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The Centrality of the Tom Bombadil Episode in The Fellowship of the Ring: Lessons in 

Friendship, Community, and Grace 

 

Since The Fellowship of the Ring is the first book in one of the greatest epic adventures 

of all time, it is not surprising to find it brimming with quest narratives and bildungsroman 

elements. Yet, some readers find Tolkien’s seemingly endless series of little adventures rather 

tedious. In his article “Narrative Pattern in The Fellowship of the Ring,” David M. Miller 

suggests that such readers miss Tolkien’s conviction that episodes in life do not occur randomly; 

rather, all events are metaphysically interrelated because they work within a meaningful and 

purposive providential order (93-94). Development of character is one such divinely ordered 

purpose, and thus the episodic quest narrative is ideal for structuring Tolkien’s bildungsroman.  

Indeed, many of Tolkien’s characters experience some level of growth. For example, 

Aragorn must reclaim his rightful historic destiny, transitioning from a loathed and feared ranger 

to a revered returning king. Even the great wizard Gandalf endures his own quests, facing 

betrayal and imprisonment at the hands of Saruman and self-sacrificially battling the dreaded 

Balrog only to be resurrected as Gandalf the White to continue slogging through the affairs of 

men, elves, dwarves, and hobbits. Recognizing the significance of bildungsroman to such 

powerful and established figures as Gandalf, Aaron Davis in his article “Holy Elven Light” 

insightfully analyzes how turmoil, death, and resurrection factor in Gandalf’s complex character 

development (3-11). Yet, of all the “great” characters in this epic narrative, little Frodo from the 

obscure, small village of Hobbiton is the true focus of Tolkien’s bildungsroman. After all, this 

fantasy exposes the overlooked greatness of hobbits, and it reveals how the smallest, most 

unlikely, and most inconspicuous of individuals can be called upon to save the universe, or at 
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least Middle-earth and the beloved Shire. But, contrary to popular contemporary sensibility, 

Frodo’s quest involves far more than merely learning to “trust in himself”; rather, he must 

discover such deep spiritual truths as selflessness, mercy, pity, communion, trust, and faith, 

because these virtues carry us through this life and imbue it with ultimate meaning. Within this 

interpretive context, we can better understand why Tolkien insisted that Tom Bombadil be 

worked into the narrative and survive the many revisions and edits to the text. In this 

presentation I discuss Tolkien’s use of the traditional quest narrative to create an anti-quest 

bildungsroman in which Frodo experiences personal growth through ironic loss. Instead of 

obtaining power, independence, and prestige, Frodo secures the honor of the hobbits by 

acknowledging weakness, depending upon others, and embracing humility. This spiritual 

refining requires proper community and friendship, and Tom Bombadil plays a central and 

necessary role in Frodo’s fellowship of faith. 

Frodo develops gradually and tumultuously into inexplicable altruism. It was quite 

enough for him to hide Bilbo’s old ring and keep it safe while Gandalf rushed off to research ring 

lore for years on end. And, when Gandalf finally confirmed Bilbo’s “Precious” was actually the 

dread Ring of Power, it was indeed noble of Frodo to agree to ferry it to Rivendell. But his 

journey toward deeper selflessness and experiential understanding of grace commences when he 

volunteers at the Council of Elrond to destroy the Ring in the fires of Mount Doom. Even as the 

Ring weighs him down morally, spiritually, and emotionally, tempting him repeatedly to indulge 

his selfish desires to use it for protection or, later on, to horde it for himself, he still advances 

toward Mordor with the selfless intention to destroy the Ring, fully expecting never to return to 

the Shire—indeed, no small feat for a hobbit.  
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Ironically, this journey to destroy the Ring is actually an anti-quest. As Miller notes, most 

bildungsroman narratives take their protagonists on adventurous quests to find and claim some 

great prize. Yet Frodo is given the great prize at the beginning of the tale, and he is tasked with 

destroying it in a grand anti-quest journey (Miller 94). Only through momentous cost and 

excruciating loss can he win the ultimate prize—liberty through the defeat of oppressive evil. 

