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The purpose of this essay is to analyze Tolkien’s work The Hobbit since this has not been done 
to the same extent as the Lord of the Rings. The aim of this essay is see if the hobbit Bilbo is a 
hero and if so in what way. The questions I aim to answer in this essay are: 

• Why does the main character leave his home? 

• What creatures does the hero encounter on his journey and how does he defeat these? 

• In what ways is Bilbo a hero? 

• How does Tolkien narrate The Hobbit? 

To answer these questions I have used Jung’s archetype theory which is useful when comparing 
different works and looking for similarities. I have partly used the approach of psychoanalysis as 
well, where knowledge of the author is important when interpreting the work.   

The reason the main character, Bilbo, leaves his home is part curiosity and part that he is forced 
by others to go. On his journey he encounters many different creatures including trolls, goblins, 
the creature Gollum, spiders, wood-elves and the dragon Smaug. Bilbo uses his wits and bravery 
to survive the different creatures he meets. Bilbo is a hero in that, even though he may not have 
what is usually characteristic for a hero, he tries his best and many times acts first and thinks 
later to save his friends. Through the encounters in the world, the main character Bilbo develops 
into a hero. The author mostly uses the view of a third-person narrative, but sometimes intrudes 
and turns directly to the reader. The work shares narrative features with how oral narratives are 
told, and the narrator is omniscient. In his work, you can trace older stories and traditions which 
the author was very familiar with.  
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1 Introduction 

In all times stories of myth and wonder have been told as entertainment and The Hobbit by J.R.R 

Tolkien is a story which contains both myth and wonder. Many of the stories, though coming 

from different parts of the world, seem to share the same ingredients. Ying Toijer-Nilsson, a 

leading researcher on children’s literature, mentions that it seems as we all share a common 

source from which these ingredients for stories are picked up and used (7). This ‘common 

source’ is, according to Torsten Rönnerstrand, connected to C. G. Jung’s archetype theory. 

Jung’s theory claims that there is a layer in the human psyche which all human beings share. 

This layer is thought to be composed of genetic defined patterns which tend to govern our 

thoughts, feelings and notions in similar ways (11). Rönnerstrand mentions that Jung supposed 

that these inherited archetypes manifest themselves in dreams and fantasies but also in certain 

ways of art and especially so in myths and fairy-tales. He states that the archetype theory claims 

to be able to explain the great similarities which has been observed between myths and fairy-

tales from different times and cultures. It is perhaps not so strange then, that more modern works 

share topics or have similar events described in the same way as in classical works. The hero and 

the difficulties he/she must overcome, has been a popular theme for a long time.  

In this essay I will take a look at one special hero: Tolkien’s hobbit Bilbo Baggins, and some 

of the difficulties he and his comrades experience on their journey to the Lonely Mountain. 

Much has been written about Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, but the work which was his first as an 

author of fiction has not been discussed or analyzed to the same extent, which is why I find an 

analysis of The Hobbit would be appropriate. I will compare Bilbo’s journey with the stories 

about Odysseus and Beowulf. I also wish to see if the author’s life is shown in his written work 

and how this is evident in the text. To do this I will use a psychoanalytic approach which has to 

do with the relationship between the author, his life, and the written work. The main source for 

comparison will be the hero Odysseus from Homer’s Odyssey. 



2 

 

2 Aim 

The aim of this essay is to compare the hero Bilbo to other heroes and compare the different 

creatures they encounter on their journeys. I will analyze the work using the archetype theory 

presented by Jung to see if there are connections to other written works. I also wish to analyze 

and see if Tolkien’s life is reflected in his work. To do this I will use a psychoanalytic approach. 

I will also observe what kind of narrative The Hobbit is.  

The questions I aim to answer are: 

• Why does the main character leave his home? 

• What creatures does the hero encounter on his journey and how does he defeat these? 

• In what ways is Bilbo a hero? 

• How does Tolkien narrate The Hobbit? 

3 Method 

I have worked with Jung’s archetype theory. According to Rönnerstrand this theory encourage 

you to look systematically for certain kinds of more or less universal recurring patterns in the 

literary text (35). In short, I have combined a close reading of the chosen texts with taking notes. 

I have then compared my different notes and tried to spot similarities and patterns. Knowledge 

about the author of the work is relevant in order to be able to relate this knowledge to your own 

notes, I have therefore also read about the author’s life. One weakness which exist when working 

with archetypes is that you do not look at specific time-bound things that are in the text, but 

instead look for timeless problems which are supposed to have been with mankind through 

thousands of years. This restricts the possibilities of interpretation unless it is supplemented by 

something else. For this reason I have also looked a bit into psychoanalytic analysis, though the 

focus will be on the archetype theory. According to J.A. Cuddon, psychoanalytic analysis is 

sometimes referred to as Freudian criticism or psycohanalytic criticism, and it is ”concerned with 

quest for and discovery of (and the subsequent analysis of) connections between the artists 

(creators, articificers) themselves and what they actually create” (356). 
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Donald E. Hall writes that a writer or artist’s life story can be a source of valuable information 

about the creation of a text (108). Some things worth taking into account, according to Hall, is 

how the childhood experiences of the author, along with common fears and desires manifest 

themselves in plot development, characterization, themes and other textual details. Hall also 

mentions that even if a story seems to offer few clues about a character’s early life, it may still be 

possible to speculate on possible causes for manifest behavior by examining how this behavior is 

expressed and then relate it to other social relationships or tensions that are explicit or implicit in 

the text (109).  

