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Thijs Porck 

Introdudion ''In l.)asent's ~vords 1 w·o·u-ld say: ~le must bt.~ s~tisf~eJ ~ith the_. soup_ tha:,is set.!> .. el'ore u_s, 
and not desire to see the bones of the ox out of wbtch It has been boded.· 1 By utmg these 

words in his artick On F'airy-Stories, Tblkien scholars to th(~ sourc(~S 

awl tuakrial IJU!Ies) uut ur which d story too 

the origin of stories, 1()]kien argued, could lead to the devaluation of literary ·Y···~ 1-"''''-""''"c 

as the Old English epic Beowu(j; as mere combinations of older folklore motives. 

despite Tblkien's discouragement, the bulk of scholarship on his Middle-earth has focused on the 

ox's bones rather than the soup. 

In mapping out the various sources of 1(Jlkien's Middle-earth, howevc1~ scholars have shown 

that this endeavour need not diminish a work's value. Rather, these studies have provided a better 

understanding of 1olkien's methods of composition and have often uncovered nuances or details 

that would otherwise have been left unnoticed. A case in point is Shippey 's excellent book The 

Road to JV!iddle-earth, which provides sources and analogues for TlJlkien's stories in order "to pro­

vide material for a more thorough and appreciative reading of 'lolkien".2 Other pLililications du 

not focus on Tolkien's methodology in adapting his sources per se, but, seek to highlight 

the relevance and inspiring nature of the source material itself. By studying how, for example, Old 

English and Old Norse material influenced ']olkien's fantasy books and their mov1e 

adaptations, these publications show that the academic study of these medieval languages is still 

relevant in a modern age.3 

T'he present paper aims to contribute to these source studies by focusing on the Old English 

sources of The Hobbit, which have not received as much attention as those in The Lord of the 

Rings and The &lmarillion. Mter describing the relationship between Tolkien and Old 

the Anglo-Saxon material will be discussed that either directly influenced The Hobbit or attests to 

the fact that The Hobbit was written by an author who was familiar with the culture and writ­

ings of the early medieval inhabitants of Anglo-Saxon England. By reading The I-lobbit from an 

Anglo-Saxonist point of view, we not only learn more about what inspired T()]kien to compose his 

narrative, we can also highlight the enduring value of studying his original sources.'+ 

'Ihlkien and Old English 
Old English language and literature played a rm~jor role in T(Jllcien's life: he studied Old English 

1) J.R.R Tolkien, On H11>'1J-.';tnl'1Pc in: C. Tolkien (Ed.), J.R.R. Tolkien: The Monsters and the Critics and Other 
(London 1983), 

2) Shippey, Tlze Road to Middle-Earth (London 1982), 215. 
3) For example: C. Tolley, "Is It Relevant? Old English Influence on The Lord of the Rings", in: R. North & J. Allard 
(Eds.), Beowulf & Other Stories: A New Introduction to Old English, Old Icelandic and Anglo-Nonnan Literatures 
(Harlow 2007), 38-62. 
4) This article is based on a lecture for prospective students of Old 
supposes only a basic acquaintance with the characters and plots of 

language and literature and pre­
Hobbit and Tlze Lord of the Rings. 
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as a university professor~ Old English was one of the many be \Yould compose poetry 

and. finally. Old has clearly ld'r its traces in his literary work. 

Tolkien studied comparative philology and Germanic and literature at Ox-

ford. Later, he would become a leading specialist in Old Old Norse and Middle 

His academic career started after \Vorld W~1r L \vben he hegan working for the Oxford Englt:C;/z 
DictionwJ· (OED) and contributed to the definitions and 

gle to wClrlock. He became a university professor of English uu'"'"''-'LLs'~ 

in 1920. During his p(~riod there, be published A Middle EngLish 
E.V Cordon, an edition of the Middle English poem Sir Gawain und the Green 
T()lkien subsequently held the Hawlinson and Bos\vorth Professorship 

of Oxford from 1925 to 19-15 and then became Merton Professor of English Lw.u;o:,L""'""'o 

