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 I

Educator’s Guide for The Hobbit

 


About the Book

 


Bilbo Baggins is a hobbit who enjoys a comfortable, unambitious life, rarely traveling any farther than his pantry or cellar. But his contentment is disturbed when the wizard Gandalf and a company of dwarves arrive on his doorstep one day to whisk him away on an adventure. They have launched a plot to raid the treasure hoard guarded by Smaug the Magnificent, a large and very dangerous dragon. Bilbo reluctantly joins their quest, unaware that on his journey to the Lonely Mountain he will encounter both a magic ring and a frightening creature known as Gollum.

 


“One of the best children’s books of this century.”

—W. H. Auden


 


“One of the most freshly original and delightfully imaginative books for children that have appeared in many a long day. The Hobbit is a glorious account of a magnificent adventure, filled with suspense and seasoned with a quiet humor that is irresistible. All those, young or old, who love a fine adventurous tale, beautifully told, will take The Hobbit to their hearts.”
 
—New York Times Book Review


 


Pre-Reading Activities

 


Ask readers to share what they think are the essential elements of a great adventure story.

 


Ask readers to share what they think are qualities that make a person heroic.

 


Introduce readers to the archetypal elements of the classic hero’s journey.

 


Exploring Character

 


How does Tolkien reveal character in The Hobbit?

 


Is Bilbo consistent in his actions? Is he a fully developed character? How? Why?

 


How does Bilbo change and/or develop as a character over the course of the story?

 


How does Bilbo relate to other characters in the book?

 


Do you find the characters likable? Who are the characters and creatures in the story you would want to meet?

 


What does Tolkien reveal about the goblins? Why do you think he chooses not to describe their physical appearance?

 


How are Bilbo and Gollum alike? What skills does Bilbo exhibit in how he deals with Gollum?

 


What does Bilbo gain from his adventure? What is the difference in the way his home is dear to him at the end of the story?

 


Why doesn’t Bilbo tell the dwarves about his ring? Do you consider this lying?

 


Why does Bilbo give up the Arkenstone? What does that gesture reveal about his character?

 


Why does he return to the Mountain?

 


Discuss Beorn’s character. Is he virtuous or vicious?

 


Using the pattern of the mythic hero’s journey, trace the character development of Bilbo Baggins.

 


Identify the following developments in the story: a call to adventure; a separation from the known world; initiation into a new world; threats to the successful achievement of the quest; the fellowship of close companions; the guidance of a mentor; a descent into darkness; a rebirth or resurrection; and the transformed hero’s return to the old world.

 


Although Bilbo, like all heroes of epic tales, sets out on a quest and faces and overcomes many obstacles, his heroism is not quite epic. In what ways is Bilbo a reluctant hero?

 


What is heroic and not so heroic about Bilbo? How is Bilbo like or unlike contemporary questing heroes in movies and fantasy stories?

 


Exploring Conflict

 


What are examples of conflict in The Hobbit? What types of conflict (physical, moral, intellectual, or emotional) do you see?

 


Exploring Metaphor and Symbolism

 


What are examples of symbolism in The Hobbit? How do they relate to the plot and characters?

 


The Dragon—In fantasy literature, dragons often serve as metaphors for greed. Readers may question, however, who is the real dragon: Smaug, or Thorin, or any of the elves and men who lust for the treasure beneath the Lonely Mountain? Once Smaug is killed, the greed over the wealth he leaves behind turns what should be “the happy ending” of this story into an occasion for war and violence and even betrayal.

 


Mirkwood Forest—Metaphorically, Mirkwood represents the mythic “descent into darkness,” through which the hero faces a crisis or turning point and achieves greater self-knowledge. Bilbo kills spiders and begins to feel braver than he did when entering the forest; it is just after Mirkwood, in the dungeons of the elf-king, that Bilbo, by himself, concocts a plan to rescue the imprisoned dwarves. He journeys to the metaphorical underworld and emerges a new person.

 


The Shire—On one level, the pastoral homeland of the hobbits is Tolkien’s idealized portrait of rustic, rural England. It also symbolizes a withdrawn and insulated life. Bilbo leaves the Shire to engage the world and to find his place in it. The Shire represents comfort and tranquility, not bad in and of themselves, but also not all that constitutes life. When Bilbo returns to the Shire, he is a more experienced and more knowledgeable person than he could have been had he stayed in the Shire forever. He learns to value the world outside; as his own song puts it, “The road goes ever on.” He also learns a lot about himself. There are always more journeys—outer as well as inner—to be taken, even at one’s own home.

