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Letter from the Editors 

 

Dear Reader, 

Folklore, myths, and legends have been circulated since the 

dawn of time. Mankind has told stories to help teach, 

entertain, and even warn each other about the world in which 

we dwell.  This journal focuses on the myths and legends that 

have been passed on from generations of storytelling, and 

applies them to our contemporary domain.  In this issue of 

Mythic, well-known legends are explored and applied to the 

world that we are familiar with. We chose to feature analyses 

in this issue that have a modern view applied to tales of old.  

Each one of the featured articles has a contemporary viewpoint 

that creates a connection with new generations of readers.  

 

The first section of this issue focuses on Formalist Theory and 

features Jayme Allen’s analysis of “Myths and Legends.” Allen 

explores the danger in ignorance as applied to our faith in 

government.  Allen causes readers to pause and understand 

Sasa in a new light. 

 

The second section includes three separate theories as applied 

to three well-known legends.  First the fairytale of “Little Red 

Riding Hood” is dissected by Kelly Anderson. Anderson 

applies Feminist Theory and presents the thesis that the wolf 

is a master manipulator of women.  Next Miriam Johnson 

Brady reaches into “Beowulf” and help us see that he is the 

original superhero.  Through her analysis, we come to 

understand that the superhero archetype lives on from olden  

 

times to the current day.  The last analysis in this section 

features Skye Rallison and her analysis of “The Legend of the 

White Snake” our conscious desires for meaningful 

relationships.  This rich variety of writing styles and applicable 

theories applied to well-known literature is sure to satisfy. 

 

The final section of this issue of Mythic includes four research 

based analyses.  The first and second are both an analysis of 

The Hobbit by J.R. Tolkien.  First Mae Pulsipher points out 

the hero archetype and how it is applied to the main character 

Bilbo Baggins.  Jan Russell masterfully points out the pursuit 

of paradise that is found in the pages of Tolkien’s masterpiece. 

Brittany Brower finishes up our journal, in her analysis of The 

Ocean at the End of the Lane explores the ambiguous nature 

of childhood memories.   

 

We hope that you enjoy this issue of Mythic, and find new 

ways to enjoy old tales. 

 

Timelessly Yours, 

 

Julia Eddington – Formalist Theory Editor 

Paityn Glass – Research Analysis Editor 

Matthew Richardson – Theory Based Analysis Editor 

Stacey Smekofske - Editor in Chief 
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Ignorance is Only Sometimes Bliss 

By Jayme Allen 

 

Hearing the words “Myths and Legends” usually 

brings up images of Roman gods, magical beasts, 

and ancient conquests; the concept of both myths 

and legends is most notable for its falsehood.  

Roman gods are no longer worshipped as realistic 

deities, magical beasts are nothing more than 

fiction, and the conquests of these legends are 

hardly believable to any person today. Fungisayi 

Sasa, in her poem “Myths and Legends,” explored 

this theme of falsehoods through the lens of 

familiar myths and legends. Sasa’s interpretation of 

the relevancy of this theme was to compare 

government leaders and politicians to Roman gods. 

As the speaker of her poem muses on the 

disappearance of Rome’s colossuses and the 

absence of the aide politicians so earnestly 

promised, Sasa makes a claim that faith in 

government can be as misguided as faith in Jupiter 

and Neptune. Through the way she crafted her 

language, Sasa composed a striking testament to 

the myths and legends of the present day. Sasa’s 

use of diction, repetition, and imagery in her poem 

“Myths and Legends” creates the argument that 

blind faith in one’s government is nothing more 

than dangerous ignorance. 

 

Sasa uses specific words to call upon themes of 

mythology and religion as a way to compare the 

current government to that of Ancient Rome. The 

first stanza tells of the speaker’s travels through 

stone ruins, which the reader is to presume are the 

ruins of Ancient Rome (Sasa, 1). The poem uses the 

words “colossus,” and “Titan,” choosing to include 

these words that carry connotations of strength 

(Sasa, 8). A colossus was a larger than life statue 

that was often built as a testament to the resilience 

of a city, as well as for the protection thereof. The 

Titans were a precursor to the gods of Ancient 

Rome, and were large and mighty individuals 

capable of creating worlds. However, as noted by 

the poem, the colossuses were not immortal, and 

the Titans were defeated. Rome itself was a mighty 

sovereignty that eventually fell. These mythical 

heroes in reality did very little to save and protect 

even themselves.  

 

Sasa then compares Ancient Rome with her own 

day in the second stanza. This next stanza uses 

diction from a similar theme, though this time the 

word choice was in reference to modern religion 

rather than ancient mythology. The poem tells that 

“Newspapers preach abundance / whilst the 

government’s doctrine of pilfering / and hoarding 

wealth thrives” (Sasa, 20). The use of “preach” and 

“doctrine” in reference to the government and 

newspaper’s actions attest to the faith that the 

citizens hold in their government, however ill-fated 

that faith may be (Sasa, 20). The comparison that is 

being made between the government and Ancient 

Rome is not of the effectiveness of the government 

itself, but of its theological nature and inevitable 

downfall.  

 

The final phrase of the second stanza reads; “the 

god has grown old and his wilted / wits tyrannise us 

all” (Sasa, 27). The use of “god” in reference to the 

government is an overt application of religious 

comparison (Sasa, 27). The use of “god” as a regular 

noun rather than a proper noun makes it clear that 

the speaker is not trying to say that the 

government is a figure of worship, but rather an all-

powerful entity. In Ancient Rome, it was believed 

that the peoples’ many gods were in control of the 

state’s affairs. In the speaker’s country, the 

government is in control of the people’s affairs, 

albeit through subtle methods of manipulation and 

deceit rather than through more literal means. This 

use of word choice that references religious and 

mythical themes creates a comparison between the 

speaker’s present situation and that of Ancient 
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Rome, insinuating that the government is on a path 

towards its own downfall. 

The repetition of the poem calls attention to the 

sense of abandonment that the speaker feels. The 

most apparent example of repetition is the several 

instances of questions beginning with the phrase 

“where is.” With these questions, the speaker calls 

out for the forces that he or she believed to be 

there for his or her protection and support. “Where 

is the Colossus that once stood / guarding the 

breadbasket? / Where is the Titan that fought for 

freedom,” the speaker asks in the first stanza (Sasa, 

8). “Where is the man who swore to rule / for the 

good of the people? Where is the mind that 

conceived / a vision of independence,” the second 

stanza follows (23)? Where the gods of Ancient 

Rome were not enough to protect the Romans 

from their fall, the speaker worries his or her fate 

will follow. By questioning the government that 

promised goodness and independence, the speaker 

is questioning whether or not the people have 

misplaced their faith. Perhaps those promises were 

of the same legendary nature as the gods of 

Ancient Rome. These questions, combined with the 

religious diction that was previously discussed, 

create an interesting theme of blind faith. The 

speaker trusted that the government would hold 

the same fervor for independence and prosperity as 

it did when it was built, yet over time, the citizens 

fell to a state of ease under the government’s 

“wilted wit” (Sasa, 27). The speaker placed his or her 

faith in the government, only to feel abandoned in 

a time of need. 

 

Sasa’s use of imagery brings the poem to life as it 

creates a strong sense of abandonment and 

desolation. The speaker muses about the ruins in 

the first stanza; “I walk through the ruins / of what 

was once a mighty fortress / of stone… The wind 

echoes emptiness… The basket is empty, the land 

derelict, / its people shackled” (Sasa, 1). This 

imagery is an important aspect of creating the 

poem’s tone. These ideas are matched in the 

second stanza, where the speaker says “I roam the 

streets of our sunshine / city where death no longer 

yields / wailing or tears / but mute apathy” (Sasa, 

16). While the first stanza held imagery of physical 

desolation, the second stanza speaks of emotional 

desolation. It seems that the people around the 

speaker are not only blind to the impoverished 

nature of their circumstances, but are blind because 

they are uncaring. They are content with the blind 

faith they have put in their government, and are 

apathetic to the decline of the state of affairs.  

The combination of these three aspects of “Myths 

and Legends” by Fungisayi Sasa contribute to her 

argument that citizens cannot be idly trusting in 

their governments. Such blind faith leads to apathy 

and blindness to the fall of their surroundings. 

Readers observe as even the speaker falls into this 

apathetic mindset, stating in the final stanza: 

“graveyards overflow, our country is in crisis / and 

my heart is a fortress of stone” in the final stanza 

(Sasa, 24). This ultimate phrase could prove that a 

single person’s awareness is not enough, and 

without the numbers to enact real change, each 

individual inevitably becomes hard to the troubles 

of their homes. As this poem so beautifully warns 

people of all nations, it is unwise to idly trust that a 

government will do everything it promises, and 

always do its best by the people it governs. A tale 

of a government of that moral caliber- is nothing 

but a myth. 

 

Works Cited 

Sasa, Fungisayi. "Myths and Legends." MYTHS AND 

LEGENDS (poem) - Fungisayi Sasa - Zimbabwe - 

Poetry International. Poetry International, 2010. 

Web. 01 Oct. 2016.  
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The Wolf of the World 
By Kelly Anderson 

 

The different genders can be viewed in a variety 

of ways within a specific context. No matter what 

the circumstance, each gender comes along with 

assumptions by the society surrounding them. Time 

may change the degree by which these 

assumptions are made but they still seem to be 

present in our daily encounters. In the story of 

“Little Red Riding Hood”, by Charles Perrault, we 

get an unexpected view of one of the many ways 

that females are viewed by the society around 

them. Little Red Riding Hood and her grandmother 

are shown as weak and unassuming. They are 

depicted as if they could not understand the 

danger that they were in while the male Wolf easily 

outwits the female characters. The story of Little 

Red Riding Hood depicts male dominance over 

females through the characterizations of the Wolf, 

Little Red Riding Hood, and the grandmother by 

showing how the Wolf manipulates his words and 

actions to take advantage of the female characters.    

  

The main character of Little Red Riding Hood 

illustrates that females do not have the intelligence 

and maturity too thrive against the wolves of the 

world. As a little girl, she is depicted lacking the 

understanding that not everyone is good. In the 

story, it states, “The poor child… did not know that 

it was dangerous to stay and talk to a wolf” (1). She 

does not see that the Wolf has ulterior motives in 

her interactions with him. Not only does this 

statement show that she could not understand the 

situation for what it was but it hints at the possible 

idea that females are innocent and incapable. This 

situation not only shows that the little girl was 

incapable but implies that the female character of 

her mother also did not feel any reason to have 

warned her daughter about such a danger before 

sending her out alone. Why does she allow her 

daughter to go into the forest in a red cloak? If the 

mother knows about the wolf, wouldn’t she know 

the red cloak would make her daughter noticeable. 

Red Riding Hood’s character is described as, “a little 

country girl, the prettiest creature who was ever 

seen. Her mother was excessively fond of her; and 

her grandmother doted on her still more” (1). The 

viewpoint portrays that females are such “pretty 

creatures” people cannot help but “dote” upon. This 

quote is evidence of the belief that females should 

be treated differently and are not able to 

comprehend life as it really is. Females get special 

treatment from the people they interact with, which 

reinforces their innocence in not being able to see 

that the “wolf” is trying to manipulate them.  

Perrault’s story further emphasizes that females do 

not have the same intelligence as males by the 

decisions made from Little Red Riding Hood. In the 

following passage this lack of intelligence is 

portrayed, “Little Red Riding Hood, hearing the big 

voice of the wolf, was at first afraid; but believing 

her grandmother had a cold and was hoarse 

answered” (1). This evidence is the most powerful 

towards the belief of women being inferior to men, 

as Little Red Riding Hood knows she hears the Wolf 

and yet still decides to not trust her ears and enters 

her grandmother’s house. Little Red Riding Hood 

was quick to abandon her own mind, which 

illustrates the theme of a female’s intellect not 

being able to compete to a male’s intellect.  

