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SMART POP EXPLAINS THE LORD OF THE RINGS AND THE HOBBIT MOVIES

SMART ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS THAT POP UP

Welcome to Middle-earth!

Even if you haven’t taken the seventeen or so hours necessary to watch all six theatrical versions (or even the more than twenty hours needed for the special extended versions—which aren’t just capitalistic cash grabs; they’re actually really great) to journey from the Shire to Mordor with your besties, chances are that you’re familiar with one of the biggest movie franchises of all time … The Lord of the Rings. And chances are you’ve been spending time, I don’t know … outdoors or something? Based on J. R. R. Tolkien’s classic fantasy trilogy of the same name, and its prequel book, The Hobbit, these blockbuster films have grossed almost six billion dollars worldwide. Which is almost as much treasure as Smaug was sitting in. And on. And under.

These films have made a huge cultural impact and provided a number of meme-able lines and scenes. The first film, The Fellowship of the Ring, hit theaters in 2001, with the next two following in 2002 and 2003. Director Peter Jackson, who’d previously been known for horror films, shot all three films in his native country of New Zealand. He had cofounded a special effects company in New Zealand to create special effects for a prior film and utilized it to bring his epic vision of Middle-earth to life. The films were nominated for a slew of Oscars, and Jackson won one for himself as Best Director for The Return of the King, which also won Best Picture in 2003, cementing his place (and the film’s) in cinema history.

Everything you need to know about all the places, people, halflings, and rings is packed within these pages, and you won’t even have to read it by moonlight to understand it all! If you’re not familiar with which fools should fly, who has the Precious, or who is a natural sprinter, this guide will help explain it all. And if you’re a longtime and obsessive fan (like us), you’re sure to experience the movies as you never have before, especially since we’ll be diving into the Extended Editions and deleted scenes.

This book covers all six films as no other can. Like walking with your BFF through Comic-Con, it will explain what’s what, who’s who, and where’s where, all with a wicked sense of humor (but not in a wicked burning eye of evil way).

So, wait no more! Your quest begins now! (Mordor is to the left …)
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Right where it’s supposed to be … on movie and TV screens!

While it’s never explicitly stated that Middle-earth is the same planet we’re living on now (minus the wizards, elves, orcs, and dragons, of course), it has some similarities (aside from looking a LOT like New Zealand!). Humans are the predominant species (though elves and dwarves might disagree), there’s only one sun and moon, and it really does look amazingly like New Zealand.

Middle-earth encompasses a lot of territories. Geographic boundaries aren’t as defined as Google Maps would prefer, and kingdoms seem to be the preferred type of nation, rather than plain old countries. The landscape of Middle-earth is varied much as it is on our world, though we don’t have the kind of towers with flaming eyes that would be on a Middle-earth sightseeing tour.

There are also some distinctive landmarks and some places that get mentioned that we never actually get to see in the films. However, there are some big tourist attractions that shouldn’t be missed on your next family road trip.
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WISH YOU WERE HERE

The Shire—Four stars. Stylish holes in the ground with trendy round doors and lots of parties, the home of the hobbits and its capital, Hobbiton, are charming places to visit.

Rivendell—Five stars. Elvish background music and some ancient artifacts. High-end accommodations highlight the last home of the elves in Middle-earth.

Mount Doom—Zero stars. The forge of Sauron’s ruined homeland is too hot to visit unless absolutely necessary. No AC. Would not stay again.

Prancing Pony, Bree—Three stars. This tavern in Bree, a human city near the Shire, serves generous pints, but at least one break-in of Ringwraiths has been reported.

Moria—Zero stars. This former dwarf kingdom has lost its luster since the orcs moved in. Stairways in disrepair. Needs better pest control.

Isengard—Zero stars. Home of the wizard Saruman, and while he has plenty of food, beverage, and pipe-weed, the host is rude. The penthouse suite has no walls or ceiling. Terrible landscaping practices.

Rohan—Four stars. The grassy plains of the horse-lords have excellent horseback trails, rustic accommodations, and friendly locals.

