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‘OH YOU’RE HOPELESS!’: THE GEISEL-TOLKIEN 
CORRESPONDENCE 

 
In the fall of 1949, Theodor S. Geisel presented his thoughts on the 

nature of children's literature at a University of Utah writers' conference. 
Geisel, already a successful children’s author and illustrator as well as 
editorial cartoonist, rejected classical mythology as a subject for children 
and called on writers to address directly ‘children's seven basic needs: 
love, security, belonging to, to achieve, to know, to change, and 
aesthetics.’ Geisel praised particularly ‘the Victorian era tales by Hans 
Christian Anderson, Robert Louis Stevenson and the “flesh and blood” 
characters of Mark Twain.’1  

Later that year, he received a letter from J. R. R. Tolkien, asking if he 
would care to read the Oxford professor’s 1938 essay, ‘On Fairy-stories’, 
and suggesting that Geisel’s ‘basic needs’ applied to adults as well as to 
children who like to read what Tolkien called ‘tales’.2  

Geisel replied, and a remarkable long-distance friendship resulted. 
The two authors never met, but their correspondence, fascinating to 
scholars on a number of levels, did result in a remarkable literary 
adventure whose existence has, up to now, been entirely overlooked in 
the critical literature. 

They had much in common. Both were of German ancestry. Both 
loved words and language and enjoyed making up new ones. Both were 
untrained in writing and illustrating, but won praise for their clever 
artwork and well-crafted prose. They wrote clear, imaginative, powerful 
verse. Both had had success with their ground-breaking first children’s 
books in 1937, The Hobbit and To Think That It Happened on Mulberry 
Street.3 

Although impressed by Tolkien’s academic credentials, Geisel 
regarded his American common sense (and Dartmouth degree in English) 
as sufficient equalizer to his British friend’s literary and linguistic 
sophistication. Certainly the dry sense of humor that pervades the letters 

                                                 
1 M. Kaplan, ‘Theodor Seuss Geisel: Author Study’, par. 75, in Melissa 

Kaplan’s Herp Collection, 1995 [cited September 12, 2005], 
http://www.anapsid.org/aboutmk/seuss.html. 

2 J. R. R. Tolkien, letter to T. Geisel, dated November 12, 1949, Dr. Seuss 
Collection, Geisel Library, University of California, San Diego. 

3 Kaplan, par. 15. 
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they exchanged two or three times a year throughout the 1950’s shows 
the two as social and intellectual equals. 

The recent discovery of this correspondence, previously unpublished 
and unknown, gives us unprecendented insight into the creation and 
deeper meaning of one of Geisel’s best-known works. 

Geisel enjoyed Tolkien’s literary masterpiece, The Lord of the Rings, 
when it was published in the early 50s. However, it was at this time that a 
difference of opinion arose. Geisel, a longtime fan of The Hobbit, was 
surprised at the adult tone that the epic assumed relatively early in the 
story. In a letter written in early 1955, he implied he wished Tolkien had 
kept it as a children’s fairy-story.4 

Tolkien was a little shocked at Geisel’s letter. He replied that he did 
not think the themes of his new story ‘lend themselves in any way’ to a 
book directed at children.5 Geisel responded that Tolkien had seemed to 
think differently a few years earlier, when agreeing with his idea of 
‘seven basic needs’ that fantasy literature should address.6 

It started as a harmless misunderstanding between two men with 
strong opinions about their art, but within a year, Geisel had declared to 
Tolkien that every aspect of The Lord of the Rings could be, and should 
be, recast in a literary mode that was accessible to children as well as 
adults, and that he would gladly show Tolkien just how it should be done. 
He identified a sample passage, apparently chosen by chance, that he said 
he could easily rewrite for the juvenile market.7 

Tolkien chose not to take his friend seriously, and remarked “I’d 
wager fifty pounds that such a thing cannot be done successfully, no 
matter what degree of imagination and craft the writer applies to the 
problem.”8 Stung, Geisel replied to a surprised Tolkien to set aside fifty 
pounds, one for each word: he would  limit himself to exactly fifty easy 
words. The next week he approached his publisher with a proposal for a 
new book for children, that would feature a limited and simple 
vocabulary, and “amuse, delight, excite and deeply move” the children 
and their parents.9 He did not mention that it would treat with ideas of 
rebirth, ritual sacrifice and cannibalism, and the relationship between 
sinner and sin as expressed by the choices of food to be consumed. 