4 Background 

In this part I will bring up things which are relevant for the analysis coming later in the essay. 

Firstly, I will give a brief outline of the author’s life, secondly, I will give a section about the 

written work The Hobbit. I will also give one section discussing theories about heroes, one about 

narratives and one explaining Jung’s archetype theory a bit more in detail.  

4.1 Tolkien  

John Ronald Reuel Tolkien was born on January 3, 1892 in Bloemfontein, South Africa (Irwin 

328). In April 1895 J.R.R. Tolkien travelled to England together with his younger brother Hilary 

and his mother Mabel. According to Leslie Jones, there were several reasons for the family’s 

return to England; one reason was J.R.R.’s health which suffered from the heat. Another reason 

was that neither the elder Tolkiens nor the Suffields (Mabel’s family) had yet seen their 

grandsons. J.R.R. Tolkien grew up in England and received a British education. He was an 

amateur actor and also a member of the debating society where he practiced the skills that later 

would make him a popular lecturer.  

Tolkien was educated at Exeter College in Oxford (Irwin 328). He was very interested in 

languages and taught himself several different languages. Jones mentions that in learning these 

new languages he was spending a lot of time reading the mythologies of these cultures. When he 

learned to read Anglo-Saxon, for example, he also came in contact with “the major epic poem of 

that language, Beowulf” (Jones 19). During his studies at Exeter, undergraduates were “expected 

to be reading the original texts in their chosen fields” (Jones 27).  
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By 1913, Tolkien had grasped knowledge of several European languages and Jones says that by 

this time, he was able to read English in all its historic manifestations, French, Spanish, German, 

Latin, Greek, Gothic, Welsh, Finnish, and Old Norse. According to Ingrid Nettervik, he taught 

himself enough Finnish to be able to read the epic Kalevala in its original language and he was 

also an expert on the Old English Poem Beowulf  (124).   

Tolkien took part in WW1, but became ill with the so called trench fever and was sent back 

home to England. His health never became good enough to send him back to the front and he 

spent the rest of the war on British soil (Jones 48-51). After the war, he became Professor of 

English Literature at Leeds in 1924 and in 1925 he became Rawlinson and Bosworth Professor 

of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford, a position which he held until his retirement in 1959 (Irwin 328). He 

appreciated a good story and according to Jones, one of his delights was making up stories to tell 

to his children. One of these stories eventually led to his debut as an author of fiction when The 

Hobbit was published on September 17, 1937 (91).   

4.2 The Hobbit 

The Hobbit is a fictitious story which, among other things, is populated by hobbits, dwarves, 

men, elves, orcs, wargs and wizards. Like many fairy tales, it follows a rather simple quest tale: 

the dwarf Thorin Oakenshield wants to reclaim the homeland and treasure stolen from his people 

by the dragon Smaug. Together with Thorin his fellow dwarves: Dwalin and Balin, Fili and Kili, 

Dori, Nori and Ori, Óin and Glóin, Bifur, Bofur and Bombur, set out. The wizard, Gandalf, is 

also there to help out and his first task is to find a fourteenth member of the band since thirteen is 

an unlucky number. The person he chooses, and the intended burglar of the band, is the hobbit 

Bilbo Baggins. The story is about the comrades’ journey to the Lonely Mountain and of all the 

dangers they encounter on their way there.  

In terms of genres, The Hobbit, as Toijer-Nilsson puts it, belongs to the so called ‘high 

fantasy’. According to Toijer-Nilsson, high fantasy is ‘fantastic stories which takes place in 

mystic worlds (secondary worlds) where divine or magical powers intervene in events’ (9, my 

translation). Another definition of fantasy, given by Richard Purtill is: “A story is fantasy if: 

• it is set in the past before recorded history begins or at some time that cannot be put into a 
definite relationship with real time but resemble past eras of history; or it involves magic 
(which can roughly be defined as the manipulation of nature by symbolic means; or 

• it contains persons or other creatures such that individuals like that one have been the 
subject of myths or legends; or 
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• it involves marvelous events of which no scientific explanation seems possible.”  

(Purtill 33). 

