
 

‘Unexpected Journey’ 

Educators say 'The Hobbit' story connects to both children and adults 
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"The Hobbit" was born because John Ronald Reuel Tolkien was bored. 

English author-poet-philologist J.R.R. Tolkien in 1930 was grading secondary-school exams to 
supplement his earnings as a language and literature professor at Oxford University. Listless, he 
doodled the following sentence on a spare test sheet: "In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit." 

And so began "The Hobbit, or There and Back Again," a story Tolkien went home and told aloud to 
his four children, then published in 1937 at the urging of his friend and colleague C.S. Lewis. 

Jump ahead 75 years, and far from bored are fervid fans awaiting Thursday's midnight opening of 
"The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey," the first of three films by Oscar-winning director Peter 
Jackson that will tell the story of Tolkien's one-book prequel to the "Lord of the Rings" trilogy. 

The box-office forecast calls for blockbuster results. The three films in the "Lord of the Rings" series, 
also directed by Jackson and released 2001-03, earned $1.1 billion worldwide. 

Much of the media fanfare (both positive and negative) surrounding "The Hobbit" is about the film's 
technological advancements. Jackson shot "The Hobbit" in 3-D at 48 frames per second, double the 
traditional rate of 24. Boosters say this format creates a clearer, sharper image; detractors claim the 
resulting images are too real. The film will be released at this "high frame rate" only in select theaters 
(including three local venues; see accompanying box), with traditional 2-D, 3-D and Imax formats 
dominating most screens. 

Underneath all the techno-buzz, however, is something closer to the heart: the enduring allure of a 
beloved story that has enchanted people worldwide for 75 years. In September 1937, all 1,500 
copies of the first printing of "The Hobbit" sold out by December. The book has never been out of 
print, and in 75 years more than 100 million copies have been sold. 

NOT JUST FOR KIDS 



"The Hobbit" is usually labeled a children's book — a 1938 New York Times Book Review called it 
"one of the most freshly original and delightfully imaginative books for children that have appeared in 
many a long day" — while the "Lord of the Rings" stories are considered "adult fantasy," with more 
complex themes and language. "The Hobbit" is often assigned to students in middle school as 
required reading, but local Tolkien experts — and Tolkien himself, some would argue — say the 
book's charms, adventures, and themes of heroism, home and quest aren't just for schoolkids. 

Carissa Barlow, an English teacher at Valley View Middle School in Simi Valley who has assigned 
"The Hobbit" in previous years to seventh-grade honor students, said she fell in love with the story in 
fourth grade when her father read the book to her every night. 

"At that time, I loved the adventure — I was into strange worlds and interesting characters and 
creatures, " she said. "But as I grew older, I've found more depth in the story." 

The division into "adult" and "children's" literature is a recent development, said Paul F. Ford, Ph.D., 
a professor of theology and liturgy at St. John's Seminary in Camarillo. and an internationally 
recognized expert on C.S. Lewis. Ford is equally steeped in Tolkien knowledge because "The 
Chronicles of Narnia" series author Lewis and Tolkien were friends and influenced each other 
deeply. Both authors had a common love for mythical tales, and "wrote books in part because no 
one was writing the books they liked," Ford said. 

Tolkien, in a famous lecture-essay titled "On Fairy-stories," in which he describes his theory of 
fantasy literature, said children "neither like fairy stories more, nor understand them better than 
adults do." And a fairy story, he said, contains many things besides elves, fairies, giants, etc. "It 
holds the seas, the sun, the moon, the sky; and the earth, and all things that are in it: tree and bird, 
water and stone, wine and bread, and ourselves, mortal men, when we are enchanted." 

HOME SWEET HOLE 

"The Hobbit," which takes place in Middle-earth 60 years before the events in "The Lord of the 
Rings," centers on a hobbit named Bilbo Baggins who is content to hang out in his comfy, 
countryside hole of a home called Bag-End, but at the urging of the wizard Gandalf ends up on an 
adventure with 13 dwarves. The delightfully named Dwalin, Balin, Kili, Fili, Dori, Nori, Ori, Oin, Gloin, 
Bifur, Bofur, Bombur and their leader, Thorin Oakenshield, enlist Bilbo to help them recover their lost 
lands and treasure from the dragon Smaug. Trolls, goblins, Wargs (wolves) and others — including a 
strange cave dweller named Gollum with odd diction and a "precious" ring — get in the way of their 
quest. Elves, eagles and other creatures prove more helpful. 

Baggins is a reluctant hero. 

"We are plain quiet folk and have no use for adventures," he tells Gandalf. "Nasty disturbing 
uncomfortable things! Make you late for dinner!" 



Theresa Russ, a Ph.D. candidate in English at UC Santa Barbara, recently taught an upper-division 
class on Tolkien and the environment, and has delivered papers on the author at three academic 
conferences (at one gathering, Russ said, she spontaneously gave a 20-minute recitation from "The 
Lord of the Rings" that she memorized years before she became an English graduate student). 

"My first questions as a child were the discovery, the quest, what's going to happen next," Russ said. 
"We can still reclaim some of that sense of wonder, but now there's something more poignant about 
the pull to home, the way Bilbo is lifted out of everything he knows. He's alone with his conscience at 
several times, and those are the scenes I go back to more. He seems an unlikely hero, but when 
he's called on for bravery or inner resources, it's thoughts of home that spur him on. He's an 
everyman sort of hero. It could be any one of us, swept up into a world we aren't aware of." 

Barlow said that "in this intricate literary era of postmodernism, there's talk of truth and morality as 
being relative," but "not so in Tolkien. There's a clear idea of what is evil and good; people find that 
comforting. At the same time, it's not a fairy tale version of life. The characters are flawed. We feel 
affinity for the hobbits because we too are a blend of good and bad. We're trying to weed out the bad 
to become heroes of our own stories as the hobbits are of theirs." 
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