Frodo’s quest to relinquish and destroy the material treasure is not without its metaphysical 

booty: in addition to instilling mercy and pity, this quest to destroy the Ring also teaches Frodo 

the deeper spiritual significance of communion, faith, hope, and trust. His encounter with the 

enigmatic Tom Bombadil prepares him to engage these lessons experientially and to integrate 

them into his very being. Like many readers, Miller’s careful formalist analysis of narrative 

pattern has no neat and tidy space for the likes of Bombadil, and so Miller dismisses poor Tom 

as a superfluous distraction (101). Other critics have even less patience for the Bombadil 

character, considering him an annoying divergence (Curry 181), an unproductive narrative 

detour (Gasque 155), or a cartoonishly unconvincing fantastic figure (Sale 221). However, 

Tolkien was methodical in his shaping and reshaping of this character through various revisions 

of the text (Treschow and Duckworth 175), suggesting that Bombadil is more than just an 

accidental narrative indulgence.  

As is well known, Tolkien created Bombadil long before writing The Lord of the Rings; 

however, he included this character in his great epic so as to introduce important elements 

essential to the story’s ethos. In a 1954 letter to Peter Hastings, manager of the Newman 

Bookshop in Oxford, Tolkien wrote, “In historical fact I put him in because I had already 

‘invented’ him independently (he first appeared in the Oxford Magazine) and wanted an 

‘adventure’ on the way. But I kept him in, and as he was, because he represents certain things 
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otherwise left out” (Letters 192). Tolkien noted that as a character compared to Gandalf, Frodo, 

or Aragorn, Bombadil is not an “important person,” but he is important to the overall spiritual 

message and intellectual content of the novel. Yet, in a 1954 letter to Scottish novelist and good 

friend Naomi Mitchison, Tolkien is rather coy about what that message and content may have 

been: “Tom Bombadil is not an important person—to the narrative. I suppose he has some 

importance as a ‘comment.’ I mean, I do not really write like that: he is just an invention (who 

first appeared in the Oxford Magazine about 1933), and he represents something that I feel 

important, though I would not be prepared to analyze the feeling precisely. I would not, however, 

have left him in, if he did not have some kind of function” (Letters 178).  

Clearly, Tolkien intended Tom Bombadil to serve an important function, and I propose 

that this function involves playing a key role in Frodo’s bildungsroman and in securing the 

wellbeing of the other hobbits drawn into this adventure by providing both material aid and 

spiritual strength. Without their encountering Bombadil, it is quite unlikely that the hobbits 

would have made it to Bree, nor would they have possessed the necessary spiritual gifts to 

complete the unique and varied tasks required of this quest. Bombadil functions as a powerful, 

supernatural savior who providentially appears to save the hobbits from certain doom and whose 

magical voice can dispel any evil in his realm. For example, when Frodo and company are 

trapped by the guile of Old Man Willow and they desperately cry out for help, Bombadil 

mysteriously answers with a silly song and rather comically appears over the hill to rescue them 

from the evil clutches of the demented tree: “’What?’ shouted Tom Bombadil, leaping in the air. 

‘Old Man Willow? Naught worse than that, eh? That can soon be mended. I know the tune for 

him. Old grey Willow-man! I’ll freeze his marrow cold, if he don’t behave himself. I’ll sing his 

roots off. I’ll sing a wind up and blow leaf and branch away. Old Man Willow!’” (Tolkien, 
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Fellowship 117). When Bombadil mysteriously shows up, readers are just as surprised and 

curious about him as are the hobbits. However, underneath his jovial, even silly, exterior resides 

a powerful creature of righteousness who commands nature and uses his power and authority to 

dispense justice. Bombadil is a curious duality of mirth and might who saves the hobbits from 

the natural perils that do exist in his realm. 

