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T h e  O g r e  B l i n d e d  a n d  T h e  L o r d  o f  t h e  R i n g s

D a n i e l  P e r e t t i

J.R.R. Tolkien drew  upon  m any narrative sources to create his M iddle-earth, 
some obvious and some obscure. But m any of the studies on this subject 

ignore a particularly im portant scene: the climax at M ount Doom. The few 
critical exam inations of the events that take place there tend to look upon  them  in 
light of the end of the quest; that is, they try to find m eaning in them  as p art of 
the plot and as part of a literary tradition of questing. None have attem pted to 
explore this part of the story as a literary version of an international tale that 
originated in oral tradition.

The chapter titled "M ount Doom" is reticent regarding its roots. This 
essay will attem pt to prove that it is actually a transform ation of an 
internationally d istributed folktale type, Aarne-Thom pson Type 1137: The Ogre 
Blinded (hereafter AT 1137). Though nothing in the w ork itself nor in Tolkien's 
w ritings about it indicates that he consciously kept this tale type in m ind while 
com posing his work, the sim ilarities are g rea t—as are the differences. Thus this 
essay will also show  the ways in which the tale was changed, the m eanings 
behind some of those changes, and the conscious and unconscious process that 
shaped it. This is a study of creativity.

Tolkien developed his ow n m etaphor to describe creativity, the 
C auldron of Story ("On Fairy-Stories" [OFS] 125). To Tolkien, the C auldron 
represents tradition: the stories already told, consisting of motifs and plots 
developed in the past that new  storytellers draw  upon  w hen telling new  stories. 
Folklorists catalogue these stories and classify them  into num bered tale types 
based on common motifs and structures (tale types are explored in detail below). 
But storytellers encounter these stories only in particular instances w hich vary in 
detail. Stories ladled from  the C auldron will contain different elements 
organized in different com binations because the tellers each have their own 
versions; however, they are still scooped from  the same Cauldron. Tolkien's own 
Cauldron, fashioned and filled during  years of extensive reading, was deep and 
vast, as a glance th rough any study  of his w ork will indicate. The following will 
attem pt to illum inate his relationship w ith this C au ld ron—w ith trad ition—and 
perhaps som ething of the m anner in w hich he cooked.

Accom plishing this requires two steps: First, to prove Tolkien's
acquaintance w ith  AT 1137 in other fo rm s—preferably in m ore than one source.
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Doing so will indicate that Tolkien had  m ore than a passing fam iliarity w ith  the 
tale type, perhaps enough to dem onstrate that he had  internalized it. Second, to 
identify convincingly the events at M ount Doom w ith those of AT 1137. Once 
that is done, some conclusions m ay be drawn.

That Tolkien encountered this tale type before w riting The Lord of the 
Rings is rem arkably easy to prove. In H um phrey  Carpenter's biography, we 
learn that Tolkien could read ancient Greek (35). In fact he becam e absorbed by 
H om er early in his life: "I was brought u p  in the Classics, and first discovered 
the sensation of literary pleasure in H om er" (Letters 172). The earliest w ritten 
variant of AT 1137 comes from  Book IX of The Odyssey, w hen Odysseus 
encounters the Cyclops Polyphem os (Bk. IX 152-62). In fact, so im portant is this 
version to the tale type, its subtitle is Polyphem os (Aarne and Thom pson 362). In 
Tolkien's essay "O n Fairy-Stories," he reveals his love of folktale collections. He 
m entions one specifically that gave h im  great pleasure: J.F. Campbell's Popular 
Tales of the West Highlands, w hich contains another variant of AT 1137 called 
"Conall Cra Bhuidhe."

W ith further digging, it m ight be possible to connect Tolkien to other 
varian ts—specifically those found in The Arabian Nights or some of the Icelandic 
Sagas—though it seems likely that, as w ith  the above, he only knew  of them  
through w ritten sources. However, the fact that he had  m ore than a passing 
fam iliarity w ith two variants seems sufficient.

The second phase, proving identity  of the tales, is m ore complex. 
Certainly the books that gave the author h is first "sensation of literary pleasure" 
w ould  have a profound im pact on that author's later work. R ichard Dorson pu t 
forw ard a scheme for identifying folklore sources in literature (1-8). H e states 
that one m ust begin w ith  the author's biography, to search therein for evidence of 
the author's exposure to the folklore in question. It has already been seen that 
Tolkien h ad  encountered variants of AT 1137, so we need not explore this further, 
bu t Dorson's scheme is tripartite: he also calls for exam ination of both internal 
and external evidence to seek corroboration and proof of identity.

