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Much has been written of Tolkien’s works as fundamentally Christian, and Tolkien 

himself stated as much (L 172). However, his works are not an elaborate retelling of the 

Bible; Tolkien deliberately avoided simplistic religious allegories, and as Tom Shippey 

pointed out, his inspiration was very diverse and included texts that did not focus 

exclusively on religion. Anglo-saxon literature thus played a pre-eminent role in the genesis 

of Tolkien’s works, including such texts as the Beowulf, which, according to Tolkien 

himself, staged the continuity between paganism and Christianity, and revived the old 

worldview of paganism in a world where the new God had already wiped out the old. 

Indeed, in both The Lord of the Rings and The Silmarillion, one can glimpse something of 

this dualism. Arguably, Tolkien’s works are in fact neither entirely Christian nor pagan, but 

focus on transition and change between a pagan world, mythical and heroic, and a Christian 

one, where the heroes have lost their place and a new world is built on the remnants of the 

ancient order.  

But the question of religion in Tolkien’s works is a complicated one, in particular 

because no religious order is explicitly mentioned. It is the way the world itself is arranged 

that expresses a religious worldview or another, and the transition between two religions is 

expressed by the changes in the world itself; but what we have here hardly is a carefully 

constructed metaphor, where all possible contradictions have been smoothed out. Instead, 

we have a multi-layered world, where some characters represent religious figures and others 

represent lay ones, some characters are mythical heroes while others are believers. If The 
Lord of the Rings is a Christian work, it certainly cannot be compared to works such as C.S. 

Lewis’s Space Trilogy, where the religious message is explicit, and it cannot be interpreted 

in a similarly univocal way. Not all of it is explicitly Christian: Frodo or Aragorn, for 

instance, have been described as Christ-like figures by many commentators (among others, 

Shippey, 208), yet none of them is truly God incarnate, and their destiny differs widely from 

that of the biblical Jesus. And while it is always possible to find similarities in details, with 

Christianity or with Norse mythology (Boromir as Judas could be one, or the Valar Vairë as 

one of the Norns, weaving fate in her tapestry), the meaning of the whole architecture is less 

clear-cut.  

This is why I have chosen to emphasise the fluidity of the theme of religion in 

Tolkien’s works, and to link it to a time of transition between two religions. I will attempt to 

show how, beyond the expression of a set of moral values, the very stucture of Tolkien’s 

world pictures it as pagan, slowly turning towards Christianity, and how The Lord of the 
Rings represents the culmination of this change

1
.  

 

It has been stated often enough that Middle-Earth is a pre-Christian world in terms of 

cult. What could be remarked, moreover, is that the first ages of Middle-Earth according to 

the Silmarillion correspond to what is described by many mythologies as an age of heroes, 

men with superhuman capacities that battle demons and gods, capable of physical prowess 

beyond the power of modern humans. Examples of this age of heroes can be found in both 

Northern and Southern myths (the Eddas, the Iliad…). In the Silmarillion, however, the 

heroes are most of the time not powerful humans, but Elves, in particular the Noldor, after 

their exile from the sacred land of Valinor.  

                                                           
1
 For the sake of concision, I have chosen to discuss general structures rather than focus on the detailed 

similarities between Tolkien’s world and pagan myths; however, an enlightening discussion of 

correspondances between Tolkien’s invented myth and the myths of pagan religions can be found in T.A. 

Shippey’s Tolkien: Author of the Century, and Ronald Hutton’s ###The Pagan Tolkien’ (see bibliography).  



 

 

A word should be said first concerning the physical appearance of the Elves. Popular 

culture has been influenced both by Elizabethan and Victorian representations, and by 

post-Tolkienian fantasy, that usually portrays the Elves as small, slender beings, more 

furtive than strong, who prefer to hide in forests rather than directly confront their 

adversaries. This popular representation, however, is quite remote from the description of 

the Elves that is given in the Silmarillion. More details are given that indicate the superior 

strength and physical resilience of the Elves , and a few scenes show them actually battling 

against demons, which the humans never do. It is an Elf, Fingolfin, who manages to maim 

the first Dark Lord Melkor in a duel (S 179), in a fight that could remind one of some scenes 

from the Iliad, when the hero Diomedes wounds Apollo in a fight, for instance. Another Elf, 

