




Again, Tolkien makes use of line-finishings to create a uniform, centralized effect 

on the page. At times, he would also combine “Fine” and “Massed” writings, the 

former for titles and subtitles, and the latter for the main text. This is the case of a 

1950s manuscript titled Dangweth Pengoloð (Figure 23) which Hammond and 

Scull (2004: 202) singled out because of its great beauty. 

  

Figure 23. Dangweth Pengoloð. Reproduced from Tolkien 2010: frontispiece. 
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Notice the difference in weight between “Fine” and “Massed” writings, the 

unostentatious expunction in line 8 of the main text, and the great care with which 

Tolkien treated most serifs in the ascenders of h and l, indicating a higher degree of 

calligraphic impulse if compared with Of Beren and Lúthien (Figure 21). 

 Worthy of mention, once more, are Tolkien’s deviations from Johnston’s 

Foundational Hand principles, such as the round-backed d (compare with Figure 

21) and, more notably, the consistent use of ligatures, mainly the st ligature (e.g. 

question, line 1), still common in typography, and the 2-shaped r used after o (e.g. 

memories, line 4). Both ligatures were part of the few that survived in the 

Carolingian Minuscule script, even though the Carolingian st ligature was always 

made with the long, rather than rounded s (Derolez 2003: 53). Tolkien also uses the 

2-shaped r after rounded letters other than o, such as d and p (e.g. kindreds, line 8, 

and spring, line 19), a feature that first appeared in English manuscripts in the 

middle of the thirteenth century (Parkes 2008: 124).  

Since a principle in Johnston’s Writing & Illuminating, & Lettering is the 

modernization of elements that may hamper legibility, he does not use ligatures of 

these kinds in the book’s many figures, and merely notes the br, or, and pr ligatures 

as a common feature of Gothic writing (Johnston 1917: 417). As it has been said, 

Tolkien felt free to reinterpret Johnston’s directions.  

 

 

 

Figure 24. Early inscription on the Doors of Durin showing the ct ligature in the word characters. 
Reproduced from McIlwaine 2018: 340. 
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Other ligatures to which Tolkien resorted are sk, in the Dangweth Pengoloð 

manuscript (Figure 23, asked, in the subtitle); ft (e.g. in The Tale of The Years, 

reproduced in the frontispiece of The History of Middle-earth X: Morgoth’s Ring, 

and the watercolor Bilbo comes to the Huts of the Raft-elves, in The Hobbit); sp 

(Figure 26, line 5, spring), and ct, also a common typographic ligature (e.g. Figure 

24; Father Christmas’s 1938 letter, and Quenya: Outline of Phonology, reproduced 

on the cover of Parma Eldalamberon XIX).23  

 Tolkien’s formal hand, exemplified in Figures 21–4, remained relatively 

stable in many of his calligraphic works and, according to Hammond and Scull 

(2004: 202), he adapted the Foundational Hand ‘for his everyday handwriting and 

for what might be called “semiformal” manuscripts such as Mr. Bliss’. While the 

hand in Mr. Bliss can be described as semiformal in that it is more legible and 

careful than Tolkien’s drafts normally were, it does not fit Johnston’s concept of 

‘semiformal writing’ (1917: 322), which combines rapidity, freedom, beauty, and 

legibility. However, he warns that there is a danger of semiformal writing becoming 

informal and degenerate. In Mr. Bliss, Tolkien’s handwriting at times downgrades 

into a muddy cursive, or displays disconnected strokes that attest the speed with 

which he was writing, even if it never degenerates into complete illegibility.  

As for Father Christmas’s shaky writing, at times it assumed a cursive shape 

(e.g. 1923 envelope), but he mostly wrote in a script that can be regarded as a 

creative adaptation of Tolkien’s formal hand (e.g. 1933 letter). From 1936, Father 

Christmas’s secretary Ilbereth started helping with the letters, showing his ‘thin and 

slanting’ writing (Tolkien 2012: 140) which resembles a copperplate cursive and 

bears witness to the large inventory of scripts to which Tolkien could resort. In 

1937, the North Polar found a ‘thick pen’ — i.e., a broad nib pen — to practice 

                                                        
23 Christopher Tolkien’s manuscripts made after his father’s, in Sauron Defeated (2002b: 322–27), 

include ligatures such as st, ct, and a rare nt. Whether these and other stylistic features are 

Christopher’s own or a reproduction of his father’s preferences could not be determined. 
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(Figure 25). With such an implement, Tolkien briefly gave the Polar Bear a round 

script reminiscent of the Foundational Hand, but in 1938 the Polar Bear resumed 

his former habit of writing angular, rune-like letterforms. 

