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 “I am wounded by knife, sting, and tooth, and a long burden,” says Frodo on the way 

home to the Shire, aptly summarizing his major injuries inflicted by the Ringwraith, Shelob, 

Gollum, and the carrying of the Ring (RK, VI, vii, 268). His quest involves other physical trials 

as well, such as capture by the Watcher at the gates of Moria, bruising by the orc-chieftain’s 

spear in the mines, and whipping by orcs in the Tower of Cirith-Ungol. Although all of the 

hobbits share some of Frodo’s earlier trials in the Old Forest and in the Barrow, and other 

characters are wounded or killed in the course of the story, it is Frodo who is the real target, as 

Glorfindel gently reminds him, “It is you, Frodo, and that which you bear that brings us all in 

peril” (FR, I, xii, 223). In The Lord of the Rings, no one except Frodo is subjected to a 

continuous physical assault throughout the story of the quest and its aftermath. Frodo’s body is 

under attack: externally, it is wounded, injured, and maimed; internally, it is subjected to a battle 

of will as Frodo strives to control his own sensations and his own actions in opposition to the 

lure of the Wraith-world and the domination of the Ring. 

 Frodo’s body is the territory on which he battles to maintain his physical and 

psychological integrity. As a liminal figure – as someone who has crossed the boundary between 

a familiar peaceful world and an unknown world of war – Frodo struggles to resist the 

disintegration of other boundaries that shore up his sense of self: those between human and 



 

animal, animate and inanimate, life and death. The relentless process of “fading” that Frodo 

undergoes reveals the permeability of those boundaries, bringing him face to face with the 

uncanny and the abject. His experiences have much in common with those of World War I 

soldiers who, in their writings, describe physical and psychological trauma and the difficulty of 

reintegrating into peacetime society. Like many soldiers who left home to witness almost 

indescribable horrors on the Front, Frodo enters a liminal space where he is suspended on the 

thresholds of other worlds and where we watch his gradual disintegration and inability to 

reconstitute himself after the quest. 

 Critics have pointed out how Tolkien’s experiences in the Battle of the Somme 

influenced his fiction,1 and Tolkien himself suggests in the second edition of The Lord of the 

Rings that readers look to the First World War as a possible biographical reference point.2 

Although Tolkien only published the book in 1954, he wrote most of it during the Second World 

War when two of his sons were serving in the military, and in his letters to them he relives some 

of his own wartime memories. The “animal horror” of trench life is an experience Tolkien shared 

with other World War I writers.3 Most of them recorded their reactions and memories either 

during the war or in the twenties and thirties. Publishing decades later, Tolkien may be 

considered, as Brian Rosebury suggests, the last of the Great War writers.4 These writers varied, 

of course, in their attitudes to the war and in their beliefs about life; nevertheless, they were 

generally exposed to similar situations and endured similar trials. Common elements of their 

experiences emerge in their poetry, letters, stories, or diaries. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings 

adds another genre to this roster of Great War literature, which allows us to see how the war 

experience could be transformed to become myth. Particularly in the character of Frodo, Tolkien 

gives us an intimate representation of the physical and psychological experience of war. 



 

 If any character in the book is to represent the “lost generation” of young men who went 

to war in 1914, it is Frodo who, even before he becomes involved in the quest, is already marked 

by loss. The first time that we hear about Frodo is when we are told of Bilbo’s adoption of him, 

the need for which is explained by some of the patrons at The Ivy Bush who, many years later, 

still have not tired of gossiping about the loss of Frodo’s parents in a boating accident. The first 

direct words that Frodo speaks in the story are “Has he gone?” in reference to Bilbo’s 

disappearance,5 followed by a wish that he could have seen him off, and he spends the next day 

giving away designated gifts to friends and relatives and fending off others who are attempting to 

plunder his property. The dispersal of these material goods does not affect Frodo’s physical well-

being at this point, but the process of loss that is established in these early chapters does 

contribute to the establishment of an elegiac mood that will be the prevailing atmosphere in which 

Frodo’s body is gradually divested of normal life. 

 In order to show adequately the physical deterioration that Frodo’s body undergoes, 

Tolkien establishes a contrasting beginning point so that we can judge how the “stout little fellow 

with red cheeks . . . taller than some and fairer than most,” with “a cleft in his chin” (FR, I, x, 

178-179) can become the blind, twitching, slumped and starved body, unable to move on his own, 

on Mount Doom. The hobbit who laughs with pleasure at the smell of mushrooms rising from 

Mrs. Maggott’s basket or the “perky chap with a bright eye” (FR, I, x, 179) who saves the best 

wine for himself and his closest friends, downing the last glass of Old Winyards with gusto as he 

says good-bye to Bag End becomes, when he reaches his goal, the being who cannot smell, taste, 

hear, or see anything except the Wheel of Fire. Gandalf and Bilbo might have thought Frodo “the 

best hobbit in the Shire” (FR, I, viii, 151), but Frodo starts off the quest thinking that his 



 

reflection in the mirror looks “rather flabby” (FR, I, iii, 77), and Pippin teases him about having to 

lose some weight. After the first day of tough walking and a night of uncomfortable sleep out in 

the wild, Frodo thinks, “Why didn’t I drive?’ and regrets “all my beautiful feather beds are sold to 

the Sackville-Bagginses!” (FR, I, iii, 81). As he does throughout the story, Tolkien makes us well 

aware of how much food, water, and sleep the travelers can get; in early days, the hobbits 

encounter few problems in obtaining these necessities. They even eat two evening meals in one 

night, one at the Maggott farm and then another plentiful spread at Crickhollow. The excess of 

water in the Crickhollow baths, with Pippin spouting fountains of water onto the floor, contrasts 

sharply with the parched conditions that Frodo and Sam will eventually endure in Mordor. 