Finrod, more renowned for his wisdom and singing abilities than for his physical prowess, 

kills a werewolf bare-handed in the jails of Sauron to protect Beren, a human who had 

nonetheless won fame as a fierce killer of Orcs (S 204). Moreover, the emblematic weapon 

of Elves is the bow; while some modern critics (Isabelle Smadja, among others) have 

interpreted this as a hint at their frailty and relative etherealness (they do not engage in close 

combat), this may actually be a dramatic misunderstanding of the sheer strength that was 

required to shoot an arrow from a long bow, a fact that Tolkien, as a devoted mediaevalist, 

was doubtlessly aware of. One may remember the end of the Odyssey, when Penelope’s 

pretenders have to prove their worth by drawing Ulysses’s bow, and where Ulysses himself 

proves his superiority by shooting an arrow through the hole of several axes (Odyssey, canto 

21), demonstrating that dexterity was as essential a heroic trait as strength. In The Lord of 
the Rings, Legolas kills the mount of a Nazgul that flies so high in the sky it is barely 

visible; this feat should be linked to Ulysses’s, indicating once more how closely the Elves 

may be related to the heroes of ancient mythologies.  

Thus the Elves do not only have a more advanced civilisation that humans; they are 

also shown as frequently interacting with gods (in Valinor and in Middle-Earth), and as 

physically superior. Some humans, of course, do attain the status of heroes as well: Turin, 

slaying the dragon Glaurung, for instance, or Beren who retrieves a Silmaril from Morgoth’s 

crown. Nevertheless, the domination of an entire race that could be described as heroic 

shows the particular nature of the First and Second Ages in the Silmarillion: an age when 

heroes and gods walked the Earth together, and when divine powers took an active part in 

earthly conflicts.  

The Silmarillion, moreover, contrasts with Tolkien’s view of the eucatastrophic 

ending of fairy tales, where the happy ending is supposed to mirror the joy of the good news 

of the Gospel (MC 155). Indeed, while the ending of the Silmarillion is not entirely 

pessimistic, there is little in it that can be described as truly joyous. The initial conflict with 

Morgoth has been solved, but the price was the loss of the light of Valinor, the death of most 

of the heroes that came to Middle-Earth, and finally, the return of the remaining Elves to 

Valinor, marking the end of a civilisation of Middle-Earth that remains unsurpassed by 

humans. The sense of hope, that the world exists to be mended, that there will be a happy 

resolution to the conflicts created by the theft of the Silmarils, is extremely hesitant. The 

light cannot be recovered; Fëanor’s pride kills him, but also causes the death of many of his 

companions who were not directly concerned by the Silmarils, or did not take part in the 

slaughter of the Teleri in Aqualondë (Fëanor’s sin, that caused the Doom of Mandos: S 
93-5). The Silmarils are lost forever and though Morgoth is imprisonned, Sauron soon takes 

his place. Evil is so resilient that even the intervention of Iluvatar that seals the doom of 

Numenor does not erase it, only forestalls it, as Sauron takes Morgoth’s place during the 

following age. At the end of the Akallabeth, when Numenor sinks under the sea, there is a 

last mention of the queen Miriel, who was ravished by Ar-Pharazôn and married against her 

will (S 322), as she tries to reach the sanctuary and save herself, but drowns with the rest of 



 

 

the island (S 335). There seems to be very little justice or divine mercy in this death, as 

Miriel was taken against her will and it is never said that she contributed in any way to the 

evil deeds of her husband. It takes place nonetheless; what is at work here does not seem to 

be a merciful wrath, but the doom of a people engulfing the guilty and the innocent alike. 

There seems to be as little hope at the end of the Second Age: evil has been kept at bay, but 

the heroes of the war are dead, the Ring has corrupted and killed Isildur, and the Elves and 

Men are estranged. The first three ages follow a steady descent, where the heroes can keep 

evil in check but never vanquish it, and where the divine powers, the only ones who would 

have true power to end evil, withdraw more and more from Middle Earth.  