 

 

The North Polar Bear’s thick script leads us to the last example, roughly 

contemporary with I Eldanyáre in Figure 22. It is a fine 1939 manuscript with one 

of the earliest appearances of Treebeard, an evil giant back then (Figure 26). 

 Catherine McIlwaine (2018: 354) describes the hand in this manuscript as a 

‘beautiful copperplate’, but it bears no resemblance to what is normally called 

Copperplate script, a cursive letter written with a pointed nib (see, for instance, 

Harris 1995: 102–03). It is probably more precise to place the script under the 

influence of Johnston’s Foundational Hand as well. 

 The greatest difference between this manuscript and the ones shown in 

Figures 21–4 is the use of a pen with a broader nib, also held at a slant, which 

naturally produces thick and thin strokes, more evident here than in the other 

examples. Tolkien did not construct the sharp serifs of the Foundational Hand, and 

the text contains many ligatures, including the unusually archaic one in spring (line 

5), and sh (pushed, line 5). The letterforms, however, follow Johnston’s principles 

in their legibility and careful construction, displaying elongated finishing strokes 

towards the end of the text. Also notice the insular F in Frodo (line 1). On the left 

margin, a beautiful inscription — perhaps even more beautiful than the main text 

Figure 25. North Polar Bear uses a thick pen. Reproduced from Tolkien 2012: 143. 
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— with two lines from Chaucer’s The Reeve’s Tale. Worthy of mention in it are the 

archaic long s; letter p, resembling Tolkien’s Tengwar which also abound in the 

manuscript, and the Tironian nota for et (the 7-shaped symbol), which first appeared 

with a crossbar in English manuscripts at the end of the twelfth century (Parkes 

2008: 117).24 

 

 

 

                                                        
24 For further information on this inscription, see Bowers 2019: 215–16 and Christopher Tolkien’s 

comments in Tolkien 2002a: 382. 

Figure 26. Treebeard manuscript. Reproduced from McIlwaine 2018: 355. 
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Other works in which the influence of Johnston’s Foundational Hand can be felt in 

Tolkien’s handwriting, but with varying degrees of formality, legibility, and 

aesthetic preoccupation, are the frontispieces of Sauron Defeated (1992), The 

Legend of Sigurd and Gudrún (2009), The Fall of Arthur (2013), and The Lay of 

Aotrou and Itroun (2016). One should not forget the dust-jacket designs Tolkien 

made for The Lord of the Rings, particularly the one for The Fellowship of the Ring 

(cf. Hammond and Scull 2004: 179–83). The next section, however, will deal with 

a more calligraphically interesting book, namely The Hobbit. 

 

THE MAPS OF THE HOBBIT AND THE PSEUDO-SCRIBE OF THE RED BOOK 

 

The Hobbit is an amazing work of visual art not only for its illustrations and 

patterns: Tolkien was very careful with the lettering and, given the prominence of 

this book among his works, it is safe to assume that through Bilbo’s story many 

readers are first introduced to Tolkien’s calligraphic skills. 

 Especially interesting in this respect are the two maps Tolkien prepared, 

Thror’s Map and the Wilderland map. Despite the similarities in their appearance, 

they perform different functions within the Primary and Secondary Worlds, as 

noted by Hammond and Scull (2004: 95): 

 
[Thror’s Map] is a painstakingly crafted ‘facsimile’ meant to 

give verisimilitude to Tolkien’s fiction. It is supposed to be a 
reproduction of one of the old documents […] that the narrator 

consulted before telling his tale […].  