Perhaps barely realizing it, the reader is shown in the opening chapters a plenitude of such 

physical comforts that will be pared down gradually until all are lost and will need to be restored. 

 Even these glimpses of normal hobbit pleasures occur under the pall of Gandalf’s 

warnings and the increasing dread of the Black Riders. As the story proceeds and the dangers 

become clearer and more immediate, scenes of ordinary life are fleetingly recalled in the midst of 

events that are far more dire. These memories form brief elegiac images of what has been lost. 

Like Aragorn’s verses “Where now the horse and the rider?” (TT, III, vi, 112), modeled on the 

Old English elegy “The Wanderer,” Frodo’s recall of elements from the past that are now missing 

heightens the sense of loss in the present. Frodo’s memories typically focus on the Shire, Bag 

End, and Bilbo. In the Mines of Moria, Frodo’s thoughts move backwards in time “to Bag End in 

the days while Bilbo was still there. He wished with all his heart that he was back there, and in 

those days, mowing the lawn, or pottering among the flowers” (FR, II, iv, 332). Wounded and 

pursued by Black Riders, Frodo dreams faintly that “he walked on the grass in his garden in the 



 

Shire” (FR, I, xii, 215). Later, imprisoned in the orc tower, Frodo tries to recreate images of the 

past: “I tried to remember the Brandywine, and Woody End, and The Water running through the 

mill at Hobbiton” (RK, VI, ii, 195). Frodo’s memories coalesce around the natural world of the 

Shire and its associations with Bilbo. Even after waking up in Rivendell,  Frodo’s reflection in the 

mirror looks to him “remarkably like the young nephew of Bilbo who used to go tramping with 

his uncle in the Shire” (FR, II, i, 237), except that his eyes reveal a thoughtfulness that comes 

from experience. In contrast, Sam’s memories typically include family and friends: when Sam’s 

thoughts turn to Bywater, he thinks of “Rosie Cotton and her brothers, and the Gaffer and 

Marigold and all” (RK, VI, iii, 211). Sam’s memory of his past life even intersects, we might 

assume, with Frodo’s: waking Frodo in the Tower of Cirith Ungol, Sam tries “to sound as 

cheerful as he had when he drew back the curtains at Bag End on a summer’s morning” (RK, VI, 

i, 187). There is a difference between the two, however: Sam’s memories generally include 

people and a life that are still potentially waiting for him; Frodo’s elegiac memories are more 

attached to the land of the Shire itself, which will be severely damaged, and to Bilbo, who is no 

longer there. While both Sam’s and Frodo’s recollections remind us of a pastoral Shire, Frodo’s 

memories, unlike Sam’s, do not return to his group of friends but to Bilbo and a youthful, 

innocent past that Frodo has already lost. 

 The evocation of a pastoral ideal as a meditation on loss is a centuries-old literary theme, 

but one particular historical moment in which the pastoral acquired significance was the First 

World War. According to literary historian Paul Fussell, in British Great War literature reference 

to the pastoral was a way to comfort oneself with memories of home as well as a way “to hint by 

antithesis at the indescribable.”6 What most often seems to be indescribable is the horror of the 



 

dead or wounded body. For example, in the poem “To His Love,” Ivor Gurney skirts round what 

has happened to a killed soldier, first by only hinting through negative statements at the condition 

of the dead man: “His body that was so quick/ Is not as you/ Knew it”7 but then pleading with 

increasing fervency to “cover him over” with flowers, pastoral images that will hide the reality of 

the dead body. Even then, however, what the speaker is trying to forget escapes into words in the 

very last lines:      

 Cover him, cover him soon! 

