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J.K. Rowling: Her Life and its Influence on Her Books

Divorced, and on public assistance, while living on a tiny Edinburgh flat in Scotland, Rowling wrote the Harry Potter books in a café during her daughter’s naps.  Says  Joanne Kathleen Rowling, “I was very low, and I had to achieve something.  Without the challenge, I would have gone stark raving mad.”  Without the idea for Harry Potter and its future success, Rowling would not have been able to go on for much longer.  The idea for Harry Potter rescued her from her poverty, as Hagrid had rescued Harry Potter from his detestable Aunt and Uncle to send him to Hogwarts school of Witchcraft and Wizardry.  From one magical, serendipitous idea, J.K. Rowling was able to incorporate her life, dreams, and personality into a book series that has sold so many, its sales are second only to the Bible (Jenna, “Unofficial Harry Potter Fans Page”).


Before going into great detail about J.K. Rowling’s life and its influence on her writing, I should probably give a general summary about the Harry Potter series.  Harry Potter was a young boy, living with his abominable Aunt and Uncle Dursley after his parents’ death.  At the age of ten, he received a letter inviting him to the Hogwarts school of Witchcraft and Wizardry.  At the school, between classes and Quidditch practice, Harry learns more about his family, and of the evil wizard, Lord Voldemort who murdered his parents.  (Harry was told that his parents died in a car crash.) The books are divided into each year at Hogwarts in which Harry attends, and each year Voldemort, or one of his cohorts, attempts to kill Harry or bring the Dark Lord (Voldemort) back to power.  Of course, Harry is the hero, discovering new power in himself that never existed when he lived with the Dursleys.   Said Rowling of the books, “The idea that we could have a child who escapes from the confines of the world goes somewhere where he has power, both literally and metaphorically, really appeals to me.” (“About J.K. Rowling”)  


J.K. Rowling’s childhood was full of imagination, and longing to write.  Rowling wrote her book at age six.  It was about a Rabbit, named Rabbit.  The book itself was handwritten, in pencil, stapled together. However, Rowling says she got every kid in the neighborhood to read it, because she was so proud.  


Rowling’s education was a source for many book ideas, and of information she was able to use, in things like spells, and of mythological sub-themes of the books.  As a child, Rowling was her Primary school’s Head Girl. As head girl, she described herself as bossy, and a bit of a know-it-all at times.  That is a trait, which she gave to one of Harry Potter’s best friends, Hermione Granger.  Rowling confesses that Hermione is a character she enjoys because she made Hermione like herself. (Scholastic, “Official Harry Potter Page”)    Rowling completed education to be a teacher, as well as received degrees in French and Latin.  The fact that Rowling received degrees in those languages is peculiar because Joanne says that her favorite language has always been English.  

Be that as it may, the love of language has greatly contributed to the origins of many words in the Harry Potter books.  Every spell used in J.K.’s books is made-up, but it is interesting to study the funny, mixed-up words, to learn about their Latin or French roots.  One spell, Serpensortia, which is used to summon snakes to fight for you uses the Latin root for snake, which we will recognize as “serpent” Every spell has an origin similar to this one, as do many, varying, magical powers.   The power to Apparate or suddenly appear somewhere else by will, is the command in Spanish, meaning roughly,  “Hurry Up!” Also, many favorite cities and landmarks inspired wizarding places.  Rowling discovered Snape, the rude, Harry hating, potions teacher’s name on a map.  Snape is a small, English village, whose name Rowling, and I agree fits Snape’s character.  From an Internet source, I found that other names have come from medieval saints, (like Hedwig, Harry’s pet owl) dictionaries, plants, war memorials, and people she’s met. (“About J.K. Rowling”)

There are also many hidden meanings in the names of places and characters in The Harry Potter Books.  The wise head of the Gryffindor House, Minerva McGonagall, shares a name with the goddess of wisdom in ancient Rome.  Harry’s godfather, Sirius, was named after a constellation of a dog, and also has the power of the Animagi to transform into a dog.  Lord Voldemort, the Dark wizard who killed Harry’s parents, has a name that means “flight of death” in French.  The magical “Floo Powder” used to travel by wizards through chimneys can be a play on words: They flew with Floo from flue to flue (Brent Lomas, “Harry Potter Land’s Word Origins”).   

Hidden meanings like those make the books interesting to adults and teenagers on a higher level than it would be for children.  Older people can appreciate the thought and deeper level that went into the books.  In addition to that, people of every age can love the books, as the plot is so original, and just plain fun!

Many fictional and real people have inspired characters in Harry Potter books.  J.K. Rowling’s childhood best friend, Ian Potter, inspired Harry Potter himself.  Harry had always been her favorite boy’s name (“J.K. Rowling FAQ”).  Professor Snape, who is described as “hook nosed… greasy… mean” (J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone) was inspired by a particularly nasty acquaintance of Rowling, but transformed to be even meaner and more unlikable.  

Mrs. Norris, the Hogwarts janitor’s spy (J.K. Rowling) was inspired by a character in Jane Austen’s book Mansfield Park.  In that book, Mrs. Norris is a nosy preacher’s wife.  Interestingly, Austen also happens to be one of Rowling’s favorite authors.  Also, Gilderoy Lockhart, the pompous, full-of-himself, ex-Defense-Against-the-Dark-Arts teacher, who stole other wizards’ stories of bravery to get famous was inspired by someone J.K. Rowling once met  (Amazon.com, “Interview with J.K. Rowling”). Not surprisingly, many avid Harry Potter readers suspect that Nancy Stouffer inspired Gilderoy, Stouffer being the author who claims Rowling stole the word “muggle,” and story idea from her (Brent Lomas, “Harry Potter Land presents the Stouffer-Rowling Case”).