                                                 
4 T. Geisel, letter to J. R. R. Tolkien, dated March 25, 1955, Dr. Seuss 

Collection, Geisel Library, University of California, San Diego. 
5 J. R. R. Tolkien, to T. Geisel, May 1, 1955. 
6 T. Geisel, to J. R. R. Tolkien, July 4, 1955. 
7 T. Geisel, to J. R. R. Tolkien, September 22, 1956. 
8 J. R. R. Tolkien, to T. Geisel, January 9, 1957. 
9 T. Geisel, letter to B. Cerf, dated February 18, 1957, Geisel Collection, 

Random House Archives, New York. 
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The result was an enduring classic of young children’s literature, 
which we only now can see is actually Geisel’s bold recapitulation of the 
cooking scene with Gollum and Sam in Chapter 4 of Book IV, ‘Of Herbs 
and Stewed Rabbit’, in The Lord of the Rings. Published in 1960 as 
Green Eggs and Ham and in print ever since, it rivals Tolkien’s epic as 
one of the best-selling books of all time in its category.10 

Pending completion of a full monograph that will significantly 
advance our understanding of the entire meaning and purpose of this 
book, it will be rewarding to review here briefly the basic themes to be 
discerned when reading it from this newfound perspective. It is in fact a 
deceptively simple challenge to Tolkien’s mythologically and 
thematically complex work. There is as well, an undeniable excitement in 
re-reading this juvenile classic in a way that hitherto has likely been 
experienced only by J. R. R. Tolkien himself. 

The Characters 
The hero is, of course, Sam or Sam-I-am. Geisel started with this 

simple name in his opening line ‘I am Sam,’ introducing Tolkien’s 
humble but cheerful and wise hobbit, Samwise Gamgee. The eternal 
mystery of ‘-I-am’ in Sam’s name is of course a gloss on ‘-wise.’ 

The anti-hero, who is never named by Geisel, is Gollum/Smeagol. His 
name is so indeterminate in Tolkien’s work, and this is tied so strongly to 
his inability to consume wholesome food, that Geisel clearly understood 
just how important it was that no name be used at all. 

For that is Tolkien’s theme that Geisel addresses in this book: 
Gollum’s rejection of the Elvish bread, green herbs, and cooked rabbits, 
that Sam prepares and offers him.  

Smeagol had once eaten cooked food with all the gusto of any hobbit, 
but Gollum his Ring-enslaved alter-ego lives on raw fish, meat and 
‘worms or beetles or something slimy out of holes.’11 The following 
excerpts capture Gollum’s dilemma, and Sam’s offered solution: 

 
‘Ach! No!’ he spluttered. ‘You try to choke poor Smeagol. Dust and 
ashes, he can't eat that.’ 
‘Stew the rabbits!’ squealed Gollum in dismay. ‘Spoil beautiful meat’ 
‘Smeagol doesn't like smelly leaves. He doesn't eat grasses or roots’ 
‘You couldn't say no to that.’ ‘Yes, yes we could. Spoiling nice fish, 
scorching it.’ 

                                                 
10 Answers.com, ‘Green Eggs and Ham’, par. 13, [cited September 10, 2005], 

http://www.answers.com/topic/green-eggs-and-ham. 
11 J. R. R. Tolkien, The Two Towers (London, 1986), p. 232. 
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‘Gollum!’ Sam called and whistled softly. ‘Come on! Still time to 
change your mind. There's some left, if you want to try stewed 
coney.’ There was no answer.12 

The Food 
What then is the meaning of the core element of the story: the Green 

Eggs and Ham? This is the iconic image of the entire book, the almost 
mystic-looking cooked food on a dish that Sam repeatedly offers to 
Gollum. Geisel started with a comic image that would appeal to 
American children: 