    And with thick-set       

 Masses of memoried flowers –  

    Hide that red wet  

    Thing I must somehow forget.8 

What Gurney and other soldiers in the First World War had to face – and perhaps try to forget – 

were unprecedented numbers of casualties. Because of the military development of weapons that 

proved “more effective instruments of dismemberment”9 than ever before, fragmented bodies 

were a constant feature of the landscape, more likely to turn a pastoral scene into what Samuel 

Hynes calls “landscape-with-corpse,” a typical wartime revision of the conventions of Romantic 

nature poetry.10 The horror of witnessing the dismembered body is unmistakable in scenes such as 

that described by a desperate soldier in Edmund Blunden’s “Third Ypres”: 

 For God’s sake send and help us, 

 Here in a gunpit, all headquarters done for, 

 Forty or more, the nine-inch came right through, 

 All splashed with arms and legs, and I myself 



 

 The only one not killed nor even wounded.11 

But it is not only the dead who presented a dreadful vision of fragmented bodies. Wounded 

soldiers with amputated limbs, some of them fitted with prosthetics, became a common sight 

during and after the war. According to historian Joanna Bourke, amputations in the First World 

War were performed “on a scale never seen before, or since,” not only because of the nature of 

injuries suffered in battle and doctors’ eagerness to experiment with new techniques but also 

because surgeons’ stations could not be kept clean, leading frequently to gas gangrene, with 

amputation as the only possibility of survival.12 Tolkien’s vision of the War of the Ring includes 

nightmare elements that prominently feature dismembered bodies. Gollum reminds us that 

Sauron’s hand had only four fingers due, of course, to Isildur’s cutting off of the Ring (TT, IV,iii, 

250), although Sauron’s presence is generally felt more as a disembodied enemy than someone 

with actual limbs; he is seen as the Eye of Sauron or heard through the creature who serves as the 

Mouth of Sauron. Needless to say, Nine-Fingered Frodo does not escape maiming, and neither do 

some of Tolkien’s other heroes who appear in earlier stories, such as Beren Erchamion and 

Mædhros in The Silmarillion. The frequent occurrence of dismemberment in Tolkien’s work 

seems to be a constant feature of his imagination, quite possibly a reflection of the reality of 

injuries caused by shelling in the trenches. 

 The ubiquity of body parts in the landscape of war renders the earth ambivalent, according 

to Eric Leed, who discusses how soldiers might look to their entrenchment in the ground as a 

place of safety but at the same time would encounter death there either in killed bodies around 

them left to decompose in the earth or in the sight of the enemy rising out of their trenches in the 

ground. Such ambivalence, according to Leed, is part of the liminality of war, a transitional space 



 

in which clear distinctions are transgressed, such as those between life and death or self and 

other.13 What might seem like a familiar landscape becomes, for example, “landscape-with-

corpse”; it becomes unfamiliar, giving rise to a feeling of uncanniness. The uncanny as a response 

to the trauma of war, particularly the dismemberment of the body, is discussed by Roxanne 

Panchasi, who points out that Freud’s essay on the uncanny was published in 1919, “at the same 

moment that European society was faced with a profound collective experience of the uncanny, 

confronted by the loss of millions of lives and the return of huge numbers of wounded and 

mutilated soldiers from battle.”14 Freud defines the uncanny as a core of feeling that can give rise 

to fear, dread, or horror in presenting us with something unfamiliar (unheimlich) that was once 

familiar (heimlich) but then repressed or surmounted. Panchasi identifies the fragmented body in 

war as uncanny: “Human bodies were transformed into ‘uncanny’ parts, recognizable as arms, 

hands or fingers because of certain familiar cues, but terrifying because they had taken on a 

character all their own. Wrenched from the soldier’s body, these parts functioned in wartime and 

postwar narratives as signposts of death and destruction strewn across the physical and psychic 

landscapes of battle.”15 Freud points out that the uncanny arises when distinctions between 

categories such as animate and inanimate, human and automaton, life and death become 

uncertain, and as literary examples he cites “Dismembered limbs, a severed head, a hand cut off at 

the wrist . . . feet which dance by themselves . . . all these have something peculiarly uncanny 

about them, especially when, as in the last instance, they prove capable of independent activity in 

addition.”16 Frodo also encounters a landscape that rapidly becomes unheimlich, populated by 

uncanny body parts, in the Barrow-downs episode, his first major test in which he must surmount 

his fear of death and act to bring his friends back from the threshold of death to life.  



 

 John Garth sets up the scene on the Barrow-downs as a transmuted version of Tolkien’s 

war experience: the unidentified dikes and trenches in the countryside and the chalk terrain are 

reminiscent of the Somme landscape, while the fog that entraps and paralyzes the hobbits, along 

with the pale green light that they see in the Barrow, are similar to accounts of poison gas 

attacks.17 Garth’s general view of the episode as being uncharacteristically surreal for Tolkien can 

be explained, however, if one looks at how the landscape suddenly transforms from pleasant and 

pastoral to frightening and unfamiliar, leading to the introduction of the uncannily animate body 

parts that threaten to attack Frodo. The surrealism of the scene, in fact, is what most closely 

identifies this episode as a typical Great War narrative. 

 The hobbits are making their way through a pleasant, grassy landscape of hills and valleys 

and feeling heartened by their progress. When they decide to stop for a rest, however,  Frodo 

catches a glimpse of hills that “looked down upon them... and on some were standing stones, 

pointing upwards like jagged teeth out of green gums” (FR, I, viii, 148). This sense of the 

landscape as a grotesque human part is reinforced when the hobbits sit down for a meal by a 

standing stone: “It was shapeless and yet significant: like a landmark, or a guarding finger, or 

more like a warning” (FR, I, viii, 148). Not heeding any disquieting feelings, the hobbits eat and 

then unintentionally fall asleep. They wake “suddenly and uncomfortably” (FR, I, viii, 148) and 

are alarmed to find a transformed landscape in which they feel trapped in a fog that encloses 

them. In this suddenly unfamiliar landscape, Frodo loses the other hobbits. When he calls out to 

them, he hears “a voice, deep and cold, that seemed to come out of the ground” (FR, I, viii, 151). 