Tolkien stressed in ‘The Monsters and the Critics’ that the idea of eucatastrophe was 

generally absent from Germanic narratives (MC 21), and also remarked that there was no 

idea of salvation in Germanic religions, where death and obliteration were the only outcome 

(MC 30). The idea, however, is that it is more important for heroes to fight bravely than to 

win, and that the ultimate destiny of the world will be sealed in a battle where gods and 

heroes will fight the forces of evil, and be destroyed, before, according to the Eddas, the 

world is made again as new and purified. While it is not clear whether the remaking of the 

world after the Ragnarök was originally present in Norse myths, or springs from Snorri 

Sturlusson’s Christian interpretation, it is probably the version from the Eddas Tolkien was 

more familiar with. This prophetic end of the world, moreover, provides a good opportunity 

to operate a transition between pagan and Christian myths, as we will see later on. Let us 

simply stress for now that the dramatic endings of the first two ages, where the forces of evil 

are kept in check but not destroyed, where the heroes die in nearly-apocalyptic battles, 

fighting evil on their own or with divine help, owes a lot to the Germanic conception of 

desperate courage. Even in The Lord of the Rings, it is not trust in God and in the 

righteousness of their fight that drives the heroes, but the idea that they are meant to battle 

evil, and have no honourable choice in the matter, whatever the outcome: the members of 

the Council of Elrond stress how little hope there is for the Fellowship, and at the same time 

emphasise that any other choice would be irresponsible (LotR I 351).  

Hope, however, is not completely absent. While the battles against evil in the 

Silmarillion end with loss and gradually destroy the civilisation of the Elves, it must be 

remarked that none of them ends in complete disaster. After the fall of Gondolin, Tuor does 

save a few inhabitants of the city, to continue the fight against Morgoth. At the end of the 

First Age, while a vast part of Middle Earth is destroyed, Eärendil still manages to travel to 

Valinor and obtain forgiveness for the exiled Elves, who earn the permission to go back to 

the lands they left after they have lost everything in the new lands they founded. The end of 

the battle against Sauron, where Isildur conquers the Ring, is probably the darkest of all, yet 

while the Ring kills Isildur and is lost, hope remains, that the Ring may be found first not by 

Sauron himself but by someone who will be able to resist its power. While the structure of 

Tolkien’s legendarium is at first glance more reminiscent of pagan myths (an age of heroes 

starting with the birth of an unparalleled civilisation, whose realisations remain fabled in 

later times, that is gradually devoured by the forces of evil, in a downwards dynamics that 

could be compared to the fall from a golden age to an iron age in some conceptions of the 

world), some elements also hint at a Christian conception, where the driving force in the 

world is hope and the knowledge that God will mend what went wrong, behind the 

prominently pessimistic view of a world where evil must be fought at the cost of the heroes 

lives and civilisation.  

 

The real transition between paganism and Christianity happens during The Lord of 
the Rings. While that novel only represents a chapter in Tolkien’s legendarium, it is the most 

detailed of the whole continuity, and arguably the most important too, as it is meant to 



 

 

represent the transition from a legendary and alien world (represented in the Silmarillion) to 

a world dominated by humans, where the ancient races are only remembered in dim legends 

— the world as we know it, in short.  

From the start of the novel, it is obvious that the heroic age is over. First, the writing 

at the beginning of The Lord of the Rings is widely different from the style of the 

Silmarillion: less archaic, with more dialogue, words and grammatical structures that are 

reminiscent of everyday speech. Then the story starts with an event that, while not being 

exactly common (Bilbo’s birthday), is nonetheless neither out of the ordinary nor heroic. 

The characters’ everyday life is described in great detail, down to the most trite (the 

description of Bilbo’s gifts of spoons and umbrellas to his cousins, for instance: LotR I 49). 

We have stepped into a different world, a world where characters have at first sight less 

archetypal importance and more individuality. While Fëanor could be understood as an 

archetype, the genius who trespasses the limits of what is normally allowed to humans and 

falls victim to his own hubris (like Prometheus or Icarus), but has little individuality, Frodo, 

on the other hand, is presented as an ordinary individual living in an ordinary world. These 

ordinary characters, the hobbits, will nonetheless be the ones thanks to whom the world will 

be changed.  

This change in focus may bring to mind the emphasis that the Gospels put on humble, 

ordinary people, who will inherit the Kingdom of Heaven (Matthew 5:3). We are no longer 

in a pagan worldview, where important changes are wrought by heroes, but in one where 

humble believers are the ones who transform the world
2
. However, the hobbits are never 

described as believers. What, then, do hobbits represent? I will have a brief look at the 

definitions of the words ‘pagan’ and ‘heathen’ first.  