Minas Tirith—The capital of Gondor was heavily damaged during the war. Still under renovation. Check back next year.

Dol Guldur—Zero stars. The Hill of Sorcery has a bad reputation for keeping its guests longer than they want to stay. Weather often has black clouds.





[image: Images]  What order should you watch the trilogies in?

If we consult the ancient elvish lore, we find that, honestly, it doesn’t matter.

The three Lord of the Rings films, each based on the book in the trilogy of the same name, were released first. Extended Editions were released later on DVD (anyone remember those?). While some streaming services offer the non–Extended Editions, why in Gandalf’s name would you want to miss a minute of any of this Middle-earth goodness?

The Hobbit trilogy was released nine years later and takes place sixty years before the events of the first Lord of the Rings film. While we see some familiar faces (Gandalf, Elrond, Legolas—mainly characters who have longer life spans) in the Hobbit films, there’s nothing too spoilery in there to prevent you from watching the Hobbit films first. Plus, as The Hobbit was initially a children’s book, it may be a good starting place for watching with your kids. Be advised, as the films go along, there are some scary parts (we watch the Necromancer parts with our hands over our eyes every time) and some adult themes and death.



ONE FILM FRANCHISE TO RULE THEM ALL

The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring (2001)—The first film tells the main history of Middle-earth (in a seven-minute recap—which sounds like a long time but it’s so good it feels really short) and how a hobbit named Frodo, entrusted with his uncle Bilbo’s ring, gets his quest on with a bunch of other fellows: a wizard, a dwarf, an elf, two humans, and his three best hobbit friends.

The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers (2002)—The Fellowship gets split up (oh no!) and Frodo meets a crazy new BFF and previous ring-owner, Gollum (ooooh noooo!).

The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King (2003)—Frodo doesn’t win a crown (booo!), but he does save the day (hooray!), with a little help from his friends (cheers!).

The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey (2012)—Bilbo’s a lot younger, the dwarves are a lot more musical, and the spiders? Let’s not talk about the spiders.

The Hobbit: The Desolation of Smaug (2013)—Bilbo and his dwarven friends find their way into the mountain and manage to wake up the dragon, which is never a good idea. Even if he does sound like Benedict Cumberbatch. Especially if he sounds like Benedict Cumberbatch.

The Hobbit: The Battle of the Five Armies (2014)—Thankfully, the dragon that sounds like Benedict Cumberbatch is taken care of. Now all Bilbo and his buds have to contend with is an army or two. Or five.





[image: Images]  What exactly is a hobbit?

If you’re eating second breakfast with a small humanoid who afterwards smokes a bit of pipe-weed, you may be dining with a hobbit!

Hobbits (also known as halflings, perhaps because they are half the size of humans) are a race of peaceful, rural folk who live in the area of Middle-earth known as the Shire. While there are exceptions to every rule, most hobbits prefer a simple life. That life mainly consists of gardening or farming, breakfast, second breakfast, elevenses, luncheon, afternoon tea, dinner, and supper, often topped off by a visit to the local tavern. Pretty idyllic, actually.
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One of their distinguishing characteristics is their hairy (some might even say furry) feet. Even the few hobbits who go adventuring go forth barefooted. Imagine trekking across a swamp full of dead bodies with no footwear! Hobbit feet (and foot fur) are extremely tough. Not once during Frodo and Sam’s journey from the frozen wastes of the mountains to the volcanic Mount Doom did they ever put on any sort of foot covering or receive a pedicure. Which means they won’t be getting any shoe sponsorships anytime soon.

Thanks to their innate hobbit good nature (and possibly the carb loading on lembas bread), they are able to resist the evil nature of dark magic like Sauron’s Ring. The fact that Bilbo had it for years and Frodo resisted its temptations almost until the very end means that the moral fiber of hobbits is extremely tough. Like their feet!

[image: Images]  Who is Bilbo Baggins?

