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by JRR Tolkien 
[image: image69.wmf]Introduction
[image: image70.wmf]RR Tolkien (1892-1973), a professor of Old and Middle English at Oxford University during the mid-1900’s, began writing his epic The Lord of the Rings (LOTR) partly for his son, Christopher, who was a British fighter pilot during World War II. The prelude novel to LOTR, The Hobbit: or There and Back Again, was written specifically for his three younger children, and has been a consistent children’s favorite since its first publication in 1937. It is still an ideal introduction to the genres of fantasy and epic for young readers. In addition, the recent popular film versions of Tolkien’s works have helped to make The Hobbit   more accessible to today’s young adult audience.
[image: image71.wmf]Synopsis
[image: image72.wmf]ilbo Baggins, a hobbit, lives a quiet and comfortable life alone in his hobbit-hole, Bag-End, Underhill in the Shire. His complacency makes him disdain adventures, surprises, or anything out of the ordinary, just the same as all his fellow hobbits. Then Gandalf, a wandering wizard and friend of Bilbo’s late grandfather, happens by Bag End one morning just as Bilbo is enjoying his after breakfast pipe just outside his door. Before long, Bilbo is unwittingly drawn into the quest of the proud Thorin Oakenshield and his band of dwarves to recapture the lost treasure beneath the Lonely Mountain, faraway. This treasure is zealously guarded by the fearsome dragon, Smaug. Along the way Bilbo learns that there is a vast, dangerous, and wonderful world of experience beyond his doorstep. He also discovers abilities within himself that he might never have realized had Gandalf not nudged him out of his complacency and his hobbit hole.
[image: image73.wmf]
Bilbo’s journey illustrates ODYSSEY and the related generalizations in a number of ways:
Expands existing knowledge: As noted in the synopsis, Bilbo’s ODYSSEY is both internal and external: he makes a physical journey across Middle Earth to the Lonely Mountain and back, encountering new creatures and civilizations and expanding his knowledge of the world beyond his previously limited experience at Bag-End. He also learns about himself, discovering his trickster’s abilities (often commented upon by Gandalf) and his surprising gift for leadership (which contrasts starkly with Thorin’s arrogance). By the time he returns home, he is a much different hobbit. 
· Connection to Frame 3: In True Women, Part Three (the Bettie King narrative), Carl Browne, a political activist and transient guest in Bettie’s kitchen, tells her “The world doesn’t stop at your kitchen door, Mrs. King,” chastising her for what he perceives as her disinterest in community affairs. Soon afterwards Bettie helps the prostitute Pink Rosebud in her secret efforts to save the smallpox victims at the Mission Hotel by cooking and delivering food from her own kitchen.

Requires planning and preparation: In fact, Bilbo is rushed out of Bag-End with little chance to plan or prepare, and so the application of this generalization is open to debate. Just as “necessity is the mother of invention,” ODYSSEYs sometimes force us to adapt to changing circumstances and to think on our feet. Bilbo is forced to improvise throughout the novel in order to save his own life and those of his companions, and he becomes a remarkably adept problem-solver as a result of his adventures. 
· The European explorers were often forced to adapt and improvise in their experience with the New World; have students look for these [image: image75.wmf] in Texas history.

Requires leadership: Thorin Oakenshield, the leader of the dwarf-quest to the Lonely Mountain, is the designated leader of the expedition, though he constantly looks first to Gandalf for rescue, then turns to Bilbo when Gandalf abandons the expedition to fulfill obligations of his own. Thorin’s arrogance often threatens to undermine the quest at various times as well.

· In fact, arrogance (or hubris in Greek mythology) is a common [image: image2.png]


 in leaders, and it is therefore one of the most constant [image: image3.wmf] in The Hobbit. Even Bilbo occasionally gets carried away with himself (see Chapter 12, “Inside Information.”) Students should look for examples of good and bad leadership while reading The Hobbit, as this will help them to find similar [image: image4.png]


 in other novels (such as Captain Smollett, Squire Trelawney, and Long John Silver in Treasure Island) and in Texas history (particularly William Travis, Sam Houston, and Santa Anna).
May be internal as well as external: As previously noted, Bilbo’s ODYSSEY is physical, but his experiences cause him to grow and change. This self-knowledge is as transformative as the physical journey.
· In The Light in the Forest, Treasure Island, True Women, Witness, in fact, in all the novels, the protagonists brave ODYSSEYs that transform them.
[image: image74.wmf]Depth and Complexity Study Questions

Chapter 1: “An Unexpected Party”

Use the [image: image5.wmf] of literature to answer: How might the chapter title, “An Unexpected Party,” be a pun? How is the dwarves’ song, “Far over the misty mountains old…,” an example of exposition?
What [image: image6.png]


 should we notice first about hobbits? What might their physical appearance tell us about their personalities? In what ways do they resemble “real” people? 