  

The grandmother’s character is another example of 

how females are seen as weak minded compared to 

the capabilities of the confident male. The 

grandmother was able to be deceived simply by the 

Wolf making his voice sound like Little Red Riding 

hood. The time it takes the Wolf to “gobble up” the 

grandmother is rather quick. The age of the 

grandmother would have seemed as though she 

should know more than such a little girl and 

understand that the world has evil in it; however, 

she does not notice that it is not really her 

granddaughter’s voice at the door. This example, 

although rapid, illustrates how a woman’s 

intelligence always stays below their male 
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counterparts. The fact that this same quality is 

shown in the grandmother as well as Little Red 

Riding Hood shows that this is how women are 

seen in society, regardless of their age. The 

deception of two female characters at different 

stages of life is another way to dramatize the point 

that women cannot compete with men. Showing 

such a range of age gives the conclusion that 

gender is the only factor by which someone can 

succeed. Considering how this aspect gives women 

a second-class status, in regards to their 

intelligence, Perrault effectively provides a window 

into how women are viewed as a whole by some in 

society.  

  

The Wolf’s character is the primary and most 

effective way that Perrault can show how dominant 

males are compared to females. The Wolf in the 

story is always aware of what is going on. Perrault 

states, “she met with a wolf, who had a very great 

mind to eat her up, but he dared not, because of 

some woodcutters working nearby in the forest” (1). 

The Wolf has the intellect to know that other males 

can pose a threat to him. This observation keeps 

males elevated as other males are all the Wolf fears, 

not the female characters. The Wolf having the 

knowledge to be able to think of all the specifics of 

a situation shows how he is able to not simply get 

by but to succeed in life.  He understands that to 

get what he wants he must go about it in a 

different way. He observes his surroundings, Little 

Red Riding Hood, and plans his strategy all at the 

same time. This takes a great deal of intellect and 

adaptability, which as compared to the view of the 

females in the story, shows the Wolf in higher 

intellectual esteem from the beginning.  When 

meeting Little Red Riding Hood, he says to her “I'll 

go this way and go you that, and we shall see who 

will be there first”. Knowing he is talking to a young 

girl, he perceives that she will say yes if he makes it 

a game, as children love to play games.  

 

The Wolf manipulates Red Riding Hood for the first 

time in getting her to play along and lead him to 

his ultimate goal. He not only manipulates Little 

Red Riding Hood once but twice. After he “gobbles 

up” the grandmother he lies and waits for the little 

girl to come. The Wolf knows that he needs to get 

the little girl to get closer as she is much younger 

and faster than the grandmother so he further 

manipulates her to have to come get in bed with 

him. Seeing the wolf take advantage of Little Red 

Riding Hood and the grandmother so easily 

supports the theory that women must be inferior to 

women or how could the Wolf have succeeded time 

and time again. To press females down even more 

the Wolf isn’t an actual human and still has superior 

knowledge compared to the females, this makes 

gender the deciding factor on the level of 

intelligence displayed to each character.  The Wolf 

is the only character displayed as confident and 

able to understand the world he lives in. Perrault 

raises the male gender above females by having the 

only male displaying the qualities for to survive. 

There is another version of Perrault’s story written 

by the Grimm brothers called “Little Red Cap”. The 

theme of male dominance is equally present as the 

story also portrays the male as the one who saves 

the females from the wolf (2).  

  

The role each gender plays is judged by the 

audience that is perceiving them. It is clear in the 

characters of “The Little Red Riding Hood”, that Red 

Riding Hood and her grandmother could not 

compete with the bad Wolf.  Little Red Riding Hood 

tells the Wolf, when she climbs in bed, “what big 

legs, ears, eyes, and teeth you have” (1). In the 

Wolf’s response, it can be seen how men’s qualities 

are seen as superior, the Wolf states “"all the better 

to hug you with…. all the better to run with . . . all 

the better to hear with . . . all the better to see with . 

. .  and all the better to eat you up with” (1). Even 

though the wolf is trying to deceive at first, this 

interaction supports that qualities the male 

character has are better to have in life. Men are 

better at getting what they want, better at 

deceiving and manipulating people, and better at 

survival.  

 

The story of “Little Red Riding Hood” depicts 

women as inferior to men as there are no opposite 

examples given to view the genders any other way.  
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Females being seen as inferior to men is something 

that has been a struggle throughout history to this 

day. Throughout this story, a world with this 

assumption is seen and the reality of this viewpoint 

can be understood.  Women should not succumb 

to such role identity, but rather fight this 

assumption that is seen all too often in life. Charles  

 

Perrault possibly means to point out this 

assumption to warn women that they should not let 

the wolves they encounter manipulate and treat 

them as less than they are worth. 

 

 

Work Cited 

Andrew Lang, The Blue Fairy Book (London, ca. 
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Histoires ou contes du temps passé, avec des 
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Beowulf: The Original Superhero 
By Miriam Johnson-Brady 

 

Beowulf is the oldest surviving epic poem in 

English history. Written between the seventh and 

the tenth centuries A.D., the heroic tale of the 

mighty Beowulf was penned by an unknown author. 

The poem would have been recited or sung in a 

great mead-hall; the poet-singer mesmerizing the 

crowd with a tale beyond imagination. Though the 

practice of gathering to hear a poet-singer tell a 

tale in a great hall sounds highly old-fashioned, the 

desire to be entertained by epic adventures will 

always be in style. For example, in 2011, the movie, 

Thor, debuted to cheering crowds all over the world 

and instantly won the hearts of millions, proving 

that ancient heroes still have a place in modern 

times (IMDB). Contemporary Americans love their 

superheroes. Those tights-wearing, high-flying, 

hammer-wielding, red-caped crusaders win over 

the box office with every new addition to the 

superhero saga. While the ancient culture 

presented in Beowulf is nearly unrecognizable from 

the culture Americans live in today, Beowulf’s 

supreme traits of godlike strength, bravery, and 

honor, blend together seamlessly to demonstrate 

to readers that many of the qualities people look 

for in heroes, are transcendent; these heroic traits 

are evident in the classic tale through use of 

characterization, personification, and setting.    

 

Godlike strength, bravery, and honor are still 

considered heroic traits in American culture today; 

Beowulf’s characterization is much like that of 

contemporary superheroes, revealing the concept 

that some ideals are not bound to a certain place, 

time, or culture.  He is portrayed as stronger than 

others, a god among men. When Grendel, the 

demon, meets Beowulf, “The captain of evil 

discover[s] himself/in a handgrip harder than 

anything/ he had ever encountered in any man/on 

the face of the earth” (273-274).  Not only does 

Beowulf wrestle the evil Grendel, pinning him into 

submission, but also, he rips the arm, ending in a 

claw, from the mighty beast, mortally wounding 

him.  Grendel is defeated, “…of him who of all men 

on earth/ Was the strongest” (312-13). The Anglo-

Saxons, who are responsible for this epic, may have 

set a precedent in Beowulf, by showcasing a hero 

with warrior-like traits admired in their culture. This 

is a code that Hollywood still follows when looking 

for the next big box-office draw. For example, in 

2011, Americans went to the theaters to see 

Captain America, a super soldier known for his 

remarkable physical strength (IMDB). In the 

blockbuster movie, he defeats the demonic Red 

Skull with his incomparable strength, proving that 

heroes like the super-strong Beowulf are still hugely 

popular.  Beowulf’s characterization of godlike 

strength is not his only heroic quality though; he is 

also incredibly brave, a must for every superhero.  

 

Beowulf’s bravery is immeasurable, which is an 

attribute synonymous with heroic deeds no matter 

what century the hero hails from; he faces the 

personification of evil with endless courage. He 

runs to, not from, a fight. Hrothgar, king of the 

Danes, builds a mead-hall where his loyal subjects 

gather to make merry; he names it Herot, which, 

not coincidentally is derived from the old English 

word for stag, making Herot symbolic of prey, or a 

place destined to be hunted (Schmoop). Grendel, a 

descendant of Cain, who happens to be evil 

personified “…slipped through the door and there 

in silence/ Snatched up thirty men, smashed them/ 

Unknowing in their beds and ran out with their 

bodies…” (36-38). Grendel is also known to eat the 

men he attacks, as if killing them is not evil enough. 

Beowulf hears of Hrothgar’s grief, and the terror of 

Grendel, and sets sail with fourteen of his bravest 

and mightiest men (120-24). Beowulf speaks of his 

valorous acts when he meets Hrothgar, giving him a 

straightforward résumé of all the brave deeds he 

has accomplished. He appeals to Hrothgar to ask 

his men if they have not seen him, “Dripping with 

[his] enemies’ blood” after war (147). Beowulf also 

chased all of that race from the earth…” (155). 

Beowulf lures Grendel to him and destroys the 
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beast by ripping it apart with his bare hands; this 

man is a legend, worthy of being the protagonist of 

comic books and Marvel films. The only thing 

missing is a tragic backstory. In modern-days, 

Batman begins by defeating someone like the 

Penguin, moving on to a slightly tougher villain like 

the Scarecrow, before heading toward his greatest 

nemesis, the Joker. This is a formula in use for every 

superhero, and Beowulf is no exception. Beowulf 

defeats Grendel only to learn that his mother is 

even worse. Onto more evil personified, Beowulf 

must move up the chain of villains until he reaches 

his archenemy.  

 

Those who thought Grendel was the most terrifying 

monster had yet to meet his mother, another 

personification of evil, who would test the bravery 

of all, except Beowulf. Beowulf, himself, is the 

personification of goodness, which must always 

defeat evil. Grendel’s mother destroys many men 

with a vengeance only a demon mother defending 

her dead monster-son can deliver, striking fear into 

everyone but Beowulf.  Most people would think 

twice about chasing an unforgiving, demon mother 

down into the hole beneath a lake where she lives, 

especially after Grendel’s mother has just devoured 

some of the greatest soldiers who ever breathed. 

Beowulf, in a show of decisive bravery, dives into 

the lake which is “As dark as the air, as black as the 

rain…” and sinks through the waves for hours, in 

classic superhero style (442). Beowulf, the original 

Aquaman, does not need to breathe under water, 

he just floats down to Evil’s lair. When, at last, he 

reaches “the mighty water witch”, an underwater 

battle of epic proportions is fought under the 

waves, in cave (475). Beowulf is the champion, the 

bravest, the strongest, and the best, or goodness 

personified. His story began as a poem passed 

down orally, and is so gripping still, that modern 

day audiences world-wide have been able to enjoy 

the story in written form as well as in all its 

cinematic glory; it is also currently a miniseries. 

Beowulf, the personification of goodness, has 

impressive bravery, but he also has honor, a trait 

enhanced by the setting of this epic poem. 

To have honor is to regard with great respect and it 

is also defined as one who keeps his/her 

obligations; honor becomes a foundation of this 

story due to the medieval setting. Setting is still 

important today, Superman is normal on Krypton, 

but super when he is on earth. Set in ancient 

Denmark, among the Danes and Geats, the warrior 

culture depicted in Beowulf, found pride in the 

attribute of honor, which is woven into the very 

fabric of its people. In the ancient Danish culture 

represented in Beowulf, honor and kinship are both 

deeply valued, which Beowulf, prince of Geats, 

embodies; set in another time or place, this might 

not have been the case. When Beowulf defeats 

Grendel’s mother, “…the Geats’ brave prince 

entered/Herot, covered with glory for the 

daring/Battles he had fought; He sought Hrothgar 

to salute him and show Grendel’s head” (598-601). 