 


Exploring Motifs

 


Although Tolkien creates a unique imaginary world, he also borrows extensively from the traditional elements of myths, fairy tales, fables, and folk tales. Ask readers to compare Tolkien’s use of these motifs with the way they are used in myths or fairy tales students are familiar with:

 


	wise advisers

	dwarves, elves, trolls

	talking animals

	riddles and runes

	magic objects

	underworld settings

	dragons

	shape-shifters

	the treasure trove

	the perilous journey



 


Exploring Narrative

 


Why is it important that Gandalf is not present when the expedition meets the trolls in chapter two?

 


When, how, and why does the narrative tone of The Hobbit change?

 


What is the role of fate in The Hobbit?

 


Does the story end the way you expected? How? Why?

 


In his book Secret Gardens: The Golden Age of Children’s Literature (Houghton Mifflin, 1985), Humphrey Carpenter calls The Hobbit “largely a sustained exploration of evil” (212). Explain why you agree or disagree with his description.

 


Exploring Setting

 


How essential is the setting to the story? Could the story have taken place anywhere else?

 


How do the different settings in the story relate to plot, theme, and character development?

 


Exploring Themes

 


What are some themes in the story? How do they relate to the plot and characters?

 


“More Than Meets the Eye”—How does this phrase summarize the experience of Bilbo Baggins and Bilbo’s experience of himself? Bilbo is an unlikely hero, but from the outset of the adventure Gandalf knows that the little hobbit has it within him to be more than even Bilbo imagines. Both the other characters’ growing knowledge of Bilbo, and Bilbo’s own deepening awareness of himself express the theme of self-knowledge that is at the heart of many mythic quest tales.

 


Greed and Pride—The theme of the danger of too much pride and of greed is found throughout The Hobbit. Thorin, who loses much because of his stubborn commitment to ancestral pride and desire for his family treasure, is a cautionary example. The broken relationships between men, elves, and dwarves at the end of the book warn readers of how greed and pride can damage the social fabric.

 


Morality—Readers may want to consider the question of “What is moral?” in the context of The Hobbit. The hero of the story is a burglar who conceals the truth from his friends, doesn’t quite “play fair” in a riddle contest, and steals the one part of the treasure that Thorin most desires. Do the ends always, or even often, justify the means? Is Bilbo consistently obeying a larger and greater good? How might the theme of morality interact with the theme of “More Than Meets the Eye”?

 


Engagement and Withdrawal—The Hobbit raises the questions of how and when to engage with the wider world. Tolkien presents Bilbo’s home in “Bag-End” as a quite comfortable place, but it is not the sum total of the “wide world” (as Gandalf phrases it) either. Like Bilbo, we all must discover our place in the wide world, even if it ends up being a “small” one.

 


Learning from the Past—The past is very much present in The Hobbit: for Thorin, for the Wood-elves, for the Master and the people of Esgaroth, for Bard, and even for Bilbo, who must reconcile the “Baggins” and “Took” sides of his personality. Readers can consider the questions: How aware am I of my personal and social history? Does that history affect me largely for good or for ill? To what extent should we respect and learn from the past, and to what extent should we let it be past?

 


Post-Reading Activities

 


One of the most memorable scenes in The Hobbit is the riddle competition between Bilbo and Gollum. Have students write riddles of their own using those in the story as frameworks and stage some competitions.

 


Using the map of Wilderland at the end of the novel, have students work in pairs or small groups to create a tourist guide or brochure.

 


Create a song about Smaug using his description in the novel.

Have students create an illustration of a favorite scene in the novel.

 


Have students explore runic alphabets at Omniglot: The Online Encyclopedia of Writing Systems and Languages, http://www.omniglot.com/writing/runic.htm.

 


Have students use electronic and print resources to research the influences of Anglo-Saxon, Norse, other European mythologies, and Tolkien’s Roman Catholic beliefs on his writing.

 


Suggestions for Further Reading

 


Barron, T. A. Lost Years of Merlin series. Philomel.

Cadnum, Michael. Raven of the Waves. Orchard, 2001.

Crossley-Holland, Kevin. The Seeing Stone (Arthur Trilogy, Book 1). Scholastic/Arthur A. Levine, 2001.

Crossley-Holland, Kevin. At the Crossing-Places (Arthur Trilogy, Book 2). Scholastic/Arthur A. Levine, 2002.

Crossley-Holland, Kevin. King of the Middle March (Arthur Trilogy, Book 3). Scholastic/Arthur A. Levine, 2004.

Crossley-Holland, Kevin. The Norse Myths. Pantheon, 1980.