The voice of the Barrow-wight saying “I am waiting for you” seems to be the voice of the 

landscape waiting to capture and betray Frodo. Frodo finds his friends looking “deathly pale,” 



 

arrayed as for a funeral, with a long sword lain across their necks. Listening to the wight’s 

incantation, Frodo feels “dread in his heart,” and then he is faced with a macabre representation of 

the uncanny: “Round the corner a long arm was groping, walking on its fingers towards Sam, who 

was lying nearest, and towards the hilt of the sword that lay upon him” (FR, I, viii, 152). Frodo’s 

own fear of death and horror of possibly witnessing the dismemberment of his friends, surfacing 

at this moment, is aptly represented by the uncanny. His first instinct is to save his own life by 

running away, but he surmounts his fears and forces himself to act: “With what strength he had he 

hewed at the crawling arm near the wrist, and the hand broke off; but at the same moment the 

sword splintered up to the hilt. There was a shriek and the light vanished. In the dark there was a 

snarling noise” (FR, I, viii, 153). The severed body part that seems to act on its own raises 

questions about the boundaries between animate and inanimate, life and death, human and 

inhuman. This surreal experience is over when Frodo calls on Tom Bombadil, who like a parent 

dispelling nightmarish visions, brings the hobbits out of the dark and carries the hidden treasures 

in the Barrow into the light of the sun. Frodo’s last glimpse of the interior of the Barrow offers an 

image of the uncanny losing its power: “he thought he saw a severed hand wriggling still, like a 

wounded spider, in a heap of fallen earth” (FR, I, viii, 154), and presumably it is finally destroyed 

when Tom goes back in to stomp on it.  

 Bombadil reveals to the hobbits that the treasures of the barrow have a long history, now 

forgotten. His freeing of the treasure, leaving it for anyone to take who wishes, is his final step in 

breaking the spell; through this act, he allows the unfamiliar to become an acknowledged part of 

the world again, thus destroying its uncanny powers. Although Frodo and his friends have 

encountered several trials before the Barrow-wight, only at the end of this episode, when they are 



 

given knives by Tom Bombadil, do they realize that fighting might have to be part of their 

adventure. Frodo’s encounter here with the uncanny constitutes his first real taste of the 

experience of war. 

 At this point, Frodo still leads the company and remains unharmed, but later in the story, 

when Frodo’s physical and psychological well-being begin to deteriorate, and only he and Sam 

are left with Gollum as their guide, they encounter another uncanny landscape that Tolkien 

admitted was at least partly based on No Man’s Land: the Dead Marshes.18 Once again, John 

Garth sets out some of the parallels between the Dead Marshes and the battlefield of the Somme, 

including the dead bodies left behind on the field, visible in the mud and ooze of a scarred 

landscape, and the acute fear of surveillance as the Eye scans the landscape,19 while Barton 

Friedman cites several British descriptions of No Man’s Land that are strikingly like Tolkien’s.20 

Decomposing and dismembered bodies were common sights that haunted soldiers: “When you 

see millions of the mouthless dead / Across your dreams in pale battalions go”21 writes Charles 

Hamilton Sorley about the phantoms that so many soldiers had to deal with – often phantoms of 

the men they had killed, or of the friends that they had lost. Tolkien’s friend, G.B. Smith writes of 

his own ghosts in his poem “Memories”:   

 Shapes in the mist, ye see me lonely, 

         Lonely and sad in the dim firelight: 

 How far now to the last of all battles? 

         (Listen, the guns are loud to-night!)22 

As Roxanne Panchasi notes, “Frightful images of the undead, phantoms, and animated corpses 

appeared throughout biographical, autobiographical, and fictional accounts of the war.”23  



 

Fussell’s account of how various superstitions and legends of supernatural events flourished on 

the Front only emphasizes further the liminality of No Man’s Land, a place where the boundary 

between the familiar and the unfamiliar, the natural and the supernatural disintegrates. In fact, 

Hynes calls some of the descriptions of the place “oddly phantasmagorical, because their reality 

is.”24 

 As Frodo and Sam follow Gollum into the Marshes, carefully picking their way through 

the mud and water in the dark, Sam sees some lights: “like ghostly sheets unfurled by hidden 

hands” (TT, IV, ii, 234). After Gollum explains that these are “candles of corpses” and that the 

dead faces Sam sees in the pools belong to people of many races who fought a great battle in that 

place hundreds of years ago, Sam wonders if it might not be “some devilry” that has created 

apparitions of the dead who cannot really be there. Sméagol’s response of “Who knows?” (TT, 

IV, ii, 235) leaves the question uneasily open, without an explanation of how something that 

seems so unnatural could occur.  