With the defeat of the demons, Beowulf restores 

peace to the Danes. The honor he has for Hrothgar 

is displayed when Beowulf travels to serve him. He 

journeys to honor Hrothgar because his cousin and 

the king had once been close. In this way, Beowulf 

also honors his kin, an honorable act in ancient 

Denmark and Geats. When Beowulf becomes king, 

he honors his people by providing a safe and 

peaceful land as his kingdom, another significant 

setting. The medieval setting of this tale is also the 

perfect backdrop for a hero like Beowulf to fight his 

archenemy, a dragon. His honor holds true to the 

very end, like knights of old or in more modern 

heroes, like Superman. The backdrop of the 

medieval setting makes Beowulf, a great warrior 

prince, or a superhero in his time. He has many of 

the superhero attributes still valued by modern 

audiences, even though this story takes place in 

ancient Denmark.  

 

Beowulf tells readers of the superhero traits of 

popular culture today, in the ancient story set in 

medieval Denmark, with a hero who bravely 

destroys the personification of evil, and whose 

characterization is beyond human; Beowulf’s story 

is an epic one. Some may find Beowulf too boastful, 

but even that trait can be seen in the modern hero 

named Ironman. Beowulf fights to avenge those he 
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loves, and to honor family, much like Batman does 

now. He is stronger than all men, almost like a 

Superman. Beowulf, being the oldest legend in 

English, makes this protagonist the original 

superhero. Even though he dies in the end of his 

story, Beowulf dies in complete heroic triumph, 

defeating a dragon with a friend at his side. The 

story says that, “Beowulf’s dagger, his iron 

blade/Had finished the fire-spitting terror/ That 

once protected tower and treasures/Alike; the grey-

bearded lord of Geats/had ended those flying, 

burning raids/Forever” (790-4). Beowulf saves his 

country from a dragon tyrant in his final act, and 

leaves his countrymen with the dragon’s hoard. 

Even better, Beowulf is buried in a tower that helps 

sailors navigate his country’s rocky shore. He is still 

a hero in death, saving sailors from ship-wrecks 

(815-20). This burial secures his place in history, 

which was important to the Anglo-Saxon culture. 

Superheroes have been part of many cultures since 

the beginning of time, and are not going away any 

time soon, possibly because many humans love a 

good story and an epic hero to go with it. Clearly, 

the superhero attributes exhibited by Beowulf are 

still popular among audiences today. 

 

Works Cited 

Hinds, Gareth. Beowulf. Cambridge, MA: 

Candlewick, 2007. Print. 

IMDb. IMDb.com, n.d. Web. 29 Oct. 2016. 

Shmoop Editorial Team. "Beowulf." Shmoop.com. 

Shmoop University, Inc., 11 Nov. 2008. Web. 29 Oct. 

2016. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
15 

Life’s Richness in Relationships 

By Skye Rallison 

 

What provides a person with a rich life? Originally 

written as a horror story, “The Legend of the White 

Snake” has been transformed as a romantic fable 

focused on the white snake spirit, Bai Suzhen. As she 

embarks on a life-altering journey, Bai Suzhen learns 

what fulfils her unconscious need for connections with 

others through her diverse interactions with Fahai, the 

terrapin spirit, and Xu Xian, a young man. She also 

befriends Xiaoqing, the green snake. Through the use 

of the literary devices of the contrast between the 

characterization and personification of the white 

snake and terrapin spirits, the water motif, and the 

symbolism of the Hangzhou setting, “The Legend of 

the White Snake” illustrates how the unconscious 

desires for a richness of life, determined by the quality 

of relationships developed within it, is paramount to 

the conscious quest for long life. 

 

Utilizing the white snake’s characterization, the legend 

reveals the progressive realization on Bai Suzhen’s 

part that one’s primary focus of long life does not 

alone bring the fulfillment that one anticipates. 

Originally, the white snake spirit primarily 

concentrates on alluding death. Evidence of her goal 

is that she “has been practicing Taoist magical arts in 

the hope of becoming an immortal after centuries of 

training and cultivation” (1). The white snake believes 

that by increasing her lifespan, she has more time to 

accomplish her additional goals and dreams. 

However, once the white snake consumes the pills 

inadvertently given to her by Xu Xian and “gains 500 

years’ worth of magical powers” (1), fulfilling her goal 

of achieving immortality, she gradually recognizes 

that she yearns for something greater. This alludes to 

discovering the endless reservoir of love Bai Suzhen, 

the white snake spirit, has for Xu Xian, along with 

developing a relationship with the green snake.  

 

Also, being personified as having humanistic 

characteristics such as gratitude, Bai Suzhen, the white 

snake, gradually appears more humanlike and 

relatable to readers who study the tale. Until the 

spirits such as the white snake develop human 

characteristics, it seems difficult to understand their 

unspoken thoughts. When she receives the 

immortality pills from Xu Xian while residing in the 

lake, the white snake feels indebted to him because 

he provides her with long life, the prize she sought. 

Over time, her feelings of gratitude towards Xu Xian 

transform into love that becomes a driving factor in 

her extended lifespan. The love Bai Suzhen has for her 

husband causes her to change into a character willing 

to “brave danger to steal a magical herb” to revive 

him from death (1). From being depicted as a creature 

with emotions and feelings, the white snake 

exemplifies that having quality relationships means 

being able think of the wellbeing of others before 

one’s self.  

 

From giving of herself to others, the white snake 

fosters relationships with those found beyond the 

lake, the green snake and Xu Xian. After acquiring 

immortality from Xu Xian, Bai Suzhen gradually directs 

her additional life pursuits to developing enriching 

bonds. When she notices the green snake being held 

prisoner by a penniless person, who desires to remove 

its gall, the white snake “transforms into a woman and 

buys the green snake from the beggar” (1). Because 

she saves the green snake from certain death, Bai 

Suzhen establishes a friendship with the creature that 

produces undying loyalty. Additionally, the white 

snake fosters an intimate relationship with Xu Xian 

that originates from her positive feelings towards him. 

Despite having hidden her true identity from him, Bai 

Suzhen continues to love him. Also, when her love 

returns to life, the white snake discovers that “Xu Xian 

still maintains his love for Bai Suzhen despite knowing 

her true identity” (1). Although the white snake’s 

relationship with Xu Xian seems to break when he 

died of shock discovering her true form, instead it 

perseveres from the love they share with each other. 

Developing connections with others, Bai Suzhen 

personally learns that nurturing the bonds she made 

will bring richness to her life.       

 

On the other hand, although Fahai, the terrapin spirit, 

is also pursuing immortality as does Bai Suzhen, he 



 
16 

shares different traits and approaches as revealed by 

his characterization and personification. Fahai trains 

hard. He hungers for immortality. Fahai needs 

sufficient magical power. Despite being in the same 

lake as the white snake, the terrapin spirit does not 

succeed in acquiring the magic he needs to assume 

human form. Unlike Bai Suzhen, who gradually centers 

her life on nurturing relationships, Fahai decides to 

seek revenge against her because he “did not manage 

to consume any of the pills” (1). Being described as 

having the human trait of jealousy toward the white 

snake, the tortoise spirit provides a reason to why he 

should spend his life attempting to destroy her 

happiness. Also, he embodies greed because, even 

though Fahai later “accumulated enough powers to 

take human form” (1), his sole desire is to obtain the 

immortality and magic power the white snake has. 

Unfortunately, due to not being able to acquire 

revenge from Bai Suzhen, Fahai “flees and hides into 

the stomach of a crab” (1). As a result of being bitter 

and angry, the tortoise finds himself at a dead end 

and unable to discover happiness in life. 

 

Throughout the fable, the water motif is prevalent and 

discloses suggested feelings that are propelling the 

characters forward. Effectively, the water elements in 

the story provide a representation for life, death, and 

resurrection as well as renewal. In the first two 

paragraphs, the lake provides a sense of peace and 

serenity. So, when Xu Xian, Lü Dongbin, and Bai 

Suzhen become involved in the legend, they reveal 

that they have calm feelings and are not bothered 

with worldly worries. With inclusion of the rain 

element, romantic feelings appear to be implied as Bai 

Suzhen and Xu Xian encounter each other a second 

time during a rainy day. Furthermore, the idea of 

water becomes illustrated as the white snake relies on 

her magic arsenal to rescue Xu Xian, who ends up 

imprisoned in the Jinshan Temple by Fahai. Noticing 

how the immortal spirit “uses her powers to flood the 

temple and drowns many innocent people,” (1) a 

reader discovers that Bai’s actions portray feelings of 

anger and rage toward the terrapin spirit. Emotions 

that become identified through the idea of water 

disclose reasons for the leading and supporting 

people’s actions.  

 

Beyond the water elements within the setting, the 

setting of Hangzhou itself is symbolic. Repeated 

within the legend multiple times, the Chinese city 

known for the great scenic beauty and serenity 

punctuates the richness of life’s precious yet fleeting 

moments, alerting the reader that an event further 

bonding the ties between Suzhen and Xian will 

transpire. For the white snake’s unconscious mind, 

Hangzhou embodies memories that alter her quest 

for immortality. Beginning at the lake, the setting 

reveals that at West Lake, Xu Xian and Bai Suzhen’s 

“fates become intertwined” (1). In addition, during the 

city’s Qingming festival, the couple manages to 

reencounter each other and gradually develop 

feelings of love. They also marry there. Despite Fahai’s 

intervention attempts to separate them, the white 

snake and her lover reunite once more in Hangzhou. 

Also, that place becomes more significant to Xu Xian 

and Bai Suzhen because their treasured child, Xu 

Mengjiao, is born there. Through the setting and Bai 

Suzhen’s life’s momentous events in the Chinese city 

of Hangzhou, the author conveys to the reader that 

these events will prove to be life-altering for the white 

snake.       

 

By observing the differences between Fahai and Bai 

Suzhen’s personalities, the tale’s background, and the 

implied thoughts about water, a person learns how 

life has significance not by its length, but by the 

experiences that are created within it. Although 

acquiring long life was the white snake’s original goal, 

she discovers that her hidden desires to form 

connections with others are greater treasures than 

immortality. Sometimes, people believe they already 

have what they need without realizing there is 

something missing. From “The Legend of the White 

Snake,” one personally realizes that life becomes 

richer through relationships.  
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Bilbo Baggins: The Archetypal Hero 

By Mae Pulsipher 

Knights in shining armor and princes wielding 

swords are some of the first things that come to 

our minds when we think of fantasy heroes. It is a 

rarity to see a small and unadventurous character 

become the hero in these types of tales. In The 

Hobbit by J.R.R. Tolkien, the author successfully 

transforms the protagonist from an underdog to 

the epitome of an archetypal hero. Even though 

Bilbo is just a small hobbit, Tolkien gives him the 

strength of someone whom readers would usually 

expect to be the hero. This is done through 

Tolkien’s detailed writing, helping Bilbo become a 

believable and lovable hero. It is through this, 

Tolkien helps show readers that anyone can 

become the hero of their own story. In The Hobbit, 

Bilbo is able to become the archetypal hero 

because of the ring of power which symbolizes 

courage, the development of his characterization 

throughout his journey, and the impact of the motif 

of Gandalf’s constant leaving and returning.   