 Wilderland, in contrast, was meant to be no more than a 
general map, as Tolkien described it. There is no pretence of it 

being an old map drawn by Bilbo. It bears Tolkien’s monogram, 

marking it as his own work, and he further distinguished it from 

Thror’s Map with […] small differences in the style of lettering. 
(The statement in chapter 3, that Bilbo ‘liked runes and letters 

and cunning handwriting, though when he wrote himself it was a 
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bit thin and spidery’, connects the hobbit with the deliberately 
shakier writing on Thror’s Map.)25 

 

Alice Campbell (2006: 406–08) also talked about Tolkien’s maps, saying that he 

‘used an upright “foundational hand”’ and that the ‘writing on [Thror’s Map] is in 

English […] some in a style of calligraphy resembling the Irish Half-uncials, and 

some in an English rune alphabet’. She also claimed that  

 

Tolkien varied the lettering style on Thror’s map according to the 
culture represented: rounder uncials for Elvish maps, thinner 

Roman letters for hobbits and men, and runes for Dwarves. 

Bilbo, we are told, wrote with a thin, spidery hand, which is seen 
on early versions of Thror’s map. 

 

Campbell’s assertions require some commenting. Tolkien’s use of the Foundational 

Hand (not a “foundational hand”) is indeed clear in Thror’s Map, what with its 

elongated final strokes; letter g with an open bowl and pronounced ear, and the 

general legibility of all letters, even if, once again, he did not employ all the 

letterforms proposed by Johnston, such as a, which irregularly appears in both 

single- and double-story forms. The claim that ‘Tolkien varied the lettering style on 

Thror’s map according to the culture represented’ is slightly puzzling: even though 

the map can be seen as a calligraphic melting pot from the Primary World point of 

view, the style on the map seems to imitate, as per Hammond and Scull’s quotation, 

the handwriting of only one character, Bilbo.  

 But Campbell’s allusions to Uncial and Half-uncial scripts are enticing 

insofar as both were clearly used by Tolkien in Thror’s Map. It does not seem, 

however, that the Uncial letterforms in this map are intended to imply Elvishness, 

                                                        
25 See also The Lord of the Rings, Book VI, Chapter 9: ‘At the beginning there were many leaves 

covered with Bilbo’s thin wandering hand; but most of it was written in Frodo’s firm flowing script.’ 
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even though Tolkien’s Tengwar in some measure resemble the Uncial script.26 

Also, while it is not incorrect to say that some letters resemble the Irish Half-uncials 

— since all Insular scripts ultimately refer back to the Irish Half-uncials —, it is 

more probable that Tolkien’s models for the Insular Half-uncial would have been 

English rather than Irish manuscripts.  

 The Uncial script, a rounded, majuscule alphabet, was first attested in third-

century North African inscriptions (Roberts and Robinson 2020: 53), and it held a 

high position in the hierarchy of scripts. It was brought to England by the Gregorian 

mission (Bischoff 1990: 71) and was consistently used in Romanophile English 

centers such as Monkwearmouth-Jarrow and Canterbury (Brown 2012: 141). 

 Edward Johnston, in his Writing & Illuminating, & Lettering, also discusses 

Uncial and Half-uncial scripts. He considers them unfit for many practical 

purposes, but their great beauty makes them ‘worth practising, and even justifies 

their use (in a modernised form) for special [manuscripts], for the more romantic 

books — such as poetry and “fairy tales” — and generally where speed in writing 

or reading is not essential’ (Johnston 1917: 304, emphasis by the author). 

 The models Johnston chose for Uncial letters are two continental 

manuscripts, but Tolkien may have had English models in mind, since the Uncial 

script was employed in exquisite Anglo-Saxon manuscripts, such as the Codex 

Amiatinus and the Stockholm Codex Aureus.27 A possible candidate is the Kentish 

Vespasian Psalter,28 ‘a particularly impressive volume, written in a fine Uncial 

                                                        
26 On the other hand, in his website Amanye Tenceli (n.d., ‘Tengwar Calligraphy: The Formal Book-

hand Style’ section) Måns Björkman claims that the most common style of Tolkien’s Tengwar is 
reminiscent of the Half-uncials used in works such as the Book of Kells. Concerning the drawing 

The Doors of Durin, in The Lord of the Rings, John R. Holmes (2006: 31) affirms that Tolkien’s 

calligraphic translation ‘imitates both the insular characters of Old English manuscript and the very 