Perhaps the most infamous and important hobbit other than his nephew, Bilbo Baggins, of Bag End, the Shire, was the first hobbit in living memory to go on an adventure. His adventure ended up shaping the fate of Middle-earth, so it’s probably best that other hobbits don’t do that too often. You’d have to be updating the Who’s Who in the Shire all the time, and that cuts into your second breakfast time.

Bilbo was the son of Belladonna Took, and as a child, inherited the Took curiosity. The young Bilbo often wandered the edges of the Shire, dreaming of what lay beyond. Like many of us, however, those youthful dreams faded and he became a “proper” adult hobbit. He smoked his pipe, kept his house and garden tidy, and never thought of having adventures.

When Gandalf the Grey, the wandering wizard, reappeared in the Shire after decades away, he suggested Bilbo would be the perfect fourteenth companion for Thorin Oakenshield’s group quest (not exactly like a Groupon—there were no discounts involved). He was contracted to burgle. It’s unclear how Gandalf decided Bilbo would be a good burglar, as Bilbo had never burgled anything before, especially since growing into a quite complacent and proper hobbit.

Despite the dangers presented by the thought of burgling a dragon in his own lair (and the danger to his crockery that thirteen rowdy dwarves represented at their first dinner), Bilbo nevertheless decided to accompany the dwarves on their quest. He ended up being invaluable. He helped save them from trolls, found the Arkenstone, and dealt with Thorin’s “gold madness.”

He also snagged (burgled?) a souvenir along the way. A small gold ring. It’s a totally not-important-to-anyone trinket. There’s no need to even discuss it. Sure, it can make someone invisible, but really, nothing important at all.

Moving on …

[image: Images]  Who is Gandalf and why is he grey?

Conventional wisdom might suggest he is grey because when you wander all over Middle-earth and don’t have time to send your robes to the elvish dry cleaner, grey is going to be your default color. They’d not yet discovered bleach or other stain fighters in Middle-earth.

In actuality, each of the five wizards in Middle-earth had a color they were known by. Gandalf was a powerful wizard, though he had limitations. As he told the dwarves, he didn’t have the power to make it stop raining, though it’s understandable from a non-wizard point of view that a wizard named “the Grey” should be able to do something about grey skies.

Other wizards included Saruman the White, the two blues (who were so unimportant, even Gandalf couldn’t remember their names), and Radagast the Brown. It’s unknown why the wizards chose (or were chosen) to be these colors, or what they signified. We also don’t know why there wasn’t a whole spectrum. Perhaps we could have nominated Frodo to be Frodo the Ecru.

Since Gandalf spent so much time wandering all over the land, not only was his robe grey, he picked up on a few things here and there that the other wizards didn’t: Rumors and tidbits of information that led him to believe something nasty was coming. While Saruman scoffed that Gandalf was always meddling, it’s a good thing he did meddle. Otherwise, we might have seen a Sauron/Smaug team-up that left us with a much shorter movie series after the Demonic Duo quickly took over the whole world.
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Gandalf didn’t stay grey forever. After he died (oops, we meant to say spoiler alert before that!), he (spoiler alert!) came back (apparently wizards can do that in Middle-earth) as Gandalf the White.

Which, admittedly, isn’t quite as catchy a name.

[image: Images]  Frodo Baggins … any relation?

Why, yes! He’s Bilbo’s nephew, best friend to Sam Gamgee, and all-around nice guy with no burgling experience that we know of. He also has the most important job in the world—to take the One Ring and throw it in the fires of Mount Doom.

No pressure.

Bilbo took Frodo in after his parents died. For years, they lived peacefully and happily, eating all those daily meals. On Bilbo’s 111th birthday, he decided it was time to leave his hometown of Hobbiton (though we’re certain the number of meals would remain the same wherever he went), and he vanished in front of his entire birthday party gathering. (Remember that totally unimportant souvenir trinket he found? It came in handy!) Bilbo left Frodo everything—his Zillow-perfect home in the ground with its trendy circular door, all the gold left from his adventure with the dwarves, and, rather reluctantly, he left him his totally not-important souvenir ring.