Tolkien had knowledge of several cultures and their lore and this was something he used when 

creating his own world, Middle-Earth. Danielle M. Roemer mentions that he “fostered a sense of 

familiarity concerning Middle-Earth’s cultural environment by utilizing oral literature, custom, 

and lore from our own world’s Norse, Scandinavian, Germanic, Celtic and Anglo-Saxon 

cultures” (656). Tolkien was also very interested in for example dragons and, as Randel Helms 

says: “There are no heroes (and we do need them) unless there be dragons as well” (13) 

According to Nettervik, Tolkien’s The Hobbit was the work which brought the mythical 

world into children’s literature. Nettervik points out that the story about Bilbo and his adventure 

follow the construction of the hero-myth and also mentions that Bilbo does not really have a 

choice in accepting the mission or not, since Gandalf has made the decision for him. Nettervik 

says that, as in the world of a fairy tale, the hero develops during the adventure. Bilbo grows 

with each difficulty he overcomes and finds resources within himself. He also comes to realize 

that there can be other things more important than comfort, that the one who is daring learn 

something, and that solidarity and friendship give life content (124, my translation).  

4.3 What is a hero? 

In an attempt to define a hero, Margery Hourihan states that the story of the hero and his quest, 

the adventure story, is always essentially the same. Hourihan describes that the hero is constantly 

confronted by enemies which he must defeat and that the hero is “above all things a man of 

action” (3). The hero is usually good at fighting and puts his weapon of choice to excellent use. 

Afterwards, as Hourihan describes, he is celebrated by the people he saves from the dragon, the 

outlaws, the aliens and so forth. Violence is glorified and manhood is defined in this context. 

However, Hourihan also mentions that there is a level of psychological allegory in the story 

which is concerned with the transition from boyhood to manhood. At this level, Hourihan 

continues, the monsters represent fears and self-doubts which the boy must overcome before he 

can call himself a man. 
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According to Hourihan, the hero story takes the form of a journey and follows an invariable 

pattern. The hero is usually young and may be accompanied by a single male companion or may 

be the leader of a group of adventurers. The hero leaves home, the civilized order, and ventures 

into the wilderness in pursuit of his goal. The wilderness can be different things and Hourihan 

gives some examples such as a forest, a fantasy land or another planet. What these different 

‘wildernesses’ have in common is that they lack the order and safety of home and, as Hourihan 

says, dangerous and magical things happen there.  

Out in the wilderness the hero “encounters a series of difficulties and is threatened by 

dangerous opponents” (9). Examples of opponents given by Hourihan include dragons or other 

fantastic creatures, wild animals, witches, giants and savages. The hero defeat these opponents, 

because he is strong, brave, resourceful, rational and determined to succeed. The hero may 

receive assistance from wise and benevolent beings who recognize him for what he is and in the 

end he achieves his goal which may be golden riches, a treasure with spiritual significance like 

the Holy Grail, the rescue of a prisoner, and so on (9). Hourihan then mentions that the hero 

returns home, perhaps overcoming other threats on the way, and is gratefully welcomed and 

rewarded. According to Toijer-Nilsson, a common objective connected to the hero-myth and the 

adventurous journey is not only material gains, but also how the individual enters his own mind 

and changes. Toijer-Nilsson, like Hourihan, also brings up the importance of the helpers the hero 

meets during his journeys. 

4.4 Narratives 

Tolkien’s work is a narrative story, but what is a narrative and are there different kinds of 

narratives? Gérard Genette writes that “A first meaning – the one nowadays most evident and 

most central in common usage – has narrative refer to the narrative statement, the oral or written 

discourse that undertakes to tell of an event or series of events, real or fictitious” (25). Narrative 

then can refer to something told either in writing or oral and can be either something real or 

something made up. Genette mentions that there are different categories at work in a story such 

as “time of the narrating, narrative level, and “person” (215). Genette mentions that the structure 

of the main languages of Western culture has a dissymmetry embedded in them which makes it 

possible to tell a story without specifying where the story takes place and whether this place is 

far away from the person telling the story or not. What narrators are restricted to is to tell the 

story in present, past, or future tense so even if we, as Genette writes, do not know where the 

story takes place, we at least know when it takes place (215).  
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Genette brings up four different ways of narrating namely the narrative with omniscient author, 

the narrative with point of view, the objective narrator, and the narrative in the first person. The 

first term represents a narrative where the narrator knows more than the character or, as Genette 

points out, says more than the character knows. In the narrative with point of view, the narrator 

says only what a given character knows. With the objective narrator, the narrator says less than 

what the character knows and this is referred to as the “objective” narrative (188). 

4.5 Jung’s archetype theory 

A central piece of Jung’s archetype theory is the process of becoming an individual. 

Rönnerstrand states that the process of becoming an individual is defined in different ways in 

Jung’s writings but one pattern is repeated, and that is the pendulation from the conscious to the 

unconscious (13). The process of becoming an individual is, according to Rönnerstrand,  

described by Jung as being compromised of three phases. During the first phase you find the 

innocence of childhood when the human way of thinking is almost totally controlled by the 

archetypes. The second phase consists of freeing your thinking from the unconscious which has 

goverened the thinking up to this point. The third phase is a reunion of the unconscious and its 

archetypes thus compromising a unity where conscious and unconscious are synthesized. 