‘Paganism’ is a word of Latin origin. Pagus originally meant ‘country’ (as opposed to 

the city); however, the word soon took pejorative connotations as the city was associated 

with civilisation (from civis, meaning ‘citizen, in habitant of a city’), and came to indicate 

the parts of the Roman empire that were perceived as uncivilised. However, another 

suggested etymology of ‘pagan’ is the word paganus, which some scholars understand as 

‘civilian’ (Wikipedia). Both possible meanings may well have existed, since soldiers in 

ancient Rome were most often mobilised citizens, rather than the inhabitants of remote, 

newly-conquered parts of the empire (Grimal 10). In any case, pagani initially referred to a 

whole that was opposed to the community of Christians: either the ‘civilians’, as opposed to 

the army of Christ, or those who were not ‘citizens of God’. Three notions then coexist in 

the word ‘pagan’: country people, civilians and people who live outside the community that 

is favoured by God. the etymology of ‘heathen’ is unclear, although it is usually linked to a 

Gothic word for ‘heath-dweller’ (which suggests an imitation of the word paganus, formed 

in Germanic roots); it was also possibly derived from the Greek word ethnikos, ‘gentile’, 

from ethnos, ‘people’ (from which the modern word ‘ethnic’ is derived), or favoured 

because of its similarity to that word (Etymonline).  

If we take the etymology into account, the notion of paganism is a complex one, that 

speaks of a peaceful, agrarian, sedentary community, with strong ties to the earth it inhabits, 

and little advancement in terms of civilisation (which, in turns, can be taken to mean no 

large cities). It is striking how this is a precise description of the hobbits: a community 

whose members hardly ever leave their land, in a remote part of Middle Earth, far from the 

centres of civilisation, human or elven, and where, moreover, war is virtually unknown, 

thanks to the Rangers that keep it safe (LotR I 7). The pejorative connotations of the word 

                                                           
2
 Hutton argues that this emphasis on humble people is in fact quite theoretical in Mediaeval narratives, where 

the heroes are generally noble-born , and that humble heroes are much more common in fairytales of lay origin 

(67). While this point is absolutely valid, I believe that the biblical narrative may still be viewed as one facet of 

Tolkien’s rather complex hobbits. 



 

 

‘pagan’ are the only ones that jar with that almost perfect correspondence; but in a work 

where explicit mentions of Christianity are deliberately omitted, and where a Christian 

community would have been anachronic and out of place, this is in fine no reason to include 

them. In fact, if we understand ‘pagan’ as referring to a rural, telluric worldview and 

community, then we are definitely referring to the world the hobbits life in. To them, the 

Elves are legendary beings, and the Gaffer recalls Sam’s wonder at listening to tales about 

them, and how Bilbo’s adventures seemed all the more fabulous because he had met Elves 

on the way (LotR I 31). Legends about the Elves are, for them, not much more immediately 

real than the tales of gods and heroes must have been for the Norse pagans of the 10
th

 

century. The hobbits’ life is grounded in the land they inhabit, their ties are the ties of the 

clan and of their particular ethnicity (the prologue to The Lord of the Rings implies that the 

hobbits are men of diminutive size: LotR I 2). They could easily represent the believers 

(albeit not particularly devout ones) in a religion represented by the Elves from their 

folk-tales.  

Yet there is more than that to the hobbits’ world. Just like the world of the Elves 

embodies a mythical worldview, reminiscent of the Eddas and possibly the Iliad as well, the 

world of the hobbits embodies a particular type of religion. This one is centred around the 

earth itself, and that is believed to have preceded not only monotheism, but also the cult of 

celestial gods (such as the Ases or the Olympians), that is believed to have been brought by 

Indo-European peoples.  

