Unwin at the same time that The Hobbit was submitted. The publishers said they would be happy to accept it, providing Tolkien could reduce the number of colours in the drawings.]




20 Northmoor Road, Oxford


17 January 1937

Dear Sir,

‘Mr Bliss’ returned safely. I can only say that I was surprised to receive your kind letter the following morning. I did not imagine that he was worth so much trouble. The pictures seem to me mostly only to prove that the author cannot draw. But if your firm really think that he is worth publishing, I will try and make the illustrations more easy to reproduce. Certainly it would be a great help, if you would be so kind as to call, as you suggest, and give me some advice. I am at present endeavouring to earn a grant for ‘research’,[1] in addition to my ordinary duties, but I may find some odd moments in the near future, especially as I am freed from the burden of examining for two years.

I am also grateful and pleasantly surprised that the drawings for ‘the Hobbit’ can be used. I leave it in your hands as to the best way of reproducing and using them. Actually the chart – the map with runes – was intended to be tipped in (folded) in Chapter I, opposite the first mention of it: ‘a piece of parchment rather like a map’, towards the end of the chapter. The other map in the ‘home MS.’ came at the end, and the long narrow drawing of Mirkwood[2] was at the beginning. The Elvenking’s Gate came at the end of Ch. VIII, Lake Town in Ch. X, The Front Gate in Ch. XI after the description of the adventurers’ first sight of it: ‘they could see the dark cavernous opening in a great cliff-wall’. In considering the matter closer I see that this concentrates all the maps and pictures, in place or reference, towards the end. This is due to no plan, but occurs simply because I failed to reduce the other illustrations to even passable shape. I was also advised that those with a geographical or landscape content were the most suitable – even apart from my inability to draw anything else.

I now enclose 6 more.[3] They all are obviously defective, and quite apart from this may, each or some, present difficulties of reproduction. Also you may be quite unwilling to consider thus belatedly any more complications, and a change of plan. So that I shall be neither pained nor surprised if you return them, all or any …

I am yrs. truly,

J. R. R. Tolkien.

11	  To Susan Dagnall, Allen & Unwin


[Concerning the reproduction of illustrations in The Hobbit.]




20 Northmoor Road, Oxford


5 February 1937

Dear Miss Dagnall,

Let the Production Dept. do as it will with the chart. I am very grateful to it. Actually my last letter from the Dept. announced a different selection of four (from the belated six pictures) and the project of using one other on a jacket; but I am quite pleased with this selection, and leave the others in your hands. I approve the rough prints. Reduction has improved all except ‘the Trolls’. On this there are one or two defects, probably simply due to the impression. I have marked them: the thin white outline of one of the background trees is slightly broken; some of the tiny dots outlining a flame have failed to come out; the dot after ‘Trolls.’ also.

In the ‘Hall at Bag-End’ I misguidedly put in a wash shadow reaching right up to the side beam. This has of course come out black (with disappearance of the key) though not right up to the beam. But the print is I think as good as the original allows. Please note – these are not serious criticisms! I am still surprised that these indifferent pictures have been accepted at all, and that you have taken so much trouble with them – especially against economics (a factor I had not forgotten, and the reason for my originally forswearing illustrations).

I shall be in on Saturday week, Feb. 13th, at 3 o’clock; and look forward to seeing you.

I should have answered your letter before, but have had three desperately crowded days.

Yours sincerely

J. R. R. Tolkien.

11a	 To Michael Tolkien


20 Northmoor Road, Oxford


12 February 1937

My dearest Mick,

It was very nice to have a letter from you. The main point is about your change of work. I think I should like to have a word with Welch & Bostock before finally deciding. It is rather serious: once you begin to let Greek get out of the centre of the picture it tends to drop back. You have not been doing Greek very long! It takes at least 15 years to make a good Greek scholar. I never dropped it until I had taken Honour Mods (dropped it as a main official subject, that is) and yet managed to do my barbaric languages and a good deal of history. But I am willing my dear man that your real tastes should rule in the end. If you really and honestly wish to turn yourself into an historian (mediæval and modern), then, of course, you can begin to steer that way. I am not sure that it is sound at your age. You will permanently regret it later on if you do not pursue your Greek until it becomes a real possession. But – you shall do as you like. Only I would wait a moment before you decide. It is not only H.C.[1] – it means a change of ultimate object in scholarship and School at Oxford.