For Dorson, the internal evidence should provide proof that the author 
w as connected to an oral tradition. Such proof w ould ideally come in the form  of 
authentic descriptions of storytelling events and awareness of the characteristics 
of oral tales, such as variation and m ultiple existence. Though Tolkien's works 
probably do provide such evidence, it is less relevant for the current study. 
Tolkien's sources as he describes them  w ere certainly literary; however, he was a 
m em ber of a group that read  m any of these w orks aloud. There is quite a bit of 
evidence in The Lord of the Rings that points to his awareness of oral tradition (for 
instance, m any of his characters compose songs orally), but again, this is not 
relevant to the present study.
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The th ird  part of Dorson's scheme requires external corroboration, and 
here is w here our attention is best kept. Identification, as Alan D undes points 
out (136) is all about similarities. Are the elements of the chapter "M ount Doom" 
sim ilar enough to variants of AT 1137 for it to be called a version of that tale 
type? To answer this question, we m ust first understand  the concept of the tale 
type.

A tale type, according to W illiam Hansen, is "a traditional, m igratory 
story w hose texts, though varying in details, share a fairly constant core of 
coherent action" (Hansen, "H om er" 444). As Gyula O rtu tay  is "tem pted to say," 
types m ay be looked on as "fixed limits tow ards w hich variants progress or from  
w hich they recede [or] abstractions derived from  the long series of always 
changing variants" (143). The constant core, the fixed lim it—these are 
determ ined by scholars, and it is safe to say that no pure tale type exists in 
tradition. The individual m anifestations are particular and unique. The 
description of AT 1137 found in the Tale Type Index is a bit too abstract for our 
purposes, so we will use H ansen's summ ary:

[A] m an (sometimes with companions) comes to the dwelling of an ogre, 
usually a giant. The cannibalistic ogre keeps him in his lair. In self-defense 
the hero destroys the ogre's eyes (or his only eye) by means of a spit (or 
boiling liquid). Subsequently he covers himself w ith a sheepskin, joins the 
ogre's sheep, and crawls out of the lair. Having escaped from the ogre's 
dwelling, the hero sometimes mocks the ogre, and often the monster 
throws him a magic ring, but when the hero puts it on, the ring repeatedly 
yells 'Here I am,' thereby guiding the blinded ogre to him. Since the ring 
cannot be removed, the m an is obliged to cut off his finger, after which he 
escapes, taking with him the ogre's valuables. ("Homer," 450)

H ansen notes that the ring  m otif (motif D1076) does not appear in m any versions 
(including H om er's version), bu t that "[v]ery likely the Ring Episode persists in 
transform ation as the ogre's curse, w hich like the m agic ring does the hero some 
harm  b u t fails to prevent his escape. The curse also links the Kyklops adventure 
w ith  the rem ainder of O dysseus' return  by m otivating Poseidon's anger at 
O dysseus" (450).

A sum m ary of Campbell's version will be of benefit. It begins w ith 
Conall recounting his adventures to placate a king w ho w ould have Conall and 
his sons killed. In one of them, Conall comes to the cave of a one-eyed, goat 
herd ing  g iant w ho threatens to eat him . Conall says to the giant: "But I see thou 
art one-eyed. I am  a good leech, and I will give thee the sight of the other eye" 
(Campbell 112). W ith use of cauldron and fire, Conall blinds the giant's one good 
eye. W ith the g iant guard ing  the door, Conall slays its fine buck and disguises 
him self in its skin to m ake his escape. H e then taunts the giant w ith his escape,
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and the g iant gives h im  a ring. Foolishly, Conall pu ts it on. The giant calls out to 
the ring, w hich answers "I am  here." Unable to get the ring off his finger, Conall 
cuts the finger off and throw s it in a deep lake. W hen the giant calls out, the ring 
answers. The giant leaps into the lake and drowns. As proof of his tale, Conall 
shows the king his hand, w ith only four fingers on it.