 
 The title is a sort of pun. In the U.S., ‘green eggs and ham’ is a 
breakfast menu item in which normal eggs are cooked with spinach or 
some other green vegetable, and served with normal ham. Geisel’s 
conceit was to imagine that the phrase describes naturally green eggs 
(that is, with green yolks) accompanied by green ham.13 
 

However, we now see beyond this shallow illustrative humor. Geisel 
employs Green Eggs and Ham to recast the Rabbits, Herbs, and Elf-bread 
into terms that serve to capture some of the larger symbolism of Tolkien’s 
story. Briefly, we can review some of the simpler meanings applied by 
Geisel: 

Green: The herbs that Sam seasons the rabbit stew with are green, and 
here they metaphorically color all the food that he offers to Gollum. The 
green color, applied to eggs and ham, seems unnatural and unhealthy, like 
the food Gollum subsists on, but it is also the color of vegetative life and 
growth, promising the rebirth of spring that Gollum’s soul so desperately 
needs. Finally, green is also the color of the glow of anger and envy seen 
in Gollum’s eyes. ‘A pale light and a green light alternated in his eyes as 
he spoke’ when Gollum debates with his Smeagol-self whether to kill and 
eat Sam.14 This unresolved conflict between health and unhealth is the 
core of both Geisel’s and Tolkien’s mythic stories. 

Eggs: The eggs stand in for the rabbits in the Tolkien story, with their 
obvious relationship to Easter and the spring equinox that is approaching 
in verdant Ithilien. But they also refer to the Egg riddle asked in The 
Hobbit by Bilbo of Gollum, which reminded him of his own youth with 
his grandmother.15 Eggs have always symbolized potential rebirth and the 
emergence from a shell. Gollum is being asked to consume his own sins, 
indeed his very birth as a creature of the Ring, in order to be redeemed. 

                                                 
12 Ibid., pp. 229, 262-264. 
13 Answers.com, par. 2. 
14 J. R. R. Tolkien, The Two Towers (London, 1986), p. 240. 
15 J. R. R. Tolkien, The Hobbit (London, 1937), p. 87. 
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Ham: Ham Gamgee is Sam’s father. The Ham represents Sam’s 
father, just as the eggs represent child-Gollum. We thus see an identity 
between Sam and Gollum as children, wherein Sam is the good son, and 
Gollum is the evil son. Symbolically, the Cain-Abel conflict is inverted 
and conflated with the passion of Abraham and Isaac, when Sam offers 
up his own father as a sacrifice to return Gollum to humanity. This 
inclusion of ritual cannibalism evokes Gollum’s own loathsome cuisine, 
but also has overtones of the Eucharist ritual, and thus replaces the 
Lembas bread of the Tolkien version. The clear connection with the 
Jewish Passover seder also emphasizes that only sacral food can free 
Gollum from his slavery to the Ring.  

The Stages of a Life-journey 
The body of the text’s narrative recapitulates the stages of Gollum’s 

life-journey, and makes clear how much his denial of cooked food has 
been a factor in his fall. Sam attempts to heal Gollum by revisiting every 
stage of his degraded life since he found the Ring. At every turn Gollum 
rejects the healthy, life-restoring Green Eggs and Ham. The reference to 
the twelve Stages of the Cross is obvious. 

 
1. House. This is his grandmother’s house, that he was expelled from. 
2. Mouse. He crept into the Misty Mountains via a hole. 
3. Box. This is the dark Goblin Cave that he was trapped in for so 
long. 
4. Fox. Represents his hunting for Bilbo after emerging from the cave. 
5. Car. Symbol of his time in the torture chambers of Mordor, which 
epitomizes the evil of The Machine. 
6. Tree. His return to Mirkwood, where he was imprisoned after 
capture by Aragorn. 
7. Train. This is the orc army that liberated him, again representing 
the evil Machine. 
8. Dark. He entered the lightless caverns of Moria where he found and 
followed the Ringbearer. 
9. Rain. He immersed himself in the watery atmosphere of the river 
Anduin, while following the company south. 
10. Goat. He scrambled after Frodo and Sam among the cliffs of the 
Emyn Muil. 
11. Boat. Symbol of the Ark of Trust and Love by which Frodo 
offered to save him from himself, before journeying amidst the 
totemic bulrushes of the Marshes. 
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12. The Water. Having fallen from the Ark of Frodo’s Love, Gollum 
is given one last chance by Sam before drowning in his Ring-
damnation and addiction to raw food. 