Literature until his retirement in 1959. I-lis most well-known contribution to the acadernic 

of Old English is his 19:36 lecture Beowu(( The !'vfonsters and the which Beowu(/ 
scholarship into new directions. 

the remnants of Old English literature appears not to have been enough T(Jlkien: 

he also set out to compose some Old English poetry of his own. His works in Old include 

translated nursery rhymes, riddles and a celebratory poem for \VII. Auden. 6 He also wrote songs 

in Old English and sorne of these, such as Eadig beo jJu [Blessed be you] which could be sung to 

the melody of TlDinkLe, 7IoinkLe, lz'ule stClr, were induded in the collection Song;> fhr the PhiloLo­
gz>;ts, of which only a few copies survive. 7 

Tolkicn's expertise in Old English language and literature, finally, is also dearly present in his lit­

erary work. Various names of places and characters in Middle-earth, for example, can be traced 

back to Old English words. First of all, the name Middle-earth itself is based on the Old 

middClngeard "world, earth". 8 Other place names derived from Old words include: 

Isengard 

Orthanc 

Eodoras 

Mcduseld 

Dwimorberg 

Old English personal names are found mainly among the inhabitants of Hohan. The Rohirrim's 

love of horses is reflected in personal names containing the element "eo-", which is derived from 

Old English eoh "war-horse", as in E~owyn (wynn "joy"), Eomer (m&re "famous, and 

Eomund (mund "protectm; guardian"). King Theoden's name is derived from the Old English 

word oeoden "ruler, king", giving us the somewhat whimsical name King King. This philologi­

cal jest is continued if we look at the names of 'T'beoden's father and grandfather (Thcngel and 

Fengel) which similarly, from Old English words denoting "prince" or "king'' (oen.gel and 

fengeL). 
The Old English poem Beowulj; in particular, wa.s one of Tolkien's most inspirational sourc­

es. Bemou[j' is an epic which relates the adventures of the hero Bemvulf, who, as a young man, 

5) T.A. Shippey, "Tolkien's Academic Reputation Now", in: T.A. Shippey, Roots and Branches: Selected Papers on 
Tolkien (Zollikofen 2007), 203-212. 
6) For these works, see J.D. Rateliff, The 
7) Three of Tolkien's Old English poems for 
227-233. 

of the Ho/Jbit (London 2008) pp. 65,170-171, 190-191. 
collection are reprinted in Shippey, Road to Middle-Earth, 

8) All definitions of Old English words were taken from J.R. Clark Hall, A Concise /111('/0·-,"Ja:mn 

(Toronto 1960). Throughout this article, I have decided not to indicate the length of 
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Fl:!jure :2. The Ang!o-Scu·on Coitu!l llhr!cl :lfop (!rji) 

ll'l'tlz Britain in the lower !rit corner: On the r(ijhL: 

u detail r:/the mop, shou,t!tg u depiction o/o lion 

and o mmmtain. Lone/on. Britl:,·h LitmJI): Co!!on 
F)~ure I. Thror's nWJ! Tiberius lJ. u.,.fi!l. 56u. 

comes to the aid of the old of t l w Danes. whose hall 

Cn,ndel. Afrer how Beowulf defeated both Grendel and Crendel's 

fast-forwards fifty years: Beowulf is now all old 

\Vitl1 tfw help of a young warrior~ tlw dderly Beownlf manages to dd.eat the 

laying eyes on the treasun\ Beowulf dies of his wounds. The prwrn ends vvilh the 

tion of Beowlllf's buriaL 

Tblkien used Beount(j's description of the treasure, ~'iumonna 

lgold of ancient men, wound round with a spdJ],'l as the initial title and ·.ncn••·"'.''"" 