 In this uncanny confrontation between natural and supernatural, alive and dead, another 

threshold is crossed as well, the boundary between one’s own body and what is outside it. Eric 

Leed notes that many soldiers complained of the smell of the dead, the presence of corpses, the 

rats that fed on them, and the inability to keep clean: “Pollution and the sense of having no control 

over the access of substances, animals, and other men to one’s own body”25 could become a 

serious concern, as in the case that Leed cites of a soldier who fell into the distended abdomen of 

the corpse of a German soldier, swallowing the entrails: “It would be difficult to find a more 

complete violation of the distinctions which separate the dead from the living, friend from enemy, 

rotten from edible, than this experience which left a lasting mark of pollution upon the young 



 

officer.”26 Although Tolkien’s description of events in the Dead Marshes is not as graphically 

disgusting, Sam does experience – through sight, smell, and touch – the horror of coming close to 

the dead bodies in the water: his hands fall into “sticky ooze,” a “noisome smell” arises, and his 

face comes close to the water, which looks like a window “glazed with grimy glass.” Sam springs 

back with a cry: “‘There are dead things, dead faces in the water,’ he said with horror. ‘Dead 

faces!’” (TT, IV,ii, 235).  

 In discovering the dead bodies through Sam’s point of view, we share his horror at the 

pollution of the self coming into contact with them. What becomes apparent, however, is that 

Frodo has already found the dead bodies on his own. Moments before Sam sees the dead faces, he 

comes across Frodo, “who was standing lost in thought, looking at the pale lights. His hands hung 

stiff at his sides; water and slime were dripping from them.” Frodo responds to Sam’s call “as if 

returning out of a dream” and when Sam asks who or what the dead faces could be, Frodo 

answers “in a dreamlike voice” almost as if he were chanting poetry, in lines that feature balanced 

rhythms and repetitions, internal rhymes, and alliterative accents:  

But I have seen them too. In the pools when the candles were lit. They lie in all the pools, 

pale faces, deep deep under the dark water. I saw them: grim faces and evil, and noble 

faces and sad. Many faces proud and fair, and weeds in their silver hair. But all foul, all 

rotting, all dead. A fell light is in them. (TT, IV, ii, 235) 

 Unlike Sam who immediately recoils and wants to move on, Frodo seems to linger over the 

uncanny vision. The water and slime on his hands are the signs of his transgression of the 

boundaries between the living and the dead; he speaks as if he too has become a phantom like 

those he has seen “deep deep under the dark water.” Without a doubt, Frodo has touched the 



 

“antipastoral deathscape” of war;27 in fact, it is not just a “landscape-with-corpse” but a place in 

which the margins between land and corpse are fused so that the landscape itself becomes a sick, 

corrupted body. Wilfred Owen’s description of No Man’s Land – “It is pock-marked like a body 

of foulest disease and its odour is the breath of cancer”28 – is similar to Tolkien’s Dead Marshes 

and the “arid moors of the Noman-lands” (TT, IV, ii, 239) leading up to Mordor, which are “a 

land defiled, diseased beyond all healing” (TT, IV, ii, 239) where “[t]he gasping pools were 

choked with ash and crawling muds, sickly white and grey, as if the mountains had vomited the 

filth of their entrails upon the lands about.” Here, the mounds of rock, which “stood like an 

obscene graveyard in endless rows,” recall the sight of war cemeteries. 

 The loathsome quality of the landscape and the defilement that Sam feels in his contact 

with it characterize abjection. Julia Kristeva defines the abject as that which is violently rejected 

or expelled in order to maintain a sense of self, of the “I.” According to Kristeva, the abject is “A 

massive and sudden emergence of uncanniness, which, familiar as it might have been in an 

opaque and forgotten life, now harries me as radically separate, loathsome. Not me.”29 The corpse 

provides one example of abjection, states Kristeva: “refuse and corpses show me what I 

permanently thrust aside in order to live,”30 but the corpse does not respect boundaries: “It is 

death infecting life.”31 Sam’s horror and sense of pollution are feelings associated with abjection, 

as is the emotion underlying one trench soldier’s description of the typical corpse in No Man’s 

Land as “a fetid heap of hideous putrescence.”32 Kristeva emphasizes the abject’s permeable 

borders; abjection, she writes, is caused by “what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not 

respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite.”33 In the Dead 

Marshes, the dead faces do not seem to respect boundaries between the dead and the living, 



 

between inside and outside, between landscape and self, not even the usual borders between 

different sides of the battle between good and evil. Frodo reports seeing “Men and Elves, and 

Orcs beside them” (TT, IV,ii, 235), and Gollum eerily echoes him: “Yes, yes . . . . All dead, all 

rotten. Elves and Men and Orcs. The Dead Marshes” (TT, IV,ii, 235). But the ambiguity of 

abjection, its “in-between” quality, means that it creates a shifting boundary line that is necessary 

to define the self, or subject. Frodo, standing in the Dead Marshes with water and slime dripping 

from his hands, is drawn to the abject, lured into becoming abject himself, which would signify 

his total loss of self, of the “I” that defines itself against the borders of abjection. 

