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J.R.R. Tolkien:  A Master of Fantasy and Reality



A master of realism is often a master of fantasy.  This seeming paradox is the cornerstone of many fantasy authors, especially John Ronald Reuel Tolkien or J.R.R. Tolkien.  J.R.R. Tolkien lived a traumatic life during the 20th century.  In a life plagued with war, and the death of his friends and family, Tolkien created what many consider the greatest fantasy series ever written.  However, once one looks closely at his trilogy certain resemblances can be noticed.  The Lord of the Rings is filled with Tolkien’s use of symbolism comparing his life with the happenings of Middle-Earth.  J.R.R. Tolkien drew on his life experiences to write The Lord of the Rings, this can be observed through symbolism in the characters, Middle-Earth, and religious parallels.
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Tolkien often uses was his characters, especially when he used the race of Hobbits.  He describes Hobbits as “rustic English people,” (Barbour 2) not unlike himself.  Tolkien served in the English army during World War I and fought until he was sent home with trench fever.  He saw ordinary people defend against the evils of the world,  and said, “I’ve always been impressed that we’re here, surviving, because of the indomitable courage of quite small people against impossible odds.”  Critics view this as potential inspiration for the Hobbits, as they are small people often pitted against impossible odds.  Tolkien focused his hope for the future though the figure of the Hobbits (“J.R.R. Tolkien” 3). 



A common characteristic of these Hobbits, or “half-lings,” is their preference for a domestic life.  The Hobbits reside in a grassy hill known as The Shire, or Hobbitton, a name oddly resembling his longtime residence, the Oxford Shire.  Hobbits also resent moving from place to place and view adventures as annoying with no practical use.   Often living sheltered lives, the Hobbit race prefers to 
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stay at home and eat often, and oppose leaving The Shire.  In The Fellowship of the Ring, Tolkien describes the character of Samwise, a Hobbit, knowing “well within twenty miles of Hobbiton, but that was the limit of his geography” (81).  Tolkien moved often as a youth from such places as South Africa, so when he finally settled down in the Oxford Shire, he was quite pleased.  Thus, one can see evidence of Tolkien’s inspiration for the attitude of the Hobbits.  In a letter to a friend he once said “I am in fact a Hobbit…I like gardens…I do not travel much”   (Carpenter 52).



No Hobbit is burdened with more then Frodo Baggins.  Frodo begins his perilous journey into Mordor with a child like optimism.  Frodo leaves the Shire whistling happily and reciting nursery rhymes.  However, at the close of The Return of a King Frodo commands an air of superiority and of maturity; he has lost his innocence.  As a parallel, Tolkien entered the war a young man, and then afterwards, upon returning he had a grimmer outlook about the world.  Tolkien saw the destructive power of mankind (Kolich 3).  Frodo also saw many of his comrades fall victim to battle.  For 
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example, Gandalf falls to the Balrog in the mines of Moria, although he  returned, Frodo is grief-stricken for the latter part of The Fellowship of the Ring.  Like Frodo, Tolkien lost many comrades during his tenure in World War I.  His two closest friends were Rob Gilson and G.B. Smith, with whom Tolkien once attended literary criticism meetings.  They soon afterwards fell victim to the Axis army. Tolkien once said that “by 1918 all but one off my close friends were dead” (3).  Although Tolkien denies it, this may have been a prime inspiration in creating the epic battle of good and evil that takes place in The Lord of the Rings.   Some critics view Tolkien’s trilogy as a method of escaping the 20th century’s technology driven society, and returning to a simpler time where good triumphs over evil.  During the Vietnam War, The Lord of the Rings became a cult favorite to those attempting to escape the tremulous times and wishing for a time where the perils of technology were not present; Life was simple then. 



The setting of The Lord of the Rings contains symbolism as well.  The sub-creation of Tolkien, the realm Middle-Earth, is a microcosm for the Earth in which man lives 
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today.  With a history so detailed, it is no wonder that many distilled youths found comfort while getting lost in Tolkien’s 10,000 years of creation (Kolich 1).  Critic C.N. Manlove describes the history of Middle-Earth being so detailed that “not ten pages can pass without some figure or event from the backward abyss being recalled, [And that] every character is lodged at the tip of an enormous growing stem of time” (1).  However, Tolkien drew heavily on reality while creating Middle-Earth, and the evidence is everywhere.