Feänorian characters it translates’ (emphasis added). 
27 Respectively Florence, Biblioteca Medicea-Laurenziana, Amiatino 1 and Stockholm, KB, A.135. 
28 London, British Library, Cotton Vespasian A.i. 
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script’ (Brown 2012: 124), to which Tolkien referred several times in the first part 

of his essay Sigelwara Land (1932: 184 et passim).29 

 Johnston’s Half-uncial examples came from two codices: the Book of Kells, 

housed at Trinity College Dublin,30 and the Northumbrian Lindisfarne Gospels.31 

The latter was possibly the model Tolkien had in mind for English Half-uncials, 

considering Stuart D. Lee’s supposition that, as a young academic, he saw E.G. 

Millar’s 1923 facsimile (Lee 2014: 58). 

Just as he had done with the English Carolingian minuscule, Johnston 

suggested modernized letterforms for Half-uncial and Uncial scripts to increase 

legibility and avoid forms that had passed out of common use. Half-uncial T, for 

instance, lost its curved shaft in Johnston’s version (1917: 71), and although he did 

not change some characteristically round Uncial letterforms, he admonished that, 

even though Uncial D, E, H, M, and U ‘are essentially legible, people generally are 

not accustomed to them, and may find them hard to read’ (1917: 304). 

 Tolkien, however, seemed to aim exactly at the strangeness that such 

letterforms could cause. In Thror’s Map he did not eschew all the historical forms 

in favor of modernized ones, as seen in the Uncial forms of E, G, and M, and Insular 

Half-uncial ones, like F and T (Figure 27). He did, however, use some Roman 

Capitals, more familiar to our eyes (e.g. W and K). Johnstonian line-finishings are 

a conspicuous decorative element in the map (e.g. t, n, and r). 

                                                        
29 McNelis (2006:36) claims that while ‘Tolkien’s calligraphy derives largely from medieval 

influences, from runic inscriptions to uncial Irish early medieval lettering and the clear fluid lines 

of ninth-century Carolingian minuscule, Morris is a likely inspiration there as well’ (emphasis 

added). Roberts and Robinson (2020: 53), however, contend that ‘there are no Irish manuscripts in 
Uncials’, while Brown (2012: 141) affirms that the Irish did not use Uncials consistently, but the 

script is found sporadically in early manuscripts and, occasionally, in epigraphic context. Even if 

that is the case, Tolkien’s Uncial models, again, would more probably be English than Irish. 
30 Dublin, TCD MS. 58. 
31 London, British Library, Cotton Nero D.iv. Johnston calls it “Durham Book”, but the shelfmark 

reveals that he was referring to that which is nowadays commonly called the “Lindisfarne Gospels”. 
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Also decorative are the double-strokes in such letters as H and T, an element 

paralleled in Tolkien’s later, 1940s ‘Leaves from The Notion Club Papers’ (Figure 

28), where the rounded letterforms of seemingly Uncial and Half-uncial lineage are 

described by the fictional editor Mr. Howard Green as “Lombardic capitals” 

(Tolkien 2002b: 155). 

 

Figure 27. Inscriptions from Thror’s Map. Reproduced from Hammond and Scull 2011: 53. 

Figure 28. Lombardic capitals in the title piece of 
‘Leaves from The Notion Club Paper’.  

Reproduced from Tolkien 2002b: 154. 
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This kind of capital letter and its construction are also explained by Edward 

Johnston (1917: 210–11), who claims that most examples of Lombardic capitals are 

‘often so unlike their originals, and so like one another, as to be scarcely readable’. 

Tolkien seems to have followed Johnston’s advice and made the letters more 

distinct and legible, even if he did not fill the outlined strokes in any of the cases. 

 In the Wilderland map, Tolkien employed the double-stroke decoration only 

once, in “Iron Hills”, but he used Uncial letterforms more consistently than in 

Thror’s Map, including the distinctive Uncial A, E, G and M (Figure 29).  