 There is, however, another figure of abjection in the scene, and that is Gollum, who first 

comes into full view in the preceding chapter, “The Taming of Sméagol.” Loathing the hobbits’ 

civilized, cooked food, this creature who was once something very like a hobbit but now has 

devolved into an animal-like being compared variously to an insect, a spider, a frog, and a dog,– 

Gollum embodies further qualities of abjection as defined by Kristeva. He cannot even speak of 

himself with the first-person pronoun “I” and his idiosyncratic speech, characterized by “a general 

phonetic and syntactic simplicity,” “repetitiousness,” and “body-determined sounds,” as Gergely 

Nagy points out,34 suggests that Gollum is regressing to what Kristeva would call an archaic 

space that is largely pre-linguistic, before the boundaries between self and other are established. 

Expressing similar views of Gollum, though in different terms, Verlyn Flieger points out: “as the 

narrative progresses, Frodo gradually comes apart, his nature splitting into component light and 

dark. We see this process externally embodied in his relationship with Gollum, and even more 

vividly in Gollum’s relationship with himself.”35 Sam’s revulsion makes him plead for the 

necessity of expelling Gollum from their company, but Frodo, now lapsing into the “in-between,” 



 

recognizes a connection with Gollum, which the narrator comments on: “the two were in some 

way akin and not alien: they could reach one another’s minds” (TT, IV, i, 225). According to 

Flieger, Gollum “is Frodo turned inside out.”36 Frodo’s attempts, described by Gergely Nagy, to 

reconstitute Gollum as Sméagol succeed up to a point; Frodo’s desire to bring “Sméagol” back 

arises from his fear that he too will lose himself the way Gollum has. That danger is present for 

all three of the company in the landscape of war, particularly the Dead Marshes. They must 

follow Gollum’s style of stooping and crawling like animals, unsuccessfully trying to avoid 

falling into the cesspools, “till they were slimed and fouled almost up to their necks and stank in 

one another’s nostrils.” As Sam sardonically thinks to himself, “Three precious little Gollums in a 

row we shall be, if this goes on much longer” (TT, IV, ii, 236). 

 The events in the passage of the Dead Marshes epitomize what is happening to Frodo 

throughout the quest: physically and psychologically, the boundaries of his self are disintegrating 

as he gets closer to Mount Doom. Frodo retreats more often to a world of sleep and dream, while 

his waking self finds even walking under the weight of the Ring more difficult. In the trek 

through the marsh, a landscape that marks a transition to the gates of Mordor, Frodo’s condition 

worsens significantly. Sam becomes increasingly anxious about Frodo, keeping him in front of 

him because he often stumbles or lags behind, and Frodo becomes more aware of the weight of 

the Ring and the surveillance of the Eye. It is not surprising that this chapter narrating Frodo’s 

encounter with the dead also includes his first direct experience of the Wraiths on wings, airborne 

enemies who swoop down on the company, and ends with him and his companions hiding in a 

hole, entrenched, as it were, against their unseen enemies. 

 The dream-like condition in which Frodo encounters the war dead is an altered state of 



 

being which usually signifies that Frodo has drifted into another level of reality where he has 

access to a vision different from what the ordinary, conscious self can see or understand. 

Although Frodo’s dreams, as Flieger points out, vary in significance from being prophetic to 

being caused merely by anxiety,37 he does lapse more frequently into a dream state as the story 

progresses. Near the beginning of the quest, Frodo makes decisions as the leader of the small 

band of hobbits, who cheer for “Captain Frodo and company!” (FR, I, v, 116), but by the time that 

company has dwindled to just Frodo and Sam, Sam increasingly must take the lead, his point of 

view coming to the fore, while Frodo fades out of the narrative’s focal point. In numerous 

episodes, the onward march can only begin after Sam wakes Frodo up, bringing him back to the 

world their conscious selves inhabit. The effect is to make Frodo seem like a ghost of the self that 

Sam once knew, like someone who is being drawn into a phantom world that is elsewhere. 

Gandalf calls the condition “fading,” and he means more than just Frodo’s gradual withdrawal 

from the narrative focal point. 

 “Fading” is a term that encompasses Frodo’s physical and psychological disintegration, 

and its process is most extensively described in the chapters recounting Frodo’s wounding by a 

Morgul knife on Weathertop and the ensuing events until he reaches Rivendell. Here, the 

descriptions of Frodo’s lifeless arm going cold and his impaired vision insistently draw our 

attention to the frailty of the flesh, as in many accounts of World War I casualties. For example, 

Wilfred Owen’s well known poem “Dulce et Decorum Est” details the effects of a poison gas 

attack on one soldier without his protective mask who is flung into a wagon where his 

companions have to “watch the white eyes writhing in his face” and his blood “[c]ome gargling 

from the froth-corrupted lungs”38 as the troops continue on their march.  



