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IN THE BEGINNING WAS THE WORD: “HOBBIT”


It came into being on a certain fateful summer afternoon in Oxfordshire in 1930. It was not exactly an invented word, but nobody had ever really used it in quite the way Professor J. R. R. Tolkien did when he scribbled it down on a scrap of paper in his study at 20 Northmoor Road in suburban Oxford.


The word “Hobbit” was soon to be as much a magical word for Professor Tolkien as hocus-pocus was for any fairy-tale magician. In fact, Hobbit was the most important single word that ever inspired him to invent a story. Most authors create characters and then find names for them, but Professor Tolkien’s mind reversed that order. He always acknowledged that it was words themselves that suggested characters, creatures, races, species, plots, places and entire worlds to him. Above all things, J. R. R. Tolkien was a scholar who studied words – a philologist – and he was one of the compilers of the prestigious Oxford English Dictionary. Consequently, in his creative fiction, words themselves proved to be his chief source of inspiration. This was absolutely true of his new word: Hobbit.


What do we really know about the arrival of Tolkien’s Hobbit? Superficially, not much. Tolkien himself tells us about the moment of the word’s delivery. He makes it sound like an unannounced and anonymous letter – with no postmark and no return address – dropped into his mailbox. “All I remember about the start of The Hobbit is sitting correcting School Certificate papers in the everlasting weariness of that annual task forced on impecunious academics with children. On a blank leaf I scrawled: ‘In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit.’ I did not and do not know why.”


The human imagination is a complex and peculiar thing: part magpie and part magician. It is common for authors and artists blessed with creative powers to refuse to tamper with the imagination. However, Tolkien was also a trained scholar and he actually knew a lot about the forces that shaped the Hobbit and his world. Many years after The Hobbit had been published Tolkien wrote expansively about this seminal moment.
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The Shire





“One of the candidates had mercifully left one of the pages with no writing on it (which is the best thing that can possibly happen to an examiner) and I wrote on it: ‘In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit.’ Names always generate a story in my mind. Eventually I thought I’d better find out what hobbits were like. But that’s only the beginning.” So, Tolkien himself said it: in the beginning was the word – Hobbit. Furthermore, in his statement that “I thought I’d better find out what hobbits were like,” we can clearly see Tolkien’s creative mental process at work. Many authors talk about creating a character, but whenever someone asked Tolkien about a character (or a race or a thing or a place) that was named but not yet fleshed out in the text of his stories, he would invariably say, “I’ll go and try to find out more about it.”


That is, Tolkien behaved as if that character (or thing or place) existed in a sort of parallel world where its whole nature was waiting to be discovered and recorded in the most minute detail. Tolkien did not see his job as a writer as being that of a creator but that of an explorer and chronicler of an already existing world that awaited discovery through the language itself.


This book is an exploration of the inspirational power of language. It proposes that the entire body of Tolkien’s writing dealing with Hobbits was essentially the product of a list of associations with the word “Hobbit”. Thus, the invention of the word “Hobbit” resulted in the creation of the character, race and world of the Hobbit.


If this appears to be a peculiar form of thinking, that is exactly what is intended. Tolkien invents a philological origin for the word “Hobbit” as a worn-down form of an original invented word holbytla (which is actually an Old English construct) meaning “hole-builder”. Therefore, the opening line of The Hobbit is meant as an obscure lexicographical joke. It is a deliberate tautology: “In a hole in the ground there lived a hole-builder.”


To take this approach a stage further, one can look at the Modern English word hole, which is derived from the Old English hollow. By bizarre coincidence, hollow originally came from the Old German hohl – pronounced “hole”.


