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      Context

      
      John Ronald Reuel Tolkien was
            born on January 3, 1892, in
         Bloemfontain, South Africa. His parents had moved there from England
         so that his father, Arthur, could work for the bank of Africa. Tolkien
         lost both parents early in life—his father died in Africa in 1896 after
         the rest of the family had returned to England, and his mother,
         Mabel, died in 1904 near Birmingham, England.
         After Mabel’s death, Tolkien and his younger brother, Hilary, came
         under the care of Father Francis Morgan, a friend of the family’s.
         Soon after, Tolkien went to King Edward’s School and then to Oxford.
      

      
      At Oxford, Tolkien pursued a degree in English language
         and literature. He developed a particular passion for philology,
         the study of languages. While studying Old English, Anglo-Saxon,
         and Welsh poetry, he continued experimenting with a language of
         his own, which he had started to do in his youth. This language
         would form the groundwork for his imagined world known as Middle-Earth.
      

      
      By 1916, Tolkien had received
         his degree and married his childhood sweetheart, Edith Bratt. He
         eventually took a teaching position at Oxford. By 1929,
         he had had his fourth child with Edith. During these years, he also
         began his great mythology of Middle-Earth, a compendium of stories
         called The Silmarillion. Out of these stories grew The
            Hobbit (1936), his first published
         work. A simple children’s story about a small person who takes part
         in great adventures, the novel’s playful tone and imagery made it
         a hit both with children and adults. The Hobbit’s
         success also gave Tolkien a huge public that was anxious to learn
         more about the meticulously developed world that he had created
         around his invented language and mythology, only a small part of
         which was detailed in The Hobbit.

      
      The Hobbit’s plot and characters combined
         the ancient heroic Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian epics Tolkien studied
         with the middle-class rural England in which he lived. In many ways,
         the novel’s charm and humor lie in transplanting a simple, pastoral
         Englishman of the 1930s into a heroic medieval
         setting. Tolkien acknowledged that his hero, Bilbo Baggins, was
         patterned on the rural Englishmen of his own time.
      

      
      By the time Tolkien began to work on the sequel to The
            Hobbit, he had developed a friendship with another well-known
         Oxford professor and writer, C. S. Lewis, author of The Chronicles
            of Narnia. Their friendship lasted for many years. Tolkien
         helped convert Lewis to Christianity (although Tolkien, a Roman
         Catholic, was disappointed that Lewis became a Protestant), and
         the two critiqued each other’s work as part of an informal group
         of writers known as the Inklings.
      

      
      From 1945 to 1959,
         Tolkien continued to teach at Oxford and wrote The Lord
            of the Rings trilogy, which served as a follow-up to The
            Hobbit. The trilogy brought Tolkien fame in England and America,
         but he was never a public figure. He continued work on The
            Silmarillion and other tales and led a quiet life. Despite
         his public acclaim, he was most comfortable with middle-class surroundings
         and peace in which to write and think. Tolkien died on September 2, 1973. The
            Silmarillion was edited and published posthumously by his
         son Christopher in 1977.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      Bilbo Baggins lives a
         quiet, peaceful life in his comfortable hole at Bag End. Bilbo lives
         in a hole because he is a hobbit—one of a race of small, plump people
         about half the size of humans, with furry toes and a great love
         of good food and drink. Bilbo is quite content at Bag End, near
         the bustling hobbit village of Hobbiton, but one day his comfort
         is shattered by the arrival of the old wizard Gandalf, who persuades
         Bilbo to set out on an adventure with a group of thirteen militant
         dwarves. The dwarves are embarking on a great quest to reclaim their
         treasure from the marauding dragon Smaug, and Bilbo is to act as
         their “burglar.” The dwarves are very skeptical about Gandalf’s
         choice for a burglar, and Bilbo is terrified to leave his comfortable
         life to seek adventure. But Gandalf assures both Bilbo and the dwarves that
         there is more to the little hobbit than meets the eye.
      