When asked where her story ideas come from Rowling said, “I wish I knew.  Sometimes they just come (like magic) and other times I have to sit and think for about a week before I manage to work out how something will happen.” (“J.K. Rowling Interview”)        

J.K. Rowling has been reluctant to pour her emotions into her writing for fear of taking away from the characters’ personalities, but there are still a lot of instances in the books reflecting her deep feelings.  In Chapter 12 of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, “The Mirror of Erised” used the subject of a mirror showing your heart’s deepest desire.  The inscription of the mirror read, “I show not your face but your hearts desire” backwards. “Desire” backwards is “Erised.” For Harry, the mirror showed Himself, with his parents once again  (Brent Lomas, “Harry Potter Land’s Word Origins”). Rowling says that without even realizing it, she found she had put some of her own feelings about her mother’s death into the chapter (Amazon.com, “Interview with J.K. Rowling”). 

                            The last time I saw her before she died, I went back for Christmas, she recalls, haltingly. I can't believe in retrospect that I didn't really realise what was about to happen because she was so ill. Her mobility was very limited; she looked ill, very ill - which I'd never really seen before. She was absolutely exhausted. (Matt Seaton, Guardian Unlimited)

          When asked what she would see in the mirror, J.K. stated:

                                 It would be my mother, she says without hesitation. You'd want five  minutes to say, I have a daughter, and she's called Jessica, and she looks like this and she likes this, and I wrote some books - and Mum, guess what happened?'

                                 I'd gabble on and at the end of five minutes I'd realise I hadn't asked what it's like to be dead. It's the selfishness of the child, isn't it? - at least I'm aware of that. But it couldn't be long enough. That was all in that mirror episode, I think: recognising that it's just not healthy, not good for you to dwell and dwell and dwell. 

                                  It's not about forgetting, but you have got to move on.  (Matt Seaton)

  Now I will discuss the question that many parents are asking: Is Harry Potter evil?  Use of the Harry Potter in schools has been challenged in thirteen states (Free Expression.org, “Muggles for Harry Potter”).  The American Library Association stated that “More people demanded their removal from classrooms, school libraries, and reading lists than any other books in 1999” (Justin McLaughlin, “Great Books or Hidden Evil?”).  According to some parents and child advocates, the content of the books is inappropriate because it draws children into the occult.  They believe the books should definitely not be allowed in school, and some radicals even want the books censored (Justin McLaughlin).   I disagree with these child advocates.  Harry Potter is a fantasy book; it isn’t real.  To say that the books advocate and glorify Witchcraft or the occult is preposterous.  J.K. Rowling even stated that she doesn’t believe in magic, other than the inner magic everyone has in his or her heart (“J.K. Rowling Interview”).  

       John Monk, an editorial writer for The State in Columbia sated:

You might as well say Gone with the Wind teaches young   readers to be slave owners, or Treasure Island entices children to be pirates, or Peter Pan urges children to run away from home. (Justin McLaughlin).

         Although, I agree with John Monk, I must point out that he used a logical fallacy.  He appealed to ignorance, and used a false analogy.  Peter Pan, Gone with the Wind, and Treasure Island have nothing to do with Harry Potter.  
         In light of the information presented by both sides, I find it hard to believe that J.K. Rowling would encourage children to join the quote.  Even if she did, many other authors encourage people to become Christian or other religions.  Why would it be different rules for someone who advocated Witchcraft?  I agree that books telling people to join their respective religions should not be allowed at school.  However, I have read no instances of J.K. Rowling telling people that the occult has real power, and should be joined.  And even if that did, the books still could not be censored, as it would violate Freedom of Religion.  

         I think that the Harry Potter Books are a valuable resource that should be included in schools.  The extras that J.K. Rowling included, like Latin and French roots could be studied.  In addition to that, after studying mythology, the books would be ideal, as the children could recognize the relationships between mythological characters and the Harry Potter Characters that share a name with them.  

         J.K. Rowling has come along way from the penniless, single mother described by countless sources.  She’s even said, "There was a point where I really felt I had 'penniless divorcee lone parent' tattooed on my head" (Matt Seaton).  She has won the 1999 American Booksellers Award, the British Children’s Book Award of 1999 and 2000, and the Smarties Prize (“About J.K. Rowling”) As of 1999, book rights had been sold to England, U.S.A., France, Germany, Italy, Holland, Greece, Finland, Denmark, Spain, Sweden, Iran, Iraq, Canada, and Mexico (Salon.com, J.K. Rowling).  Also, there was never a larger first printing of a book in history since Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire.  3.8 million copies were printed in the U.S.A. alone (Salon.com, “J.K. Rowling”).

The Future of Rowling’s books and writing is a very debated topic as she is reluctant to give away surprises.  There will be seven Harry Potter Books in all.  The fifth book is rumored to be called Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix.  Hopefully there will be a movie of each book.  The movie of the first book is due to debut on November 16, 2001. It uses British actors only, including Alan Rickman as Professor Snape, Dame Maggie Smith as Professor McGonagall, and Richard Harris as Dumbledore (Brent Lomas, “Harry Potter Land’s Movie News”).   Also, composer John Williams (Hook, The Patriot, Star Wars) has made the music for the film.  


         J.K. Rowling was able to change her life for the better with Harry Potter.  She was able to express her feelings about life, and especially about her mother’s death through the books.  She wrote about a child who was able to find his own inner strength, as Rowling did herself, through her writing.  She presented her stories with words containing historical and mythological meanings, making the stories interesting not only to children but to people of all ages. I believe that J.K. Rowling is a wonderful author who will live forever through her books.  