What [image: image7.wmf] of hospitality apply in this situation, and what kind of host is Bilbo—hospitable or inhospitable ([image: image8.png]


 or un-[image: image9.png]


)? What should our knowledge of classical hospitality myths (especially “Baucis and Philemon”) tell us about Bilbo’s [image: image10.png]


? (Hospitality in ancient myth is the act of showing kindness to strangers, sometimes at one’s own risk—it therefore requires a certain amount of selflessness. The ethical host is responsible for feeding and protecting his guests; the unethical host refuses this responsibility or misuses it for his own gain. Bilbo may seem self-absorbed at first, but he accepts his responsibilities as host, revealing him to be a basically good and ethical hobbit.)

Did Gandalf come to Bilbo’s house by chance—simply “passing by”—or is he there on purpose? Did he already know he was going to send Bilbo on this adventure? How do these actions create [image: image11.png]203



?

What [image: image12.png]


 in Chapter 1 appear to hint that Bilbo might not be as complacent as he seems? (Bilbo’s maternal side, the Took side of the family, is known for eccentricity; the reference to the “fairy wife” in Bilbo’s ancestry may hint of a divine lineage or special powers, cf. mythical heroes like Heracles; Gandalf’s remark that Bilbo will make a good burglar when the time comes.)
Chapter 2: “Roast Mutton”
What [image: image13.png]| L]




 lead Bilbo to try picking the trolls’ pockets? Does he merely feel an obligation to do what’s expected of him, or is he acting on a more instinctive (i.e. “Tookish”) impulse?
What [image: image14.png]


 of allusion should this chapter remind us of? (Answer: trickster myths like Coyote (Native American) and the Odyssey (Greek).) How do Gandalf and Bilbo both behave like tricksters?

Was it [image: image15.png]


 for the dwarves to take the trolls’ treasure from the cave (particularly the two swords, Glamdring and Orcrist)?
Chapter 3: “A Short Rest”

What [image: image16.png]203



 are raised by the fact that the Elves of Rivendell already know Bilbo by name when he arrives? What  [image: image17.png]| L]




 might have led them to know who he is? (The legendary Tooks?)

How and where do the Elves live? What [image: image18.png]


 show their characteristics as a race? (Note that the Elves are a “paradise people,” much like the Phaiakians in the Odyssey; Rivendell is apparently free of evil, disease, and strife.)
How is Elrond able to decipher the instructions on Thror’s map? (Use this as an opportunity to discuss Tolkien’s system of runes, an actual functioning language that Tolkien invented for his fictional world.) What are the [image: image19.wmf] for Tolkien’s runes?

What emerging [image: image20.png]


  or traits is Bilbo beginning to exhibit? (Curiosity: he asks about the Lonely Mountain, and he asks Elrond about the moon-letters.)

Chapter 4: “Over Hill and under Hill”
Use the [image: image21.wmf] of etymology to answer: What does “skriking” mean? (Possibly from “skreigh,” an older form of “screech”; note Tolkien’s use of certain anachronistic words, which probably reflects both the time-period in which he was writing and his training as a professor of Old and Middle English.)

Are the goblins hospitable or inhospitable? (Compare to Bilbo in Chapter 1 and later Beorn, in Chapter 7) 
Look at [image: image22.png]


 to determine how the goblins as a race compare to dwarves, hobbits, and elves? Where and how do they live?

Chapter 5: “Riddles in the Dark”

How does Bilbo’s defeat of Gollum and his escape from the underground cave compare to the [image: image23.png]


 of the Hero’s Quest? (Journey to the Underworld; defeat of a monster; triumph over death. Note also that riddle-games are a common feature in ancient myth—e.g. Oedipus and the Sphinx, one of the myths of Thebes.)