N ow  here is Tolkien's ow n sum m ary of the relevant sequence in The 
Lord of the Rings:

[Frodo and Sam] reach the Mountain of Doom and the high chamber of 
the Fire —dogged still by the relentless Gollum, over whom the Ring that 
he no longer possesses has a power that nothing but death could heal.

We reach the brink of the First [sic], and the whole plan fails. The Ring 
conquers. Frodo cannot bear to destroy it. He renounces the Quest, and 
claims the Ring and puts it on his finger. The Dark Lord is suddenly 
aware of him and all the plot. His whole appalling will is withdrawn from 
the battle at the Gates and concentrated on the Mountain (within sight of 
his throne). Gollum comes up, and wrestles on the brink for mastery with 
Frodo. He bits [sic] off finger and Ring, and screams with exultation, but 
falls in his mad capering into the abyss, and so ends. And so the Ring is 
after all unmade —and even the treachery of Gollum has served its end (as 
Gandalf foretold).

The Hobbits are nearly overwhelmed in the resulting cataclysm.
From afar they glimpse through the clouds the catastrophic downfall of 
the Dark Tower, and the disintegration of Sauron. The Mountain erupts.
At last they lie choked in fume and flame on a last rock-isle in a sea of 
molten lava. [...]

The cry of 'the Eagles' really is heard. They come down the wind 
from the North, and directed by Gandalf, bear up the bodies of Frodo and 
Sam and bring them out of the ruin of Mordor. (qtd. in Hammond and 
Scull 747)

At first glance the similarities are not great. I hadn 't even noticed them  
until I read  H ansen's essay, in w hich he points out the m agical ring  that appears 
in some of the variants. It cannot be rem oved save by the shedding of blood. 
Also, the ring  belongs to a being w hose defining characteristic is a single eye. 
Though this is not a universal characteristic of the tale type, it is quite com mon in 
the northern  and w estern parts of Europe. Im m ediately w e see some similarities 
on the surface, bu t to prove identity  requires m ore than surface similarity. To see 
just how  thoroughly the tales identify, it is useful to lay out the elem ents and 
motifs according to their writers:
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Homer____________
Journey to a cave 
Fire, smoke 
Villain with one eye 
Blinding
Escape on animal (sheep) 
Curse

Campbell________
Journey to a cave 
Fire, smoke 
Villain with one eye 
Blinding
Escape on animal (goat) 
Magical ring 
Exposes wearer to owner 
Removed by force 
Thrown into liquid (lake) 
Death of giant

Tolkien_________
Journey to a cave 
Fire, smoke (volcano) 
Villain with one eye 
Blinding (see below) 
Escape on animal (eagle) 
Magical ring 
Exposes wearer to owner 
Removed by force 
Falls into liquid (lava) 
Death of Sauron

Juxtaposed in this m anner, the similarities become apparent; bu t they become 
even m ore evident if exam ined further. For example, though Frodo and Sam do 
not b lind  Tolkien's ogre, Sauron, if w e take the other half of the sto ry—the battles 
fought in Book V —we m ay look at this as an attem pt to blind  the eye of Sauron 
to the activities of the Hobbits, not so that they m ay escape, bu t so that they m ay 
secretively enter his dom ain. Tolkien writes, "The Eye w as not tu rned  to them: it 
w as gazing north  to w here the Captains of the West stood at bay" (LotR 942). 
Sauron rem ains unable to see them, for all purposes b lind  to their movements. 
This m akes even m ore sense w hen combined w ith  the Frodo's claim of the Ring 
for himself, w hich alerts Sauron to his presence in m uch the w ay that the ring 
calls out to its ow ner in Campbell's variant: "[A]s Frodo p u t on the ring  and 
claim ed it for his ow n [...] The Dark Lord was suddenly  aware of him , and his 
Eye piercing all shadows looked across the plain to the door that he had  m ade 
[on M ount Doom]; and the m agnitude of his ow n folly was revealed to him  in a 
blinding flash" (948). Certainly this seems sufficient to illustrate that the events 
on M ount Doom share the same "core of action" as AT 1137. The m ore Tolkien's 
tale is examined, the m ore similar it seems to the others.