      
      Shortly after the group sets out, three hungry trolls
         capture all of them except for Gandalf. Gandalf tricks the trolls
         into remaining outside when the sun comes up, and the sunlight turns
         the nocturnal trolls to stone. The group finds a great cache of
         weapons in the trolls’ camp. Gandalf and the dwarf lord Thorin take
         magic swords, and Bilbo takes a small sword of his own.
      

      
      The group rests at the elfish stronghold of Rivendell,
         where they receive advice from the great elf lord Elrond, then sets
         out to cross the Misty Mountains. When they find shelter in a cave
         during a snowstorm, a group of goblins who live in the caverns beneath
         the mountain take them prisoner. Gandalf leads the dwarves to a
         passage out of the mountain, but they accidentally leave behind
         Bilbo.
      

      
      Wandering through the tunnels, Bilbo finds a strange
         golden ring lying on the ground. He takes the ring and puts it in
         his pocket. Soon he encounters Gollum, a hissing, whining creature
         who lives in a pool in the caverns and hunts fish and goblins. Gollum
         wants to eat Bilbo, and the two have a contest of riddles to determine
         Bilbo’s fate. Bilbo wins by asking the dubious riddle, “What have
         I got in my pocket?”
      

      
      Gollum wants to eat Bilbo anyway, and he disappears
         to fetch his magic ring, which turns its wearer invisible. The ring,
         however, is the same one Bilbo has already found, and Bilbo uses
         it to escape from Gollum and flee the goblins. He finds a tunnel
         leading up out of the mountain and discovers that the dwarves and
         Gandalf have already escaped. Evil wolves known as Wargs pursue
         them, but Bilbo and his comrades are helped to safety by a group
         of great eagles and by Beorn, a creature who can change shape from
         a man into a bear.
      

      
      The company enters the dark forest of Mirkwood, and,
         making matters worse, Gandalf abandons them to see to some other
         urgent business. In the forest, the dwarves are caught in the webs
         of some giant spiders, and Bilbo must rescue them with his sword
         and magic ring. After slaying his first spider, Bilbo names his
         sword Sting. Shortly after escaping the spiders, the unlucky dwarves
         are captured by a group of wood elves who live near the river that
         runs through Mirkwood. Bilbo uses his ring to help the company escape
         and slips the dwarves away from the elves by hiding them inside
         barrels, which he then floats down the river. The dwarves arrive
         at Lake Town, a human settlement near the Lonely Mountain, under
         which the great dragon sleeps with Thorin’s treasure.
      

      
      After sneaking into the mountain, Bilbo talks to the
         sly dragon Smaug, who unwittingly reveals that his armorlike scales
         have a weak spot near his heart. When Bilbo steals a golden cup
         from the dragon’s hoard, Smaug is furious and flies out of the mountain
         to burn Lake Town in his rage. Bard, a heroic archer, has learned
         the secret about Smaug’s weakness from a thrush, and he fires an
         arrow into the dragon’s heart, killing him. Before Smaug dies, however,
         he burns Lake Town to the ground. 
      

      
      The humans of Lake Town and the elves of Mirkwood march
         to the Lonely Mountain to seek a share of the treasure as compensation
         for their losses and aid, but Thorin greedily refuses, and the humans
         and elves besiege the mountain, trapping the dwarves and the hobbit
         inside. Bilbo sneaks out to join the humans in an attempt to bring
         peace. When Thorin learns what Bilbo has done, he is livid, but
         Gandalf suddenly reappears and saves Bilbo from the dwarf lord’s
         wrath.
      

      
      At this moment, an army of goblins and Wargs marches
         on the mountain, and the humans, elves, and dwarves are forced to
         band together to defeat them. The goblins nearly win, but the arrival
         of Beorn and the eagles helps the good armies win the battle.
      

      
      After the battle, Bilbo and Gandalf return to Hobbiton,
         where Bilbo continues to live. He is no longer accepted by respectable
         hobbit society, but he does not care. Bilbo now prefers to talk
         to elves and wizards, and he is deeply content to be back among
         the familiar comforts of home after his grand and harrowing adventures.
      