Rönnerstrand mentions that during the last phase, different archetypical notions rise from the 

unconscious and manifest themselves in the forms of fantasies, dreams and projections. Of the 

many different notions, four seem to be of greater importance than others, namely those referred 

to by Jung as the Shadow, Anima, the Wise Old Man, and the Self. The Shadow is a reunion with 

the unconscious and symbolizes the primitive animal urges of the unconscious. It manifests itself 

in dreams and fantasies as an unknown human being of the same gender as the dreamer (14).  

Anima is a personification of the female side which Jung believed is in the inherited unconscious 

of every male. Like the Shadow, Anima is a personification of the unconscious. The difference is 

that while the Shadow represents the primitive instincts of the unconscious, Anima represents the 

creative forces. The Wise Old Man, as Rönnerstrand says, is a personification of the ”spiritual 

principle” (15, my translation). In dreams, myths, and fairy-tales it manifests itself as a sorcerer, 

wizard, or spiritual teacher. Rönnerstrand also writes that according to Jung, this archetype acts 

as a guide to higher stages of consciousness and, like the Anima-archetype, it is connected with 

the creative forces of the unconscious. The last of the four most important archetypes is the Self. 

It is a symbol for the union of the conscious and the unconscious, a unity believed to be achieved 

during the third and last phase of the process to become an individual.  
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5 Analysis 

In the following analysis I will deal with the diffent questions stated in the aim-section above. 

The first section contains a discussion of why Bilbo leaves home. It is followed by a section 

mentioning the different encounters he and his comrades have on their journey. The third part 

questions if Bilbo is a hero and if so in what ways. The final section is about how The Hobbit is 

narrated.  

5.1 Why leave home? 

In order for a story to become a story, the hero must leave his safe home and go out in the 

wilderness, as mentioned earlier. But why does Bilbo leave the safety of Bag-End?  Many heroes 

leave their home as a choice of their own. In Bilbo’s case it begins with the wizard Gandalf 

paying him a visit. During the conversation Gandalf promise to give Bilbo what he has asked for. 

Bilbo’s reaction is: “‘I beg your pardon, I haven’t asked for anything!’ ‘Yes, you have! Twice 

now. My pardon. I give it you. In fact I will go so far as to send you on this adventure.’“ 

(Tolkien 9).  

Bilbo, who is not at all interested in coming along on an adventure, asks Gandalf to return the 

next day for tea and then closes his door. With this, Bilbo believes that the whole adventure-

business is over and done with. In his confused state, he even forgets his invitation about tea. 

However, the wizard remembers and so does Bilbo when his door bell rings the following day 

and dwarves begin to arrive in twos and threes until thirteen dwarves and a wizard have arrived 

at Bag-End. By now Bilbo, who has served the dwarves things to eat and drink most of the day, 

is rather upset. The dwarves sing and play music to entertain their host and later that evening, the 

situation is finally explained to Bilbo. When hearing about the awaiting journey and the dangers 

that lie ahead, Bilbo becomes scared. He is also certain that they have the wrong hobbit and tries 

to get away from the whole thing. At the same time he is curious and wants to know what he can 

gain from joining. Reluctantly (and in a hurry the following morning) Bilbo joins the dwarves 

for their adventure.  
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Many times during his journey, Bilbo wishes that he was back at home instead of out on an 

adventure. This is something he shares with another hero, Odysseus from Homer’s Odyssey. 

Like Bilbo, Odysseus is unwilling to leave his home where he has his wife and son, at the time 

for the Trojan War which the Iliad tells us about. Odysseus even goes as far as to feign madness 

to avoid going to war. After the war, Odysseus only wants to return home. He too is tired of 

adventures and often wishes he was home with his wife.  While Bilbo, as most hobbits, is not 

very adventurous, he still has an excuse for leaving Bag-End. There is one hobbit-family, the 

Tooks, whose members sometimes leave their homes and go on adventures (Tolkien 5). Bilbo is 

half Took since his mother came from that family, and this might excuse his un-hobbit like 

curiosity for adventure. It is not really Bilbo who makes the decision to go on the adventure; he 

is more or less bullied into participating by Gandalf who makes all the arrangements for him. 

Perhaps the author felt the need to force his hobbit to leave the safety of home in order to be able 

to develop, and used the wizard for this purpose.  

5.2 Encounters  

In the following sections I will compare Middle-Earth and its beings with the Bronze-Age 

Mediterranean of the Odyssey. I will start with saying what Odysseus encounters on his journey 

and then continue with what Bilbo finds on his journey in Middle-Earth. 

5.2.1 Encounters in the Odyssey 

Odysseus receives help on his journey but has dangerous encounters as well. The different 

beings helping him include the god Hermes, the goddess Athena, the dead seer Tirésias, as well 

as different people living in the region of Greece. The dangerous creatures he meet include the 

lotus-eaters, the cyclop Polyphémus, the man-eating Leastrygónians (a kind of giant), the 

enchantress Circë, the monster Scylla, the vortex Charýbdis and last but not least the suitors of 

his wife Penelope.  