 

 

 

 

The coexistence of different kinds of script seems to reach a deeper level in Thror’s 

Map. By imitating Bilbo’s handwriting, Tolkien was giving verisimilitude to his 

work, as indicated by Hammond and Scull (2004: 95). Such verisimilitude comes 

about not only because he deliberately wrote with a shakier hand: Tolkien also 

chose to render Bilbo’s handwriting using scripts that are part of England’s 

manuscript heritage: Roman Capitals, Uncials, Half-uncials, and the Foundational 

Hand, based on the English Carolingian minuscule. It is not surprising that he 

envisaged such a connection between scripts and nation in the calligraphic project 

he had for The Hobbit, since his Shire was itself linked to England: 

 

But, of course, if we drop the ‘fiction’ of long ago, ‘The Shire’ is 

based on rural England and not any other country in the world 
[…] The toponymy of The Shire […] is a ‘parody’ of that of rural 

England, in much the same sense as are its inhabitants: they go 

Figure 29. Fragment of the Wilderland map.  
Reproduced from Hammond and Scull 2011: 125. 
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together and are meant to. After all the book is English, and by 
an Englishman […] 

 

(Carpenter and Tolkien 2006: 250) 

 

Tom Shippey also discussed the connection between the Shire and England: 

 
Thus historically the Shire is like/unlike England, the hobbits 

like/unlike English people. Hobbits live in the Shire as the 

English live in England, but like the English they come from 

somewhere else, indeed from the Angle […]. Both emigrated in 
three tribes […] all since then largely mingled. The English were 

led by two brothers, Hengest and Horsa, i.e. ‘stallion’ and 

‘horse’, the hobbits by Marcho and Blanco, cp. Old English 
*marh, ‘horse’, blanca (only in Beowulf) ‘white horse’. 

 

(Shippey 2005: 116) 

 

By using scripts that thrived in England, therefore, Tolkien was adding another 

layer of Englishness to his Secondary World and introducing a mechanism of 

coherence in his carefully devised role of pseudo-translator.  

It is well known from The Lord of the Rings (especially Appendix F.II) that 

Tolkien posed as the translator of the Red Book of Westmarch, which also contains 

the story told in The Hobbit. According to his pseudo-translation project, the 

Common Speech — or Westron — of the Red Book, was rendered as modern 

English, and languages related to the Common Speech were, likewise, translated 

into languages related to English.32  

It is sensible to think that the “translation” of scripts was also part of this 

project. In a prefatory text, for instance, Tolkien says that  

 

[the hobbits’] language was like ours in manner and spirit; but if 

the face of the world has changed greatly since those days, so 

                                                        
32 Further explanation can be found in Tolkien’s 1954 letter to Naomi Mitchison (Carpenter and 

Tolkien 2006: 175), and in Turner 2011: 14–22. 
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also has every detail of speech, and even the letters and scripts 
then used have long been forgotten, and new ones invented.  

 

(Tolkien 2010: 20, emphasis added) 

 

A little further in the text, Tolkien remarks (2010: 22): 

 

Following the general lines of translation, to which these records 
have been submitted, as the names of the North have been given 

the forms of Northern tongues in our own time, so the Runes [i.e., 

cirth] were represented by the runes of ancient England.  
 

 

Since the cirth of Tolkien’s Secondary World were transliterated into English runes, 

is it possible that non-runic scripts used in the Red Book were rendered by the 

pseudo-translator employing typically English scripts? If that is the case, Thror’s 

Map33 evidences that Tolkien was not only the pseudo-translator of the Red Book, 

but also its pseudo-scribe, conscious that a relationship between the scripts used by 

the hobbits and the ones employed in English could be established, visually 

reflecting, in some measure, the complex linguistic fabric of his pseudo-translation. 

 

FINAL REMARKS 

 

Stuart Lee (2014: 68) concludes his article ‘Manuscripts: Use, and Using’ by 

expressing his confidence to have demonstrated ‘Tolkien’s engagement with 

manuscripts, how this experience filtered into his fiction, and how we, using the 

skills of manuscript studies, can begin to get further insight into his own creative 

processes’. The present article is founded upon a similar belief: that Tolkien’s 

                                                        
33 And other manuscripts in Tolkien’s invented writing systems, such as the leaves of the ‘Book of 

Mazarbul’. See Hammond and Scull 2015: 77 and 81. 
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