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When Was the Hobbit Written? A Deep Dive into J.R.R. Tolkien’s Classic

The question “when was the Hobbit written?” is a common one among fans of fantasy literature. Whether you're
a lifelong reader of Tolkien’s Middle Earth saga or a newcomer intrigued by the world of hobbits, dwarves, and
dragons, the timeline of this beloved book is a fascinating story in itself. In this article we’ll trace the origins of The
Hobbit, explore the writing process, and uncover why the publication date matters for both scholars and casual
readers. By the end, you'll have a clear understanding of the historical context that shaped this classic and why the
guestion remains so compelling.

1.The Early Years of J.R.R. Tolkien

1.1 Childhood Influences

John Ronald Reuel Tolkien was born in 1892 in Bloemfontein, South Africa, but his formative years were spent in
England. Growing up in the English countryside, Tolkien developed an early fascination with mythology, linguistics,
and storytelling. By the time he entered the University of Oxford, he was already deeply immersed in the epic tales
of the Norse sagas and the ancient legends of the Celtic peoples. These influences would later permeate his own
creative works.

1.2 Academic Pursuits and World War |

Tolkien studied at Exeter College, Oxford, where he earned a degree in English Language and Literature in 1915.
That same year, he was called to serve in the British Army during World War I. The trenches of the Western Front
exposed him to the harsh realities of war, a theme that would later echo in his writing. Despite the turmoil, Tolkien
continued to write, drafting stories and poems that would eventually form the backbone of his later novels.

2.The Genesis of The Hobbit

2.1 The First Drafts

In the early 1930s, Tolkien began to develop the narrative that would become The Hobbit. The initial manuscript,
written in 1931, was a concise adventure featuring a hobbit named Bilbo Baggins who is recruited by the wizard
Gandalf to join thirteen dwarves on a quest to reclaim a lost treasure. The original draft was short, focusing on the
journey and the encounters with trolls, goblins, and the dragon Smaug.

2.2The Influence of the Oxford Group

Tolkien was part of a literary circle known as the Inklings, which included C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and other
writers. The Inklings met regularly in the Eagle and Child pub in Oxford, discussing their works and offering
constructive feedback. Tolkien’s early drafts were read aloud to this group, and the lively discussions helped shape
the narrative, adding depth to the characters and refining the plot structure.

2.3 TheTitle and the Word “Hobbit”

The term “hobbit” was coined by Tolkien himself, derived from the word “hob” in the old English meaning “a small,
rustic, and somewhat mischievous person.” The word was first used in the manuscript as a playful label for the
protagonist. The title The Hobbitwas chosen to reflect the whimsical nature of the story and to appeal to a broad



audience, including younger readers.

3. Publication Journey of The Hobbit

3.1 The Role of The Bodley Head

After refining his manuscript, Tolkien approached several publishers. In 1936, The Bodley Head, an imprint of the
publishing house George Allen &amp; Unwin, agreed to publish the book. The publisher’s editor, Stanley Unwin,
recognized the commercial potential of Tolkien’s work and provided the author with editorial guidance that balanced
literary quality with marketability.

3.2 The First Publication Date

The official publication date of The Hobbitwas 21 September 1937. The book was released in the United Kingdom
as a hardcover edition, priced at 3 shillings and 6 pence. The cover, designed by artist Edward Ardizzone, featured
a charming illustration of Bilbo Baggins, setting the tone for the book’s playful yet adventurous spirit.

3.3 Initial Reception and Sales

Upon its release, The Hobbitwas met with enthusiasm from readers and critics alike. The book’s blend of mythic
adventure and accessible prose appealed to both adults and children. Within a year of publication, the book had
sold over 200,000 copies in the UK alone, a remarkable feat for a fantasy novel at the time.

3.4 International Reach and American Publication

In 1938, the American edition was released by Harper &amp; Brothers, introducing the story to a wider audience.
The book’s popularity grew steadily, and by the early 1940s, it had become a staple of American middle school
reading lists. The international success of The Hobbit laid the groundwork for Tolkien’s later, even more ambitious
work, The Lord of the Rings.