Morpurgo, Michael. Beowulf. Illus. Michael Foreman. Candlewick, 2006.

Olsen, Corey. Exploring J.R.R. Tolkien’s “The Hobbit.” Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2012.

Sutcliff, Rosemary. The Sword and the Circle. Puffin, 1994.

Sutcliff, Rosemary. The Light Beyond the Forest. Puffin, 1994.

Sutcliff, Rosemary. The Road to Camlann. Puffin, 1994.

Tolkien, J.R.R. The Lord of the Rings. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2005.

Tolkien, J.R.R. The Silmarillion. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2001.

Tolkien, J.R.R. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Del Ray, 1979.

White, T. H. The Once and Future King, Ace, 1996.

 


Web Sites

 


BBC History: Anglo-Saxons

www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/anglo_saxons

 


Houghton Mifflin Harcourt

www.readthehobbit.com

 


The Mythopoeic Society

www.mythsoc.org

 


NOVA: Write Your Name in Runes

www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/ancient/write-your-name-in-runes.html

 


The Tolkien Professor

tolkienprofessor.com

 


Tolkien Online

www.tolkien-online.com/

 


Tolkien Society

www.tolkiensociety.org

 


Discussion guide written by Edward T. Sullivan, a freelance writer and librarian.

 


 


© 2012 Houghton Mifflin Harcourt



 II

A Teacher’s Guide for The Hobbit

 


About the Book

 


Many decades ago in England, a highly respected professor at Oxford was correcting exam papers and, having a few minutes to spare, idly scribbled on a blank page in an exam book, “In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit.” He didn’t even know what a hobbit was, or why he wrote those words. But they were, nevertheless, the beginning of one of the most famous fantasy adventure tales ever written. The professor was J.R.R. Tolkien, and the book, of course, was The Hobbit.

 


Professor Tolkien was a teacher of (among other things) philology and a student of many languages, including such ancient ones as Old Icelandic, Old Norse, Anglo-Saxon (the basis of modern English), and others, long since dead. He would seem to be an unlikely author of a fantasy tale, but he had originated some languages for his own amusement and had written about an imaginary world in which to use them. The idea of The Hobbit fitted in that imaginary world somehow, and Tolkien, wrote over some years, the story of the adventures of Bilbo the hobbit and Gandalf and the dwarves. He read it, with great applause, to his children as he was writing it, and finally it was submitted for publication. Rayner Unwin, the ten-year-old son of Tolkien’s English publisher, read it for his father and thought the book was appealing. The Hobbit was published to favorable reviews in 1937 and has been a favorite with millions of readers ever since. It has become a classic and has been read even more since the publication of its famous sequel, The Lord of the Rings.

 


The story can be read as a straight fantasy adventure or as a journey (Professor Tolkien’s subtitle was There and Back Again) into responsibility and maturity. Funny, exciting, scary, and entertaining, it has something for every reader, young and old.

 


Rhymes

 


Professor Tolkien was deeply interested in words, their meanings, and the ways they could be used. He loved rhymes, riddles, proverbs, sayings, songs, folktales, and stories. The reader will notice Tolkien’s use of verse in telling us about his characters. For example, here is a verse from a goblin song:

 


Clap! Snap! The black crack!


Grip, grab! Pinch, nab!


And down, down to Goblin-town


You go, my lad!


 


Do they sound jolly and friendly? Hardly! 

 


Here’s an elf song:

 


O! Will you be staying


Or will you be flying?


Your ponies are straying!


The daylight is dying!


To fly would be folly,


To stay would be jolly


And listen and hark


Till the end of the dark


To our tune


ha! ha!


 


This sounds lighthearted and merry, a song of friendship and feasting. Other songs and poems are humorous or descriptive. The dwarves sing a funny song about Bilbo’s apprehension when they are washing the dishes at his house after the party following their unexpected arrival:

 


Dump the crocks in a boiling bowl;


Pound them up with a thumping pole;


And when you’ve finished, if any are whole,


Send them down the hall to roll!


 


 


That’s what Bilbo Baggins hates!


So, carefully! carefully with the plates!


 


 


Riddles

 


Ask your students if they noticed other rhymes throughout The Hobbit. They could also make up their own rhymes in a style that echoes the character. A song by Bilbo about how much he misses his home and hearth, its coziness and comfort, would be both appealing and a truthful reflection of Bilbo’s feelings.