 

Background 

The Hobbit is a story that many are familiar with, 

whether they have read the book or not. The story 

follows the adventures of an unlikely traveling 

group. The main character in the book is a hobbit 

named Bilbo Baggins. From the beginning, he 

seems like an underdog that in no way could ever 

be the hero of anything. He has never been on an 

adventure before and was roped into going on this 

one by Gandalf the Great, a wizard. Bilbo, along 

with eleven dwarves, travels through Middle Earth 

in the quest to gain back the dwarves’ gold from a 

greedy dragon named Smaug. At first glance 

through this journey, Bilbo does not look as if he 

fits in with what the archetypal hero is. To better 

understand that Bilbo does, in fact, fit the mold of 

an archetypal hero and follows the hero’s journey, a 

reader must be familiar with what these both are.  

 

Carl Jung was one of the first people to look at 

archetypes in a more literary sense as he combined 

it with his psychoanalytical theory. He broke away 

from Freud’s theory and developed his own theory 

about the mind. He believed that the mind was 

made of three different parts: the personal 

conscious, the personal unconscious, and the 

collective unconscious. Jung believed that the 

personal conscious was the “image or thought of 

which we are aware at any given moment” while the 

personal unconscious was where memories were 

“stored and remembered” (Bressler 131). It was in 

the collective unconscious where Jung placed 

archetypes. Jung knew that it was here that was 

“part of the psyche that is more impersonal and 

universal” (Bressler 131). He explained that 

archetypes were these shared memories between 

humankind in the collective unconscious; this is why 

everyone accepts the outline of archetypes. 

Everyone, according to Jung, feels the same 

emotions towards different characters because they 

are embedded in our unconscious.  

 

There are several different archetypes, but Bilbo 

Baggins fits into the archetype of the hero that 

Jung spoke of, even if Bilbo doesn’t recognize 

himself as the hero initially. He also follows the 

archetypal hero’s journey into becoming and later 

realizing that he is a hero. According to James 

Hodge in his article “The Heroic Profile of Bilbo 

Baggins”, the hero “reaches the goal of his journey, 

confronts the ultimate danger, wins the day by dint 

of his pure heart, and lives happily ever after” (213). 

This might not be what is described as the format 

for the hero’s journey, but it is a good definition of 

what a hero is and does. A hero is also “constantly 

confronted by enemies” and “is celebrated by the 

people he saves” (Lundqvist 5). From this definition 

alone, without looking at the literary devices that 

support Bilbo being an archetypal hero, he fits well 

into the definition of a hero. Lundqvist went on to 

state that a hero is “usually young and…may be the 
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leader of a group of adventurers.” (6) Bilbo might 

not recognize himself as the leader of the group, 

but throughout the novel he proves again and 

again that despite him and the members of his 

group not realizing it, he is the leader.  

 

The archetypal hero also has to go through what is 

called the hero’s journey. It is not only the 

adventure that the hero goes on, but the process of 

them becoming the hero of the story. In his book 

The Hero's Journey: A Voyage of Self-Discovery, 

Stephen Gilligan outlines the steps in the hero’s 

journey. 

1. Hearing the call; 2. Committing to the call 

overcoming the refusal); 3. Crossing the 

threshold (the initiation); 4. Finding 

guardians; 5. Facing and transforming 

demons; 6. Developing an inner self and 

new resources; 7. The transformation; 8. 

Returning home with the gift (Gilligan 11). 

All eight steps are important in the hero becoming 

whom he needs to be, but it is step one and step 

two that really shape the character into the hero of 

that work. Joseph Campbell in his article “A Hero’s 

Journey” goes into depth about these two 

important steps. He says that the “call to adventure 

is the point in a person’s life when they are first 

given notice that everything is going to change, 

whether they know it or not.” (2) Again, Bilbo does 

fit into this classification because when the 

adventure first starts he thinks that he can get out 

of it and not be dragged along with the dwarves on 

their quest for gold. Little does he know, this is 

where he truly starts to form into a hero. Campbell 

goes on to say that when the call to adventure is 

given the “future hero refuses to answer it.” (2) 

Bilbo even slept through breakfast and tidied up his 

house instead of going to meet with the dwarves 

because he refused to acknowledge that he was 

about to not only go on an adventure, but become 

a hero. 

 

Even though Bilbo does fit into the mold of an 

archetypal hero, others would argue that he fits 

into different roles. One of the archetypes that can 

be argued is that Bilbo is actually the wanderer who 

is “cast into an unknown situation” (Pearson 2). He 

could be placed into this archetype because the 

wanderer has to take many “terrifying leaps into the 

unknown”, which is what Bilbo tends to do 

throughout the entirety of the novel (Pearson 2). He 

could also be placed into the archetype of the 

warrior who aims to “vanquish personal limitations 

and achieve excellence” (Pearson 2). While Bilbo 

isn’t exactly seeking to push himself, it is what 

happens through the course of the story making it 

easy to argue that he is the warrior and not the 

hero. Lastly, Bilbo could easily be categorized as the 

reluctant hero. Ewan Mackenzie-Bowie states in his 

article “Bilbo Baggins a very Private Hero” states 

that a reluctant hero is “modest and unassuming; 

not cast in the classic warrior-hero mould” (44). 

Despite the fact that Bilbo does seem to fit into this 

definition of a hero, the literary devices during the 

story prove that Bilbo is, in fact, the definition of a 

standard archetypal hero. He proves this again and 

again through the Ring of Power, which symbolizes 

courage, his change in characterization throughout 

the novel as he becomes the hero that is expected 

of him, and the impact that the motif of Gandalf 

leaving and returning has on him shaping into a 

hero.  

 

Line of Argument 

In the Hobbit, the reader is not made aware of the 

name of the ring that Bilbo finds when he is 

trapped in the caves, but even readers who hadn’t 

read The Lord of the Rings series know that it is 

aptly named the Ring of Power. It becomes a 

symbol in all four of Tolkien’s books that take place 

in Middle Earth, but has a special significance in The 

Hobbit. When it first appears, readers can tell that it 

will be a symbol of courage for Bilbo throughout 

the rest of his journey. This is because of the 

newfound confidence that Bilbo seems to feel 

whenever he wears the ring. Once he realizes that 

this ring turns him invisible, Bilbo has a new sense 

of himself. It is because of this that finding the ring 

is a turning point for Bilbo that helps him click into 

his destiny of becoming the hero.  Keeping the ring 

a secret from his travel companions also helps 

boost his courage. Once Bilbo escapes both the 
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goblins and Gollum, he retells the story of what 

happened to the dwarves telling them “…about 

dodging guards, and jumping over Gollum…” as if 

the entire thing “…was not very difficult or very 

alarming” (Tolkien 88). Had Bilbo not been wearing 

the ring throughout all of this though, he would 

have never had the courage to do any of those 

things. In all likelihood, Bilbo would have been 

killed by Gollum had he not had the ring; if not by 

Gollum then by the goblins. The power of the ring 

gave him all of this courage, but it also gave him 

the approval from the dwarves who “looked at him 

with quite a new respect” and considered his 

reputation with them to raise “a very great deal” 

because of his adventures (Tolkien 87-88). Again, 

without the ring his courage would not have gone 

over in such a sense with the dwarves and he would 

still be looked down upon. Because he was able to 

do all of these marvelous things and now had 

approval from his traveling companions, his 

courage and self-esteem was raised. 

 

A second situation that shows how the ring was 

able to give Bilbo the courage he needed to 

become a hero was when he faced Smaug. 

Although the dwarves would require Bilbo to hold 

up his end of the adventure with or without the 

ring, Bilbo drew courage from knowing he was 

invisible from the dragon. On his first trip into the 

cave he “slipped on his ring” and was “warned by 

the echoes to take more than hobbit’s care to make 

no sound” (Tolkien 196). Even still in the tunnel to 

the actual cave he felt more courage putting on the 

ring. It boosted his confidence and gave him the 

nerve that he needed to go and steal something 

from Smaug. Because of this new-found courage 

brought on by the ring Bilbo “…was inclined to feel 

a bit proud of himself” and knew that he would be 

safe as he faced the horrid dragon (Tolkien 203). 

The ring was the physical evidence of the courage 

that Bilbo had begun to gain through his journey. 

With the help of the ring, Bilbo was able to let his 

courage out and perform tasks that he never 

thought he would ever be doing. This courage was 

what helped him become the archetypal hero of 

the novel.  

Just like the Ring of Power being a symbol of 

courage in the entire series, the motif of Gandalf 

leaving and returning, which represents the 

strength someone can gain when they are forced to 

act for themselves, impacts the entire series, but 

has a special significance in The Hobbit. It is 

through this motif that Bilbo is able to become 

such a dynamic character and grow into the hero 

that he ultimately transforms into at the end of the 

novel.  

 

There are four different instances where Gandalf 

leaves, or is absent, that helps Bilbo step up into 

the role of the hero that is needed for the end of 

the story. In the first two instances, Gandalf does 

return to help the travelers, but for the last two 

experiences Gandalf leaves them on their own so 

that Bilbo could be the rescuer, finding his own 

inner hero. The first of these instances is when the 

group finds themselves facing trolls. Before they 

even stumble upon the trolls they notice that 

Gandalf “simply was not there at all” and they 

hadn’t a clue as to where he had gone (Tolkien 31). 

Gandalf just disappearing helps to foreshadow how 

he will again later leave without them even 

realizing.  

 

With Gandalf gone, the group does get themselves 

into their first spat of trouble. Needing a place to 

sleep, they see a light and one by one are all 

captured by the trolls who want to eat the dwarves. 

Right before the trolls can decide how to eat the 

dwarves, though “Gandalf came back. But no one 

saw him” (Tolkien 38). Again, even though Gandalf 

is the one to rescue the group from the situation 

they got themselves into, he didn’t let himself be 

seen initially. This helps to foreshadow how Gandalf 

won’t always be there, leaving Bilbo to be the one 

to rescue the dwarves.  The second occasion where 

Gandalf leaves the group and then returns to 

rescue them is when the group is kidnapped by the 

goblins. As the dwarves and Bilbo were dragged 

into the other side of a crack in the wall they were 

all left to wonder “where was Gandalf?” (Tolkien 57). 

He had left the group on their own again without 

saying a word just as they again were in a bad 
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situation. Just as things truly looked bad “a sword 

flashed in its own light” and although the travelers 

didn’t know who the sword belonged to, they knew 

the person was their rescuer (Tolkien 61). Once they 

are in a safer spot they find out that their rescuer 

was again Gandalf, but “…they were too busy to ask 

how he got there” (Tolkien 62). Just like with the 

trolls, Gandalf had disappeared and returned just in 

time to rescue Bilbo and the dwarves. This had now 

become a pattern that they thought they could rely 

on, but after the third time that Gandalf leaves they 

are not able to rely on this.  

 

Gandalf leaves for the last time soon after the 

group is rescued by the eagles from the wolves, 

leaving them once more on their own. This is what 

leads them into their third sticky situation, but it 

requires Bilbo to step up and save the group 

because Gandalf would not be returning. Through 

their journey in Mirkwood the dwarves are captured 

by giant spiders who want to eat them. Since Bilbo 

is able to get free from the spider that is trying to 

capture him, he realizes that “the moment had 

come when he must do something” (Tolkien 146). 

Although the dwarves didn’t know that Gandalf 

wouldn’t be coming, Bilbo realized this and knew 

he was their only hope. It caused him to take action 

and perform his first real heroic task in the book. 

Once he had freed them from the spiders, the 

dwarves “changed their opinions of Mr. Baggins 

very much and had begun to have a great for him 

(as Gandalf said they would)” (Tolkien 152). Gandalf 

knew that leaving the dwarves in the care of Bilbo 

would help them trust Bilbo and would help Bilbo 

find the hero within himself. Gandalf leaving helped 

Bilbo stand on his own two feet to let that hero out. 