   
      Character List

      
      Individual Characters 

      
      
         Bilbo Baggins - The
            hero of the story. Bilbo is a hobbit, “a short, human-like person.”
            Commonsensical and fastidious, Bilbo leads a quiet life in his comfortable
            hole at Bag End and, like most hobbits, is content to stay at home. But
            Bilbo possesses a great deal of untapped inner strength, and when
            the wizard Gandalf persuades Bilbo to join a group of dwarves on
            a quest to reclaim their gold from a marauding dragon, Bilbo ends
            up playing a crucial role as the company’s burglar. Bilbo’s adventures
            awaken his courage and initiative and prove his relentless ability
            to do what needs to be done.
         

      

      
      
         Gandalf - A
            wise old wizard who always seems to know more than he reveals. Gandalf
            has a vast command of magic and tends to show up at just the moment
            he is needed most. Though he helps the dwarves in their quest (not least
            by making Bilbo go along with them), he does not seem to have any
            interest in their gold. He always has another purpose or plan in
            mind, but he rarely reveals his private thoughts.
         

      

      
      
         Thorin Oakenshield  - A dwarf who leads his fellow dwarves on a trip to
            the Lonely Mountain to reclaim their treasure from Smaug. Smaug’s
            bounty is Thorin’s inheritance, as it belonged to Thror, Thorin’s
            grandfather, the great King under the Mountain. Thorin is a proud, purposeful,
            and sturdy warrior, if a bit stubborn at times. As the novel progresses,
            his inability to formulate successful plans, his greed, and his
            reliance on Bilbo to save him at every turn make Thorin a somewhat
            unappealing figure, but he is partly redeemed by the remorse he
            shows before he dies.
         

      

      
      
         Gollum - A
            strange, small, slimy creature who lives deep in the caves of Moria
            beneath the Misty Mountains. There, Gollum broods over his “precious,”
            a magic ring, until he accidentally loses it and Bilbo finds it.
            We never learn exactly what kind of creature he is. Apparently, his
            true shape has been too deformed by years of living in darkness
            to be recognizable.
         

      

      
      
         Smaug - The
            great dragon who lives in the Lonely Mountain. Years ago, Smaug
            heard of the treasure that the dwarves had amassed in the mountain
            under Thror’s reign, and he drove them away to claim the gold for himself.
            His flaming breath can scorch a city, his huge wings can carry him
            great distances, and his armorlike hide is almost impenetrable.
            Smaug can speak and possesses a dark, sardonic sense of humor.
         

      

      
      
         Bard - The
            grim human who is the honorable captain of the guard in Lake Town,
            a human city built on Long Lake just south of the Lonely Mountain.
            With the help of information discovered by Bilbo and related by
            a thrush, Bard finds Smaug’s weak spot and kills him.
         

      

      
      
         Beorn - A
            man who can turn into a bear, Beorn helps Bilbo and the dwarves
            after their escape from the goblins.
         

      

      
      
         Elrond - The
            great leader of the elves at Rivendell. Elrond gives Bilbo’s group
            aid and helpful advice when they pass through Rivendell early in
            the novel. He is described in Chapter 3 as
            being “as strong as a warrior, as wise as a wizard, as venerable
            as a king of dwarves, and as kind as summer.”
         

      

      
      
         Dark Lord Sauron - An evil sorcerer and creator of the magic ring. Also
            called the Necromancer, Sauron is only mentioned in The
               Hobbit; he never actually appears.
         

      

      
      
         Thror - Thorin’s
            grandfather. Thror mined Moria, a series of caves under the Mountain,
            and discovered a wealth of gold and jewels. He became King under
            the Mountain, but before long, the dragon Smaug came and killed
            or scattered all of Thror’s people. The dragon has been guarding
            the treasure ever since, and Thorin wants to get back what is rightfully
            his.
         

      

      
      Races 

      
      
         Dwarves - Thorin’s
            group, composed of Fili, Kili, Dwalin, Balin, Oin, Gloin, Ori, Dori,
            Nori, Bifur, Bofur, and Bombur, none of whom is really developed
            as an individual character in the novel. The narrator describes
            dwarves unfavorably in Chapter 12, noting
            their greed and trickery. Some, however, are “decent enough people like
            Thorin and Company, if you don’t expect too much.”
         