For example, Tolkien sets his climax at a volcano. H om er thoroughly 
describes the barren and wasted landscape of the Cyclopes (another sim ilarity 
w ith  Tolkien's setting for the scene, M ordor), bu t says nothing about a volcano. 
Yet the cave does contain a fire, w hich is used to tem per the stake that will blind 
Polyphemos. The same is true for the highland tale, while in other variants the 
hero uses the fire to boil w ater w ith which to blind the giant.1

Sauron, it is necessary to reiterate, is never described in m uch detail. 
Basically all we know  about h im  is that he sits atop his dark tow er and looks out 
on the w orld as he schemes and com mands. H is servants often refer to h im  as 
The Eye. As Frodo gazes across the lands of M iddle-earth  from  a high seat, he

1 Wilhelm Grimm was one of the first to write about the Cyclops. He saw the single eye as 
a solar symbol, an interpretation that proved quite popular (summarized in Glenn 141). 
Barber and Barber relate the eye to the cauldron of a volcano (108).
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encounters his enemy: "And suddenly  he felt The Eye. There was an eye in the 
Dark Tower that d id  not sleep" (LotR 401). In fact, as Frodo and Sam near his 
land, they come upon  a defiled m onum ent to an ancient king of Gondor, whose 
head  has been replaced by "a round  rough-hew n stone, rudely pain ted  by savage 
hands in the likeness of a grinning face w ith  one large red  eye in the m idst of its 
forehead" (702). Yet we know  that Sauron is, at least, hum anoid. We have the 
w ords of Gollum: "H e has only four [fingers] on the Black H and, bu t they are 
enough" (641). Equating Sauron w ith the Cyclopean Ogre seems appropriate; 
and, though m any of the events m ay n o t occur in precisely the same w ay or in 
the same order, the sim ilarities seem sufficient to label Tolkien's climactic episode 
at M ount Doom  a transform ation of AT 1137.

But w hat of the differences? They cannot be m erely dismissed. 
A ccording to Alan Dundes, differences are the key to interpretation (136). They 
also lead u s to insights about Tolkien's creative process. The relevant differences 
m ay be sum m ed up  as follows:

1) Frodo receives the ring  at the beginning, n o t near the end of the 
episode;

2) This episode is the climax of Tolkien's tale, not set near the 
beginning;

3) The hero is rescued instead of escaping by ingenuity;
4) The heroes are n o t trapped  in the cave;
5) Frodo does not cast aw ay the ring/cut off his finger on his own.

The first two seem som ehow related, both having to do w ith the order of events. 
They can perhaps be explained by  an observation m ade by Tom Shippey, w ho 
w rites that The Lord of the Rings "inverts a very familiar narrative pattern, in that 
it is not a quest to obtain something, bu t an anti-quest, to get rid  of it" (324).

In a tale that inverts a familiar pattern, it m akes sense that events which 
norm ally  happen  at the beginning of the familiar tale happen  at the end of this 
one. O dysseus tells of his adventures near the m iddle of The Odyssey, bu t they 
are set, in term s of plot, at the beginning of his travels hom e from  Troy. Likewise, 
Conall Cra B huidhe—the hero of the tale recorded by C am pbell—faces his one
eyed enem y at the beginning of his adventures.

Differences 3 and 4 likewise seem related. The heroes of Tolkien's story 
are n o t crafty like Odysseus, nor are they great fighters like Conall Cra Bhuidhe. 
Though they are n o t trapped, having journeyed to the cave in M ount Doom of 
their ow n accord, the erup ting  volcano ensures their death.2 Frodo and Sam, to 
fit w ith  Tolkien's intentions (which will be discussed below), are humble, even

2 It is interesting here to bring up something revealed in Tolkien's early drafts for this 
chapter: as Frodo and Sam try to leave the cave, they find they are trapped by one of the 
Nazgul, servants of Sauron (Sauron Defeated 6).
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weak. Their escape from  the situation and death come not by  their ow n doing, 
bu t by a sort of providence in the form  of the eagles.

The final difference, that Frodo essentially fails at his task, requires the 
m ost attention. Seldom  do w riters of quests have their heroes fail, and though 
Tolkien him self calls it failure in his summary, he sees it in a different light than 
m any of his readers. In the years following the publication of The Lord of the 
Rings, Tolkien received m any letters inquiring about Frodo's failure in M ount 
Doom. H is replies w ere usually som ething like the following, which is relevant 
enough to be quoted  at length:

The final scene of the Quest was so shaped simply because having regard 
to the situation, and to the 'characters' of Frodo, Sam, and Gollum, those 
events seemed to me mechanically, morally, and psychologically credible.
But, of course, if you wish for more reflection, I should say that within the 
mode of the story the 'catastrophe' exemplifies (an aspect of) the familiar 
words: 'Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive them that trespass against 
us. Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.'[...]

