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As i t s  t i t le  suggests,  this  i s  a  book 

about  or igins.  Speci f ica l ly,  I  presume,  

about  the or igins o f Tolkien’s 1938 

children’s story The Hobbit .   The way 

in  which the t i t le  o f the book is  pr inted 

on i t s  cover  and  t i t le  page,  though,  

leaves the reader  happ ily uncer tain 

whether  i t  is  in fact  the  eponymous 

volume to  which i t  re fers,  or  rather  the 

charac ter  who appears both as i t s  chie f 

protagonis t  and as  a  minor  player  in i t s  

a l together  more substant ial  sequel ,  The 

Lord  of  the Rings .  Perhaps this  i s  

del ibera te ,  or  a t  leas t  a  subconsc ious  

ges ture towards  the  fac t  that ,  in 

pract ice ,  much in this  current  

pub licat ion has to  do unashamedly wi th 

both.  

Actual ly,  the ques t ion o f l i tera ry 

or igins i s  far  from being an obvious 

one  to  pose wi th regard to  Tolkien’s 

imaginat ive corpus ,  since i t  i s  one  he 

himsel f os tensib ly eschewed in his  

readings concerning the l i terary 

outputs o f o thers.  As  a  form of  

cr i t ic ism,  he insisted,  the enumerat ion 

of sources (however  successful)  was 

akin to  account ing for  a  f ine soup or  

casserole  s imply by l i st ing i t s  

const i tuent  ingred ients.  The most  

important  thing –  what  was  ac tua lly 

done  wi th them, the nature  o f the 

output  –  was thereby almost  always  

over looked.  Yet  Ather ton’s vo lume 

makes no c la im to  be a  work of l i terary 

cr i t ic ism,  and quest ions of source and 

possib le  influence may have their  

proper  place in works  o f  other  sor ts .  

I f  we presume that  the  l i terary work in 

ques t ion i s  indeed The Hobbi t ,  then the 

opening of tha t  work pretends in the 

direc t ion o f  a  signi ficant  novum ,  i f  not  

qui te  a  crea tio  ab in i t io .  The sentence  

‘In a  hole in the ground there l ived a  

Hobbi t ’ ,  save  for  i t s  re l iance upon our  

fami l iar i ty wi th the English language  

and  a  handful  o f associa ted ideas,  

rai ses more  quest ions than i t  answers .   

I t  o ffer s i t se l f  to  us as a  f lee t ing 

gl impse into  an imaginary world  in 

which i t  makes per fect ly  good sense,  

and  of which,  therefore,  we are bound 
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to  wish to  learn more (unless  we  are 

ourse lves singular ly lacking in 

imaginat ion and the sor t  of cur ios i ty 

which i s  one o f  i ts  key products) .  Yet ,  

of course,  l ike  al l  o ther  ar t i s try,  

Tolkien’s  was in real i ty the product  o f 

al l  sor ts  o f th ings:  in T .  S.  E lio t ’s  o f t -

ci ted words,  ‘o f a  l i fet ime,  and no t  one 

l i fe t ime only’ .  Ather ton grasps this  

ne t t le  in Tolkien’s  case,  and addresses 

i t  on a  var ie ty o f di f ferent  levels.  

The book i s  s truc tured in three  par ts ,  

though in prac t ice they tend  

necessar i ly to  over lap and 

interpenetrate  –  unsurpr is ingly,  

perhaps,  in  view of the fact  tha t  for  

Tolkien everything was f inal ly 

connected to  everything else.  

Nonetheless,  the reader  of this  review 

may value an indica t ion of the scheme 

adopted for  convenience .  Par t  One 

(‘Shap ing the Plo t ’)  dea ls wi th the 

plot ,  theme and se t t ing of the world  

suggested in  The Hobbit .  I t  does so by 

referr ing the  reader  to  aspec ts o f 

Tolkien’s  own b iography and 

experience,  not  leas t  e lements in  his  

ear ly l i fe  and exposure to  l i tera ture.  