that is now known as The Hoard. T'his poem by 'IHkien describes an 

guarded by a dragon that is ultimately defeated a fearless warrior 

enjoy his acquired wealth. 10 Similarly, various scenes in The Lord rf the 

influence of Beowulf Gandalfs approach and reception at the hall 
resembles Beowulf's arrival at the hall of King Hrothgar and Theoden's funeral is to 

that of Beowulf himself 11 As we shall see below, the influence also traceable in The 

Hohbz.'t and has definitely inspired Tolkien's depictions of Collum and 

and runes: Tlu·or's map 
The first thing any reader of The Hobf)[:t sees upon opening the book is the illustration of Thror's 

map 1). The map directs Thorin, the dwarves and Bilbo to the Moun-

tain of Erebor and indicates the secret passage which would allow the 

dragon and retake the treasures. According to Shippey, the "added 

nothing to the story but decoration ancl a 'Here be feel of quaultnest;' 

however, that Thror's map firmly places The Hobbil in its medieval 

setting and, as such, adds to the work's distinctive flavour. 

In forlll and orientation, Thror's ruap is a medieval map and has an m 
the deventh-century, Anglo-Saxon Cotton \Vorld Map (see Figure 2). n Tblkien's map outlines the 

area around the Londy Mountain through illustrations, such as tlw rnountain and the as 

9) Bcowulf l. 3052. All translations from Old English, unless otherwise noted, are my own. 
10) D.A. Anderson, The Annotated fiobbit (London 2003), 335-338. 

Tolley, "Is it Relevant?", 42-47. R.H. Bremmer Jr., "Zin in Tolkiens fn de /Jan Da!l de ring", in: B. Verstappen 
Vramde Derha/ezz, gocd nicuws? Over Harry Potter en anderc !zeldcn (Nijmegen 2003), 81. 

12) Shippey, Road to Middle-Earth, 76. 
13) For a complete description of the Cotton World Map and its context, seeP. McGurk, "The 
in: P. McGurk, D.N. Dunville, M.R. Godden & A Knock (Eds.), An Eleventh-Century Ang/o-Saxon 



Figure 3. E:-camples ofmecheuol mcmiwluc, drawings 

ofhanrls to indicote passages c!finterest. The Hague, 

Koninklfike BibliothPek. K;J 2"1 

\vel! as such a~ ·'\\1est lies Mirkwoocl the 

there are 

Cotton \Vorld 
. In a sirnilar vein. the 

simple illustrations of 
mountains, such as the ''mons aureus'' [golden 

mountain], and a lion with an accompanying 

Latin description "hie abundant leones" [here 

are many lions]. more fundamental ~irnilar-

between Thror's map and medieval maps, 

including the Cotton \Vorld is the fact that 

East rather than North appears at the top; an 

orientation which was the norm m medieval maps until the sixtPenlh century. H A'i while to 

the modern reader Tblkien's dwarvcn map may come across as 

ordinary map to an Anglo-Saxon. 

, it would seem like tm 

In Hivendell, Elrond makes an important discovery: Thror's map contains moon-letters which 

reveal when and how the secret passageway to the Lonely Mountain will be made visible. The 

discovery of this magical inscription emphasizes the second aspect of Thror's map: 

the runes. The runes that Tolkien used, as he noted himself, were "similar to, but not identi­

cal with the runes of Anglo-Saxon inscriptions". 15 A'lide from the long message in moon-runes, 

Thror's map contains two other instances of runes: the compass are marked with runes, 

reading clockwise E, S, Wand and a short message in regulaT runes, which describes the se­

cret doorway as "five feet high the dor and three may wolk abreast. Th. Th.". This second runic 

message is accompanied by a drawing of a hand. This drawing is reminiscent of the medieval 

practice of drawing little hands, maniculae, in the margins of a manuscript to indicate passages 

of interest (see Figure 3). 