      

      
      
         Elves - The
            first creatures in Middle-Earth.  Immortal unless killed in battle,
            they are fair-faced, with beautiful voices, and have a close communion
            with nature, which makes them wonderful craftsmen. There are actually
            two different varieties of elves: the wood elves and the high elves.
            The wood elves reside in Mirkwood and, as a result, have more suspicious
            and less wise tendencies than their high relatives.
         

      

      
      
         Humans - Humans
            appear in the settlement of Lake Town near the Lonely Mountain.
            Tolkien emphasizes their mortality, their lack of wisdom, their
            discordance with nature, and their rampant feuding, but he does
            not describe humans as inherently evil in the same way that he characterizes
            goblins and Wargs.
         

      

      
      
         Trolls - Short-tempered
            and dull-witted creatures who will eat just about anything, the
            trolls are based on mythological creatures taken from Old English
            and Anglo-Saxon poems and on figures from popular fairy tales and
            folklore. Tolkien has them speak with a cockney accent, the dialect
            of lower-class Londoners, which injects a modern joke into the fantasy
            epic.
         

      

      
      
         Goblins - Evil
            creatures encountered by Bilbo and company in Chapter 4.
            Goblins are infamous for their ability to make cruel weapons and
            torture devices.
         

      

      
      
         Wargs - Evil
            wolves that join forces with the Goblins at the Battle of the Five
            Armies in Chapters 17 and 18.
            The Wargs haunt and pursue Bilbo and the dwarves soon after Bilbo
            acquires the ring.
         

      

   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Bilbo 

         
         The protagonist and title character of The Hobbit, Bilbo
            is by far the novel’s most important figure. Bilbo’s thoughts, feelings,
            and actions form the focus of the novel and shape its plot. Bilbo’s
            central role is underscored by his appeal—he is not only the most
            important but also the most likable and honorable character. Even
            as the other participants in his quest become corrupted by greed,
            Bilbo maintains his common sense, courage, and eagerness to please. 
         

         
         Bilbo’s understated charisma is a quality common to many
            protagonists in children’s literature. Another quality he shares
            with many heroes of children’s literature is his small size: as
            a hobbit, Bilbo is only half the size of a man. At the beginning
            of the novel, Bilbo is, like most hobbits, comfortable and complacent.
            He loves food, drink, and security, and he relishes his snug little
            hole at Bag End, Underhill. But as Gandalf says, there is more to
            Bilbo than meets the eye. Bilbo is a Baggins, the heir of a thoroughly
            respectable and conventional family, but his mother was a Took,
            an eccentric clan of hobbits noted for their love of excitement
            and adventure. 
         

         
         When Gandalf enlists Bilbo’s help in Thorin’s quest for
            the treasure under the mountain, Bilbo begins a process of gradual
            development, transforming from a cautious homebody at the beginning
            of the novel to a brave and confident hero at the end. As the quest progresses,
            Bilbo shows a vast reserve of inner cunning and strength and slowly
            becomes the dominant force holding the group of hapless dwarves
            together. He saves them from the goblins by shouting for Gandalf,
            he rescues them from spiders and wood elves in Mirkwood, he finds
            the way into the mountain, he leads them to the treasure, he discovers
            Smaug’s weak spot, and he attempts to thwart Thorin’s greed and
            to bring peace to the feuding dwarves, elves, and humans.
         

         
         Bilbo’s heroic deeds are all the more remarkable because
            they fail to change him. He discovers capabilities that had been
            unknown to him, but he does not become arrogant or relinquish his
            values. In his final conversation with Bilbo, Thorin acknowledges
            the value of the simple lives of hobbits, even in a world marked
            by grim heroism and danger. Though Bilbo learns to thrive in this
            outer world, he draws strength from the simple source that guided
            his heroic quest. His decision to return to Hobbiton toward the
            end of the novel indicates that, despite his newfound heroism, Bilbo
            has stayed true to himself all along.
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