 

 Whether tended to in the trenches or watched over in a bed, as in Siegfried Sassoon’s “The 

Death-Bed,” in which the speaker observes a man’s pain that “[l]eapt like a prowling beast, and 

gripped and tore/ His groping dreams with grinding claws and fangs,”39 these writers are intensely 

aware of the fragility of the body as they are forced to witness almost unspeakable scenes of 

suffering and to feel the futility of not being able to allay their companions’ pains. Similarly, 

Tolkien frequently reminds us of Frodo’s physical condition: “Frodo threw himself down, and lay 

on the ground shivering. His left arm was lifeless, and his side and shoulder felt as if icy claws 

were laid upon them. The trees and rocks about him seemed shadowy and dim” (FR, I, xii, 215). 

Aragorn and the hobbits try to care for Frodo after he is wounded by the Nazgûl blade, bathing 

the injury, watching over him, treating him with athelas, and trying to get Frodo as quickly as 

possible to Elrond, who has more potent means of curing the poison. The long march of Frodo’s 

companions to the point of exhaustion, the anxiety over Frodo’s worsening condition, and at the 

end the sprint to escape the enemy and to reach Elrond’s house all convey the same kind of 

desperation expressed by soldiers trying to save the wounded in hopeless circumstances. 

 Of course, circumstances do seem much more hopeless and Sam’s despair completely 

warranted when he and Frodo are in Mordor. Here, Sam must watch Frodo’s decline being unable 

to do anything to stop the cause and very little to alleviate the symptoms: 

Now as the blackness of night returned Frodo sat, his head between his knees, his arms 

hanging wearily to the ground where his hands lay feebly twitching. Sam watched him, till 

night covered them both and hid them from one another. He could no longer find any 

words to say; and he turned to his own dark thoughts. (RK, VI, iii, 213) 

Sam’s attitude is very like the dominant view in World War I literature, where the shattered body, 



 

not a glorified heroic one, is kept at the forefront of the imagination, and there is little that can be 

done to respond to that physical reality. 

 Tolkien’s description of Frodo’s condition also helps to explain how Frodo is affected 

psychologically by Sauron’s weapons. The poison in the Morgul knife blade aids in the work that 

the Ring is already performing by luring Frodo across a threshold leading into the Wraith-world, 

where all autonomy is surrendered to Sauron. Before the attack on Weathertop, Frodo jokes to 

Pippin that he’s losing weight and adds, “I hope the thinning process will not go on indefinitely, 

or I shall become a wraith” (FR, I, xi, 196). Aragorn reacts quickly to stop Frodo’s flippant 

comments, since he alone of the company has some knowledge of the nature of the Wraiths; he 

later explains that they are drawn by the Ring, and that their perceptions differ from that of 

normal beings. From the perspective of ordinary human sight, the Wraiths see our world as if 

through a veil – “our shapes cast shadows in their minds”; from the perspective of the Wraith-

world, darkness reveals “many signs and forms that are hidden from us” (FR, I, xi, 202). The 

power of the Ring, when Frodo puts it on, thrusts him past that veiled threshold and allows him to 

see into the Wraith-world with altered vision: “the shapes became terribly clear” and, as if 

reversing black for white, he sees beneath their black clothing “their white faces,” “long grey 

robes,” “grey hairs,” “helms of silver,” and “swords of steel” (FR, I, xi, 208). The vision is gone 

once the Ring is taken off, but the knife poison allows the process of “wraithing,” as Tom 

Shippey calls it,40 to continue at a slower pace. Frodo’s vision worsens: “every now and again a 

mist seemed to obscure his sight, and he passed his hands over his eyes” (FR, I, xii,217), and 

when he finally collapses shortly after Glorfindel’s arrival, “the mist before his eyes had 

darkened, and he felt that a shadow was coming between him and the faces of his friends. Now 



 

pain assailed him, and he felt cold” (FR, I, xii, 222). We see Frodo in transition here, sliding into 

the world of darkness belonging to the Wraiths; and only when Glorfindel tends to his wound 

does he slip back into the world of ordinary perception: “The dusk of evening seemed to grow 

lighter about him, as if a cloud had been withdrawn. He saw his friends’ faces more clearly again” 

(FR, I, xii, 223). Frodo wavers on the boundary line between normal reality and the Wraith-world; 

it is significant that he “lay half in a dream” when he envisions the Black Riders looking for him. 

At the same time, however, he also has an enhanced perception of Glorfindel’s elvish nature when 

he sees a white light shining through him, “as if through a thin veil” (FR, I, xii, 221).  

 Frodo’s vacillation between two worlds leaves him open to the call of the Wraith-world, 

where selfhood is subsumed under the power of Sauron. With the Black Riders in pursuit, 

Glorfindel commands Frodo to ride on, but he is seized by “a strange reluctance” and while the 

landscape becomes misty in his eyes, he recognizes that the Nazgûl are commanding him to wait. 