The Anglo-Saxons rarely used runes for writing on parchment. Instead, they used their runes to 

inscribe short messages on wood, stone, bone and metal. These messages usually denoted little 

more than the owner and the material out of which the object was made. Runic inscriptions could 

also simply identify the object, as is the case for the late eighth-century Wheatley Hill ring: 

ic hatt" [I mn called ring].16 Inscriptions of a more magical nature, such as those on Thror's map, 

also occur. The Kint,TJ1100r Hing and the Bramham Moor Ring, for example, both contain a magi­

cal formula, inscribed in runesY Tolkjen will certainly have been familiar with these rings and, 

quite possibly, they partly inspired the one that Collum called precious". 

* ·k * 

Miscellany: British Library Cotton Tiberius B. V Part I, Together with Leaves from British Library Cotton Nero D. I1 
(Copenhagen 1983), 79-87. See also: M.K. Foys, "The Virtual Reality of the Anglo-Saxon Mappamundi", Literature 
Compas 1 (2003), 1-17. 
14) E. Edson, Mapping Time and How Medieval Mapnzakers Viewed Their World (London 1997), 16. 
15) For further discussion on runes, see Anderson, Annotated Hobbit, 378-379. 
16) R.L Page, An Introduction to English Runes (2nd edition, Woodbridge 2006), 169. 
17) Ibidem, 112-113. 
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l'Igure 4. Depictions ofGollum in, .from leji to rz~uht. the /%:.!Swedish edition, 

the 1Y62 Portuguese edition and the 11)6 7 Gennon edition 

Monsters and riddles: Riddles in the dark 
What kind of creature is Collum? Readers of the Lord (?l the Rinp;s know that Gollunl'--was once 

Srneagol, one of the river folk, not unlike a hobbit. lu the first edition of The Hobbit, 
Tolkien was rather more obscure in his description of Collurn, noting only: 

Deep down here by the dark water lived old Collum. I don't know where he came from, 

nor who or what he was. He was Collum- as dark as darkness, except for two round 

pale eyes. F-Ie had a boat ... 1il 

The only detail of Collum's physical appearance that is constantly stressed in The Hobbit is his 

eyes, from which a light "burned with a pale flame". 19 

The lack of a detailed description had an unfortunate side effect. Some illustrators of foreign 

editions of The Hobbit took quite some liberty in drawing Collum and, as a Collum was 

depicted a giant six times the size of Bilbo in the 1962 Swedish edition, a bearded brute in the 
1962 Portuguese edition :md as an immense toad-like creature in the 1967 German edition 

Figure 4). 20 Tblkien criticized these monstrous depictions in a letter to his publishers in 1963: 
"Collum should not be made a monste1~ as he is by practically all other illustrators in disregard of 

the text. "21 rib avoid any further monstrous representations of Collum, Tblkien changed his initial 

description of Collum in the third, revised edition of The Hobbit (published from 1966 onwards): 

Deep down here by the dark water lived old Collum, a snwll slimy creature. I don't know 

where he came from, nor who or what he was. He was Collum - as dark as darlmess, 

except for two big round pale eyes in his thin face. He had a little :boat ... (alterations are 

in italics) 

Why didn't 1blkien choose to describe Collum in a more detailed manner in the first The 

answer lies in Beowu(j; as Tblkien's description of Gollurn has much in common with that of the 

18) The Hobbit (1st edition), 118-J19 (chapter 5). All page numbers refer to the second, revised edition of 
Andcrson, Annotated Hobbit. 
19) The Hobbit, 129. 
20) Illustrations of various foreign editions are available online on the website H.O.B.B.l.T.I.S.H. (Hobbitish 
Or "Bilbo Baggins" Illustrated", The International Sketched I-Iobbit), http://pblancho.free.fr/. Accessed May 
18, 2012. 
21) Anderson, Annotated Hobbit, 133. 
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monster Crendel in the Old poem. During the whole poem, the Beowulf-poet never re-

veals what sort of monster Grendel is, calling it by names. such as ""a·'""""'..-'" 

spirit], "feond [enemy of mankind] and "manscar5a'' [vile 

in an authorial comment that closely resembles l(Jlkien's, that Grendel was a ·'scea6ona ic nat 