Some months after Bilbo left Hobbiton, Gandalf came back, looking like he was about to have a panic attack. For good reason! He’d discovered that the insignificant souvenir ring Frodo had in his possession was Sauron’s One Ring! [Insert dramatic music here!] Gandalf knew no good was going to come of that. He quickly got Frodo out of town and on his own quest to destroy the Ring and make some new friends and frenemies along the way.

Frodo (with the help of some others, but mainly Sam) made it to Mount Doom, located in scenic downtown Mordor. Frodo’s innate hobbit goodness kept the One Ring from corrupting him until the very end. After Sam (and some giant eagles … handy to have those on your side!) rescued him in Mordor, he returned home.

However, as any review on Travelocity will show, travel changes people, especially if your years-long jaunt includes getting attacked by giant spiders, Ringwraiths, and a nearly immortal fellow with significant emotional baggage and a penchant for talking to himself. Frodo was never quite content in the Shire after that. When the elves decided to make their final commute to the Western Lands, they invited Frodo and Bilbo along.

[image: Images]  Who is Samwise Gamgee?

Trusted friend, steadfast ally, and now probably working as a motivational speaker on the Middle-earth lecture circuit, Samwise was Frodo’s gardener and friend. Sam overhead Gandalf setting Frodo out on his quest to destroy the One Ring (okay, he totally was eavesdropping), and Gandalf insisted Sam accompany Frodo.

Sam turned out to be the perfect traveling companion. He remained upbeat and cheerful, even in the dark, swampy, and rather sketchy areas of Mordor. Even when all he and Frodo had to eat after days was elvish bread (a fate worse than death for the culinary-obsessed hobbits), he remained in good spirits. It was Sam’s loyalty and friendship that kept Frodo from falling completely under the sinister spell of the One Ring.

Sam, like most hobbits, enjoyed food and gardening, and he had a crush on Rosie, the bartender. Frodo tried to fan the flames of this crush by encouraging Sam to dance with Rosie at Bilbo’s party. When the shy Samwise refused, Frodo pushed him into the dance circle, forcing the issue.

Sam got along with almost everyone. He was especially enamored of elves, having always wanted to see some. He was super protective of Frodo (whom he always called “Mr. Frodo”), so when he and Frodo encountered Gollum, his relationship skills were put to the test.

The good-natured Sam didn’t trust Gollum and was often mean and spiteful to the creature. This created an extremely hostile work environment. Sam was right not to trust Gollum, especially as the creature tried to sabotage Sam and Frodo’s relationship. It was like Mean Girls, but not as mean.

Ultimately, though, Gollum ended up in the lava and Sam and Frodo headed back home, where Sam married Rosie (what’s to be shy about after you save the world?) and had little hobbits of his own.

[image: Images]  Who is Merry?

Often, many hobbits are happy and merry, but there was only one Merry. Meriadoc Brandybuck was a close friend of Frodo’s. While not much is known about his days in the Shire prior to his joining Frodo on his quest, he was clearly a bit of a troublemaker. Along with his best friend, Pippin, he would often raid Farmer Maggot’s crops for additional food to eat. Hobbits do have an appetite.

He instigated Pip most of the time, convincing his pal to set off the largest of Gandalf’s fireworks in the tent at Bilbo’s party. This earned Pippin and him a wizard-type detention and he had to wash the dishes from the party.

Merry is clever and is the one who tossed his stolen vegetables down the road to distract the Nazgûl, who were hunting the hobbits. He also knows the area and that by taking the Bucklebury Ferry (Merry can probably even say that three times fast), it would force the Black Riders to gallop twenty miles before they could cross the river.

He also seems to be the only other hobbit, besides Sam, who grasps the seriousness and importance of the quest from the beginning. Merry questions things and takes sword lessons from Boromir. He is also the one who helped convince the Ents to join the fight against Saruman, and joined Éowyn in disguise so they could help fight at Gondor.

So, oddly enough, though he was a chipper hobbit, Merry was often quite … serious.

[image: Images]  Who is Pippin?

Merry’s BFF was hobbit Peregrin “Pippin” Took. Pippin usually deferred to his smarter friend in things, though this could also land him in trouble.

