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Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer Original 1939: The Birth of a Christmas Legend

rudolph the red nosed reindeer original 1939 marks the beginning of one of the most beloved Christmas stories in
history. This timeless tale, which has since become a cultural icon, actually started as a simple promotional
booklet before evolving into a widespread phenomenon encompassing songs, television specials, and merchandise.
Understanding the origins of Rudolph in 1939 offers fascinating insights into how a marketing idea captured the
hearts of millions and transformed into a symbol of holiday cheer and acceptance.

The Origins of Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer Original 1939

The story of Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer began in 1939, penned by Robert L. May, a copywriter working for
the Montgomery Ward department store. At the time, Montgomery Ward was searching for a unique Christmas
giveaway to attract customers, and May was tasked with creating a children's story that could be
distributed as a booklet during the holiday season.

Robert L. May’s Creative Spark

Robert L. May crafted the character of Rudolph as an outcast reindeer who was teased for his glowing red
nose but ultimately became a hero by guiding Santa’s sleigh through a foggy Christmas Eve. This narrative was
not only heartwarming but also carried a powerful message about embracing differences and finding strength in
uniqueness—a theme that resonated deeply with children and adults alike.

The original 1939 booklet was illustrated by Denver Gillen and printed in a simple, accessible format, making it
an instant hit with the public. Montgomery Ward distributed over 2 million copies in its first year alone,
indicating the immediate appeal Rudolph had as a new holiday figure.

The Significance of the 1939 Story in Christmas Culture

Before Rudolph, Christmas stories often focused on Santa Claus, elves, and traditional themes of giving.
Rudolph introduced a fresh perspective—a character who starts as an underdog and rises to prominence
through courage and kindness. This narrative helped redefine holiday storytelling by adding a new layer of
emotional depth and inclusivity.

How Rudolph Became a Symbol of Acceptance

The story’s message about embracing what makes us different was particularly meaningful in the late 1930s, a
time when society was grappling with issues of conformity and social acceptance. Rudolph’s red nose, initially
a source of ridicule, ultimately became his greatest asset. This idea encouraged readers to see beyond surface
differences and appreciate individuality, making Rudolph a timeless symbol of acceptance.

From Booklet to Song: The Evolution of Rudolph

While the 1939 booklet laid the groundwork, it was the 1949 song "Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer," written
by Johnny Marks and famously performed by Gene Autry, that propelled Rudolph into worldwide fame. The song



expanded the story’s reach, blending catchy melodies with the heartwarming tale from the original Montgomery
Ward publication.

The Connection Between the 1939 Story and the 1949 Song

Johnny Marks, who was Robert L. May’s brother-in-law, saw the potential in the story and adapted it into a
song that captured the spirit of the original narrative. The song maintained the core elements of Rudolph’s
journey, emphasizing themes of perseverance and triumph despite adversity.

Why the 1939 Version Still Matters Today

Although Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer has been adapted into countless forms—animated television specials,
movies, and merchandise—the original 1939 story remains a cherished piece of Christmas history. It reminds us
that great ideas can start small and that stories with genuine heart never lose their magic.

Collecting and Appreciating the Original Booklet

For collectors and holiday enthusiasts, the 1939 Rudolph booklet is a prized item. Original copies are rare and
highly valued due to their historical importance and nostalgic charm. Preserving this booklet helps keep the
spirit of the original story alive, connecting new generations to the roots of Rudolph’s legacy.

Lessons from Rudolph’s Original Tale

Rudolph’s story teaches us important life lessons about kindness, resilience, and the power of individuality.
These lessons are as relevant today as they were in 1939, making the original tale a timeless source of
inspiration during the holiday season.

Exploring the Artistic Style of the 1939 Booklet

The illustrations by Denver Gillen in the original Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer booklet carry a vintage charm
that sets it apart from later adaptations. The artwork features classic mid-20th-century design elements,
with simple yet expressive drawings that complement the gentle tone of the story.

Visual Storytelling in Early Christmas Literature

Gillen’s illustrations provide more than just decoration—they play a vital role in conveying the emotions and
setting the mood. This artistic approach helped children visualize Rudolph’s world in an era before color
television and digital media, making the story accessible and engaging.