Par t  Two ( ‘Making the Mythology’)  

concent rates  in par t icular  on Tolkien’s 

longstand ing pred ilect ion for  the  myths 

of Northern Europe (especia l ly Norse 

myth)  and the unique legendarium 

(posthumously publ ished as The 

Silmaril l ion )  in which he himsel f had 

already inves ted some twenty years’ 

work pr ior  to  embarking on the 

nar rat ive o f  The Hobbit ,  and which 

feeds into  the lat ter  bo th d irec t ly and 

ind irect ly.  Here aga in,  b iography 

inevi tab ly intrudes,  in the form, for  

ins tance,  o f the impact  upon his  

imaginat ion o f a  1911 tr ip  to  the 

mountain-scape o f  the Bernese 

Oberland in  Swi tzer land ,  and of the 

industr ial ized methods o f war fare 

which he experienced f i rst -hand in  the  

trenches o f  the So mme. Par t  Three 

( ‘Find ing the Words’)  concentrates on 

Tolkien’s  professiona l  academic 

commitments  as a  philo logis t  in  the  

per iod pr ior  to  1938.   I t  focuses on the  

ways  in which his love of language and 

the his tory o f words were to  give b ir th 

to  a  mythopoeic enterpr ise  roo ted f ir st  

and  foremost  in the imaginat ion o f a  

language  and the world  in  which i t  

might  meaningful ly be spoken.  This i s  

t raced back to  ear ly days and the 

fami ly’s  possession of a  copy of the 

Chambers Etymologica l  Dic t ionary  s t i l l  

in  Tolkien’s cher ished possess ion only 

months  before  his  death in  1973.  Words 

fami l iar  to  the a fic ionado of Middle -

Earth,  such as beorn ,  wearg ,  orthanc  

and  ent  were,  Ather ton reminds us,  

loan words  from Tolkien’s o wn 

professed  special i sm in Anglo -Saxon 

(Old English)  cul ture.   

There is  much in this  vo lume to  inform 

and  enr ich the unders tanding of those 

already commit ted to  discovering more 

about  the her i tage wi thin which 

Tolkien’s  imagina tive outputs must  be 

si tua ted.  The pursui t  o f such roo ts and 

inf luences,  far  from undermining the 
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sense o f  the  man’s or igina li ty,  s imply 

serves to  underl ine the remarkab le 

contr ibution tha t  h is  re - imagining of 

them made to  l i terature and  more 

bes ides.   

There a re ,  though,  some odd gaps  to  be 

taken into  account in the treatment 

afforded here.  For  example,  Ather ton 

ci tes  the  impor tance o f the ‘ r idd ling’ 

encounter  wi th Smeagol ,  which resul t s  

in  Bi lbo’s  acquisi t ion o f  the r ing o f 

power (as i t  was la ter  to  be known),  

and  re fers the reader  to  a  para l lel  

encounter  be tween the god Thor  and 

the d war f Alvis  in the Iceland ic Elder  

Edda ,  a  text  which Tolkien loved.  Yet  

he skir t s  too convenient ly around the 

ques t ion o f  Tolkien’s known 

fami liar i ty wi th Wagner ’s development 

of this  same moti f  in Das Rheingold ,  in 

an encounter  between the god Wotan 

and  the d war f  Alber ich tha t  result s  in 

Wotan’s acquisi t ion o f  a  simi lar  r ing o f 

power (no t  par t  o f the shared Iceland ic 

source) .  This  i s  a  hot ly contested area 

of Tolkien scho larship ,  but  hard ly one 

that  can be entirely ignored in a  book 

on or igins.  Unders tated,  though not  

entirely ignored,  i s  the inf luence o f 

Owen Bar field ’s Poet ic  Dic t ion  (1923) ,  

especial ly Bar f ield ’s no t ion o f an 

‘ancient  semant ic  unity’  underlying 

contemporary ‘sc ient i f ic ’ language and 

i t s  re f ined tools o f  prec ise,  ana lyt ic  

def ini t ion.  And,  o f course,  there i s  the 

ques t ion o f  Tolkien’s devout 

commitment to  ca thol ic  Chr is t iani ty in 

i t s  Roman form. This i s  mentioned a t  

several  j unc tures,  but  i t s  importance i s  

consis tently p layed  down.  Neither  The 

Hobbi t  nor  i t s  more  substant ial  l i terary 

sequel  must  ever  be read as an 

al legorical  render ing of ‘Chr is t ian 

truth’,  les t  Tolkien be set  spinning in  

his  grave.  But  he  cer ta inly bel ieved 

that ,  rea l i ty be ing what  i t  is ,  an 

imaginat ive venture such as his  own 

would genera te  resonances,  f igura t ions 

and  poet ic  po ints o f contac t  wi th 

whatever  rel iable  accounts o f  rea l i ty 

humankind might  have to  offer .  That  

Chr is t ian fa i th proffered  one such,  

Tolkien himsel f was in  no doubt.  
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