5.2.2 Encounters in The Hobbit 

On their journey to the Lonely Mountain, Bilbo and his comrades encounter many different 

creatures. Some help them; others are dangerous and wish them harm. The creatures which help 

Bilbo and the dwarves on their journey consist of the elves of Rivendell, Beorn the skin-changer, 

the huge eagles of Misty Mountains, and the men living by the Long Lake.  
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The creatures which seek to harm or hinder the party are: trolls, goblins, Gollum (in Bilbo’s 

case), the spiders and wood-elves of Mirkwood and of course the dragon Smaug.  

5.2.2.1 The adventures in Misty Mountains 

After leaving the elves in Rivendell and the Last Homely House, the adventurers begin their 

journey to cross Misty Mountains. They are caught in a thunderstorm and seek shelter under a 

hanging rock. When Bilbo takes a look out in the lightning-flashes, he can see stone-giants being 

out “hurling rocks at one another for a game, and catching them, and tossing them down into the 

darkness below, or splintered into little bits with a bang.” (Tolkien 67). Bilbo is lucky to only get 

a glimpse of the giants, Odysseus and his men experience more of a close encounter and some of 

the men get eaten by the giants as well before they are able to escape.  

A bit further up the mountain path the dwarves Fili and Kili are sent out to scout for shelter, 

and return with the news of a cave. The party spreads out their wet belongings in the cave, after 

making sure that the cave is safe, and rests. Bilbo has trouble falling asleep and when he does so, 

he has nightmares:  

He dreamed that a crack in the wall at the back of the cave got bigger and bigger, and 

opened wider and wider, and he was very afraid but could not call out or do anything but 

lie and look. (Tolkien 71).  

Bilbo wakes up and realizes that this part of his dream is true. He gives a loud yell, enough to 

wake the wizard before he and the dwarves are seized by the goblins coming out of the crack in 

the wall. Pinched on their way, Bilbo and the dwarves are brought to see the Great Goblin. When 

the Great Goblin realizes that the party is not only in ‘his’ mountain uninvited, but also that 

several goblins were killed when they were ‘inviting’ the party and that Thorin also wears a 

sword from the troll’s lair called Orcrist, Goblin-cleaver (or Biter as the goblin calls it), he 

becomes furious. Once more Gandalf shows up in the nick of time and saves them, but when 

they flee from the goblins, Bilbo gets separated from the others by accident.  
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Alone, Bilbo tries to make his way in the dark and eventually he ends up in a tunnel ending in 

a lake. It is here that he encounters Gollum, described by Tolkien as a “small slimy creature…as 

dark as darkness, except for two big round eyes in his thin face” (84-85). On his way to the lake, 

Bilbo finds a ring in a passage which he puts in his pocket. To avoid getting eaten, Bilbo enters a 

riddle competition with Gollum. If Bilbo wins, Gollum will show him the way out. In the end, 

Bilbo has to flee from Gollum and by accident discovers the properties of the ring: it is magical 

and makes the bearer invisible. Following Gollum who thinks he is chasing Bilbo and heading 

for the goblin’s back door, hoping to catch Bilbo there, Bilbo manages to escape the mountain. 

Bilbo is reunited with his friends, who also managed to escape, and together they continue 

their journey without ponies or supplies once more. When night falls they hear wolves howling 

nearby and they climb up in trees to escape them. These wolves, Wargs, sometimes carry the 

goblins in battle and later goblins show up and light fire below the trees. This time they get help 

by huge eagles which carry them to safety. 

5.2.2.2 The dangerous Mirkwood 

After parting from the eagles, Gandalf leads Bilbo and the dwarves to the hall of Beorn, the skin-

changer. Here the party rests and get new supplies before setting out to cross the dreaded forest 

Mirkwood. Before entering Mirkwood, Gandalf leaves the party since he has business elsewhere. 

Equipped with new supplies and Beorn’s warnings about the forest and how important it is to 

stick to the road, the party sets off.  Later, hungry and low-spirited after having wandered in the 

gloomy forest for quite some time, the party fails to heed Beorn’s warning and stray from the 

path when they try to reach campfires appearing in the forest. This is similar to the way in which 

Odysseus crew fails to follow the warning not to slaughter the sun-god Helios’ cattle when they 

are cast off on the island where they graze. In both cases they have been warned of what may 

come to pass if they do not pay attention to the warnings given to them. Exhausted after chasing 

fires, which go out every time they get close, the party falls asleep and falls prey to huge spiders. 