The physical and even spiritual salvific qualities of Bombadil become clearer after the 

hobbits leave Bombadil’s home. Not long after their departure does a Barrow-wight ensnare 

them, and Bombadil again saves them from certain death. The parallelism is telling: both their 

meeting and leaving Bombadil involve mysterious salvation through grace. When all hope seems 

lost, Frodo is tempted to use the Ring to escape the Barrow-wight’s spell, leaving his 

companions to their doom. Yet, as he begins rationalizing his cowardly self-preservation, 

suddenly, a deeper courage quickens within him. He gains strength to resist the lure of the Ring 

and resolves to save himself and his companions. But, he is powerless to save them himself, and 

then he remembers the rhyme Bombadil taught them, a sort of prayer that could call Bombadil to 

their aid. As he recites the poem, his spirit and strength grow, and his voice bellows out the full 

rhyme. Moments later, Bombadil mysteriously appears as if summoned, and he drives away the 

deadly Barrow-wight, saving the hobbit fellowship once again (Tolkien, Fellowship 136-41).  

The imagery and plot elements here strongly suggest that Bombadil is a Christ figure. 

Curiously, when Frodo asks Lady Goldberry who Tom Bombadil is, she simply answers, “He is” 

(Tolkien, Fellowship 122). Some critics use this textual evidence to claim Bombadil represents 

Christ, God incarnate, because this “He is” nomenclature rhetorically parallels Christ’s claim to 

be God when he referred to himself as “I AM,” an Old Testament designation for God (Pirson 

15-18). However, Tolkien denied that Bombadil was a figurative representation of Christ, 
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explaining in a letter to Michael Straight, editor of New Republic: “There is no ‘embodiment’ of 

the Creator anywhere in this story or mythology. … The Incarnation of God is an infinitely 

greater thing than anything that I would dare to write” (Letters 237). Although it would be an 

interpretive mistake to force the claim that Bombadil is a Christ figure, we can safely argue that 

he is a metaphor for physical and spiritual salvation, at least for the hobbits. Frodo’s own 

physical strength is not sufficient to defeat the Barrow-wight, and he calls upon the name of 

Bombadil who comes just in time to save them from the grips of death. Indeed, we can see 

parallels to Christ (calling upon his name saves us from God’s righteous wrath against our sins), 

but we must honor Tolkien’s emphatic assertion that Bombadil is not a figure of divine 

incarnation.1 However, we can see that Bombadil’s obvious function is that of a physical and 

spiritual savior who instills a deeper sense of faith and hope that empowers the hobbits to 

continue on their journey and equips Frodo with the spiritual resources ultimately to finish his 

quest. 

Moreover, Bombadil reminds the hobbits that in and by themselves, they are inadequate 

for the task and must rely on the aid, communion, and council of others more powerful and 

capable than themselves. This lesson prepares them to embrace the help, comfort, healing, 

council, and new fellowship they will encounter upon reaching Rivendell. Their lessons in 

humbly accepting the grace of others begin when Bombadil takes the hobbits to his home and 

they meet Lady Goldberry whose beauty, kindness, and hospitality seem to cast them under a 

joyous enchantment (Tolkien, Fellowship 121). Unlike the spells of Old Man Willow or the 
                                                
1 Another interpretive possibility is that Bombadil and Goldberry represent unfallen Adam and Eve. Bombadil is 
wholly unaffected by the Ring’s destructive and seductive power because there is no evil urges within him to tempt, 
no sinfulness to exploit. We also learn that Bombadil is the most ancient of beings in his realm, and that he has 
sovereign dominion over all created things that live and move in the realm. Bombadil and Goldberry could be 
Middle-earth analogs to the biblical Adam and Eve, yet the key difference is that they never sinned, have not 
become evil, and have not been expelled from their Garden of Eden. They are a picture of what Adam and Eve may 
have been had they not sinned against the will of God. But, such a view is interpretive speculation and really does 
not necessarily advance our understanding of how Bombadil functions thematically and narratively in the text.  
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Barrow-wight, this spell is not an evil, dangerous magic; rather, this heavenly enchantment 