Again, the Hobbits are not literally believers in chthonian divinities. But their world 

is resolutely centred around chthonian concepts. Even though they make buildings that stand 

above ground, they are said to favour the traditional housing in luxurious burrows when they 

can afford it (LotR I 8). In the prologue to The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien insists on their ###

close friendship with the earth’ (LotR I 2), and on the antiquity of their presence in Middle 

Earth, despite the fact that Men and Elves hardly ever noticed them (LotR I 3). Their way of 

life revolves around agriculture, and faces destruction when industry is introduced (LotR III 

chapter 8). Frodo and Sam feel an instinctive sympathy for Elbereth, the Vala that the exiled 

Elves are said to prefer, even though they have only a very dim idea of who, or what, she is; 

although that probably comes from their fascination with all things Elven, one could remark 

that earth goddesses are common in chthonian cults--which is why the cult of Hera predates 

the cult of Zeus, for instance, or some scholars believe the cult of the agrarian Vane 

divinities probably preceded that of the warlike Ases in Scandinavia (Guelpa 28-9). Finally, 

the menacing creatures they happen to meet as they leave the Shire are all strongly linked to 

nature, or underground milieus: the Old Man Willow, for instance (LotR I 170), or the 

Barrow-wights, that dwell underground and are not said to be Sauron’s followers; or even 

the mountain Caradhras, which Aragorn says is ###not in league with Sauron, but ha[s] 

purpose of [its] own’ (376). One last figure must be noticed: Tom Bombadil, a mysterious 

character that may almost seem out of place in the epic Lord of the Rings.  

Tom Bombadil is the protagonist of a series of independent poems, set in a universe 

that has, at first glance, little to do with epic Middle Earth. When he appears in The Lord of 
the Rings, he proves able to dispel monsters with his songs, is unaffected by the Ring, and 

appears to be married to a spirit of the forest (LotR I 161). Gandalf describes him as 

extremely old (LotR I 345), and he appears to have no links to either Elves, Men, or the 

Valar. Yet his unknown origin does not seem to be a puzzle for anyone: Tom Bombadil 

simply ‘is’ (LotR I 163). Should this be taken to mean that he is a veiled representation of 

God walking the Earth? Too many of his characteristics, in particular the fact that he does 

not care about evil one way or the other, and is married to a spirit, run against that 

conclusion. Yet we may remember that in Mediaeval folklore, beings that had nothing to do 

with either God or the devil were by no means unknown, in spite of the efforts of the Church 



 

 

to assimilate all supernatural to religion, and preferably to the devil. Fairies, like Mélusine, 

are one of the best examples: some narratives define them as neither good nor bad, 

coexisting with the world that was created by God, and they can easily be interpreted as 

remnants of an ancient religion, whose gods were replaced by the Christian one, but whose 

supernatural creatures remained in popular tales and beliefs (Lecouteux 165). Tom 

Bombadil, and also other creatures such as the spider Ungoliant (S 76), are said to be of 

uncertain origin, and to have no tie with the Valar or Iluvatar. The parallel is easily drawn.  

The world of the Hobbits and of the creatures that surround the Shire, plus Ungoliant 

and her descendant Shelob, thus add another layer to the complex worldview exemplified in 

The Lord of the Rings. While The Silmarillion focused on the myths of a heroic age, The 
Lord of the Rings brings into focus another dimension of what has been called paganism: the 

ancestral, chthonian religion of agrarian populations. The world of the Hobbits shows a 

natural environment that is alive with primal forces, and a people that lives in harmony with 

nature, as close to the earth as can be imagined, since they live inside it. They represent the 

peasant world, that Unamuno described as unchanging, transmitting traditions of ancestral 

origin from one generation to another, impervious to the revolutions that happen outside 

their community (Unamuno 63). Is it a paradox, then, that the Hobbits find themselves in the 

first ranks of the War of the Ring, that transforms the face of Middle Earth?  

 

Actually, if we read The Lord of the Rings as a metaphor (not an allegory, as the 

correspondences are too vague for that) of the transition between paganism and Christianity, 

where at least two and possibly three worldviews collide and influence each other (the 

monotheist, the polytheist and the chthonian religions), it is appropriate that all three worlds 

should be represented, and that Hobbits should be actors in the change as well. What 

Tolkien stages is not the disappearance of one world and the arrival, out of nowhere, of 

another, but mutual influence and continuity in change.  

The Christian elements in The Lord of the Rings have been emphasised often enough: 

the importance of the notion of self-sacrifice (of Frodo and Gandalf), of hope, in the most 

desperate situations (Aragorn’s Elvish name, Estel, means ‘hope’), as well as the numerous 

allusions to the Apocalypse: the very name of the place where Frodo must cast the Ring (the 

Crack of Doom), the symbolism of the volcano (a mountain that rises towards heaven but 

also plunges into a fire pit, making it the place where Heaven and Hell come together: 

Jourde 74) and of the ‘wheel of fire’ Frodo mentions seeing several time during the 

ascension of Mount Doom (perhaps reminiscent of the wheel of fire from Ezekiel 1:4, that 

represents God’s wrath)… Christian principles are much more present in The Lord of the 
Rings than in the Silmarillion; and in the end, it turns out that the protagonists were right to 

keep faith and hope, and that the self-sacrifice of Frodo and Gandalf has not been in vain. 