[T]here are abnormal situations in which one may be placed. 
'Sacrificial' situations, I should call them: sc. positions in which the 'good' 
of the world depends on the behavior of an individual in circumstances 
which dem and of him suffering and endurance far beyond the normal — 
even, it may happen [...] demand a strength of body and mind which he 
does not possess: he is in a sense doomed to failure [...]. Frodo was in 
such a position [...]. But at this point the salvation of the world and Frodo's 
own 'salvation' is achieved by his previous pity and forgiveness of injury 
[...] [B]y a 'grace' [Gollum's] last betrayal was at a precise juncture when 
the final evil deed was the most beneficial thing any one c[oul]d have 
done for Frodo! By a situation created by his 'forgiveness,' he was saved 
himself [...]. (Letters 233-4)

So Tolkien's purpose for the scene was to present a "fairy story 
exem plum " (Shippey 145, also Letters 252) of The Lord's Prayer. But why, then, 
d id  it need to take the form  it did? Tolkien's ow n w ords quoted above, that it 
proceeded from  the mechanics of story and character, are not a sufficient answer 
for academic study. O ne does not need a giant w ith  one eye, a severed finger, 
and a m ountain  of fire to exemplify this idea.

There have been m any interpretations of Tolkien's work, some of which 
take the events at M ount Doom into account. They em ploy scholarly theories 
such as structuralism  (Petty) and psychoanalysis (Jackson, qtd. in Shippey 324), 
bu t none of them  have endeavored to correctly identify w hat they w ere dealing 
w ith. Those w ho have searched for sources deal w ith other part of the story, 
finding parallels between, for example, the sailing of Aragorn's com m andeered
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fleet of black-sailed ships w ith Theseus's return  to A thens from  Crete (Day 120), 
or vague sim ilarities and differences betw een M iddle-earth and the invented 
w orld presented in "Jack and the Beanstalk" (King 42-48). None of them  so 
m uch as m ention the Tale Type index, despite Neil Isaacs's call for "an  analysis of 
folk-elements in Tolkien, an actual accounting of m otifs according to the Aarne- 
Thom pson [sic] index" (Isaacs 6) in 1968.

Thus, m ost interpretations offer little insight relevant to the present 
study, save perhaps for one. U rsula K. LeGuin describes the trio of characters 
w ho m ake it to M ount Doom  as one hero divided into four parts: Frodo, Sam, 
Gollum, and Smeagol. Frodo, on his own, fails at the quest, "and  has to have it 
accom plished for h im  by his m ortal enemy, Gollum, w ho is, however, his 
kinsm an, his brother, in fact him self . . . " (107). So we see that, though Frodo was 
unable to take the Ring off, in another sense he does accomplish it himself. This 
adds a new dim ension even to Tolkien's ow n reading of his book. But we still 
have not answ ered the question of how  the scene came to be.

Again, we tu rn  to Tolkien's letters. W hen asked w hether or no t the 
poem  Beowulf was an inspiration for the scene in The Hobbit w here Bilbo steals a 
cup from  a dragon, Tolkien replies, "though it was not consciously present to the 
m ind  in the process of w riting  [...] it is difficult to think of any other w ay of 
conducting the story at that point" (Letters 31). Beowulf had  brew ed in Tolkien's 
C auldron for years, shaping his work. From  this, we m ight infer that Tolkien was 
subconsciously aware of Tale AT 1137 and its various elem ents and motifs as he 
com posed his story, and that he m ight answer our question in the same way.