[an enemy, I do not knO\v what kinc1]. 22 As with Collum. only the eyes of Crendel an~ 

described in some detail: "him of eagum stod ligge gelicost leoht [from his eyes issued 

a distorted light, most like a flame]. 2::l With his description of Collum, then, 'l{Jlkien appears to 

have drawn 011 the description of Crendel in Beowulf l_jike the Beowulj~poet before him, Tolkien 

must have realised that the omission of descriptive details is an effectivt; narrative method which 

stirnulates the reader to participate actively with the story and his own nightmare 

Aside from the similarities between Collum and Grendel, the chapter Riddles in the Dark ex­

poses another trace ofAnglo-Saxon culture: the riddles. As many scholars have noted, the riddles 

told by Collurn and Bilbo bring to rnind the various Old riddlf~s found in the 

temh-century Exeter Book21 means o! Hiddles 45 and 69 are below: 

le on winde weaxan nathwa~t, 

pindan ond jJtmian, lJecene hebban; 

on Jx:et hanlease bryd grapode, 

hygewlonc hondum, hnegle peahte 

jJrindende ping jJeodnes clohtor.25 

[l learned of something unknown growing in a eorner, 

its cover; a proud bride grabbed upon that boneless thing with 

covered the swelling thing with a garment.] 

Wundor wean) on wege; wceter wearo to bane.26 

[A miracle happened along the way; water becmne bone.] 

The Exeter Book does not provide the answers to the ninety or so riddles it contains and, there­

fore, remains an interesting source to study. The answers to the two riddles above are coJrt1fll10I11v 

accepted to be "dough" and "ice". Despite the fact that most of the riddles told by Collum and 

Bilbo have analogues elsewhere, none of the Exeter Book riddles were used by Tolkien for this 

chapter. 27 Yet these Anglo-S<uon riddles may definitely have been on his mind when he described 

the riddle game as "sacred and of immense antiquity".28 0ne of Bilho's riddles does seem to have 

a clear Old English basis: 

An eye in a blue face 

saw an eye in a green face. 

"That eye is like to this 

Said the first eye, 

22) Bemouif ll. 102, 164, 712, 274. 
23) Ibidem, 11. 726-727. 
24) Anderson, Annotated Hobbit, 13l.Rateliff, History of the Hobbit, 171. 
25) G.P. Krapp & E. Van Kirk Dobbie (Eds.), The Exeter Book (London & New York ] 936), 205. 
26) Ibidem, 231. 
27) For an exhaustive overview of sources and analogues for Tolkien's riddles, see Rateliff, History of the Hob­
bit, 168-182. 
28) The Ho/Jl1it, 126-127. 
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"But in low place 

Not in high place."29 

The ans\ver to this riddle. "Sun on the daisies'·. reveals, as Anderson explains, that the riddle is 

"'h"••n 1 ,~.,,"' of dmsy. The word \Vas derived from the Old eage 

alluding to the fact that the flower opens its petals at sunrise and 

closes them in the evening. 10 

\-\7hafs in a word? \Vargs, Beorn, spiders and elves 
For several characters and creatures in The !Johbit, 1hlkien appears to have drawn mspu·at1on 

from Old English words. The evil wolf-like wargs that harass Bilbo and thl~ dwarves after escap­

ing the Misty Mountains, for example, are based on the Old English word tDearg, which means 

both "wolf' and ''outlaw, criminal". Similarly, the hospitable character Beorn, wh(; is a warrior 

ar1d a bear exl1il)its tl1e duaJ of the ()le! V/ord beorrt: ~"!)ear"~ 

and ''warrior"Y1 Old English words for "spider", such as altercoppu and loppe, are found in the 

lines "Attercup! Attercop!" and Lob and crazy Cob", sung by Bilbo to annoy the spiders 
of Mirkwood.s2 