On the other hand, while some of the heroes of the ancient times (particularly Elrond and 

Galadriel) are still present, the world they represent plays a very passive part in the war 

against Sauron. The Elves do not fight, and only welcome the heroes in temporary havens: 

first Gildor and his companions, whom the Hobbits meet on their way to Rivendell, and who 

protect them for an evening against the Nazgûls; then Elrond in Rivendell, and finally 

Galadriel in Lothlorien, shelter the heroes for a while before they can carry on their quest. It 

must be noticed that the only Elf who does fight alongside the Fellowship, Legolas, is not a 

Noldo but a ‘dark elf’, one of the Elves who never went to Valinor, and who played no part 

in the events of the Silmarillion. Even though the heroes of ancient times are still present, 

they make it abundantly clear that their time, and the world they represent, is over. 

The opposition of values represented by Elves and Men is interesting. Men have a 

direct interest in fighting Sauron, as his victory would mean destruction of their own world, 

and they need to save their own kin from the domination of evil. They insist on alliances, 



 

 

that will ultimately allow them to form an army strong enough to keep evil at bay while 

Frodo goes to the Crack of Doom. There is a certain similarity with early Christians, who 

insisted on forming a united and strong community, and called themselves the ‘soldiers of 

Christ’ (Wikipedia). The Elves, on the other hand, have no direct interest in the destruction 

of Mordor. Even the Dark Elves have their place in Valinor, and they could simply choose to 

leave Middle Earth for the safety of their homelands. As Elrond puts it during his Council, 

Elves and men are ‘estranged’ (LotR I 318), and what concerns Men does not concern the 

Elves. They nonetheless choose to side against Mordor, not to defend their brethren, but 

because evil must be fought, and the question of benefit or loss is irrelevant. There might be 

a possible comparison between the Elves, who fight evil one last time at the dusk of their 

days before returning to their homelands, and Beowulf, who returns to fight the dragon in 

his old age. And while the Elves do not truly die at the end of the novel, their departure is 

described ambiguously as their ‘passing’, and there is strong symbolic presence of death in 

the fact that they leave on a ship to an unknown, blessed lands (burial in ships was common 

for Norse royalty, and Beowulf’s father himself receives a sea burial). An old world dies, 

and the birth of a new one is further underlined by the last paragraphs of the novel, where 

Sam returns home to his new-born daughter. 

Nevertheless, there is continuity in change, and traces of the old world remain in the 

new. The new king of Arnor and Gondor, Aragorn, is descended from the old Numenorean 

nobility, and his wife Arwen is the descendant of some of the most important heroes of the 

Silmarillion (Beren and Luthien, Eärendil and Elwing, Galadriel, and of course Elrond). The 

blood of the Elves and of the Numenoreans is in fact fundamental for the new nobility: the 

prince Imrahil, who joins Aragorn, is said to be descended from Elves (LotR III 1141), and 

the Rangers, who become vassals to the new king, are of Numenorean blood. In fact, much 

of the old order is restored with Aragorn’s accession to the throne: the divided kingdoms of 

Arnor and Gondor are reunited, the white tree in Minath Tirith, that grew from a seed of one 

of the Valinorean trees, blossoms again, and Sam even plants a mirroring tree in the Shire, 

from a seed from Lothlorien. The war was not a revolution: its aim was not so much to end 

an unbearable order than to restore the old one where there was no order in place (as 

symbolised by the empty throne in Gondor, or Theoden’s temporary senility and dependence 

on Wormtongue). But the restoration cannot prevent the old world from ending. There are 

deep changes indeed (what symbolic apocalypse would not bring them?): the moment when 

Frodo casts the Ring in the fire is the moment when Tolkien achieves his goal to write a 

Christian narrative.  