 


Another way words are used is in games. There are many word games available, modern (Scrabble, for instance) and ancient, but the oldest and most famous is the riddle. There are some riddles that everyone knows, such as “What’s black and white and red (read) all over?” A newspaper, of course. Some are very ancient indeed, like one Bilbo used: “No-legs lay on one-leg, two-legs sat near on three-legs, four-legs got some.” The answer was “Fish on a little table, man at table sitting on a stool, the cat has the bones.” This was very similar to the riddle that the Sphinx asked Oedipus thousands of years ago: “What animal walks on four legs in the morning, two at noon, and three in the evening?”(Humans on all fours as babies, two legs as adults, and three, including a cane, in old age.)

 


Bilbo and Gollum competed against each other to win a riddle-game. Riddle-games were sacred; if an agreement was reached, the contestants had to abide by the terms. The terms of this one were that if Bilbo won, Gollum would show him the way out of the goblins’ cave, but if Gollum won, he got to eat Bilbo. You will notice that some of the riddles asked by Bilbo and Gollum as part of the riddle-game were very old, such as the egg riddle:

 


A box without hinges, key, or lid,


Yet golden treasure inside is hid.


 


Some were very difficult, such as the one about the dark. And one Bilbo made up. It was not, strictly speaking, a riddle at all, but a question. Gollum, however, accepted it and, as bound by the rules of the game, lost, although he certainly didn’t intend to follow the rules.

 


Asking riddles and reading riddle books are still popular. Students can create their own riddle-games, using either familiar riddles or ones made up by the student. But don’t eat the loser!

 


Proverbs and sayings also say things in short and pithy ways. You may know the proverb “Early to bed and early to rise make a man healthy, wealthy, and wise.” One whole book of the Bible is called Proverbs and gives lots of advice. Several of Bilbo’s sayings became proverbs. One was “escaping from goblins to be caught by wolves!” Help your students find others.(Hint: Look for a proverb about dragons.) Help them construct their own proverbs.

 


Rings and Other Magic Runes

 


The fact that The Hobbit is a fantasy adventure story means that there probably will be magic in it. And indeed there is magic. But before we talk about the ring, which no doubt comes first to mind, consider some of the other magic. What are some other magical incidents? Besides magical objects, there are beings with magical abilities—or disabilities. Dwarves can make weapons with magical properties, and elves make magic light. Beorn can change his shape from a man to a bear and back, and what’s more, can talk to his trained animals that assist him. The eagles can speak, and so can some of the birds on the Lonely Mountain. Smaug is a magical beast, a dragon, who can also speak. The trolls turn to stone in the sunlight.

 


And, of course, there is Gandalf, the wisest of wizards, who can do many things, though if you’ll notice he never does magic unless he has to. Gandalf seems to specialize in fire and light. He uses magic fire against the wargs and magic darkness in the goblins’ cave. He knows his way around strange places without a map, though that might just be his wisdom and knowledge.

 


There are quite a few magical objects in the tale. There is the trolls’ magic purse, which cries out and reveals Bilbo to the trolls. The swords Orcrist and Glamdring, belonging to Thorin Oakenshield and Gandalf, are magic; they gleam when goblins are near. Bard’s arrow that killed Smaug seems never to fail to hit its target. But, of course, the most famous of the magical objects is the ring that Bilbo finds in the goblins’ cave. It confers invisibility on the wearer, which is certainly useful in a pinch. Bilbo is generally careful in using it only when he needs to, which is fortunate, as it exerts a strong hold on its possessor. He uses it to escape the goblins’ cave, to rescue the dwarves from the Elvenking’s dungeon, and to get the Arkenstone to Bard and his allies for bargaining with Thorin, all meritorious purposes. He proves an excellent holder of the ring, as he has no ambition to be powerful. In the sequel to The Hobbit, The Lord of the Rings, it is made clear that it is the most powerful and important of all the magic rings. Talk with your students about what they would do with a ring of invisibility.

 


Runes were different symbols, like letters, used for writing. Several messages in The Hobbit were transmitted by runes; in fact, the whole journey would have been fruitless unless Bilbo and others were able to translate the runic messages. The first message was on the map of the Lonely Mountain and was especially magical because it could be read only by moonlight on a certain day of the year.

 


What does each rune mean? Bear in mind that some runes represent two letters together, such as th. There are whole messages on the endpapers and title page of the book. What do they say? Students can write a runic message of their own.

 


Students can even make up their own runes using their own set of characters. It can be a secret way of communicating with those who know what their runes mean, like a secret code.

 


Things to Consider

 


You can see that The Hobbit is an exciting story, but it also has some serious questions to ask the reader. Here are some things to think about.