The Cultural Impact of Rudolph Since 1939

Rudolph’s journey from a department store giveaway to a global icon embodies the power of storytelling and
marketing combined. The character has inspired numerous adaptations, including the famous 1964 Rankin/Bass



stop-motion television special, which introduced Rudolph’s story to yet another generation.

Rudolph in Modern Pop Culture

Today, Rudolph appears in songs, TV shows, movies, and holiday decorations worldwide, symbolizing joy, hope,
and acceptance. The original 1939 story remains the blueprint for these adaptations, proving the enduring
appeal of May’s creation.

The Role of Holiday Marketing and Storytelling

The success of the 1939 booklet also highlights the importance of creative marketing during the holiday
season. Montgomery Ward’s initiative demonstrated how a well-crafted story could build brand loyalty and
create lasting cultural value beyond immediate commercial goals.

The tale of Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer original 1939 is more than just a Christmas story—it is a
historical milestone in holiday entertainment and marketing. Its message of embracing differences continues to
inspire, reminding us that sometimes, the brightest lights come from the most unexpected places.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer in 1939?

Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer was originally created in 1939 by Robert L. May as a Christmas story for the
Montgomery Ward department store to give away as a booklet to children.

Who wrote the original Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer story in 1939?

The original Rudolph story was written by Robert L. May, an advertising copywriter for Montgomery Ward, in
1939.

Why was Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer created in 1939?

Rudolph was created as a marketing tool for Montgomery Ward to attract customers during the Christmas
season by giving away a unique holiday storybook to children.

How did Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer become popular after 1939?

After the 1939 booklet, Rudolph gained popularity through a song written by Johnny Marks in 1949 and later
through various adaptations including the famous 1964 TV special.

Is the 1939 Rudolph story different from the later versions?

Yes, the original 1939 story by Robert L. May has some differences in tone and details compared to the 1964
TV special and later adaptations, but the core story of Rudolph remains the same.

What was unique about the 1939 Rudolph booklet?

The 1939 Rudolph booklet was unique because it was a promotional Christmas story featuring a reindeer with
a glowing red nose, which was an original concept at the time.



How many copies of the 1939 Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer booklet were
distributed?

Montgomery Ward distributed over 2 million copies of the original 1939 Rudolph booklet in its first year,
making it a huge success.

Did Robert L. May receive credit for creating Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer
in 1939?

Initially, Robert L. May did not receive much public credit, but over time he has been recognized as the original
creator of Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.

Additional Resources
Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer Original 1939: The Birth of a Timeless Christmas Icon

rudolph the red nosed reindeer original 1939 marks a pivotal moment in the canon of Christmas folklore,
introducing a character that would become synonymous with the holiday season worldwide. Unlike many
traditional tales that evolved over centuries, Rudolph’s origin is distinctly modern, rooted in a mid-20th-
century creation that combined marketing ingenuity with storytelling craft. This article delves into the
historical context, cultural impact, and enduring appeal of the original 1939 Rudolph narrative, exploring
how a single story transformed popular culture and holiday traditions.

Historical Context and Origin of Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer

The story of Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer was first penned in 1939 by Robert L. May, a copywriter for the
Montgomery Ward department store. Commissioned to create an original Christmas story that the retailer
could distribute as a booklet to children during the holiday season, May’s narrative was designed not only to
entertain but also to drive foot traffic to Montgomery Ward stores. This commercial impetus did not diminish
the story’s charm and emotional resonance, which quickly became evident.

May’s Rudolph was a young reindeer who faced ostracism for his glowing red nose—a trait that made him
different from the other reindeer. However, his unique attribute eventually became a source of pride and utility
when Santa Claus enlisted Rudolph to lead his sleigh through inclement weather. This narrative arc of
exclusion, acceptance, and heroism resonated deeply with audiences, reflecting universal themes of individuality
and overcoming adversity.