Tblkien's characterization of the elves in The Hobbit also draws, in part, on Old English vo­

cabulary. The Wood-elves of Mirkwood, who capture the dwarves, are described in an ambivalen1 

manner. On the one hand, they are characterised as distrusting strangers, and "rnore dangerous 

and less wise'' than the High elves of the West. On the other hand, Thlkien remarks "[s]till elves 

they were and remain, and that is Good Peop!e".:):J In Anglo-Saxon we find a similar 

dual attitude towards elves. Their dark and dangerous side is attested by Old English words for 

nightmare and physical ailments, sudue/fad/ "elf disease, nightmare", "elf's influence, 

nightmare", mlf-sogooa "hiccough'' and wmtermlf-adl "water elf disease":'H These last two words 

suggest that elves might cause diseases and this idea also turns up in Old English medical texts. 

The '"Charm against a sudden stitch", for example, attributes a shooting pain or cramp to "ylfa 

scot" [elves' shot] and another text provides instruction on what to do if your horse was shot by 

an elf. 35 That elves could be considered malignant creatures is also found in Beowu(f, which de­

scribes the elves as monstrous descendants of Cain: "panon untydras ealle onwocon: eotenas ond 

ylfe ond orcneas swylce gigantas" [thence (from Cain) all monsters awoke: giants and elves and 

ores/monsters, as well as giants ].36 

There is also evidence that the Anglo-Saxons considered the elves to be a positive presence. An 

example of this is the word m(f-sciene "bright as an elf, beautiful, radiant" which is used twice in 

the extant corpus of Old English texts to describe two Biblical women: Judith and Sarah. The el­
ement m/f- was also used in personal names, which equally suggests that parents considered elves 

as something positive: !Elj~red "elf-counsel"; /E'(twine "elf-friend",A~(f-nolh "elf-brave",/:Eif-

29) The Hobbit, 122. 
30) Anderson, Annotated Hobbit, 122. 
31) For a discussion on the idea of "bear-warriors" in Anglo-Saxon England, see: B. Bates, The Real Middle­
Earth. Magic and Mystery in the Dark Ages (London 2002), 155-159. 
32) The Hobbit, 211-212. 
33) The Hobbit, 218-219. 
34) My definitions of the Old English words are based on Clark Hall, Concise 
"Light-elves, Dark-elves, and others: Tolkien 's Elvish Problem", in: Shippey, Roots and 
different definitions for the same words. 

Cf. T.A. Shi ppey, 
218-219, who has 

35) These and other charms against diseases caused by elves, are published electronically by Karen Jolly on 
http://www2.hawaii.edu/-kjolly/unc.htm. Accessed May 18, 2012. 
36) Beowulf, !!. 111-113. 
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Figure 5. Catalogue of elues in a Latin- Old Engb:>h 
glossur'}; the ell terms transLate the Latin words 

orl:'odes, drr'ades, omodriadl:'s. mwdes ond noides. 
Leiden, Fbsslus ()L JO(J,./(J!. 10r: 

thryth "elf-pmverful', ~tE(rhere "elf 
"elf-pmverful''.:r Like lbllcien's \Vood-

and respected. 
Finally, ']()lkierts distinction between dif­

ferent types of elv(~S, such as the Wood-elves, High elves, l_,ight-elves, De(~p-elves and l:lea-1:;1ves. 

also has a clear analogue in the lexicon, which features similar of 

elves. A small Latin-Old English glossary kept in the Library of Leiden, for example, 

includes a short catalogue of words denoting elves that include "dun a~lfinne" [dune or hill elves], 

"wudu cdfinrH~" l wood elves], '\va~it;r aJfitHre" 
mlfinne" [sea elves] (see Figure 5). 