In fact Middle-Earth ends when all the elves, wizards, orcs, and other unearthly creatures “sail to the uttermost west” (qtd in Wilson 2) leaving the Earth we live in today, ruled by men.  Tolkien even told one interviewer that “Middle-Earth is not an imaginary world…the theater of my tale is this earth, the one we live in now” (Wilson 2).  Wilson also notices that maybe Middle-Earth was Tolkien vision of how he wanted this world to be.  Tolkien even drew on reality in the names of some of Middle-Earth’s locations.  For example, he named one hobbit’s house after his aunt’s farm in England, and the village of 
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Hobbiton is almost an exact description of the town of Warwickshire where Tolkien spent four years of his life (Carpenter 52).



Another explanation for the creation of Middle-Earth was Tolkien’s loss of faith in the current world.  Critic A.N. Wilson explains that Middle-Earth has been spawned out of Tolkien’s apprehension of the real world.  By building a world by his rules, with his creations, he could find an escape from the place where “he did not feel at home displaced in this ‘polluted country of which a growing proportion of the inhabitants are maniacs’” (1). Tolkien was a devout Roman Catholic, however, the death of both parents when he was young left him in question of this world.  Therefore several parallels can be noticed between the Catholic religion and The Lord of the Rings.


Tolkien, a devout Roman Catholic, incorporated his religious beliefs into The Lord of the Rings as well.  One can liken Tolkien’s epic to the Bible in that one character, Frodo and Jesus, must surmount impossible odds to face some external evil, Sarumon or Satan.  Yet, Frodo has his fellowship, much like Jesus had his apostles.  Tolkien even describes an Adam and Eve like creation 
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story in The Return of the King.  Early inhabitants in Middle-Earth were created with one restriction, not to enter the Undying Lands.  However, Sarumon entices them to enter promising them eternal life, thus destroying their Eden-like existence (Helms 45).

Another religious symbol is the comparison of evil Sauron to Satan.  Like Satan, Sauron was once on the side of “good”.   However, Sauron falls victim to the persuasion of the Lord Sarumon, the creator of the One Ring that holds the lust of Middle Earth (Helms 41).  Even his name has a hint of demonic intentions, coming from the Greek word “sauros” meaning “lizard.”  Tolkien may have wanted to make the line between good and evil crystal clear.  On one hand there is Sauron, represents Satan, the Axis army, and all other things perceived evil by Tolkien (45).  On the other, the unlikely heroes of Sam, Frodo, Pippin and Merry, who are thought to represent the Allied army and the forces of good (45).




Tolkien also used developments in the plot to symbolize happenings in his life.  For example, in the third installment of the 
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trilogy, Return of the King, Frodo happens upon the Dead Marshes. Tolkien describes the Marshes as a place where “nothing lived, not even the leprous growth that feed on rottenness…They had come to too the desolation that lay before Mordor…a land beyond all healing—unless the Great Sea should enter and wash it all away” (Tolkien 254).  Upon viewing this Frodo realizes what will happen to all of Middle-Earth if he does not destroy the One Ring.  Perhaps this is what Tolkien thought while in the trenches during World War I.  Maybe he believed that if the Axis powers prevailed his beautiful home of England would be a battlefield (Kolich 6).  Tolkien’s love for the environment and disdain towards technology and war also connects the Shire to Britain, as well as a Morder-Germany parallel.  In addition, in order to replace the lost foliage in the Shire, Sam replants the trees and the tree-like Ents re-fertilize the Forest.  The rest of Middle-Earth begins a great rebirth in one way or another (Keenan 11).  At the end of the Trilogy the Hobbits return to find that the Shire has, in fact, been invaded by Saruman’s army.  No longer isolated from the real world, the Hobbits succeed in ousting the 
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unwelcome guests.  Tolkien seems to be hinting that as tempting as it may seem to shut ones self away in a “hobbit-hole” escape can never be possible.  Perhaps this was inspired by the alienation Tolkien felt by seeing his countrymen die defending an external evil (6).  Another allusion to his wartime experiences take place during The Two Towers.  The Ents are force to come out of years of isolation, much like the Hobbits, to break down the walls to the tower of Sauron.  After pushing the dark army back they return to live in the forest, unheard of again for many years.  As in the war, thousands die with out glory in a nightmarish conflict.  Like Frodo, Tolkien was reluctant to take on the task of combat (Kolich 2).



Despite Tolkien’s constant denial The Lord of the Rings seems to have many levels of allegory and metaphor.  So much so that after half a century later critics still debate the true purpose of the epic fantasy.  According to Tolkien, a language professor, the world was simply meant to foster one of his made up languages.  In his foreword to Fellowship of the Ring he states that “The real war does 
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not resemble the legendary war in its process or its conclusion” (7).  However, he does encourage each reader to draw his own conclusion.  As Catherine Stimpson said “Tolkien ought to be what he wants to be.  His audience is free to be what it wants to be” (2).