Bilbo, who wakes up before being totally immobilized, kills the spider trapping him and saves 

his friends using his ‘sword’ (an elven dagger from the troll’s lair) and magical ring. Having 

escaped the spiders, the dwarves are trapped by Wood-elves. Bilbo escapes by making himself 

invisible and later saves the dwarves by putting them into empty barrels, which the elves send 

down the river to the men living by the Long Lake. When they meet the humans living by the 

Long Lake, Thorin presents himself as the heir to the king of the mountain, and the party is 

invited to the town. Once more, after resting and receiving new supplies, the party takes on the 

last bit of the journey to the Lonely Mountain.  
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5.2.2.3 A meeting with Smaug the Magnificent 

Once at the end of their journey, Bilbo and the dwarves must think of their next problem: how to 

get inside the mountain. Thorin has a map with runes mentioning a secret door and also has the 

key that goes with the map. In the end, it is Bilbo who eventually finds the door. On the other 

side of the door, the journey has almost come to an end. One problem remains: how to get rid of 

the dragon guarding the treasure. Bilbo, who by now has proven himself useful, is sent down to 

take a look at the dragon. Down into the tunnel he goes, first accompanied by Balin and then 

alone. It is getting warmer and warmer and:  

A sound, too, began to throb in his ears, a sort of bubbling like the noise of a large pot 

galloping on the fire, mixed with a rumble as of a gigantic tom-cat purring. This grew to 

the unmistakable gurgling noise of some vast animal snoring in its sleep down there in the 

red glow in front of him. It was at this point Bilbo stopped. Going on from there was the 

bravest thing he ever did. The tremendous things that happened afterwards were as nothing 

compared to it. He fought the real battle in the tunnel alone, before he ever saw the vast 

danger that lay in wait. (Tolkien 249).  

The first time Bilbo goes down to the tunnel he steals a large two-handle cup which he brings 

back to show the dwarves. When Smaug wakes up, he misses the cup and goes into a rage. Later 

Bilbo and the dwarves are thinking of what to do next and Bilbo takes command, saying that he 

will use his ring and see what Smaug is up to. “’Every worm has his weak spot,’ as my father 

used to say.’” (256). The dwarves, of course, accept his offer: “Already they had come to respect 

little Bilbo. Now he had become the real leader in their adventure. He had begun to have ideas 

and plans of his own.” (Tolkien 256).   

This time the dragon is awake and knows Bilbo is there, he can smell him even if he cannot see 

him. The dragon invites the hobbit but Bilbo refuses and then uses flattery and riddling talk to 

avoid giving out to much information about him. After a while, Smaug asks Bilbo why he and 

the dwarves have come to the Lonely Mountain and when Bilbo gives revenge as answer, Smaug 

becomes annoyed and starts to brag about how he killed the dwarves and men who used to live 

by the mountain when he was a young dragon. He also boasts of his own strength:  “My armour 

is like tenfold shields, my teeth are swords, my claws spears, the shock of my tail a thunderbolt, 

my wings a hurricane, and my breath death.” (Tolkien 262).  
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Bilbo interrupts the dragon, mentioning that he has heard “that dragons were softer underneath” 

and especially in the region of the chest. Bilbo also boosts Smaug’s ego by saying that 

“doubtless one so fortified has thought of that.” (262). Smaug’s pride also becomes his fall; he is 

pleased to hear of his own greatness and shows his belly and chest to Bilbo. True, the dragon is 

covered with diamonds and specks of gold but Bilbo also notices that there is a bare patch on 

Smaug’s left breast. This is information which proves useful later.  

5.2.3 Why are the encounters important? 

The encounters with the different creatures are what really make the hero into a hero. Through 

the encounters, the hero grows, change and develop sides of himself. When meeting the trolls 

Bilbo shows bravery even if he becomes captured and is later rewarded for this with the elven 

dagger from the trolls’ lair. Helms mentions that Bilbo’s encounter with Gollum is a chief 

preparation for the encounter with Smaug (56-57). When facing Gollum, Bilbo use his wits to 

save himself and the reward in this case is the ring he finds. Odysseus, in a similar way, becomes 

prepared for the encounter with the suitors by first meeting much more dangerous beings. By 

performing the tasks laid out before him and listening to the advice given to him by both gods 

and men, he eventually succeeds. The minor encounters prepare the hero for the major encounter 

which he needs to overcome before he can achieve his goal. They also serve the purpose of 

making the tale of the hero and his journey exciting.  During the first encounters, Bilbo is saved 

by Gandalf who is actually similar to the archetype referred to as the Wise Old Man and serves 

as a guide in that he shows Bilbo how to continue. At a point, when entering Mirkwood, he 

leaves Bilbo but by now the hobbit has already learned quite a few new things.   

Bilbo’s major encounter is with Smaug, but the most important of the minor encounters in 

preparing him for this is, as mentioned by Helms, the meeting with Gollum. Gollum is not a 

huge monster but he is very dangerous, and Bilbo is only able to survive this encounter by using 

his intelligence which prepares him for meeting the dragon later. For Odysseus, the suitors is the 

major encounter (or at least the final encounter) and I would suggest that the meeting with the 

cyclop Polyphémus is significant for preparing him for later meeting the suitors at home since he 

faces the big cyclop and survives.  
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5.3 Bilbo – a hero? 

Is Bilbo a hero? At first glance the answer is probably no. The typical hero, as characterized by 

Hourihan earlier, is a “man of action” and is also often a good fighter. Does this apply to our 

hobbit? Bilbo is, as most hobbits, a bit “fat in the stomach” (Tolkien 4), likes good food, is not 

very adventurous and likes to sit down and smoke his pipe after dinner. Compared to other 

heroes in earlier days such as Odysseus or Beowulf, Bilbo seems almost puny. Odysseus, for 

example, has a more athletic build and knows how to use spear and sword as well as bow and 

arrow. Beowulf from the Old English poem is also depicted as a “man of action”, capable of 

slaying dangerous monsters.  

