
the riddles in the hobbit
The Riddles in The Hobbit are one of the most captivating elements of J.R.R. Tolkien's beloved
novel, where they serve not only as a source of entertainment but also as a pivotal plot device. In the
narrative, the protagonist, Bilbo Baggins, encounters Gollum in the dark, subterranean caverns
beneath the Misty Mountains. This encounter leads to a riddle contest that tests Bilbo's wits and
ultimately shapes the course of his adventure. The riddles are steeped in literary significance,
showcasing themes of intelligence, survival, and the essence of identity. In this article, we will delve
into the context of the riddles, analyze the notable riddles presented, explore their thematic
significance, and discuss how they contribute to the development of the characters and the
narrative.

Context of the Riddle Contest

The encounter between Bilbo and Gollum occurs at a crucial juncture in the story. Bilbo, having
been swept away from his comfortable life in the Shire, finds himself lost in a dark cave after a
series of unfortunate events. Gollum, a mysterious and sinister creature, is introduced as a key
figure who embodies the darkness and peril that Bilbo must navigate.

1. Setting the Stage:
- The cave symbolizes the unknown and the subconscious fears that Bilbo must confront.
- Gollum represents the corrupting influence of power, as he is deeply affected by the One Ring,
which he possesses.

2. The Riddle Game:
- The riddle contest is initiated as a means of survival. Gollum proposes that if Bilbo can answer his
riddles, he will be allowed to escape; if he fails, Gollum will eat him.
- This high-stakes game not only heightens tension but also establishes a battle of wits that reflects
Bilbo's resourcefulness.

Analysis of Notable Riddles

The riddles exchanged between Bilbo and Gollum are a blend of clever wordplay and deeper
meaning. Below are some of the notable riddles from the contest:

Gollum’s Riddles

1. First Riddle:
- "What has in its pocket?"
- This riddle reflects the theme of possession and the significance of objects, particularly the One
Ring that Bilbo unwittingly carries.

2. Second Riddle:



- "Voiceless it cries, Wingless flutters, Toothless bites, Mouthless mutters."
- The answer is "darkness." This riddle resonates with the overarching theme of fear and the
unknown that permeates the story.

3. Third Riddle:
- "A box without hinges, key, or lid, yet golden treasure inside is hid."
- The answer is "an egg." This riddle encapsulates the idea of potential and hidden value, which can
be connected to Bilbo's own journey of self-discovery.

Bilbo’s Riddles

In a surprising turn, Bilbo, in a moment of desperation, poses his own riddle to Gollum:

1. Bilbo’s Riddle:
- "What have I got in my pocket?"
- This seemingly simple question becomes pivotal. It is not a traditional riddle but a clever trick that
ultimately leads to Bilbo's escape. This moment underscores Bilbo's ingenuity and his reliance on
cunning over brute force.

Thematic Significance of the Riddles

The riddles in The Hobbit are rich in meaning and serve multiple thematic purposes.

Intelligence vs. Strength

- The contest underscores the idea that intelligence can be more powerful than physical strength.
Gollum, despite his physical prowess, is outsmarted by Bilbo, who relies on his wit.
- Bilbo’s cleverness in the riddle game marks a turning point in his character development,
showcasing his growth from a timid hobbit to a more assertive and resourceful individual.

Identity and Self-Discovery

- The riddles also delve into the themes of identity and self-perception. Bilbo's journey is not just a
physical one but also a quest for understanding who he truly is.
- The riddles challenge him to confront his fears and limitations, paving the way for his
transformation throughout the story.

Survival and Resourcefulness

- The high stakes of the riddle contest highlight the theme of survival. Bilbo’s life hangs in the
balance, and his ability to think on his feet determines his fate.



- This element of resourcefulness is a recurring theme in the narrative, as Bilbo continually finds
ways to navigate challenges using his intellect.

Character Development through the Riddles

The riddle contest is a critical moment for both Bilbo and Gollum, revealing their contrasting
personalities and the depths of their characters.

Bilbo Baggins

- As the story progresses, Bilbo evolves from a reluctant adventurer to a cunning hero. The riddle
contest acts as a catalyst for this transformation.
- Bilbo’s clever thinking during the contest signifies his emerging bravery and resourcefulness, traits
that will serve him well in future challenges.

Gollum

- Gollum’s character is steeped in darkness and despair. His obsession with the One Ring and the
deadly stakes of the riddle game reflect his tragic fall from grace.
- The riddles reveal Gollum's cunning nature as well, but ultimately highlight his downfall, which is
contrasted with Bilbo’s ascension.

Conclusion

The riddles in The Hobbit are more than mere puzzles; they are intricate layers that enrich the
narrative and illuminate the characters' journeys. Through the lens of the riddle contest, Tolkien
explores themes of intelligence, identity, and survival, while also providing a thrilling moment of
tension that captivates readers. The exchange between Bilbo and Gollum serves as a critical
juncture in the story, marking Bilbo's transformation and Gollum's descent. Ultimately, the riddles
symbolize the eternal struggle between light and darkness, knowledge and ignorance, and the power
of wit over brute force, making them a memorable and significant aspect of Tolkien's timeless tale.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of riddles in 'The Hobbit'?
Riddles serve as a crucial plot device in 'The Hobbit', particularly during the encounter between
Bilbo and Gollum. They create tension, showcase Bilbo's cleverness, and highlight themes of
intelligence versus brute strength.



How do Bilbo's riddles compare to Gollum's?
Bilbo's riddles tend to be more whimsical and straightforward, often reflecting his personality, while
Gollum's riddles are darker and more sinister, reflecting his twisted nature and obsession with the
One Ring.

What are some examples of riddles presented in 'The Hobbit'?
Notable riddles include 'What have I got in my pocket?' which Bilbo asks Gollum, and classic riddles
such as 'This thing all things devours' which Gollum presents to Bilbo.

How do the riddles in 'The Hobbit' contribute to character
development?
The riddles reveal Bilbo's resourcefulness and quick thinking, showcasing his growth from a timid
hobbit to a clever and brave character, while Gollum's riddles reflect his intelligence tainted by
madness.

What themes do the riddles in 'The Hobbit' explore?
Themes explored include the power of wit and intelligence, the nature of fear and survival, and the
moral ambiguity of characters, especially through Gollum's riddles that hint at deeper existential
questions.

How does Bilbo's riddle contest with Gollum affect the overall
story?
The riddle contest is pivotal as it determines Bilbo's fate. Winning not only saves his life but also sets
the stage for his future adventures and the discovery of the One Ring, which is central to the larger
narrative.

What literary techniques are used in the riddles of 'The
Hobbit'?
Tolkien employs techniques such as alliteration, metaphor, and personification in the riddles,
enhancing their poetic quality and engaging the reader's imagination while providing insight into
the characters.

How do the riddles reflect the cultures of Middle-earth?
The riddles reflect the cultures of Middle-earth by showcasing the significance of oral tradition and
storytelling, with different races like hobbits and creatures like Gollum having unique styles that
highlight their backgrounds.

What can readers learn about problem-solving from Bilbo's



riddles?
Readers can learn the importance of creative thinking and staying calm under pressure from Bilbo's
approach to riddles. His ability to think outside the box ultimately leads to his success in a dire
situation.
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