and treasure: and the Arkenstone 

and 

Like elves, dragons held an important position in the Anglo-Saxon irnagination. Place names, 

such as Drakdow (Derbyshire), Dragley beck (Lancashire) and Drakeholes (Nottinghamshire), 

attest to the Anglo-Saxon fascination with dragons, as do the depictions of on vanous 

pieces of armour and jewelry.38 Dragons are also found as manuscript illurninations and Tolkien 

will have been familiar with the illustration of the two dragons in the tenth-century Junius Manu­

script (see Figure 6). Together; these dragons form the first letter of the Old English poem Exo­
dus, of which an edition, translation and commentary by 1bllcien was published posthumously 

in 1981.39 

For theAnglo-Saxons, seeing a dragon could be both a bad and a good omen. One of the manu­

scripts of The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, for example, reports: 

793. Her wmron reoe forebecna cumene ofer Norohymbra land, ond lJa~t foie eannlic 

bregdon, pa:~t wmron mmete lJodenas ond ligrescas, ond fyrene dracan wmron gesewene 

on lJam lifte flcogende. 40 

[793. In this year dire signs had corne over the land of the Northumbrians, and they ter­

rified the people miserably, these were huge whirlwinds and lightnings, and fiery dragons 

were seen flying in the air.] 

These dragons were indeed a bad omen as the year 793 was a year of great hunger and marked 

the first year of the Viking raids. a dragon in a dream was a of good for­

tune. One entry in an Old English collection of dream interpretations reads "Cif hirn }Jince !Jm1 

he dracan geseo: god }xr~t bijJ" [If it seems to him (in a dream) that he sees a dragon: that will 

be good]. 41 That dreaming of a dragon might entail good fortune is probably due to the asso-

37) Brernmer, "Zin in Tolkien? ", 90. 
38) Bates, Real Middle-Earth, 88-97. 
39) J. Turville-Peters (Ed.), The Old English "Exodus". ·rext, translation and commentary by J.R.R. Tolkien 
(Oxford 1981 ). 
40) CP. Cubbin (Ed.), The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: A Collaborative Edition. Volume 6: MS. D (Cambridge 1996), 17. 
41) LS. Chardonnens, Anglo-Saxon Prognostics, 900-1100 (Leiden & Boston 2007), 298. 



Figure 6. 7u'o dmgonsfimn the letter 'h' of"Hu•wt", 
the first word of the Old Enghsh poem Exodus. OrfiJrd, 
Bod/eian Lzbrw); }unius 1liS 2, p. Jq3 

ciation of dragons with treasure. This associa­

tion was even proverbial: illcLx:t:rns 11.. a collec­

tion of Old proverbs, includes ··Draca 

sceal on hlwwe. frod, fnrtwum vvlanc" [A drag­

on must live in a hanmv, old and proud of his 

treasures J. 
Smaug in Tolkien\ The Hobbit is a typicaL 

Anglo-Saxon dragon and, as many research­

ers have noted, has rnuch in common with the 

dragon in Beowu(l The analogues bet\veen 

and Beowulf's dragon are nurnerous and have been discussed e]c;cwlwre in greater detail 

than is possible here. 1:J 'fhercfore, 1 will only diseuss the three most striking sirnilarities. First of 

all, both dragons are old, live in a hill and guard a treasure, which once to another. Sec­

ondly, like Smaug, the dragon in Beou.m(/ is roused frorn his slumber because someone has stolen 

a cup from his hoard: 

]Jordweard sohte 

gem·ne ~:eft.er grunde wolcle guman tlndan 

})one }Je him on sweofote sare geteode. 

sincftet sohte. He l)tet sona onfand 

omt hmfde gurnena sum goldes gefandod, 

heahgestreona. 

[The guardi~m of the hoard (the dragon) sought eagerly along the ground, he wanted to 

find the man, who had sorely hurt him in his sleep ... he sought the treasure cup. He soon 

found that some man had disturbed the gold, the exquisite treasures J 

After discovering the missing cup, finally, both Smaug and the dragon inBeowu/fwait until night­

fall to go on a destructive campaign which, ultimately, leads to their deaths. Interestingly, when 

Smaug travels to Lake-town, his approaching is interpreted, in keeping with fUJl!!Hl-l'mx.<m 

notions, as both a good and a bad omen: the inhabitants of I_,ake-town interpret the glow as a 

sign that gold and silver will come their way, whilst Bard thinks otherwise and is criticized for 