The Creative Process Behind the 1939 Story

Robert L. May drew inspiration from various sources, including traditional Christmas motifs and his personal
experiences with bullying as a child. He crafted Rudolph’s character with empathy, embedding a moral lesson
within a festive framework. The original 1939 booklet was illustrated by Denver Gillen, whose artwork
complemented May’s prose with vivid, whimsical depictions of the North Pole and its inhabitants.

The choice to center the story around a reindeer with a luminous red nose was both imaginative and strategic.
It provided a distinctive visual hook that differentiated Rudolph from other Christmas icons like Santa Claus,
Frosty the Snowman, or the Nutcracker. This uniqueness was crucial in establishing Rudolph’s identity within a
crowded seasonal landscape.



The Impact of the Original 1939 Rudolph Narrative

Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer original 1939 booklet rapidly gained popularity, with Montgomery Ward
distributing over two million copies in its first year alone. The story’s success can be attributed to its
accessibility, engaging plot, and the universal appeal of its themes. Furthermore, the narrative’s integration
into a commercial context exemplifies early examples of branded content marketing, where storytelling serves
both artistic and commercial purposes.

The original story laid the groundwork for numerous adaptations and expansions. It was adapted into a song
in 1949 by Johnny Marks, May’s brother-in-law, which became a colossal hit famously recorded by Gene Autry.
This song further cemented Rudolph’s place in popular culture, making the character a household name and
holiday staple.

Comparison with Other Christmas Stories of the Era

Unlike many Christmas tales originating from folklore or religious tradition, Rudolph’s story is a product of
the 20th-century American commercial and cultural milieu. While classics like Charles Dickens’ "A Christmas
Carol" (1843) emphasize moral redemption and social critique, Rudolph’s narrative focuses on personal
acceptance and the celebration of uniqueness.

In contrast to other Christmas characters who embody idealized virtues or magical elements, Rudolph presents
a relatable figure who struggles with societal rejection before proving his worth. This modern approach to
festive storytelling broadened the thematic scope of holiday literature, making it more inclusive and diverse.

Legacy and Evolution of Rudolph Since 1939

The original 1939 story has undergone numerous reinterpretations across multiple media platforms, including
television specials, films, and merchandise. The 1964 Rankin/Bass stop-motion television special, arguably the
most famous adaptation, introduced new characters and songs, expanding the Rudolph universe while
maintaining the core message established in the 1939 narrative.

Despite these adaptations, many purists and historians emphasize the importance of the original story for its
straightforward, sincere tone and its role as the foundational text. Collectors and enthusiasts often seek
first editions of the 1939 booklet, highlighting its significance as both a cultural artifact and a piece of
Americana.

Pros and Cons of the 1939 Original Story Compared to Later Versions

Pros:

Authentic origin with a heartfelt, concise narrative.

Emphasizes themes of acceptance without excessive embellishment.

Artwork and prose reflect the era’s aesthetic and sensibilities.

Cons:

Lacks the musical and character depth introduced in later adaptations.



Less dynamic and visually engaging compared to multimedia versions.

Limited availability; original copies are rare and not widely accessible.

The Cultural Significance of Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer
Original 1939

Over eight decades since its inception, the story of Rudolph remains a powerful cultural symbol. It speaks to
the enduring human experience of feeling different and the hope that individuality can be a strength rather than a
liability. The original 1939 tale encapsulates this message with simplicity and warmth, qualities that
continue to inspire readers and audiences.

Moreover, Rudolph’s origin in a corporate marketing campaign is a fascinating case study in the intersection of
commerce and culture. It highlights how storytelling can be leveraged to build brand identity while
contributing meaningfully to cultural traditions.

Rudolph’s Role in Modern Holiday Celebrations

Today, Rudolph is omnipresent during the Christmas season—from decorations and toys to television
programming and advertising. The character’s legacy, rooted in the 1939 story, endures as a testament to the
power of narrative to transcend its initial context and become a cherished part of collective cultural
heritage.

As families read the original booklet or watch adaptations, the message of Rudolph’s story continues to
resonate: differences should be celebrated, and everyone has a place in the community. This timeless lesson, first
introduced in 1939, ensures that Rudolph remains a relevant and beloved figure for generations to come.
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