Soon after the spider situation, Bilbo is given 

another opportunity to save the dwarves before 

they reach the Lonely Mountain. They are captured 

by wood-elves and thrown in the dungeons. Since 

Bilbo has the ring of power, he is able to not only 

escape being captured, but also sneak into the 

castle of the elves to find Thorin and free the rest of 

his companions. Being the only one that wasn’t 

captured, Bilbo realizes that “if anything was to be 

done, it would have to be done by Mr. Baggins, 

alone and unaided” (Tolkien 161). Even though he 

had just saved the dwarves from the spiders, he still 

was a little apprehensive. Bilbo had yet to fully 

emerge as a hero and had his doubts, but would 

not shrink away from the responsibility of helping 

his travel companions. Once again, he is able to 

save the dwarves from their imprisonment and the 

dwarves’ respect for Bilbo again grows “just [as] 

Gandalf…said would happen” (Tolkien 162). Gandalf 

was more than aware that as he left the dwarves 

would appreciate Bilbo even more, giving Bilbo the 

self-confidence he needed to become the 

archetypal hero. Without Gandalf leaving and 

returning and finally not returning at all to save the 

dwarves, Bilbo wouldn’t have been able to flourish 

into the hero he becomes.  

 

In The Hobbit, Bilbo is a very dynamic character so 

that he can become the hero. He is affected by 

both the courage from the ring and learning to 

stand alone from Gandalf that brings about this 

dynamic change. He is a completely different 

character at the beginning of the story than he is at 

the end of the story because of these two things. 

Tolkien wrote him as a very dynamic character and 

it is because of this that Bilbo is able to transform 

into a hero. At the beginning of the story, Bilbo is 

very much a worrier and doesn’t like adventure in 

the least bit. First off, the smallest thing could set 

Bilbo off into worrying or even nearly having a 

heart attack including a loud noise that came out of 

nowhere. He worried over the minutest things, but 

not more so than when the dwarves started arriving 

in his hobbit hole for tea. He couldn’t help but 

worry about “…what happened, and what was 

going to happen, and whether they would all stay 

for supper” (Tolkien 10). It was all of this worrying 

that made Bilbo bad for adventuring. He enjoyed 

the simple life and was completely content living 

his days forever in his hobbit hole. That being said, 

he still has a call to adventure when he runs across 

Gandalf on his home one afternoon. As Gandalf 

tells Bilbo he is looking for someone for an 

adventure, Bilbo responds: “We are plain quiet folk, 

and I have no use for adventures. Nasty, disturbing, 

and uncomfortable things. Make you late for 
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dinner! I can’t think what anybody sees in 

them” (Tolkien 6). The idea doesn’t even appeal to 

him. He would rather stay home and have tea than 

go gallivanting across Middle Earth. Along with 

internally not wanting to go adventuring he didn’t 

look the part and looked “‘…more like a grocer than 

a burglar!’” (Tolkien 18). Bilbo was not built for 

adventuring even if his ancestors on his mother’s 

side were known for their adventures. Bilbo was a 

stereotypical hobbit and wanted to stay as far from 

adventures as he could. In fact, before he was 

whisked off for the adventure of a life time he came 

to realize that the dwarves had left before he had 

even woken up and found himself “…really 

relieved…to think that they had all gone without 

him” (Tolkien 27). All of this if of course set up the 

reader’s expectations of who Bilbo is to show his 

transformation at the end of the book after all of 

his adventures. 

 

In the end of the novel, Bilbo has truly become the 

definition of the archetypal hero with the help of 

the ring and Gandalf. Tolkien has proven that Bilbo 

is a dynamic character and went through the most 

changes; going from the worrying, adventure-

hating hobbit into a real hero. Bilbo himself even 

realizes that he is “a different person, much fiercer 

and bolder” and has truly gained heroic traits. It is 

not only Bilbo who sees this change, but also the 

dwarves. They realize that Bilbo has developed into 

“something of a bold adventurer” who was actually 

worthy to be on their quest with them (Tolkien 

153). It was through the experiences that Bilbo had 

faced, along with a boost in his courage that 

allowed him to have the desire to change. Without 

this desire, he would have stayed a static character 

and never transform into the hero he needed to be. 

Not only did he let himself become the hero but 

“he had become the real leader in their adventure. 

He had begun to have ideas and plans of his own” 

(Tolkien 203). Bilbo truly steps into the role of hero 

after he has been pushed into it. He doesn’t shy 

away from the role and knows that this is the 

person who was inside of him all along. His 

willingness to change is what makes him the hero 

in the end and makes him a true example of what 

an archetypal hero is and what they do. 

 

Conclusion 

With the help of Gandalf leaving to help Bilbo learn 

to stand on his own, the courage that Bilbo gains 

from the Ring of Power, and the fact that Bilbo is 

such a dynamic character who is willing to change 

helps him become the hero that he needed to be 

for the novel. Although some may argue that Bilbo 

doesn’t fit the archetype of the hero, Tolkien uses 

these three different literary devices to prove that 

Bilbo is in fact a character who fits perfectly into 

this archetype. Even if Bilbo shies away from 

adventure initially, he does take it upon himself to 

become the hero that is needed. Readers of this 

novel can take away the comfort in knowing that 

even the most unlikely person can become a hero if 

they let themselves transform. Bilbo is not only a 

hero for those in the novel, but for readers. He 

becomes someone that readers can call their very 

own hero as they look up to him and use him as 

inspiration to become heroes in their own stories.  
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Fragments of Eden in The Hobbit 
By Jan Russell 

 

All long for paradise.  Inherent in each man’s 

unconscious soul lays a yearning for peace, rest, 

ease, and joy.  It manifests itself differently in 

people’s conscious, but is seen through their 

actions – how they spend their time and money, 

treat other people, or over what they muse. After a 

lifetime of pursuing paradise, they realize heaven is 

just out of reach.  Peace and happiness are 

transitory and at best fragments of the whole. Yet, 

mankind is relentless in its pursuit of paradise.  

Literature and art repeatedly portray symbolic 

events, characters, situations and objects that 

represent mankind’s fall from and unyielding quest 

to return to Eden.  Deep in mankind’s primal 

instincts they know they have experienced heaven, 

lived there, and loved there; excellence, perfection, 

unity, intelligence, order, beauty and goodness 

were continually before their face.  J. R.R. Tolkien’s 

allegory, The Hobbit, presents “an adventure” 

(Tolkien, 6) to restore mankind to their “primal 

community” (Nibley, 400).  Not only does Tolkien 

emphasize a universal quest to regain Eden through 

the hero’s journey, he uses motifs and symbols to 

represent Eden and characterization to 

demonstrate that mankind can only create 

temporary fragments of paradise, leaving them in 

continual pursuit of the wholeness of Eden.  

 

Background 

To understand the universality of mankind’s quest 

for Eden, foundational information about the 

human psyche is necessary.  The Swiss psychologist, 

Dr. Carl G. Jung, postulated there is a third part to 

the human psyche where is housed “the cumulative 

knowledge, experiences, and images of the entire 

human species” (Bressler, 131) from the dawn of 

man to the present and “is identical in all 

individuals” (Jung, The Concept, 99).  Named the 

collective unconscious, it is different from the 

personal conscious and unconscious.  Whereas the 

latter two are dependent on personal experiences, 

the collective unconscious is “not a personal 

acquisition” (Jung, The Concept, 99).  Jung states, 

“The contents of the collective unconscious have 

never been in consciousness, and therefore have 

never been individually acquired, but owe their 

existence exclusively to heredity” (Jung, The 

Concept, 99).  To help clarify an otherwise complex 

theory, Jung calls the collective unconscious 

“instincts” (100).  They are “impersonal, universally 

distributed . . . [and] of a motivating character, 

which very often [fails] so completely to reach 

consciousness” (100).  He further explains, “Instincts 

are not vague and indefinite by nature, but are 

specifically formed motive forces which, long 

before there is any consciousness, and in spite of 

any degree of consciousness later on, pursue their 

inherent goals.” (100) To simplify further, instincts 

are found in newborn babies sucking and 

swallowing, teenagers’ sexual urges, and adults’ 

need of companionship.  As Jung states, they are 

not in our conscious, humans don’t think about 

them; they are impulsive, spontaneous actions.  

Because the collective unconscious, or instinct, is 

the same in all humans, they respond to certain 

stimuli in the same manner. 

 

Inseparably connected to the collective 

unconscious are archetypes—which literally mean 

original/first form – universal patterns or images of 

repeated human experience.  Some repeated 

human experiences include birth, death, love, hate, 

hunger, thirst, family and the passage of time.  The 

collective unconscious exists in the form of 

archetypes which generate universal feelings and 

emotions “over which the reader initially has little 

control” (Bressler, 131).  Dr. Jung further “[suggests] 

that such archetypes directly affect the way we 

respond to external elements” (Bressler, 132).  An 

example of this from Charles Bressler is depicted 

when people view a television commercial showing 

a baby surrounded by puppies licking the child’s 

face; feelings of tenderness swell up inside them as 

the result of this archetype (132).  Archetypes “give 
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form to countless typical experiences of our 

ancestors [and are] the psychic residue of 

innumerable experiences of the same type, of joys 

and sorrows that have been repeated countless 

times in our ancestral history” (131).  “The 

archetype can only provide a . . . representation in 

the conscious mind, for as soon as we encounter it 

through dreams, fantasies, or rational thought, the 

archetype becomes clothed in images of the 

concrete world and is no longer an archetype: it is 

an archetypal image or symbol” (The People, 168). 

Therefore, Archetypes, usually found in literature as 

tangible events, situations, characters, and symbols, 

bring the collective unconscious into the conscious 

state where humans try to make sense of life.   

 

The archetypal hero’s journey is a prominently used 

in The Hobbit to reflect the primordial pursuit of 

Eden.  The hero’s journey, with its common symbols 

and stages, is familiar to people regardless of 

cultural background or time.  It usually contains 

three main stages: the Departure, the Initiation, and 

the Return and is commonly about an ordinary 

person who must leave a comfortable existence and 

embark on a journey that will try and temp him/her.  

After immense struggle, the hero becomes stronger 

in some way and returns to the beginning with 

either something that gives life to his people or 

new knowledge and wisdom.  In a complete hero’s 

journey, where every element of the myth occurs, 

the hero obtains apotheosis. Apotheosis, the 

elevation of a person to the rank of a god, denotes 

a return to the gods – to Eden.  It is important to 

note for this essay that the three stages of the 

hero’s journey overlays with the three stages of the 

Eden myth: Expulsion, Exile, and Redemption.  This 

is significant since the “Garden of Eden represents 

the epitome of the human soul” (Mitchell, 1), it 

longs for redemption – a return to paradise.  It 

follows that the archetypal hero’s journey, used 

exhaustively in literature, is a conscious replication 

of mankind’s instinctual yearning for paradise.  

 

Lines of Argument 

Tolkien conveys through the archetypal hero’s 

journey that mankind’s search for Eden is universal 

throughout time and space.  Although The Hobbit 

focuses on Bilbo Baggins as the hero of the story, a 

hero’s journey is taken by each character in the 

book.  From Thorin, the un-crowned king, to 

Smaug, the dragon nemesis, each character 

journeys with their own unique purpose and 

motivation.  Tolkien’s book underscores the 

universality of mankind’s quest for paradise as 

reflected in the various ethnic backgrounds of the 

characters: hobbit, wizard, dwarf, dragon, elf, man—

all on a journey to seize a different life than what he 

currently has.  Whether it is called Xanadu, Zion, 

heaven, nirvana, or utopia, Eden is “always in the 

background of man’s consciousness [as] an image 

of himself existing in another, easier, simpler, more 

idyllic time” (Woodard, 578).  Collective 

unconscious theory suggests throughout all ages 

each person goes through the same stages of life, 

“the same bodily experiences and so respond[s] to 

the same images” (Campbell, The Power, 37).  For 

instance, the myths of Bangladesh play out the 

same as in the Cherokee Nation; it’s just performed 

on a different stage in different costumes (37).  