 


In the riddle-game between Gollum and Bilbo, were both Bilbo and Gollum fair in their questions? Was Bilbo right to spare him? Would Gollum have spared Bilbo if he could have caught him? Did Bilbo have any right to keep the ring?

 


Should Bilbo have told the dwarves about the magic ring as soon as he found it?

 


Was Bilbo right to keep the Arkenstone? What would have happened if he had given it to Thorin or kept it for himself?

 


Did Bilbo change during his journey?

 


Is Bilbo the only hero in the story? What about Bard, for instance, and Thorin Oakenshield and Beorn? What are some of the heroic qualities, besides bravery, that some of the characters have? Are all heroes good, or can they have both good and bad qualities? Does Bilbo have any bad qualities? Is Gandalf always good?

 


Why are there no women and children as important characters in this tale? Can you imagine any of these heroes being women? Why?

 


Conclusion

 


J.R.R Tolkien wrote The Hobbit as a serious story. Although it has a dragon and a wizard and magic and much humor, it is not generally a funny story. Although it has a physically small hero, it is not really a comedy. Although it has hairsbreadth escapes and last-minute rescues, it is not solely an adventure. What do you and your students think it is really about? You might suggest The Lord of the Rings to students who enjoyed The Hobbit.
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A Reader’s Guide for The Lord of the Rings

 


One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them,


One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them


 


“An extraordinary work—pure excitement.”

—New York Times Book Review


 


Since its first publication in 1954–55, J.R.R. Tolkien’s peerless fantasy has accumulated worldwide acclaim. No other writer of Tolkien’s century created an imaginary world as distinct as Middle-earth, complete with its own geography, history, languages, and legends. And certainly no one has created characters as endearing as Tolkien’s large-hearted, hairy-footed hobbits. Bilbo and Frodo Baggins, their fellow hobbits, and the various creatures of Middle-earth—wizards, men, elves, ents, dwarfs, orcs, trolls, wargs, the Nazgûl, and others—continue to seize the imaginations of readers everywhere. Named in several polls as the twentieth century’s best book, J.R.R. Tolkien’s masterwork tells of the grand and noble quest undertaken by Frodo Baggins and the Company of the Ring to defend their world against the growing power of evil.

 


We hope the following discussion questions will prompt a deeper understanding and appreciation of this remarkable novel, of the world it brings into being, and of Tolkien’s accomplishment in creating that world.

 


The Fellowship of the Ring

 


 

1. “I am in fact a Hobbit (in all but size),” wrote Tolkien to a correspondent in 1958. “I like gardens, trees and unmechanized farmlands; I smoke a pipe, and like good plain food (unrefrigerated). I like, and even dare to wear these dull days, ornamental waistcoats. I am fond of mushrooms (out of a field); have a very simple sense of humour (which even my appreciative critics find tiresome); I go to bed late and get up late (when possible). I do not travel much.” How would you describe the hobbits’ way of life and behavior? How are they different from us, and how are they similar?

 

2. “I have, I suppose,” wrote Tolkien in 1958, “constructed an imaginary time, but kept my feet on my own mother-earth for place.... Middle-earth. . .is a modernization or alteration . . . of an old word for the inhabited world of Men.” How has Tolkien created a sense of an actual world with seemingly real landmarks and a credible imaginary history?

 

3. How is it significant that Gollum had been a hobbit before acquiring the Ring? To what degree can the Ring’s powers be used for good or evil depending on the moral character of its bearer?

 

4. Gandalf tells Frodo, “But you have been chosen and you must therefore use such strength and heart and wits as you have” (p. 60). How are Frodo, Sam, and others called upon to use their “strength and heart and wits”?

 

5. How would you explain Sam Gamgee’s determination to stay with Frodo no matter what? What qualities, talents, and shortcomings does Sam reveal as the journey continues, and how is he changed by his experiences?

 

6. Strider says of Gandalf that “this business of ours will be his greatest task” (p. 169). In what ways does this turn out to be











































OPS/images/Art_Piv00.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
THE THE FELLOWSHIP

HOBBIT OF THE RING

— - (
Q.

)

~J-R-R TOLKIEN" J-R-R- TOLKIEN

757 ANNIVERSARY EDITION THE LORD OF THE RINGS

THE THE RETURN
TWO TOWERS OF THE KING

J-RR-TOLKIEN  J.R-R- TOLKIEN

THE LORD OF THE RINGS. THE LORD OF THE RINGS
PART TWO PART THREE





OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
Reader and
Educator Guide to
The Hobbit
and

The Lord
of the Rings