5.3.1 Helpers 

As mentioned by Toijer-Nilsson and Hourihan, it is common that heroes have helpers and 

receive assistance when out on their journeys. This is true for both Bilbo and Odysseus. Bilbo 

receives help from Gandalf, elves, and the skin-changer Beorn just to mention a few. Odysseus 

also receives help on his journey back to Ithaca. He gets divine help from the goddess Athena 

and the god Hermes, as well as help from mortal men and women such as the enchantress Circë, 

fair Nausikaa and even from Trésias the Seer (who is actually dead).  

5.3.2 Items 

Items have some importance to the heroes as well. These help the heroes on their journey and, as 

Hourihan also mentioned, they are often a symbol of manhood. Items of importance to Bilbo are 

the elvish dagger found in the troll’s lair, the magic ring and a mithril shirt. Bilbo uses the dagger 

to save the lives of his friends from the spiders in Mirkwood for example, and the examples of 

where the magic ring proves useful are numerous. The mithril shirt is found among the treasures 

in the Lonely Mountain and protects Bilbo close to the end of the story. Another item which is 

important for the events is the Arkenstone of the dwarves which Bilbo finds, hides and later uses 

to negotiate with the besieging armies close to the end of the story. 
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Odysseus, like Bilbo, receives items on his journey but unlike Bilbo he loses most of the 

items after a short time. From Hermes, Odysseus receives the herb moly which makes it possible 

for him to resist the spells of Circë. Similarly he receives a bag from the queen Arétë of the 

Phaeácians, holding winds to help speed his journey home. This item is lost when Odysseus crew 

opens the bag and lets out the winds. Most of the items Odysseus gains and loses are gold, riches 

of different kind as well as clothes and food. In a similar way, Bilbo and his comrades lose their 

supplies and gain new from helpful creatures on their way. Odysseus items are not put to use to 

come closer to reaching his goal in the way that Bilbo uses his items.  

5.3.3 The journey 

The two heroes Bilbo and Odysseus, in the same way as many other heroes, undertake a journey. 

Bilbo’s journey brings him away from his safe home, out into the world and finally back home 

again; Odysseus journey begins after the Trojan War and his goal is only to get back home. Both 

Bilbo and Odysseus encounter dangerous opponents and difficult trials which must be passed. 

One example is how they must go into danger and darkness to reach their goal. Odysseus 

undertakes a perilous journey into Hades, the realm of the dead, to seek aid from a dead seer. 

Bilbo, likewise, journeys into the dark first unwillingly in the Misty Mountains and later (more 

or less of his own will) enters the tunnel in the Lonely Mountain to take a look at the dragon. In 

both cases the hero brings back something of importance; Odysseus has the advice needed for 

continuing his journey and Bilbo takes a cup which brings new hope and energy to the dwarves. 

5.3.4 How to overcome difficulties 

Neither Bilbo nor Odysseus use the typical way of a hero to overcome the dangers they 

encounter. Instead of relying on brawn, both heroes use their wits and speech to get by. Odysseus 

is even called “the man of many wiles” (Mandelbaum 3) and has special protection from Athena, 

goddess of wisdom and war and she “often rewarded those who demonstrated bravery or 

ingenuity.” (Burgess 81). Both Bilbo and Odysseus use flattery at times. Bilbo uses this a great 

deal when facing the dragon Smaug, and Odysseus praise his different hosts as the greatest 

among living men at several times. Odysseus also does things such as building a boat 

(Mandelbaum 102-103) and swim for three days (108) which border on both the ordinary and the 

heroic.  
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Unlike Odysseus, who at the beginning of the Odyssey already is a hero from the Trojan War, 

Bilbo is not a hero from the start. Bilbo fits into the category of unlikely heroes; the way he is 

and behaves is far from the bravery of great names such as Beowulf, Hercules or Jason. At the 

beginning of his journey, Bilbo is more like the clumsy companions of Odysseus than he is a 

hero. His attempted theft from the trolls endangers the whole party and even if all ends well, his 

comrades do not have very high hopes of him. This change in Mirkwood when they, like 

Odysseus’ crew, fail to heed the warning given to them. The dwarves stray from the path, 

Odysseus’ crew slaughter the sun god’s, Helios, cattle even when warned of what their actions 

would lead to. In both cases the hero takes no part in the action going against the warning and 

both are saved from harm because of this; Odysseus becomes the sole survivor of the shipwreck 

caused by the gods and Bilbo, who falls asleep, is eventually able to save his friends.  