Archetypes are powerful patterns that give hints to 

the potential of mankind, whether it is a hobbit or a 

human.  Thus, Tolkien shows the hero’s journey to 

fulfillment represents every reader’s journey to 

Eden.   

 

Along with the archetypal hero’s journey, Tolkien 

employs a song/singing motif to support the idea 

that the quest for Eden is mankind’s central aim.  

Most of the songs threaded throughout The Hobbit 

reflect the purposes of the hero’s quest.  For 

example, the dwarfs sing of regaining their lost 

kingdom and wealth, “We must away, ere break of 

day, / To win our harps and gold from him” 

(Tolkien, 16)!  Music and singing have long been 

used for worshiping and praising gods; celebrating 

and memorializing victories or other momentous 

occasions; and as prayers supplicating the gods for 

mercy, grace, prosperity and peace.  Indeed, “music 

brings all things into love and harmony” (Nibley, 

564).  For example, early in the quest, elves sing a 

welcoming invitation to the weary travelers, “To 

stay would be jolly/And listen and hark/Till the end 
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of the dark,” (Tolkien, 46) demonstrating the 

happiness and peace of Eden.  The prospect of 

“bannocks . . . baking” and “ponies need shoeing” 

along with rest and socializing are indeed 

reflections of Eden (46).  In Mirkwood, Wood-elves 

use song for creating harmony as they enjoy 

“merrymaking” in the forest, showing the love and 

mutual kindness felt in heaven.  Later, as the dwarfs 

anticipate the victory over Smaug, they sing of the 

return of the king and of gladness, both elements 

of Eden: “The streams shall run in gladness, /The 

lakes shall shine and burn, /All sorrow fail and 

sadness/At the Mountain – king’s return” (182).  At 

the end of the book, music continues to play an 

important part of celebrating prosperity as the 

dwarfs make “songs which say . . .  the rivers run 

with gold” (276).  The Music motif is used to 

commend the embarkment, anticipation and 

celebration of the quest to restore paradise to the 

Lonely Mountain.  Thus, music in Middle-earth 

mirrors the use of song in readers’ lives as they 

celebrate and praise their current Edenic prosperity.   

 

In addition to the motif of music, Tolkien employs 

physical symbols to represent Eden. The imagery of 

Bilbo’s home is an archetype of paradise.  In the 

Eden quest, the hero leaves or falls from this place 

of origin, and it is the desired residence upon the 

triumphant return.  It is the place where man dwelt 

in the beginning in a place of innocence and 

unambiguousness “for time out of mind” (Tolkien, 

3).  Bilbo’s home with its “gardens and meadows 

beyond, sloping down to the river” reflects the Eden 

imagery in the biblical account of a garden with a 

river flowing to water it (Tolkien, 3).  Additionally, 

The Hill, “as all people . . . called it” (3), echoes 

Eden’s perpetual source of food as it has an almost 

endless supply of food and drink in its many cellars 

and “beautiful pantries” (143).  Along with 

comfortable furniture and beds, The Hill is a place 

of ease, a feeling of permanency and a habitation 

of peace, mirroring the “central pattern of [the] 

archetypal [image]” of paradise (Frye, 108).  The 

house is a concrete image formed into the readers’ 

conscious helping make sense of unconscious 

primal memories of “an earlier state of perfection” 

(Woodard, 580).  The conscious responds with a 

strong desire “to recapture the lost perfection 

which he knows through his emotional and neural 

inheritance to lie somewhere in his past” (577-578).  

Thus, the reader identifies with Bilbo’s longing to 

return home; for both believe returning to paradise 

is worth every effort. 

 

Subtle archetypes intertwine with significant 

archetypes suggesting Eden is never far from the 

minds of the travelers.  For the most part, these 

symbols are “figures of the unconscious expressed 

in protecting and healing images” (Jung, The Basic, 

370-371). The tree is one such symbol.  Being 

chased by goblins and wolves the small band runs 

to the “edge of the glade” as Gandalf shouts, “Up 

the trees quick” (Tolkien, 92)!  “A tree is a symbol of 

antiquity and immense and enduring strength” and 

as such is commonly “interpreted as protection” 

(Love).  Tolkien’s tree symbolism of Edenic 

protection is not lost on the reader as the narrator 

points out “Wargs . . . cannot climb trees” (Tolkien, 

94).  More demonstratively, from the skies, eagles 

swoop down to pluck the desperate refugees off to 

safety.  Tolkien rightly equates eagles with the 

ancient spiritual quest to Eden.  Representing 

victory and freedom, it is one of many “powerful 

images to lend magical aid” (Jung, The Basic, 370).  

Literature is full of symbols with the power to shield 

from fatal suffering and intervene in the direst of 

circumstances.  Some would argue that once exiled 

from Eden “no hope for redemption is offered by 

God . . . Humanity is exiled with no way back” 

(Mitchell, 13).  Others debate that the gods are 

“uncaring” and continually “mock man’s 

imperfections” and weaknesses (Woodard, 579).  

Yet, the myriad of symbols experienced in the 

personal conscious, that embody the archetypes 

existing in the collective unconscious, inform the 

weary traveler that powerful, mystic help is all 

around encouraging them onward. 

 

One meaningful symbolic event as regards to 

regaining Eden quietly takes place between Bilbo 

and Thorin.  In almost all myths someone or 

something must die to complete the quest. For 
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example, the Eden myth contains the expulsion of 

Adam and Eve wherein they die from the life of 

heaven.  In the Christ myth, Jesus makes the 

ultimate sacrifice that mankind may reconcile with 

God and then re-enter heaven. As Thorin lies dying 

from the wounds of battle, with Bilbo kneeling 

beside him, he says, “I wish to part in friendship 

from you” (Tolkien, 262).  Thorin now represents the 

required sacrifice typical in world myth.  Bilbo, in his 

exclamation, “This is a bitter adventure” (262), 

becomes the exiled Adam, rendering the required 

penitence.  Bilbo’s humble expression, “More than 

any Baggins deserves” establishes that merciful 

reconciliation has occurred (262).  Reconciliation 

means exchange, “change from enmity to 

friendship . . .  the return to the status ante quo . . . 

[and] restores one to a former, happier condition” 

(Nibley, 556).  This redeeming event alone 

foreshadows Bilbo’s success in returning home and 

engages the reader’s conscious with hopeful 

thoughts for fulfilling the quest to Eden. 

 

Finally, the most powerful symbols related to 

regaining Eden are Bilbo’s golden ring and sword – 

Sting. These objects, usually called talisman in 

mythology, are literal objects given to the hero and 

possess a powerful influence on human feelings or 

actions; the intent is to proffer aid beyond the 

hero’s natural ability. Modern examples may 

include scriptures for Christians, automobiles for 

employees, airplanes for travelers, and rifles for 

soldiers.  Each object enables people to fulfill their 

quest in which they cannot accomplish on their 

own.  In archetypal literature, the ring is a symbol of 

‘wholeness, unity” (Psychoanalytic), “eternal” and 

infinite (Rosen).  At first these interpretations do 

not seem to match with what Bilbo’s ring does; but 

one interesting definition of eternal is 

unchangeableness, while infinite denotes limitless 

power.  Bilbo quickly discovers this truth using the 

ring to escape the goblin cave. As long as he wears 

the ring he stays invisible and is able to flee his 

potential captors.  The reader sees this repeatedly 

as Bilbo wears the ring to free the dwarfs from the 

spiders in Mirkwood and the dungeons of the 

Wood-elves.  Mankind uses a myriad of earthly 

talisman to enable them to endure and complete 

their daily quests (such as the computer the writer 

is using right now).  In conjunction with eternal and 

infinite, the ring represents wholeness and unity; 

first, as conditions in Eden, and second, acquired 

along the journey.  Curious is the effect the ring has 

on Bilbo’s internal conflict of being tagged as a 

burglar, for he considers himself “very respectable” 

(Tolkien, 3).  When he realizes the ring’s power in 

the goblin cave, it gives him the confidence to 

aggressively charge the goblin’s gate and, soon 

after, declare, “And here’s your burglar” (87)!  At 

that moment, he becomes whole and united with 

himself, the quest, and the dwarfs.  Hence, the 

talisman symbolizes anything mankind relies on to 

aid them in accomplishing something beyond 

themselves.   

 

Conversely, Bilbo’s sword – Sting, symbolizes 

“rigidity, power, [and] aggression” (Psychoanalytic).  

In Christian texts the sword represents God’s 

covenant word.  The Hebrew word for covenant is 

briyth, meaning to cut, divide, and create.  This 

meaning is still seen when someone says, “I cut a 

deal with the salesman.” Tolkien uses this meaning 

as Bilbo slashes, hacks and stabs spiders and webs 

in Mirkwood. Literally, he is dividing asunder, 

meaning cutting apart, cutting away or separating, 

the good from the evil in the land.  But more 

importantly, he is symbolically purging evil from 

himself; the process creates a mental and spiritual 

Eden where, according to Deuteronomy 23:14, the 

gods “see no unclean thing in thee.” Additionally, 

because of the sword, Bilbo who “never had any 

adventures or did anything unexpected” (Tolkien, 

3), is able to accomplish “something bigger than 

[himself]” (Campbell, 123).  The talisman given to 

the hero shows that Eden is not acquired by 

mankind’s power alone; it takes a higher power to 

become a god and reunite with heaven.   

 

Another important aspect of the ring and sword in 

relation to Eden needs mentioning here.  

Individually they are symbols of great power, but 

together they represent the ultimate unity with 

heaven and divine help, which enables the hero to 
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accomplish his quest.  The ring is a yonic symbol 

representing the female, the mother archetype with 

a “positive, favorable meaning” that implies 

nurturing and protection (Jung, The Basic, 416).  

This is evident every time Bilbo uses his ring; it 

offers him protection and freedom to grow from 

the experiences and encounters of opposing forces.  

In essence he is like a nurtured plant, weeded and 

watered in a garden freely growing up to maturity.  

Meanwhile, the sword is a phallic symbol 

representing the male and balances the ring. It is 

the protector/father/male archetype that implies 

action and survival.  Bilbo uses it to actively fight 

against evil and create a more Edenic atmosphere 

for himself and others.  In the Eden myth, Adam is 

“the progenitor of the human race,” while Eve is the 

mother of all living (Mitchell, 7).  Combining, or 

marrying, the two archetypes represents not only 

the “order to create life,” shared with the “powers 

of the Divine” (9, 11), the marriage “ceremony 

recognizes the spiritual ideal of reunification with 

the incarnate God” (Campbell, 6).  Bilbo’s two 

talismans underscore the potential of reuniting in 

perfect harmony in heaven– the ultimate return of 

the hero’s journey. 

 

In addition to objects that symbolize Eden, 

individual characters in The Hobbit represent 

different types of the hero’s journey and develop 

the idea that mankind can only create fragments of 

Eden.  Mythology critics have identified ten 

different “types of archetypal journeys” 

(Archetypes). Each depicts a portion of the hero’s 

journey; it follows then, these various journeys 

represent pieces of Eden.  For example, Bilbo 

embarks on the quest for identity, demonstrated by 

his realization that “he had become the real leader 

in their adventure.  He had begun to have ideas and 

plans of his own” (Tolkien, 203).  As he contends 

and conquers his own adversities, he identifies 

himself as a master of two worlds, but only 

possesses a part of Eden.  Gollum travels the tragic 

quest of “penance or self-denial” (Archetypes).  He 

stays alone in “the dark under the mountains” 

(Tolkien, 69) gaining only a small sliver of Eden.  