How does Bilbo’s [image: image24.png]


 cause him to spare Gollum’s life? Why might this ultimately be a more important event in this chapter than his finding the ring? What does it mean to have compassion for one’s enemy, and why might it sometimes be difficult to do? How are [image: image25.png]


 and compassion related?

Chapter 6: “Out of the Frying-Pan into the Fire”

Why does Bilbo’s seemingly impulsive decision not to tell his companions about the magic ring create [image: image26.png]203



? How does this remind us of Gollum? 
Identify examples of alliteration and metaphor in the Wargs’ song.

What is the meaning of the final sentence in Chapter 6: “…all night [Bilbo] dreamed of his own house and wandered in his sleep into all his different rooms looking for something that he could not find nor remember what it looked like”? (Have students pose their own [image: image27.png]203



.)
[image: image28.wmf] of literature: Why does Bilbo’s observant figure of speech, “out of the frying-pan and into the fire,” have literal meaning here? Why is it a fitting metaphor for this situation? (Writers use figures of speech as [image: image29.wmf]; point this out to prepare students for Author! Author!)

Fantasy, like all genres, has [image: image30.wmf]. Why is Gandalf, a wizard, unable to save them from the Wargs by himself? What [image: image31.wmf] of fantasy does this address?

Chapter 7: “Queer Lodgings”

How is the [image: image32.png]


 of the hospitality scene at Beorn’s house similar to that in Chapter 1? How does Gandalf trick Beorn into accepting them as guests?

Keeping in mind the [image: image33.wmf] of etymology, what literal meaning might Beorn’s name have? [From the Encyclopedia of Arda: The original meaning of Beorn relates to the bear’s love of honey, and contains béo, meaning “bee.” This also appears in the name Beowulf: like Beorn, this means “bear,” but is literally “bee-wolf.” This bee connection explains the references in The Hobbit to Beorn’s bee-pastures and huge bees: “The drones were bigger than your thumb, a good deal, and the bands of yellow on their deep black bodies shone like fiery gold”. Note the opportunity to show students that Tolkien’s imaginary languages and names aren’t purely fiction, often they are based in etymologies of real words.

After leaving Beorn’s house, why do the dwarves sing about the wind? What direction is the wind blowing? (Towards their destination, the Lonely Mountain.)

Which member of the company is revealed to have the sharpest eyesight? (Bilbo) Which [image: image34.png]


 show this to be an emerging [image: image35.png]


?

How is Gandalf like a parent to the company of dwarves (and particularly to Bilbo), and why does he leave them on their own at this point in the story? (Discuss the [image: image36.wmf] of Gandalf as a parental figure who leads the child through part of the journey of life, until the child is ready to stand on his/her own.)

Chapter 8: “Flies and Spiders”

[image: image37.wmf]Why did Beorn warn the company not to drink from the black-water stream in Mirkwood? (compare to divine interdictions in ancient myth—humans always do precisely what they’re warned not to do, whether on purpose or by accident; apparently the same thing is true of Tolkien’s dwarves.)

How is the journey through Mirkwood a mini-ODYSSEY? What does this episode tell us about losing faith when we aren’t aware of the [image: image38.wmf]?

How has Bilbo transformed from a complacent and timid hobbit into a brave and clever trickster? What emerging [image: image39.png]


 does Bilbo exhibit in this chapter? What were the steps that led to this transformation? (Discuss how Bilbo’s need to survive has forced him to think about the survival of his companions; the crossover from selfishness to selflessness is an essential point in anyone’s maturation, not just the hobbit; it’s also a [image: image40.png]


  in the Hero’s Quest.)

Chapter 9: “Barrels Out of Bond”

What [image: image41.png]


 of the Mirkwood Elves are similar to or different from the Rivendell Elves? How does the Elvenking compare to Elrond as a leader?

Again, how does Bilbo’s plan for escape match the [image: image42.png]


 of a trickster? (Note that his escape plan is very similar to Odysseus’s escape from the Cyclops’s cave in the Odyssey.)

From your [image: image43.png]


, who is actually leading the dwarves at this point—Thorin or Bilbo?

Chapter 10: “A Warm Welcome”

Are the people of Lake-town hospitable or inhospitable? (Note the reciprocal nature of hospitality -- what sorts of [image: image44.png]


 might the dwarves, particularly Thorin, have in obligation to the people of Lake-town in return for their kindness?)