4.The Evolution of the Text

4.1 Revised Editions

Over the decades, The Hobbithas undergone several revisions. In 1951, a new edition was released that corrected
typographical errors and updated certain passages. Tolkien himself made minor edits to improve readability and to
align the narrative more closely with the expanded lore of Middle Earth.

4.2 The 1977 Edition and the Inclusion of Illustrations

The 1977 edition, published by George Allen &amp; Unwin, featured additional illustrations by Alan Lee. These
illustrations added a visual dimension to the story, enhancing the reader’s immersion into Tolkien’s world. The new
edition also included a prologue that provided background information about the dwarves’ quest, enriching the
context for modern readers.

4.3 Digital Age and E Books

With the advent of digital publishing, The Hobbitbecame available as an e book in 2001. This format allowed for
interactive features such as clickable maps and embedded audio narrations. The digital release broadened the
book’s accessibility, ensuring that new generations could experience Tolkien’s storytelling in contemporary formats.

5.The Cultural Impact of The Hobbit

5.1 Influence on the Fantasy Genre



Before The Hobbit, fantasy literature was largely dominated by gothic horror and medieval romance. Tolkien’s novel
introduced a new subgenre that combined high fantasy with a relatable hero’s journey. The book’s success paved
the way for countless authors to explore similar themes, including Ursula K. Le Guin, George R.R. Martin, and Neil
Gaiman.

5.2 Adaptations and Media Presence

The story has been adapted into multiple formats: a 1977 animated film, a 1982 comic book series, and the highly
acclaimed 2012-2014 film trilogy directed by Peter Jackson. Each adaptation has introduced the story to new
audiences, reinforcing its status as a cultural touchstone.

5.3 Educational Value

Teachers often incorporate The Hobbitinto curricula to discuss narrative structure, character development, and
world-building. The book’s clear moral lessons about bravery, loyalty, and the importance of home resonate with
students of all ages.

6. Why the Date Matters: Literary and Historical Context

6.1 The Pre War Era

Knowing that The Hobbitwas written in the 1930s places it in the context of a world on the brink of conflict. The
book’s themes of adventure and the quest for home can be read as a subtle commentary on the desire for stability
amidst global uncertainty.

6.2 Technological and Publishing Advances

The 1930s saw significant advancements in printing technology, making books more affordable and widely
distributed. The publication of The Hobbitduring this era demonstrates how technological progress enabled fantasy
literature to reach a broader audience.

6.3 Literary Trends

During the 1930s, the literary scene was dominated by modernist writers such as James Joyce and Virginia Woolf.
Tolkien’s choice to write a traditional, mythic adventure was a deliberate departure from contemporary trends,
highlighting his unique voice and vision.

7. Frequently Asked Questions

7.1 Was The Hobbit always intended as a children’s book?

No. Tolkien originally wrote The Hobbitfor a general audience, but its whimsical tone and simple language made it
appealing to children. Over time, the book became a staple of children’s literature, though its depth continues to
attract adult readers.

7.2 Did Tolkien write The Hobbit before The Lord of the Rings?

Yes. The Hobbit was published in 1937, while The Lord of the Rings began publication in 1954. The success of The
Hobbit inspired Tolkien to expand the world of Middle Earth into a more extensive epic.

7.3 Are there unpublished manuscripts of The Hobbit?

Tolkien's archives include early drafts and notes, many of which are housed at the Bodleian Library in Oxford. While
some unpublished versions exist, the core narrative remains consistent across all editions.

7.4 How does the publication date affect the book’s copyright status?



In most countries, the book entered the public domain 70 years after Tolkien’s death in 1977. However, certain
editions and translations may still be under copyright, depending on local laws.

8. Conclusion

The answer to “when was the Hobbit written?” is 1937, a year that marks a significant milestone in the history of
fantasy literature. Understanding the book’s origins, the creative process behind it, and its subsequent impact
provides readers with a richer appreciation of Tolkien’s masterpiece. From its early drafts in the 1930s to its
enduring legacy across books, films, and classrooms, The Hobbitremains a testament to the power of storytelling
and imagination. Whether you're revisiting the tale for the first time or exploring it anew, the journey from its initial
conception to its modern-day influence is a fascinating narrative in its own right.
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