Beorn, the skin-changer, travels the “quest to rid 

the land of danger” (Archetypes).  He “ranges far 

and wide” to rid the lands of “wickedness” (Tolkien, 

109, 123), but never experiences the rest and ease 

found in Eden.  Smaug journeys to the “[founding] 

of the good city” (Archetypes) where he piles up 

“great [heaps]” of wealth, “sleeps on it for a bed,” 

but never “[enjoys] a brass ring of it” (Tolkien, 24, 

23).  He found the good city, but has no joy 

otherwise found in Eden.  Finally, Thorin, the 

uncrowned king, is on a “quest for vengeance” 

(Archetypes).  Stripped of his family’s wealth and 

forced to “earn [his living] as best [he can]” (Tolkien, 

24), he plans to avenge his fathers and take back 

what is rightfully his.  Tragically he develops “the 

dragon-sickness” of greed – “the bewilderment of . . 

. treasure” – and looks for ways “to withhold the 

share of the reward” (252).  Greed kills him before 

he can obtain his Eden.  From these examples 

readers understand that “not every myth contains 

every element or archetype” of the hero’s journey 

(Psychoanalytic), that every quest in The Hobbit 

represents a portion of the whole of Eden.  Tolkien 

infuses his tale with the notion that mortal man 

continually embarks on multiple quests over a life 

time, each a fragment of Eden.  The reader 

understands “the impermanence and mortality of 

this imperfect earthly life” (Woodard, 99).  Yet, the 

quest archetypes infused into the myth help 

readers understand why they continue the Edenic 

pursuit and what they are seeking in their own life. 

 

Even though mankind does not have the power to 

find the whole of Eden in their temporal state, 

Tolkien reminds readers their instinctual goals will 

continually pursue Eden.  He portrays this idea at 

the end of the book through Gandalf’s exchanges 

of stories and news.  Here Beorn and his clan 

continually hunt goblins, as it will be “many 

generations” until “a new peace [will come] over the 

edge of the Wild” (Tolkien, 268).  Even though the 

dwarfs have conquered and regained the Lonely 

Mountain, in another part of the land Gandalf will 

persist in driving the Necromancer “from his dark 

hold in the south of Mirkwood,” in hopes “the 

Forest will grow somewhat more wholesome” (270, 

271).  Each quest will continue through the “age of 
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the world, or for many after” (271).  Just as one part 

of Wilderland has regained peace and harmony, 

there are still other parts of the land needing the 

hero’s journey.  Hence, the whole of Eden is not yet 

realized.  Mankind experiences this fragmentation 

every day.  A wife might welcome her husband 

home by saying, “The dragon slayer has returned!”  

He has killed the day and brought home the wealth 

and enjoys the spoils from his recliner.  They know 

their evening of Eden is temporal; the dragon will 

have to be slain again tomorrow.  Mankind in their 

collective subconscious strives to replicate the 

heavenly home, even though they know they do 

not have all the same conditions or materials. 

 

Conclusion 

Tolkien presents the romance of adventure.  An 

expert in mythology, he consciously implants into 

the heart of the reader the imagery and structure 

found in myth that “[stirs] up profound emotions . . 

. because they awaken images stored in the 

collective unconscious” (Bressler, 131).  Since the 

search for Eden is instinctual, travel they must.  But 

the heroes do not “risk the adventure alone, for the 

heroes of all time have gone before [them].  The 

labyrinth is thoroughly known.  [They] have only to 

follow the thread of the hero path” where they “will 

come to the center of [their] own existence” 

(Campbell, 123).  “The Eden archetype provides a 

unique window” into Tolkien’s myth because it 

appeals to mankind’s primordial thoughts and 

places them into the personal conscious where the 

reader tries understand life without the whole 

perfections of paradise (Mitchell, 4).  Allegorically, 

Tolkien presents the possibility of obtaining 

temporary fragments of Eden in the here and now, 

while through mankind’s collective unconscious 

they instinctively know the fulness of Eden is 

reserved for the immortals. 
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Childhood Memories: Coping Mechanism 
 

By Brittany Brower 
 

A passage from The Ocean at the End of the 

Lane by Neil Gaiman reads, “I had been here, hadn’t 

I, a long time ago? I was sure I had. Childhood 

memories are sometimes covered and obscured 

beneath the things that come later, like childhood 

toys forgotten at the bottom of a crammed adult 

closet, but they are never lost for good” (Gaiman 5). 

This is a perfect quote for what this paper will be 

discussing. Memories can be both good and bad. 

As we grow up these memories will have an affect 

on us. We can learn and grow from the memories 

that we had growing up, which in the long run can 

make us better people and adults. It is important to 

recognize how the memories of our childhood can 

affect who we become in adulthood as this can 

help us understand who we are. Memories from 

childhood aren’t always real. The memories we do 

remember can be ways of coping with a hard 

childhood. In The Ocean at the End of the Lane Neil 

Gaiman characterizes the main character with an 

active imagination to help him cope with the 

traumatic experiences life.  

Background 

 

The main character, who is also the narrator of the 

story, comes back to his hometown for a funeral. 

He hasn’t been back in quite a long time so he 

decides to drive around after the funeral. He drives 

past his old house and his childhood friend, Lettie 

Hempstock’s home as well. He stops at the 

Hempstock’s home and while at their home he 

thinks to himself,  

If you’d asked me an hour before, I would have said 

no, I did not remember the way. I do not even think 

I would have remembered Lettie Hempstock’s 

name. But standing in that hallway, it was all 

coming back to me. Memories were waiting at the 

edges of things, beckoning to me. Had you told me 

that I was seven again, I might have half-believed 

you, for a moment.  (Gaiman 7) 

While there he starts to remember much of his 

childhood, which was both good and bad. On page 

13 it says, “I was not happy as a child, although 

from time to time I was content. I lived in books 

more than I lived anywhere else” (Gaiman 13). This 

line in the story perfectly describes how the 

narrator was as a young boy. He would rather be in 

the worlds from his books than in his own world. 

There are many reasons for this, which will be 

discussed later on. However, it is important to know 

that the narrator relied on his books and poems 

throughout the whole novel for comfort in hard 

times. There are some traumatic experiences that 

the narrator goes through as a boy. Just to name a 

few: he sees a dead body of a man who committed 

suicide in his family car, his father abuses him, and 

he sees his father having an affair. All of these 

events lead to the monster that he creates in his 

head. He doesn’t want to blame anyone in real life 

for what is happening so instead he creates the 

monster to cope with reality. His friend Lettie 

Hempstock also plays a big role in helping him 

cope with the events in his life.  

 

Lines of Argument 

The first event that will be discussed is when the 

narrator sees the dead body in his family’s car. He 

describes the body as follows, 

The thing in the back seat that had been 

covered by the blue blanket was not 

convincing either. It looked a little like the 

opal miner, but it was dressed in a black 

suit, with a white, ruffled shirt and a clack 

bow-tie. Its hair was slicked back and 

artificially shiny. Its eyes were staring. Its lips 

were bluish, but its skin was very red. It 

looked like a parody of health. There was no 

gold chain around its neck (Gaiman 18). 

This had to have been a very traumatic experience 

for the boy. It would have been traumatic for 

anyone, but even more so for a seven-year-old. In 

the journal of Political Psychology it says, “Acute 

stress disorder (ASD) is another psychiatric disorder 
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of direct relevance for describing the traumatic 

consequences of political events. This diagnosis is 

similar to that of PTSD in identifying a traumatic 

event to which the person reacted with fear, 

helplessness, or horror, and it also requires re-

experiencing the traumatic event, avoiding 

reminders, and hyperarousal/anxiety” (Koopman). 

While this was not a political event it was still an 

event that could cause a seven-year-old to 

experience some of the symptoms of ASD. The 

narrator would continue to play that event over in 

his mind trying to figure out what had happened 

and why. He would constantly see the man’s face in 

his mind, which would make him scared again. This 

was an even that would not just go away. Instead, it 

would carry on with the narrator throughout his 

whole life. 

 

When they first found the body, he didn’t 

understand what was going on. All he knew was 

there was a dead man in his car on top of his 

favorite SMASH! comic book. Not understanding 

why this man had died can lead to many thoughts 

and the image of his face was probably forever 

engrained in his brain. This is an event that could 

cause the narrator to have ASD, which can be a 

reason why his imagination is going out of control 

for the rest of the story. He is trying to cope with 

this death and all of the things that are going on in 

his life. 

 

In the article, Children’s Response to Exposure to 

Traumatic Events it says, “Children are particularly 

vulnerable to the effects of trauma and may need 

to have specific interventions to assist them in their 

recovery. Typically, children look to their parents for 

assurance and assistance when faced with painful 

situations” (Richard and William). Finding assurance 

and assistance from parents is what typically 

happens in traumatic situations. However, in this 

case Lettie Hempstock came to the narrator’s aid 

and was there for him when he needed help. This 

incident was the beginning of the narrator’s use of 

imagination for coping. Lettie showed the narrator 

her “ocean”, which was really just a duck pond, but 

she was pretty convincing that it was an ocean. She 

found a dead fish and pulled out a silver sixpence 

from its mouth. She gave it to the narrator to keep, 

which helped him to forget about what happened 

earlier for a little bit. He went home and put the 

silver sixpence in his piggy bank. However, the next 

morning a strange event happened. The narrator 

describes it like this, “They were looking at me with 

mean, triumphant eyes, all the people in the boys’ 

toilets, and I tried not to choke on the thing in my 

throat, determined not to give them that 

satisfaction” (Gaiman 27). This was only part of a 

dream he was having, but when he woke up he was 

actually choking. He said, “I could not breathe. 

There was something in my throat, hard and sharp 

and stopping me from breathing or from crying 

out. I began to cough as I woke, tears streaming 

down my cheeks, nose running” (Gaiman 27). What 

he had pulled out of his throat was a silver shilling. 

This is an example of how trauma can trigger the 

imagination and makes children think things are 

happening when they really aren’t. The narrator was 

so worked up in his dream that he thought it was 

real. This is why he woke up choking. The traumatic 

experiences the narrator has gone through and will 

go through continue to build his imagination and 

convince him of things that seem real but are just 

his own imagination. This dream, although fake, can 

lead to the narrator’s traumatic state to worsen and 

may only confuse the young narrator even more. 

This was only the beginning of the narrator’s crazy 

imagination events that happen throughout the 

story.  

 

Trauma can lead to children thinking of things that 

never happen. For example in the article 

”Nonbelieved Trauma” it says,  

Imagine that you are trading stories about 

your shared childhood with a close sibling. 

You describe a memory about the time that 

you fell out of a tree and broke your arm. 

Your memory is vivid - you feel the bark on 

the tree, hear the leaves blowing in the 

breeze, experience the fear as you plummet 

to the ground. It is one of your clearest 

childhood memories. But your brother looks 

at you oddly, pauses, and then tells you that 
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it was he and not you who fell and broke his 

arm. After arguing, you turn to your mother 

as arbiter. She decrees that this happened 

to your brother. (Mazzoni) 

This example proves how children can make things 

up in their heads when they have experienced 

traumatic situations. The reason the girl thought it 

was her own arm that broke was probably because 

she was so traumatized by seeing her brother fall 

and break his arm. That experience was so real to 

her that she expected it to be her arm that broke. 