How might Thorin’s way of announcing himself to the people of Lake-town (“I am Thorin, son of Thrain, son of Thror, King under the Mountain! I return!”) reveal his [image: image45.png]


 of hubris (arrogance)? Does his ancestral claim to kingship make him a wise leader?

Chapter 11: “On the Doorstep”

Why does Bilbo have more spirit than the dwarves at this point? What is motivating Bilbo and why is he not as vulnerable to despair as the dwarves? What sorts of [image: image46.png]203



 does this situation raise? (Note that it’s Bilbo who continues reading Thror’s map, and who urges them to find the secret doorway.)
Is it fair that the dwarves continue to expect so much of Bilbo? What problems with [image: image47.png]


 do their continued expectations of him create?

Chapter 12: “Inside Information”

How might the statement that dwarves “are decent enough people…if you don’t expect too much” be considered ironic? How have the story’s events so far proved (or disproved) this statement? (Discuss the [image: image48.wmf] of irony.)

What are the [image: image49.wmf] for talking to dragons, and how does Bilbo’s exchange with Smaug in this chapter parallel his riddle game with Gollum in Chapter 5? (Note yet another parallel to the 
Odyssey: Just as Bilbo doesn’t tell Smaug his real name, Odysseus tells the Cyclops his name is “Nobody.”)

What [image: image50.png]


 of hubris (arrogance) similar to Thorin’s does Smaug exhibit in this chapter? (He boasts that he can’t be killed, and even as he does so Bilbo notices his weak spot, or Achilles’ heel—the hollow of the left breast.)

Chapter 13: “Not at Home”

Why can’t Bilbo resist taking the Arkenstone for himself, despite sensing that “trouble would yet come of it”? What sort of trouble might that be? What kinds of [image: image51.png]


 might be behind Bilbo’s actions?

Chapter 14: “Fire and Water”

How is Bard’s relationship to the Master of Lake-town a parallel to Bilbo’s relationship to Thorin? (Both leaders guard their power jealously and fail to recognize the contributions of others; each feels threatened by Bard and Bilbo to one extent or another.) What other [image: image52.png]


 might Bilbo and Bard have in common?

[image: image53.wmf] of literature: What is a literary apostrophe, and where do we see one in Chapter 14? (Bard apostrophizes his black arrow before using it to kill Smaug.)

Chapter 15: “The Gathering of the Clouds”

How does Thorin react to Roäc’s advice to give up some of the gold for the sake of peace, and what previous [image: image54.png]| L]




 in Thorin’s behavior might’ve predicted this?

Is Bard justified in demanding a parley with Thorin, and is Thorin justified in his response? How do their different [image: image55.png]


 justify their behavior in this scene?

Chapter 16: “A Thief in the Night”

Could Bilbo’s offer of the Arkenstone to Bard and the Elvenking be considered a betrayal of Thorin and the other dwarves, or is it the right thing to do for everyone? What are the [image: image56.png]


 behind Bilbo’s choice to give it up?

What kinds of [image: image57.png]203



 does Gandalf’s reappearance at this point raise? Which [image: image58.png]203



 does it also answer?
Chapter 17: “The Clouds Burst”

What [image: image59.png]


 make Bilbo confess his theft of the Arkenstone to Thorin? And why does Gandalf seem to approve of Bilbo’s actions?


[image: image60.wmf] of literature: What is a deus ex machina, and where does it occur during the Battle of Five Armies? (A literary device in which the heroes are rescued from a life-or-death situation at the last minute; here the arrival of the Eagles [and Beorn, not mentioned until Chapter 18] constitutes a deus ex machina.)
Chapter 18: “The Return Journey”

How has Thorin (like Bilbo) changed as a result of his ODYSSEY, and what [image: image61.png]| L]




 led to this change? How do we see this change before Thorin dies?

What sorts of further hardships and adventures might Bilbo have experienced on his way home? What [image: image62.png]203



 does the book leave to our imagination?

Chapter 19:  “The Last Stage”

What does Gandalf mean when he tells Bilbo “You are not the hobbit that you were”? Is this a good kind of change, or bad, or both? What kinds of [image: image63.png]| L]




 might have led Gandalf to this conclusion, and what [image: image64.png]203



 does his comment about Bilbo raise?

How does the fate of the old Master at Lake-town compare or contrast with that of Thorin? How might their [image: image65.png]


 as leaders be similar or different?
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