5.3.5 Becoming a hero 

Bilbo changes and develops throughout his journey and, as Gandalf points out on their way 

home: “You are not the hobbit that you were.” (Tolkien 347). This is very true. Through each 

encounter on his way, Bilbo has changed and even done things he would not have dreamt of 

doing before. Many times he just acts and, when thinking of it later, is surprised by himself. He 

escapes the Misty Mountains by leaping over Gollum; he saves his friends from the spiders in 

Mirkwood and later figures out a plan on how to help the dwarves escape their imprisonment of 

the wood-elves. He is the one who finds the key-hole to the secret door of the Lonely Mountain 

and it is Bilbo, even if he is not the one who slays the dragon, who finds Smaug’s weak spot. 

Bilbo is not, as Purtill says, a “natural” hero - his life up to the beginning of the story has not 

demanded heroism (50-51).  Compared to Jung’s three phases in the process of becoming an 

individual, Bilbo can be said to be in the first phase, the unconscious and innocent phase, when 

he is still at home and the same can be said of Odysseus. The second of Jung’s phases would 

then correspond to the journey where both Bilbo and Odysseus see the world and learn that there 

is more than just their own safe home. The third phase can be said to correspond to the 

homecoming where both Bilbo and Odysseus have achieved the “unity” of conscious and 

unconscious. They have left their safe home, journeyed and learned, and come back to see their 

home and the world around them with new eyes and new knowledge.  
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Considering all the things that Bilbo does during his journey, I would definitely call him a hero. 

He is perhaps not the strongest or most cunning, but he has his heart in the right place and really 

tries his best. He does not start as a hero but he grows through his journey, and becomes both a 

hero and a leader in the end and has thus reached the archetypical hero status.  

5.4 How is the story told? Tolkien’s way of narrating The Hobbit 

Tolkien’s narration belongs to the category of oral narration. Tolkien is also using what Genette 

defines as a narrative with omniscient author. The narrator of the story is all-knowing but is also 

not always present. The narrator knows what will happen later on and sometimes hint at that with 

phrases such as “as we will see later” or “but that belongs to the next chapter” (Tolkien).  The 

story is mostly narrated in third-person, which is perhaps not so strange since the story began as 

a bedtime story for Tolkien’s children and the use of third-person is very common when telling 

stories. The narrator sometimes intrudes and lets us know what the different characters think and 

feel and at several points during the story he turns directly to the reader with passages such as: 

“And what would you do, if an uninvited dwarf came and hung his things up in your hall without 

a word of explanation?” (Tolkien 10). 

Tolkien’s world, Middle-Earth, is deliberately created so that the reader would recognize 

himself or herself in it. Like Homer’s Odyssey, Middle-Earth gives echoes of being our own 

world but in an older time. Tolkien explains hobbits, for example, very early in the story since 

the author “suppose hobbits need some description nowadays, since they have become rare and 

shy of the Big People, as they call us.” (Tolkien 4).  Much in the same way as we can follow 

most of Odysseus journey by looking at a map (since the events are claimed to have happened in 

this world), we can follow Bilbo’s journey in Middle-earth since Tolkien provided maps of his 

fictitious world for his readers.  



18 

 

Tolkien used the knowledge he had of other cultures when creating his world. He borrowed 

things from many different mythologies which may be why his works appeal to so many readers 

from all over the world. Among other things, Tolkien uses some components from other works. 

The episode where Bilbo steals a cup from Smaug is, as Roemer points out, very similar to an 

episode in Beowulf (657). Likewise the riddle contest with Gollum is an echo from many 

medieval works (Jones 85). Another example is the name Gandalf and the names of the dwarves; 

these are taken from the Elder Edda (Jones 84). The name for Beorn is taken from Anglo-Saxon 

and the word simply means “man” or “warrior” (Jones 85). Other things Tolkien uses are the 

goblins or orcs as they are also called. The orcs are named after the Old English orcneâs (“hell-

corpses”) mentioned in Beowulf (Roemer 657).  

6 Conclusion 

The reason why Bilbo leave his home is part curiosity and part that he is forced to go by 

someone else (Gandalf).  One reason can also be that he needs to leave his home in order to 

develop.  

The dangers he encounters on his journey include trolls, goblins, Gollum, spiders, wood-elves 

and the dragon Smaug. In the earlier encounters (the trolls and the goblins) Bilbo is helped by 

the wizard Gandalf, but later on he uses his own wits and bravery to overcome the dangers which 

shows that Bilbo is developing in a hero-like way.  

Bilbo is not a typical hero, he is clumsy in the beginning and only through the development 

which takes place during his journey is he able to become a hero in the end. This reflects the 

archetypical development of a hero; the prospective hero must first go through dangers and pass 

his ‘rite of passage’ in order to reach the status of a hero.  

The author uses a narrative style which borders on the oral tradition of storytelling which is 

explained by the fact that The Hobbit was originally told as a bed-time story. The narrator is 

omniscient and tells the story from a third-person perspective, sometimes intruding to reveal 

more details to the reader. The ingredients in the story are in many ways the same as in those of 

older works. This and the fact that the author have made use of his knowledge of different 

mythologies makes The Hobbit a work that is easy to read for many different people.  
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