This can be related to the dream the narrator had 

of choking on a shilling. Both the girl in the 

example above and the narrator of The Ocean at 

the End of the Lane imagine something that did not 

happen. This is because of the trauma they have 

experienced. The girl was lucky to have someone 

who could tell her the truth, the narrator did not 

have any help with his dream and choking incident. 

He wanted to tell someone, but was scared they 

wouldn’t believe what happened. So many 

traumatic things happen to him that he starts to 

imagine things in order to cope with the trauma. 

 

This leads us to the second event that will be 

discussed, his father’s abuse. This is the most 

traumatic experience the boy will go through. There 

are many instances in the book where abuse is 

obvious and then there are not as obvious details 

as well. On page 66- 67 it says, “I became terrified 

of him when he was angry. His face (angular and 

usually affable) would grow red, and he would 

shout, shout so loudly and furiously that it would, 

literally, paralyze me. I would not be able to think. 

He never hit me. He did not believe in hitting” 

(Gaiman 66-67). This abuse led to the narrator 

making up a monster inside of his head. This 

monster was in the form of a housekeeper whose 

name was Ursula Monkton. The narrator did not 

want to blame the abuse on his father because as a 

seven-year-old boy he looked up to him so much. 

He convinced himself that Ursula, his monster, 

convinced his father to abuse him.  

 

This monster was so real in the narrator’s head that 

he was scared of it. When in reality he should be 

scared of his own father. Later, on page 71, the 

abuse gets worse. It says, 

It was just me and my father. His cheeks had gone 

from red to white, and his lips were pressed 

together, and I did not know what he was going to 

do, or why he was running a bath, but I was scared, 

so scared. Then I realized what he was going to do, 

and I kicked out, and I flailed at him, neither of 

which actions had any effect of any kind as he 

plunged me down into the cold water. The 

bathwater was cold, so cold and so wrong. That was 

what I thought, initially, as he pushed me into the 

water, and then he pushed further, pushing my 

head and shoulders beneath the chilly water, and 

the horror changed its nature. I thought, I’m going 

to die (Gaiman 72). 

Looking at this sort of abuse it is obvious why the 

narrator wanted to create a monster instead of 

seeing his father as the monster. In a seven-year-

olds mind there really isn’t any way to explain why 

his father was doing this to him. He couldn’t and 

wouldn’t believe that it was actually his father 

committing this horrible act. In that article A 

Longitudinal Study of Battered Children of Battered 

Wives it says, “A resource theory of violence implies 

that the more resources a person can command the 

more force that person has available, but that there 

is a decreased likelihood of using that force. When 

persons have few resources, they are more likely to 

resort to violence and to choose a "safe" target, 

someone with less power than they have (Giles-

Sims). This is a good explanation for why the 

narrator’s father was abusing him. He needed to 

have a sense of power in his life and this was one 

way to find it. He may also have been struggling 

with other things like his relationship with his wife 

or his job. After this abuse the narrator has a 

conversation with Ursula who says to him, “Don’t 

cross me, I have things to do here, and you are 

getting in my way. Next time it will be so much 

worse. Next time, I lock you in the attic” (Gaiman 

75). This is another part of the narrator’s 

imagination. He is expecting worse things to 

happen, but not from his father. He imagines his 

monster is the one who threatens him. The narrator 

is terrified of what might happen if he does get put 
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in the attic, but instead of pining over it he sits in 

his room and finds a comforting book to read.  

 

Maya Angelou once said, “I’ve learned that people 

will forget what you said and what you did, but 

people will never forget how you made them feel” 

(Angelou). This is relevant to the narrator because 

he eventually does forget, but he still struggles with 

how to feel about his father. He is scared of him, 

but doesn’t want to be. The adult narrator tries to 

forgive his father, but deep down inside he knows 

that it is harder than that. How could he really 

forgive him for what he has done and said? Is it 

possible to move past it? The narrator at the age of 

seven is also probably wondering if the abuse will 

ever stop or if it will continue. Throughout the 

novel the narrator fights with Ursula, his monster, 

and in the end he does defeat her with the help of 

Lettie Hempstock. This proves that it is possible to 

defeat the monsters in life, but a little help is always 

needed. He would not have been able to defeat his 

monster without the help of Lettie. She was a friend 

that was always there for him and never gave up on 

him. The narrator wanted the monster out of his life 

so he did something about it. He fought off his 

monsters and he became brave. It was not an easy 

task. Both the narrator and Lettie had to go 

through a lot to get rid of Ursula. They had to 

summon the hunger birds, another imaginary thing, 

to come and defeat Ursula. While looking to 

destroy Ursula the hunger birds said, “We were 

summoned here. We do not need to leave until we 

have done what we came here for. We restore 

things to the way they are meant to be. Will you 

deprive us of our function? (Gaiman 154). The 

hunger birds would not leave until Ursula was 

destroyed. When they finally got to her they 

devoured her up. This is how the narrator described 

it,  

The hunger birds landed on it like seagulls 

on a beach of stranded fish, and they tore at 

it as if they had not eaten for a thousand 

years and needed to stuff themselves now, 

as it might be another thousand or longer 

before they would eat again. They tore at 

the gray stuff and in my mind I could hear it 

screaming the whole time as they crammed 

its rotting-canvas flesh into their sharp 

maws (Gaiman 129).  

The use of it in this quote dehumanizes Ursula, 

which makes it easy for the narrator to defeat. 

When he sees Ursula as an “it” he doesn’t have any 

emotional connection to her anymore. It was 

difficult for the narrator to watch and see his 

monster get destroyed, but it was also encouraging 

and peaceful to know that she wouldn’t be able to 

bother him any longer, or that is what he would 

hope happens. John le Carre once said, “The 

monsters of our childhood do not fade away, 

neither are they ever wholly monstrous” (Carre). He 

will always remember the monster in his life, but as 

he grows up he may not see it as a monster 

anymore, but more of a learning point in his life. 

However, there is still a traumatic event that he has 

to deal with. 

 

This leads us to the third event that will be 

discussed, his father’s affair. On page 79 it says, “As 

I ran, I thought of my father, his arms around the 

housekeeper-who-wasn’t, kissing her neck, and 

then I saw his face through the chilly bathwater as 

he held me under, and now I was no longer scared 

by what had happened in the bathroom; now I was 

scared by what it meant that my father was kissing 

the neck of Ursula Monkton, that has hands had 

lifted her midi skirt about her waist” (Gaiman 79-

80). Again, this is another traumatic event that a 

seven-year-old boy should not be going through. 

He didn’t understand everything that was 

happening, but he knew it was wrong. Didn’t his 

dad love his mom? Why would his dad do 

something like this? What did it mean that his dad 

was kissing another woman? All of those things 

were probably going through his head as he ran 

away from home. Also, he portrayed the woman as 

Ursula, his monster, to help cope with the idea of 

his dad having an affair. He wanted to blame it on 

the monster and not on his dad. It seemed like the 

easiest thing to do.  

 

In the article, “Health: Psychology; Experts Find 

Extramarital Affairs Have a Profound Impact on 
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Children” it says, “The common assumption has 

been that unless a marriage is in jeopardy, a 

discreet affair has little if any impact on a child. But 

increasing clinical evidence and a recent study 

suggest that the subtle changes in an adulterous 

parent's behavior can unsettle children, regardless 

of whether the truth leaks out and even if the 

children are too young to understand what is 

happening” (Brooks). While the affair is only 

brought up a couple of times in the book it still has 

a big impact on the narrator. How can he look at 

his father the same? How will his mother feel if she 

finds out?  

 

This affair can also be linked to the abuse that is 

happening. Often times when people aren’t doing 

the right things they start to act out in different 

ways. The way his father happened to act out was 

through abusing the narrator. He knew that the 

affair was wrong, but it was something he couldn’t 

control. He liked the affair too much to stop it. 

However, he knew it was wrong and that made him 

angry and aggressive. The narrator also seemed to 

describe his dad as an intense person anyways so 

to add an affair on top of that does not help his 

already severely traumatized psyche at all.  

 

In the article, “Anger Theory and Management: A 

Historical Analysis” it says, “A standard, 

uncomplicated analysis of anger is made by Izard, 

who lists the following causes of anger: restraint, 

the blocking or interrupting of goal-directed 

activity, aversive stimulation, being misled or 

unjustly hurt, and moral indignation. He views it as 

an emotion that interacts with disgust and 

contempt, and as adaptive. Anger mobilizes energy 

and can be justified as an appropriate defense 

against assertiveness” (Kemp and K.T.). There are 

many stresses in the narrator’s father’s life that 

cause him to be angry. However, it is his affair that 

affects his anger the most. This is something that 

the narrator dealt with for a while. Years later at the 

funeral the narrator’s sister sat and talked to him 

about this. It says, “Years later, my sister, now an 

adult herself, confided in me that she believed that 

our mother had fired Ursula Monkton (whom she 

remembered, so fondly, as the only nice one in a 

sequence of grumpy childminders) because our 

father was having an affair with her. It was possible, 

I agreed. Our parents were still alive then, and I 

could have asked them, but I didn’t” (Gaiman 169).  

This is just even more proof that the father indeed 

had an affair. The narrator didn’t ask his parents 

about it because he didn’t want to bring up those 

hard memories again. He knew it would have been 

a long and difficult conversation to sit through. As 

the narrator grew he knew this was a traumatizing 

experience that he could overcome and in the long 

run he eventually did. “I finally made friends with 

my father when I entered my twenties. We had so 

little in common when I was a boy, and I am certain 

I had been a disappointment to him. He did not ask 

for a child with a book, off in its own world. He 

wanted a son who did what he had done: swam 

and boxed and played rugby, and drove cars at 

speed with abandon and joy, but that was not what 

he had wound up with” (Gaiman 170). As the 

narrator said he did grow to have a relationship 

with his father but it took years. He may have not 

been the son his father wanted, but eventually he 

and his father worked everything out. 

 

Conclusion 

The Ocean at the End of the Lane is a great 

representation of how to overcome traumatizing 

situations in life and how to defeat the monsters we 

create. It may take a lifetime to figure out and it will 

be a hard journey but it all works out in the end. 

The last paragraph of the story says,  

I wondered where the illusion of the second moon 

had come from, but I only wondered for a moment, 

and then I dismissed it from my thoughts. Perhaps 

it was an afterimage, I decided, or a ghost: 

something that had stirred in my mind, for a 

moment, so powerfully that I believed it to be real, 

but now was gone, and faded into the past like a 

memory forgotten, or a shadow into the dusk 

(Gaiman 178). 

 

This ending supports the idea of the narrator’s 

imagination helping him cope with his life’s 

traumatic events. He “believed it to be real, but now 
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was gone” and that is similar to seeing the dead 

man, having him father beat him, and seeing his 

father have an affair because he was grown up and 

had moved on from his childhood. He didn’t need 

to think about those things anymore. In the article, 

“Memory” it says,  

Human memory, driven by emotional self-interest, 

goes to extraordinary lengths to provide evidence 

to back up whatever understanding of the world we 

have our hearts set on - however removed that may 

be from reality. Are our memories therefore 

fictions? Memories have a quasi-narrative structure, 

constituting a story or a scene in a story, an inbuilt 

successiveness strong enough to keep the narrative 

the same on each act of remembering but not 

strong enough to ensure that the ordering of 

events is the ordering which originally took place 

(Shields). 

Will the narrator remember what happened to him 

as a child? Or will they slowly become a story he 

once heard a long time ago? We may never know, 

but we do know that he was able to overcome his 

monsters both as a young boy and as an adult 

because he can’t remember as much since he has 

gotten older. Whether or not the narrator really 

remembers, we can always use this story to help us 

overcome our life’s challenges and destroy the 

monsters in our lives.  
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