"always foreboding gloomy things".15 

As Smaug leaves the lonely Mountain to attack Lake-town, Thorin and the dwarves see au 

opportunity to enter the mountain and reclaim the treasures. Thorin's main objective is to find the 

Iieart of the Mountain, the great white gem called the Arkenstone. The name Arkenstonc is 

bly derived from the Old English word eorcan.stan "precious jewel", which occurs as eorclanslan-

42) Maxims !I, I. 26-27. Translation: T.A. Shippey, Poems of Wisdom and Leaming in Old Englisli (Cambridge 
1976), 77. 
43) B.M. Christensen, Beowulfand The Hobbit: Elegy into Fantasy in J.R.R. Tolkien's Creative Teclmiquc. Unpublis-
hed Dissertation of the of 

Southern California, 
44) Beowulf, 11. 2292-2302. 
45) The HoblJit, 303. 



as inBeowuff-+ll According to Hatelifi the name of the Arkenstone was not taken fromBeowu?f but 

derived from the word earcunstcm in the Old English poem Chn>.;t. where the word is used as a 

metaphor for Christ.-+' Hateliffs is appealing as it opens up the possibility for a 

interpretation of Thorin's quest for the Arkenstorw as a search for Christ. ·\n inH~rpretation which 

is \Votth considering as Tolkien himself that all stories. and extension 

literature, are essentially base versions of the story of the Birth and Hesurrection of Christ.-+il 

Conclusion 
In this paper, I have studied the ox's bones; noL as Tolkien femed, in an attempt to spoil the 

soup. The overview presented here should not be taken as a that TlJlkien simply 

pasted" Anglo-S<L'{Ofl motives into his vvork. Hather~ what I have wanted to shovv is that an un­

derstanding of Old English language and literature makes for a more enthralling experience when 

reading Tolkien's The Hubb£L as well as a greater appreciation for the rl!c,~hrlr·i~,"p 

flavour of the work. 

Reading The Flob!Jit from an Anglo-Saxonist perspective reveals how Tolkien was 

the cartographic conventions, runic inscriptions, literary techniques, words and literature created 

by the As such, The Hobbit is a good exarnple or the of the cul­

ture and writings that were brought to Britain by its Germanic invaders roughly 1500 years ago. 

By working Anglo-Saxon material into his fantasy literature, 1blkien appears to have set a trend. 

Over the past few years, 1 have spotted traces of Anglo-Saxon culture in recent works of 

by Stephen Donaldson (7he Chronicles of Thomw; Covenant), Jeff Smith (Bone) and 

H.R. Martin (A Song oflce and Fire).49 llopefully, the enduring popularity of the fantasy genre, 

fundamentally inspired as it is by Tolkien, will ensure that the of Old English and 

literature remains topical and never loses its appeal among students. ln this age of instructional 

cooking shows, such as Nigellcz Bites, The Naked Chef and Two it is only natural for 

people who like the soup to want to know more about the ingyedients. 

46) Beowuif I. 1208. 
47) Rateliff, 
48) Tolkien, "On t-oJr1J- . ..,tnnP'; 

49) Stephen Donaldson's use of "Weird" and "Wi..ird" to refer to the concepts of doom, destiny or duty of, 
respectively, the Waynhim and the Elohim in The Chronicles Covena11t (1977-1979, 1980-1983, 2004-) 
has much in common with the concept of destiny". In Rose (2009), the prequel to 
Jeff Smith's Bone saga (2000-2002), headmaster of the paraphrases Bede's parable of the sparrow; J. 
Smith & C. Vess, Rose (New York 2009), 27. The Seven Kingdoms of Westeros, located south of The Wall, in 
G.R.R. Martin's A Song of Ice and Fire (1996-), seem modeled on the seven Anglo-Saxon kingdoms (known as 
the Heptarchy), south of Hadrian's Wall. 


