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J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit, or What’s in a Name?
Roberto Di Scala
Lesson plan

Class: 

· Level: from lower intermediate to advanced learners
· Age / School: 16-18, any kind of Liceo where English literature is taught. 
Prerequisites:

· Additional information: students should already know the general outline of English literature in 19th and 20th centuries. Also, they should already be familiar with the general concept of fantasy literature and literature for young adults as well as with Tolkien’s biography, main works and poetics.
Lecture organisation:

· Time: approximately 60 minutes (the lesson can easily be adapted to shorter classes).
· Additional tools needed: either (overhead) projector or interactive whiteboard.
· Slides 1 to 3: general introduction to the novel (author, year of publication, brief synopsis of the plot).

· Slides 4 to 6: general approach to the genre the novel belongs to (fantasy literature) and to the major themes/topics of the book. The character of the hobbit seen as an ex novo literary creation.
· Slides 7 to 16: approach to the origin of the term hobbit and its linguistic significance. 
Texts:

· Students should read the first paragraphs of Chapter 1 (“An Unexpected Party”) of The Hobbit (suggested edition: J.R.R. Tolkien, The Hobbit or There and Back Again, London, Harper Collins, 1999, based on the revised edition of 1966). The passages should preferably be read first at home and then in the classroom before watching the slide show. A brief discussion among the students is recommended to see to what extent they know Tolkien’s works and The Hobbit in particular. (It is likely that they know The Lord of the Rings instead, especially as seen on screen through Peter Jackson’s adaptation.) 
Objectives: 

· Students will learn about Tolkien’s works and The Hobbit in particular. 
· Students will learn the importance language had for Tolkien and the basic role it played in his creative process. 
· Students will learn about puns and their importance in literature, as well as the inmost linguistic essence of names in literary works. Links may be suggested for instance with the Alice books by Lewis Carroll for puns and with Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet for the linguistic essence of proper names. 
J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit, or, What’s in a Name? (Roberto Di Scala)







Slide 1
This lesson deals with the linguistic significance of the term hobbit in Tolkien’s works, particularly in The Hobbit. 

Before focusing on this issue, though, we should take some time to think about the importance of names, and of proper names in particular, in literature. Can you think about any examples of names of characters contained in titles of either novels or short stories or plays which have a basic importance for the development of the plot? (It is possible to make some suggestions by mentioning for example Dr Jeckyll and Mr Hyde, where the names make reference to the verb to hide and Jekyll’s need to keep his evil self concealed from sight. To make the most out of it, though, students this topic should be introduced before starting this lesson so that students may have time to think about it and gather information to make contributions to the discussions)
Slide 2 – Identity card
This is the identity card of the novel, i.e. its main features. The full title of the novel is The Hobbit, or There and Back Again. It was written by John Ronald Reuel Tolkien and published in 1937 by the London publisher George, Allen & Unwin. These details give you the idea of the period in which the novel came out: what were the main literary trends of the time? (You might ask the students to speak about the main literary trends and currents of English literature in the 1920s and 1930s and see if they can outline the differences between Tolkien’s novel and other major works of the time, both in prose and in poetry.)
Slide 3 – The plot (in short)
Though the novel is shorter than other works by Tolkien, the most famous of which happens to be The Lord of the Rings, its plot is complex and it is not easy to summarize it in a few words. We could say that the book is the story of the journey Bilbo Baggins sets out to take together with Gandalf, a wizard, and a host of dwarves. The aim of the journey is to win back the ancient treasure of the dwarves which has been looted by the dragon Smaug. Bilbo does not like adventures, but Gandalf involves him nonetheless by having the dwarves believe the hobbit is a burglar. Along their way, Bilbo goes through a number of adventures: he will meet the elves, will fight orcs and face Gollum, a desperate and lonesome hobbit-like creature who owns a magic golden ring. Bilbo wins the ring in a riddle game with Gollum to find out that, when he wears it, he is invisible. Thanks to the ring, and to his increasing taste for adventures and his unexpected courage, Bilbo will help the dwarves to conquer their treasure: he will face Smaug which will be eventually killed by a bowman. At the end of the story, Bilbo will be a wiser, and richer, hobbit. (Students may be asked to comment upon the plot, especially if they have read the book or seen the film. You might ask them to find connections with The Lord of the Rings, e.g. the development of the role of Bilbo’s ring.) 
Slide 4 – What is a hobbit?
As you should already know, The Hobbit belongs to the literary genre called fantasy which has its best known work in The Lord of the Rings. Set in a secondary world with Mediaeval atmosphere and magic at work, fantasy novels have elves, dwarves, wizards and all sorts of fantastic creatures as their main characters.

The Hobbit is also a book for young adults. This means that its intended readership comprises both children, who will love the tale in itself, and young boys and girls of about 11 to 13. Teenagers and adults will also love the book for the tale as well as for the deeper meanings it contains (for instance, links to Northern mythology and symbols like the ring). 

The book deals with some major themes such as the fight of good against evil, the quest for a lost object (in this case, the treasure of the dwarves) and chivalry. 

The main point, though, is the following: what is a hobbit? 

(Each point can be briefly introduced by the teacher and then discussed with the students. They may be asked to name other characteristics of both fantasy and literature for young adults, as well as other major or minor themes of the novel. Most of all, they may be asked to explain what a hobbit is in their own words.)  