In short – I am not sure: more anon. 2nd point. What are you reading post 410 ad? Is there Hodgkin[2] at school? I can lend or recommend various books, if you are interested. Squash – backhand. Sounds as if you were not putting thumb along the stem of racquet when making a back-hand stroke. Try it – gives a lot of strength to a weak hand … God bless you. I want to see you again. We miss you daily. I hope you will approve of your new home flat, when you see it. Pray for me.

Your own father.

11b	 To C. A. Furth, Allen & Unwin


[Tolkien had received the proofs of The Hobbit toward the end of February, with the request that he replace any unavoidable alterations and deletions with words taking up the same amount of space.]




20 Northmoor Road, Oxford


[Undated; February/March 1937][1]

Dear Mr Furth,

Thank you for the two drawings safely received. I have placed the rough prints in the correct positions among the proof-sheets.

Under separate cover I am sending today: the corrected proofs complete; the rough prints of the two end-papers, with the original of end-paper 1 (Thror’s Map). I have made some suggestions on the back of the two end-papers.

The type-setting throughout was guilty of very few divergences from copy, and in general proof-corrections are light. But I ought to have given the MS. a revision – in places there were considerable confusions of narrative and geography! About 16 pages have suffered severely. I have calculated the space line by line as carefully as possible, and I hope made all corrections plain and intelligible. A revise of some of the chief alterations (a list is given on outside of returned proofs) might be advisable?

Have you come to any decision as to the season of publication?[fn1]

I was very pleased to meet you that Saturday, though I am afraid I was a poor host, and too concerned with my own troubles. I am now revived. The proofs are a week later than I expected mainly because other matters suddenly became urgent.

Yours very truly

J. R. R. Tolkien.


11c	  To Priscilla Tolkien


[A picture postcard sent from Dunster in Somerset, where Tolkien was on a walking tour with C. S. Lewis.]



[Postmarked April 1937]

Dear P (& boys),

Hope to see you all again tomorrow. Have just arrived here & seen over the church (but not the castle). I am writing this in what is called the Yarn Market – sitting just where I have marked an X. I shall probably stay tonight at Minehead (2 miles or so off) and catch train home from there.

V. much love. D.

12	  To Allen & Unwin


[In mid-March, Tolkien returned the proofs of The Hobbit to Allen & Unwin, having marked them with a very large number of alterations to the original text. He was told that as a result he might have to pay part of the cost of correction, though the publishers noted that he had devised revisions which would occupy exactly the same space as the original text. With the following letter, he submitted a drawing for the dust-jacket, which included a runic inscription.]




20 Northmoor Road, Oxford


13 April 1937

Dear Sirs,

I return under separate cover the corrected Revises of the Hobbit, complete … I note what you so kindly say about the cost of corrections. I must pay what is just, if required; though I shall naturally be grateful for clemency. Thank you for your trouble & consideration …

You will find with the revised proofs a draft of the jacket, for your criticism. I discovered (as I anticipated) that it was rather beyond my craft and experience. But perhaps the general design would do?

I foresee the main objections.

There are too many colours: blue, green, red, black. (The 2 reds are an accident; the 2 greens inessential.) This could be met, with possible improvement, by substituting white for red; and omitting the sun, or drawing a line round it. The presence of the sun and moon in the sky together refers to the magic attaching to the door.

It is too complicated, and needs simplifying: e.g. by reducing the mountains to a single colour, and
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