Not content with the spiral ending there, Tolkien couldn’t resist adding a few more twists by stating that the word “Hobbit” as a worn-down form of holbytla was not used by the Hobbits themselves. In their own Hobbitish speech they were known as kuduk, a worn-down version of kud-dukan – meaning “hole-builder” – which were Gothic constructs that Tolkien derived from the Prehistoric German word khulaz. This brings us round full circle, because khulaz, meaning hollow, is the original source for the Old German hohl, the Old English hollow and the Modern English hole! As if this were not complicated enough, Professor Tolkien added other factors: among Men and Elves, Hobbits were usually noted by their size (half-human size, thus halflings) rather than by their holes. Therefore: Kuduk (Hobbit) in Hobbitish translates as Periannath (Halfling-Folk) in the Sindarin of the Elves, which relates to Periain (Halfling) in Sindarin, which is Banakil (Halfling) in the Westron of Men and returns to Hobbit (Kuduk) in English.


Throughout this book we will see countless examples of Tolkien’s endless fascination with obscure philological humour, but more importantly, it will also demonstrate how Tolkien’s obsession with words was a constant source of creative inspiration for him. Words had an almost magical significance that suggested endless creative possibilities. Consequently, this book is primarily about words and language, and how they can provoke and inspire.
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DICTIONARY OF HOCUS-POCUS


In most dictionaries Tolkien’s magic word “Hobbit” appears directly after the word “hoax”, which was originally a shortened form of the magic word “hocus-pocus”. Interestingly enough, hoax has come to mean “a trick, a practical joke or fabricated tale”.


This is not an accident. The story of The Hobbit is, after all, a fabricated tale that Tolkien went to great lengths to present as a translation of an ancient historic manuscript, rather than a novel. Clearly, he mischievously enjoyed the idea of creating an elaborate literary hoax.


Indeed, after we exclude Tolkien’s word “Hobbit” and look at the thirteen dictionary words that follow “hoax” from “hob” to “hobo”, it is easy to see that Tolkien was inspired by this simple list of words to shape almost every aspect of the Hobbit’s character.


Tolkien’s “discovery” of the Hobbit character through clues supplied by this list of words is typical of his creative logic and might be described as an elaborate and extended philological joke. In fact, by starting at “hocus-pocus” and working our way through the meanings of the words that follow, we find we embark on an linguistic adventure, reminiscent of Bilbo (one Hobbit) and thirteen Dwarves, in the dictionary words that follow: Hob, Hobble, Hobbledehoy, Hobbler, Hobby, Hobbyhorse, Hobgoblin, Hobiler, Hobie, Hoblike, Hobnail, Hobnob and Hobo.
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All thirteen of these Dwarf-words have several meanings and most are homonyms (words that sound alike but have different meanings and unrelated origins). However, whatever their nature, every one of these words has contributed to the creation and evolution of the Hobbit and his world. If you doubt this, simply take a look at how the Chambers Concise Dictionary, for instance, currently defines Hobbit, “HOBBIT – One of a race of imaginary beings, half human size, hole-dwelling and hairy-footed, invented by J. R. R. Tolkien in his novel The Hobbit, 1937.”




A race of imaginary beings: A HOB is a fairy, an elf, an imaginary being.


Half human size: A HOBBLEDEHOY is a stripling half-man and half-boy.


Hole-dwelling and hairy-footed: A HOB is a male ferret – a half-tame variety of polecat kept for driving rabbits from burrows. (That is, hairy-footed hole-dwellers who drive other hairy-footed hole-dwellers from their holes.)





If this isn’t convincing you, try to imagine almost everything you know about Hobbits and see whether the thirteen words following “hoax” don’t have something to do with those characteristics. Let us take a look at these words and see what else they can tell us about our imaginary Hobbits.


The word “hob” tells us Hobbits are hill-dwellers, hole-dwellers and half human size.




Hill-dweller: HOB comes from the root word hump, originally Low German, meaning “hill”. Australian humpy means hut.


Hole-dweller: HOB is a spirit that builds its home in a hollow hill. Ancient round barrows are often called hob’s houses.


Half human size: HOB or HOBMEN is the generic name for various types of rather benign hobs or brownies; these are man-like, hairy, roughly 3ft (91cm) tall and hole-dwelling.





The words “hobnob”, “hobbyhorse” and “hobble” tell us Hobbits love to drink, gossip, dance and tell riddles.




Love of drink and gossip: to HOBNOB means to drink and gossip together.
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