Of course, Pippin’s fun-loving nature and disregard of consequences also landed him in trouble a lot. Sometimes, it was trouble of an extremely grave nature. While in Moria, it was Pippin’s careless dislodging of a bucket and then a skeleton down a well that alerted the goblins to their presence. Gandalf called him a “fool of a Took,” and it was hard to argue against that as the Fellowship forged onward.

His curiosity later led him to touch the palantír, which is an absolute no-no when a dark lord is scouring all of Middle-earth looking for his lost ring. Once Sauron saw Pippin, he made the logical assumption that he was the ring-bearer, which then caused Gandalf to get Pippin out of town to safety (as safe as anywhere could be in Middle-earth at the time).

However, Pippin was sobered by his experiences on the quest, and he was able to save Faramir’s life. Pippin helped fight alongside his friends until Sauron was defeated. He went home to the Shire, but it’s unknown if he kept getting into trouble or if his newfound maturity stuck.

[image: Images]  Who is Aragorn?

Aside from being the future king of Gondor, he’s got the coolest nickname in Middle-earth!

“Aragorn” is a cool name, but that’s not the name we’re talking about. Folks around Middle-earth also called him “Strider,” which is awesome. It’s just one of those names that resonates with cool, badass kind of vibes. It fit Aragorn to a T, but unfortunately, once he gets crowned, they don’t call him King Strider. To his face, at least.
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Aragorn was a direct descendent of Isildur, the king who managed to defeat Sauron thousands of years earlier and nab the One Ring for himself (briefly). Aragorn was of the Dúnedain race, which lived much longer than humans. At the time of the Fellowship’s quest for the Ring, Aragorn was eighty-seven, but looked about thirty. He was a Ranger (which could also be a cool name), though these Rangers were more like soldiers and not the Smokey the Bear type (we never see him talking about forest fires on-screen). Aragorn had incredible tracking abilities and showed off his cross-country skills when he, Gimli, and Legolas ran after a party of Uruk-hai for days on end without sleep or rest.

He lived with the elves for a time, and fell in love with Elrond’s daughter, Arwen. Elf/human relationships were frowned on even on the most perfectly symmetrical of elvish faces, and for a legit reason. Since elves were immortal, to them it was a mere blink of an elvish eye after they’d marry a human and their spouse would suddenly be needing adult diapers and the senior plate special at Denny’s (opening soon off the Mordor exit on Route 66).

Elrond was definitely not cool with Aragorn and Arwen getting romantic, especially when Arwen was all like, “Hey, I’m cool with giving up my elven immortality for this long-haired Ranger guy with the super ice-blue eyes.” Kids, amiright? Aragorn left Rivendell and wandered around the country as “Strider” (probably because he was taking long strides to get all over Middle-earth), tracking things with his piercing blue eyes.

Once he met Gandalf and learned about Frodo’s quest, he helped Frodo and friends get to Rivendell, though Frodo ended up with a nasty Morgul blade injury along the way. Imagine a weapon that doesn’t just kill you, it does it slowly over a couple of days’ time and also doesn’t really kill you, but makes you into an undead Ringwraith. Not cool. This injury ended up reuniting Aragorn with Arwen as they got to Rivendell.

Once there, Aragorn was forced to confront the things he’d been (ahem) striding away from for years. One was his love for Arwen, and the other was that he was Isildur’s heir and it was his destiny to take up his ancestor’s sword and fight Sauron. Things ended up #TeamHumansHobbitsElvesandDwarves, so Arwen married Aragorn (no word on her loss of immortality) and they lived happily ever after (and hopefully named one of their kids Strider Jr.).

[image: Images]  Who is Arwen?

Look, when an elf maiden shows up chanting some runes to help heal your friend who’s been stabbed by the chief Nazgûl, you can wait until later to ask questions.