delights the soul, offering a deep-felt spiritual joy and peace. And the food they eat nourishes 

both materially and spiritually: “Though the hobbits ate, as only famished hobbits can eat, there 

was no lack. The drink in their drinking-bowls seemed to be clear cold water, yet it went to their 

hearts like wine and set free their voices. The guests became suddenly aware that they were 

singing merrily, as if it was easier and more natural than talking” (Tolkien, Fellowhip 123). Not 

only are they physically nourished, but also their hearts are filled with an abundant joy, a 

spiritual happiness that is not based on mere superficial circumstances but upon the peaceful 

state of the heart and soul. The hobbits are filled with joy, wonder, and awe, and they are being 

spiritually rejuvenated and equipped for their later journey.  

At another point in this episode when they are all eating and drinking together, Bombadil 

tells the hobbits many magical tales about the ancient histories of Middle Earth, and some 

readers find this taxing to endure. However, we must remember that this encounter early in the 

hobbits’ quest is intended for their good, to equip them for the difficult task ahead. Tom helps 

them understand their quest more fully by providing historical context. As Michael Treschow 

and Mark Duckworth note, “[Tom] may not help advance the narrative, but he helps the hobbits 

(and the reader) see the shape and flow of the narrative that they have been caught up in. Tom 

has perspective. Although he does not clearly see the way ahead for the hobbits, he sees how 

things are and how they have been” (183). In other words, Tom offers a narrative perspective 

that contextualizes their duty and adventure historically. They are not just trapped in a random 

event, hapless victims of a ruthless and indifferent universe. Rather, they are part of a grand 

narrative that has been developing since the very beginning of Iluvatar’s creative act, and this 

truth elevates their roles, purposes, and very persons to one of cosmic significance. Though they 
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are but little hobbits from little Hobbiton who seem to be unimportant and rather undistinguished 

individuals in society and history, they nevertheless matter very much in Iluvatar’s story of 

Middle-earth, and they have a crucial role to play in the unfolding saga of the battle between 

rebellious Evil and eternal Good. Tom’s storytelling revalues the hobbits. 

Indeed, the Tom Bombadil episode is problematic for many readers, and some critics 

even suggest the quest narrative would flow better if it were cut out. But, as Tolkien tells us quite 

clearly, Bombadil and this portion of the tale have significance that is crucial to the larger theme 

of the novel, and much would be lost if it were cut out. In this seemingly distracting episode, the 

hobbits realize just how unprepared and inadequate they are for this task. They learn a harsh 

lesson in humility and dependence. Yet, they also discover the power of grace. They realize they 

have been called to engage a challenging and potentially deadly task, and they are not totally 

alone in it. They will find grace and aid in many other people later on, and their meeting with 

Bombadil has prepared them to embrace the grace of others. They have Gandalf, who they are 

planning to meet in Bree, yet little do they know they will not find him there but will, instead, 

meet up with a powerful new friend and ally, Strider. When Frodo’s life hangs precariously by a 

thread after the Nazgul stabs him with the darkly enchanted sword, Frodo must rely on the herbal 

medicine of Strider and, eventually, the magic of Elrond. And, after the meeting of the Council 

of Elrond, the hobbits will have the gracious fellowship of humans, elf, dwarf, wizard, and each 

other. The Bombadil episode is a lesson for the hobbits in learning to depend upon the power and 

grace of others more capable than themselves. This is an important spiritual and emotional lesson 

not only for the hobbits in the tale but for the real readers of Tolkien’s text. Maybe this lesson is 

such a difficult pill to swallow that many readers subconsciously reject it, and thus disdain this 

glorious, magical, and foundationally necessary part of the story.  
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