Slide 5 – The hobbit is a literary creation
The character of the hobbit is a literary creation. It is a fictional character which appears in this novel for the first time ever. Before Tolkien’s novel was published, no hobbit existed. It was not just a ‘simple’ character, like a human or a dwarf or an elf: there was nothing similar before Tolkien created it. There was no description for it: Tolkien had to invent anything related to his creation, from names to language and history.

(You might want to ask the students to think about similar cases of literary creations in English literature.)

Slide 6 – What’s in a name?
The way the word hobbit came to Tolkien’s mind is quite peculiar. Tolkien was correcting some papers he had from his students when his mind started to go astray and he found himself jotting down some words. What he wrote was: “In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit”. This is the very onset of the novel, the first line from which the whole book derives.
Slide 7 – What’s in a name?
Now that he had found the name of his creature, Tolkien had to answer the question: ‘What is a hobbit?’ Since he had no idea of what it might be, he had to think about a character which might fit into his fictional world. You must remember that Tolkien had started to work on his secondary world, which he would eventually call Middle-Earth, when he was very young. The Hobbit is not the first story he set in Middle-Earth: it is the first one to see the light and to be published, but Tolkien had already written a large number of adventures whose characters were peoples living in Middle-Earth. He loved elves in particular, and had invented their own language. Therefore, he had to give the name a shape which would not be out of place in his already existing secondary world. 
Slide 8 – What’s in a name?
In creating the hobbit, namely Bilbo Baggins, the hero of the book, Tolkien devised him as if he was a representative of the landed gentry, that part of English society deeply tied to the land and to the traditions of the rural England Tolkien loved so much. Tolkien was a conservative in that he disliked modern technology and machinery. He looked back at the time when people lived in peace with nature, and when the countryside was at the heart of social life. He depicts Bilbo in the following way: 

What is a hobbit? I suppose hobbits need some description nowadays, since they have become rare and shy of the Big People, as they call us. They are (or were) a little people, about half our height, and smaller than the bearded dwarves. Hobbits have no beards. There is little or no magic about them, except the ordinary everyday sort which helps them to disappear quietly when large stupid folk like you and me come blundering along, making a noise like elephants which they can hear a mile off. They are inclined to be fat in the stomach; they dress in bright colours (chiefly green and yellow); wear no shoes, because their feet grow natural leathery soles and thick warm brown hair like the stuff on their heads (which is curly); have long clever brown fingers, good-natured faces, and laugh deep fruity laughs (especially after dinner, which they have twice a day when they can get it). Now you know enough to go on with. (The Hobbit, Chapter 1, p. 4)
Slide 9 – What’s in a name?
In order to give the hobbit a proper role within his secondary world, Tolkien created a whole social and historical background for this new race. As always, he also created the hobbits’ own language, including grammar rules and philological history. Therefore, the word hobbit came to be explained also in terms of linguistic history.
Slide 10 – What’s in a name?
According to Tolkien, the word hobbit might be derived from Old English holbytla. There is no historical record of such a word in Old English, but there are of its components. The word is made up of two existing Old English words, hol (which means ‘hole’) and bytlian, a verb meaning ‘to live’. 

From a philological point of view, then, the word hobbit would mean ‘hole dweller’, ‘hole liver’, i.e. someone who lives in a hole.

This is an example of a pun, or play on words, and of the importance of Tolkien’s linguistic background and love for the language and words in general.

(Briefly introduce students to the concept of Old English and the development of English to our days. Also, mention Tolkien’s job at the Oxfore English Dictionary.)

Slide 11 – What’s in a name?
The play on words goes on because Tolkien gave a philological explanation for the story of the word hobbit in terms of hobbit language. As he says, hobbits name themselves kuduk which derives from their ancient word kud-dukan which means ‘hole dweller’, ‘hole liver’. 

(Briefly mention the love Tolkien had for languages and his other invented languages, mainly the Quenya for elves.)

Slide 12 – What’s in a name?
Therefore, the first line of the novel can be considered a tautology as it reads ‘In a hole in the ground there lived a hole liver/hole dweller’. 

(Explain what a tautology is and ask the students if they are familiar with it. Make / ask for examples.)

Slide 13 – What’s in a name?
Readers of the novel may not be aware of this play on words. The general public, for instance, may be likely to associate the word hobbit to the traditional word hobgoblin, namely a nasty, joke-prone spirit of northern traditions and folklore.

(Ask students if they know about hobgoblins. They are likely to know it from the adventures of Spiderman, where Hobgoblin is the name of a green, evil spirit who tries to defeat Peter Parker.)

Slide 14 – What’s in a name?
On the other hand, readers who are well aware of Tolkien’s love for languages and words may know that the word hobbit conceals a hidden, deeper meaning which gives the character ‘linguistic force’. They will take pleasure in knowing that the word is the epitome of a linguistic history developing through time and involving both Old English and the language invented by Tolkien.

Slide 15 – What’s in a name?
From the single word hobbit, thus, two kinds of readership for the novel may be derived. The first one comprises readers who do not know about the linguistic significance of the name. They will love the book just for itself, for the story it tells and the adventures it contains. 

Slide 16 – What’s in a name?
The second kind of readers comprises those who are aware of the linguistic significance of the word. They will love the book for the story it tells, but also for the linguistic layers its names contain, and the effort Tolkien made in order to give his readers a deeper pleasure derived from phonology, philology and language in general.