Ending and Disagreement 
At the end, after a full immersion in The Water, Gollum rises above it 

again in a classic image of baptism and rebirth. He forsakes the cold, 
uncooked fish of the watery depths, that has sustained him for so long, 
and accepts the Green Eggs and Ham from Sam. 

This satisfying conclusion, amusing to children and pleasing to 
parents for generations, now appears highly controversial. For in The 
Lord of the Rings, of course, in the end Gollum is unable to accept Sam’s 
food, and sinks further into evil in the days that follow. He eventually 
betrays his master and his master’s hot-food-loving cook/servant, to be 
eaten raw by the spider creature Shelob. 

Tolkien, initially amused and under the impression that the entire 
project was just ‘a children's book which has somehow got out of hand’, 
was much put out when he received a review copy of the published book, 
and read Geisel’s violent change to the ending of his story.16 Although he 
paid the bet, sending fifty pounds in the form of 10th-century Mercian 
lead stamps, air-freight C.O.D., he hotly protested that Geisel had entirely 
misunderstood the point of Gollum’s descent into evil.17 

Geisel blandly replied that he felt that the story put too much 
emphasis on the irredeemable evil of Gollum, and for his children’s story 
version he preferred a happy ending at that point. He noted somewhat 
more acidly that Tolkien himself had created Gollum as a ‘nicer’ 
character when The Hobbit had been a children’s book, before making the 
later changes that brought that Gollum closer to the Lord of the Rings 
character.18 

It is perhaps one of the finest moments in Tolkien’s career that a 
lawsuit did not then ensue, but rather a poem. Tolkien, assisted by his 
solicitor, came to see that the book was universally being read as a fable 
of the struggle between parents and children over new and unfamiliar 
foods.19 Perhaps he was amused against his will by Geisel’s irrepressible 
                                                 

16J. R. R. Tolkien, ‘Oo, that awful Oobleck! Sunny-side up Seussian 
mythology’, New Statesman & Nation, Jan. 9, 1961. 

17 J. R. R. Tolkien, to T. Geisel, Feb. 12, 1961. 
18 T. Geisel, to J. R. R. Tolkien, Mar. 25, 1961. See J. R. R. Tolkien, The 

Annotated Hobbit, ed. P. Anderson, for an extended discussion of the changes 
made to Gollum’s character. 

19 The enduring mythic immutability of the primurgic power struggle between 
parent and child over nutrition and independence is exemplified by the recent 
popular animated music-video that derives its undeniable power from the same 
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rhymes and joyous illustrations, for his readings of this book are in fact 
fondly remembered by his grandchildren.20 In any case, Tolkien idly took 
the time to translate the book into Sindarin verse as an experiment in 
composition for Elvish early education, and with the addition of a few 
whimsical sketches, sent the manuscript to Geisel for his 60th birthday 
that year.  

Sadly and mysteriously, that was the last time that Ted Geisel heard 
from the aging Professor Tolkien. Geisel’s lawyers in turn advised him 
against displaying the Elvish poem, whose remarkable wording raised not 
just literary questions, but copyright ones as well. It, and all the 
associated letters of this fascinating literary friendship, have thus lingered 
forgotten in various attics and archives until pure chance brought them to 
light this past year. 

The poem. 
It is an honor and a pleasure to publish here for the first time, 

Tolkien’s poem, ‘Aes a Pelys Galin’.21 
 

[Removed by court order.] 

 
 J. DRAILOG, ESQ., M.F.A. 

 
 

                                                                                                    
mythopoeic source: Mashed Taters (Potatoes) by eNiGMa the MoNKey, [cited 
August 30, 2005], http://www.albinoblacksheep.com/flash/taters. 

20 R. Tolkien, letter to author, dated May 25, 2005. 
21 J. R. R. Tolkien, ‘Aes a Pelys Galin’, Dr. Seuss Collection, Geisel Library, 

University of California, San Diego. Reprinted pending approval by the Tolkien 
Estate. 