Arwen, the daughter of Elrond of Rivendell, was an elf. She was pretty special to Aragorn, as they had fallen in love and wanted to marry. There was just one big problem with this. Her dad. As the Third Age of Middle-earth was coming to an end, the elves had committed to leaving its shores, and Elrond (like any parent) didn’t want his daughter sticking around. She’d become, of all things … mortal. Ick! Who would want such a fate for their kids?

However, Arwen wasn’t about to let Aragorn go. She loved him and was ready to forsake her immortal life for him and live a mortal one. Now, that is some sacrifice! Even Aragorn wasn’t too keen on that. As a Dúnedain, he lived a long time, but he wasn’t going to last nearly as long as Arwen could. He left Rivendell to escape both his destiny and to keep her from fulfilling hers as a mortal.

As fate would have it, Frodo’s Morgul injury was dire and Arwen had been looking for them for two days. She helped save Frodo by activating some of the magic defenses around Rivendell (and if there are cooler magic defenses than equine flash floods, we haven’t seen them). Once home, she gave Aragorn a pep talk that he was destined to Return as the King (see what we did there?) and got her dad to reforge Isildur’s sword.

After giving up her immortality, though, she started to weaken. Somehow, her fate had become tied to the fate of the Ring. This gave Aragorn extra incentive to kick Sauron’s eyeball (well, he didn’t really have a butt to kick anymore), and eventually the two were married.

[image: Images]  Who is Elrond and how old is he?

Elrond is the lord of Rivendell, one of the few remaining strongholds of the elves in Middle-earth. A wise and strong leader, he actively tried to prevent evil from taking hold in the world for many years. How many? At least three thousand. While he remained a just and good person, his long battle against the forces of darkness did leave him a little unyielding, especially with regard to his daughter and her life choices.
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Elrond fought against Sauron thousands of years ago, and upon the defeat of the dark lord, encouraged Isildur to destroy the One Ring once and for all. Imagine, if you will, what Elrond envisioned. A land of peace and happiness and probably no mosquitoes. It could have been a paradise.

However, Isildur didn’t follow Elrond’s sage advice, and ended up dead in a stream (and probably surrounded by mosquitoes). The One Ring was lost for millennia and bug bites remained a thing for people. Elrond returned to Rivendell, most likely beefed up security, and waited for the other shoe (or ring finger, as the case may be), which he knew would eventually drop.

While this took many, many, MANY years, as we pointed out, elves are immortal. They can be killed, but barring falls off a large cliff, stabbings with weapons like Morgul blades (or even, you know, regular blades), or being annoyed to death by dwarves, elves will end up living forever.

This is, in fact, quite a long time.

It’s not known exactly how old Elrond is, but he remains ageless, at least until they all take a ship to the Undying Lands, which sounds a lot more relaxing than a booze cruise.

[image: Images]  Who is Boromir?

Oh, Boromir! We hardly knew you!

Son of Denethor, Boromir was a hero to all of Gondor. Especially his dad. His dad treated him like he was the best quarterback Gondor High School had ever produced. And since his dad was the ruler of the city (well, Steward for the actual rulers, who hadn’t been around in hundreds of years, so we can effectively say “ruler”), he encouraged the rest of the city to treat Boromir that way, too.

This may have had a slightly detrimental effect on Boromir. He was a totally nice guy in most respects, but it’s hard for your ego to stay normal-sized when you have a whole city cheering you on (our apologies to those Gondor High athletes who have not tried to steal powerful magic rings from defenseless hobbits).

Boromir attended Elrond’s council, but as he wandered around the halls before the meeting, he saw Isildur’s broken blade and made a few snarky comments. Which wasn’t too cool, as the snarky comments were made to Aragorn, who, hello, was Isildur’s heir and already stressing about fate, destiny, and remembering the lyrics to obscure elvish ballads.

During the meeting, Boromir was pretty aggro in his approach to dealing with the threat of Sauron. He wanted to use the Ring as a weapon against Sauron, refusing to believe that wouldn’t end well. He was also floored that a scruffy Ranger named Strider was actually destined to be his king.

Still, for the most part, Boromir was a solid member of the Fellowship. When the Ring first tempted him, he was able to resist and hand it back to Frodo, forestalling the need
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