While the heroic world of the Elves ends, the world of the Hobbits knows a different 

fate. Merry and Pippin become knights of Rohan and Gondor, and their travels have 

transformed them physically as well as morally (they now appear taller to the other Hobbits: 

LotR III 1336). Sam brings back a tree from Lothlorien. The Shire is no longer as isolated as 

it was; as Aragorn restores the kingdom of Arnor, the Hobbits become his vassals, and are 

integrated in a vaster realm. Ferré supposed that the Hobbits would eventually be completely 

assimilated to Men, and lose their physical and cultural specificities (Ferré 267), which 

sounds like a reasonable supposition. As for the woodlands around the Shire, it may be 

supposed that they will lose their dangers, as civilisation progresses in Arnor. Tom 

Bombadil, who was immune to the power of the Ring and ignored all that happened in the 

outside world, will probably stay in his forest, unseen except on rare occasions. Evils older 

than Mordor may not be completely eradicated, but will be more efficiently kept in check by 

the power of Arnor than by the solitary Rangers. As The Lord of the Rings ends, we can 

suppose that more traces of the chthonian world will remain than of the heroic pagan one. 

Moreover, the chthonian world is likely to survive not as memories and legends, but as an 

integrated part of the new world, albeit more discreet than it used to be. It can be supposed 



 

 

that the Hobbits will leave the bowels of the earth, or (as Tolkien wrote in The Hobbit) that 

they will hide deeper and won’t be seen anymore, but they do not depart like the Elves. 

There is indeed an element in nature that resists change. The Hobbits do try, under 

Saruman’s influence, to change their way of life and try to use nature as a tool instead of 

living in harmony with it, but it soon appears that this attempt brings only misery. As the 

order is restored, the Shire enters an era of mixed continuity and change, comparable to what 

happens at the same moment in Gondor. It is fair to say that the similarities between the 

world of Men and the Shire are numerous enough to state that the two worlds are becoming 

one. At the beginning of the Fourth Age, the world is unified again. The dominant values are 

Christian, yet the legitimacy of the new order comes directly from the ancient order of the 

Elves, and an important factor of continuity in change is a close relationship to nature in 

some parts of the world, embodied by the newly-integrated Hobbits.  

 

If Christian ethics are present in The Lord of the Rings, it is still very far from being a 

proselyte novel. A reader of The Silmarillion will know that there is a God in Middle Earth, 

that is very close to the Christian God, and will recognise Christian values in both texts. But 

Tolkien’s works are multi-layered, and the Christian view should be studied against the 

background of the other narratives that are present as well in the text. I have tried to prove 

that The Lord of the Rings could be interpreted as the story of a transition between two (or 

three) religions, and that this story is narrated in a mythical, rather than a historical fashion: 

in other worlds, The Lord of the Rings is not a pseudo-historical work showing believers of 

different faiths interacting with each other, abandoning their old religion to adopt a new one. 

The characters and events represent the religions themselves. The departure of the Elves 

from Middle Earth can be read as the end of a pagan religion that emphasised belief in 

heroes fighting the forces of evil. Their passing does not show a failure of the pagan 

worldview, either, as Germanic religions did not believe in the ultimate victory of good 

against evil; gods and heroes were bound to be destroyed in the ultimate fight, and it could 

be said that this is, metaphorically, what happens to the Elves. They are not physically 

destroyed, but they leave Middle Earth in a scene where the symbolism of death is rather 

obvious. What Tolkien shows is thus not a victory of Christianity over paganism, but the 

gradual replacement of the latter by the former. The replacement is not total either: many 

elements of the ancient order survive into the new, and the new world is built on the 

foundations of the old one. Paganism also survives in its chthonian avatar, embodied by the 

world of the Hobbits, that joined Aragorn’s new kingdom while retaining their ties to their 

lands: this can be read as a metaphor of the many non-Christian customs and legends that 

survived well into the Middle Ages, and occasionally into the 21sy century: celebrations of 

nature and fertility, that survived in the Christian celebrations of Christmas, Easter or 

Midsummer celebrations; or tales of fairies and other magical creatures, that do not belong 

to God or the devil. In fact, the shift that happened in the Middle Ages between paganism 

and Christianity is pictured quite accurately. This does not mean that we should understand 

The Lord of the Rings as a rewriting of Beowulf, or an allegory of the religious changes in 

the Middle Ages, any more than we should understand it as an allegory of global wars. It is 

simply one of the many layers that lend its depth to Tolkien’s work.  
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