Further evidence that Tolkien engaged in such retellings of older tales, 
sometim es deliberately, lurks in other parts of his work. H e w rote of an ancient 
island called Num enor, inhabited by m en until a disaster, born of arrogance, 
caused the higher pow ers of Tolkien's w orld to send the island beneath the sea. 
Tolkien him self refers to this as "the Atlantis isle of N um enor" (Letters 175). He 
writes: "The particular 'm y th ' w hich lies behind this tale, and the m ood both of 
M en and Elves at this time, is the Downfall of Num enor: a special variety of the 
A tlantis tradition" (Letters 197-8). H e also explains that "the beginning of the 
legendarium , of w hich the [Lord of the Rings] Trilogy is part (the conclusion), was 
in an attem pt to reorganize some of the Kalevala, especially the tale of Kullervo 
the hapless, into a form  of m y ow n" (Letters 214). However, though these were 
conscious attem pts to transform  other tales into his own, it does not explain how  
the seemingly unconscious use of AT 1137 came about.

For that, we tu rn  to Gyula Ortutay. H e describes a process by which 
folktales combine and change because of affinity, "the method of attraction" (163). 
Affinity occurs because of sim ilarity am ong the motifs of different tales. For 
example, several different tale types m ay contain the m otif of a magical ring 
(D162.2.1) or a one-eyed ogre (F512.1.1, F531.1.1.1). A ccording to Ortutay, "a
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peculiar attraction betw een related or similar types and structures [...] leads 
through a series of variants to the birth  of new  types and forms. This is one of 
the m ethods by w hich oral transm ission creates new  products through variants." 
It is, he notes, "an elem entary feature of m em ory and association" (164) of which 
there are three principle forms. O nly the first is relevant to the present study: 
"K indred structures, form s and form ulas (formal aspect), types and motifs 
(content aspect) exert m utual attraction w hich then appears in the variants as 
approxim ation, transform ation or contam ination" (166). Similar tales attract 
each other. The hum an m ind connects and combines them. From  this, tales 
m erge and change.

O rtu tay  never declares that any of this needs to be conscious. Tolkien's 
statem ent about the specifics of the climax arising from  the mechanics of the 
story itself is quite accurate. Tolkien, in serving the plot of his story and the 
actions of the characters, h ad  created a situation w here form  and m otif held  a 
strong affinity to type 1137, of w hich he had  long been familiar principally 
through variants from  J.F. Campbell's Popular Tales of the West Highlands and Book 
IX of The Odyssey. H e had  established a one-eyed enemy, a magical ring, and a 
volcano w here his climax w ould  occur. W hile his tale form ed in his m ind, the 
affinity between the motifs led to their combination. Earlier drafts incorporate 
m ore of the elem ents (such as the N azgul trapping  them  in the cave). W hen a 
story contains a magical ring  as part of its conflict, there are of course m ultiple 
possible resolutions, some of w hich are m ore dram atic than others. Tolkien, 
aware of one of the m ore dram atic possibilities as p art of tradition, naturally  
responded to its affinity w ith the tale he h ad  been writing.

I have essayed to p u t the climax of The Lord of the Rings into its proper 
tradition as a transform ation of AT 1137. Tolkien him self gives us a set of 
associations: the Lord's P rayer—particularly the lines "Lead us not into 
tem ptation, b u t deliver us from  ev il"—w hich he had  in m ind  as the idealistic 
foundation for the scene. That m any others do not detect this association is 
evident in the m any letters Tolkien received questioning Frodo's failure to 
dispose of the Ring himself. Yet Tolkien d id  not fail. H is popularity  and recent 
critical attention and praise aside, he tells us so himself. Frodo m ade possible the 
quest's completion, w hich was all he needed  to do. H e m ade victory possible, 
and in this w ay Tolkien's task m irrors tha t of his character. The author makes 
possible the conditions for finding m eaning, both in his ow n m ind  and in that of 
his audience. We can study  either, and the present essay has been focused on 
shedding light on the former.

Yet even w ith these illum inations, the creative process rem ains largely 
m ysterious. Tolkien's ow n m etaphor seems ap t for his process: "Speaking of the 
history of stories [...] we m ay say that the Pot of Soup, the C auldron of Story, has 
always been boiling, and to it have continually been added  new  bits, dainty and
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undain ty" (OFS 125).3 Tolkien h ad  ideas; he had  dem ands of his p lot set in place 
from  years earlier w hen he w rote The Hobbit; he had  a tradition. All of these 
w ent into his cauldron. W hen it came tim e to w rite his climax, he d ipped  his 
ladle in and salted to his taste.

3 This passage comes in Tolkien's essay during a lengthy criticism of folklorists in general, 
to which a proper response is perhaps due but is, alas, not appropriate in the present essay.
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