Though he breaks away, the pursuing Riders again command him to stop at the Ford of Bruinen, a 

boundary marking Elrond’s territory, and by this point, Frodo “had no longer the strength to 

refuse” (FR, I, xii, 226). The fact that, even so, he still tries to resist makes this one of Frodo’s 

greatest heroic moments. First, he cries out in a voice that sounds “thin and shrill” telling the 

Riders to go back, and then, with the advancing Riders laughing at him and still calling to him, 

Frodo manages a brief whisper, “Go back!”  Finally, with the Riders steadily coming towards him 

calling for the Ring, Frodo’s last response is to vow by Elbereth and Lúthien the Fair that the 

Riders will not have him or the Ring, though the physical effort of resistance overwhelms him: 

“Frodo was stricken dumb. He felt his tongue cleave to his mouth, and his heart labouring. His 

sword broke and fell out of his shaking hand” (FR, I, xii, 227), and eventually he falls senseless to 



 

the ground. Frodo needs more than his own powers to defeat such enemies, as becomes evident in 

later encounters in Shelob’s Lair, in the Orc Tower, and on Mount Doom.  

 Frodo’s acquiescence to the silent commands of the Riders and then his conscious 

resistance dramatize the liminality of his position. Wavering on the boundary between two 

realms, the Wraith-world and Rivendell, Frodo must exert his greatest powers of will in order to 

make a choice, but the dangers of surrendering his autonomy to the overpowering forces of 

Sauron are abundantly clear, and the battle is far from over, since the poisoned knife blade is only 

one weapon that attempts to accelerate the slower and more insidious work of the Ring itself. By 

the time Frodo is imprisoned in the Tower of Cirith Ungol, whipped and tormented by his orc 

captors, he has even less control of his own will and his own perceptions. Sam finds Frodo 

stripped of everything he owns, “naked, lying as if in a swoon on a heap of filthy rags: his arm 

was flung up, shielding his head, and across his side there ran an ugly whip-weal” (RK, VI, i, 

186). When he hears Sam, Frodo wants to know if he’s still dreaming; he does not seem to know 

which reality he is perceiving: “There was an orc with a whip, and then it turns into Sam!” (RK, 

VI, i, 186). In the red glare of the orc lamp, he “looked to Sam as if he was clothed in flame: his 

naked skin was scarlet” (RK, VI, i, 187), an appearance so unlike the white light that Sam has 

seen elsewhere shining from within Frodo that it seems entirely fitting that moments later Frodo 

should suffer from a “hideous vision” in which “Sam had changed before his very eyes into an orc 

again, leering and pawing at his treasure” (RK, VI, i, 188), and Frodo accuses him of stealing the 

Ring. When his eyes clear and his perceptions return to reality, Frodo asks for forgiveness, 

correctly attributing his outburst to the greater hold that the Ring now has on him. Garth sees this 

episode as evidence that Frodo is suffering from a split personality due to the Ring’s mastery of 



 

his perceptions.41 The split enables Frodo’s self to slide over the threshold separating his 

conscious reality from the world of Mordor. But the closer Frodo gets to Mordor and the longer 

he carries the Ring, the more likely he is to cross that threshold into Sauron’s power, possibly 

forever. Early on, the Ring’s power is almost unnoticeable – at Bag End, when Frodo makes a 

movement to throw the Ring away he finds that he puts it back in his pocket instead – but in front 

of the gates of Minas Morgul, his will is totally overmastered: “Frodo felt his senses reeling and 

his mind darkening. Then suddenly, as if some force were at work other than his own will, he 

began to hurry, tottering forward, his groping hands held out, his head lolling from side to side” 

(TT, IV, viii, 313). At this point, the Ring’s power manifests itself by transforming Frodo into a 

grotesque automaton, an uncanny creature who, though alive, is under someone else’s control as 

if he were a puppet or a machine. 

 John Garth identifies the Ring, “a device for magnifying power and achieving 

domination,” as “the arch-Machine”– a “symbol of the evils that Tolkien saw at their worst in the 

mechanized First World War.”42 Samuel Hynes points out that one of the dominant ideas to 

emerge in World War I narratives is that war is a machine that victimizes its soldiers.43 In his 

letters, Tolkien applies the term “Machine” to the Rings of Power because, like all “machinery,” 

they “attempt to actualize desire, and so to create power in this World” which Tolkien believes 

will inevitably “turn to new and horrible evil.”44 Although not referring to the First World War 

but to the Second, Tolkien declared in his letters that at the end of it there was “only one thing 

triumphant: the Machines.”45 This image of the machine in war writing, according to Eric Leed, 

refers mainly to the issue of “human and individual autonomy.”46 Fighting an unseen enemy 

through increasingly mechanized weapons of war, or advancing into No Man’s Land under orders 



 

only to be shot down by the enemy’s machines, many trench soldiers felt dehumanized, as if they 

had become unwilling and inevitable victims of an immense power. Similarly, Tolkien’s Ring is a 

device, a machine, that drains individuals of their ability to act on their own. It promises the 

actualization of desire, but its possessors find that instead of satisfying their own wishes, the Ring 

consumes their autonomy in order to fulfill its own desire (which is one and the same with 

Sauron’s): to dominate all life.47 Gandalf’s prognosis for any ringbearer is not hopeful: “Yes, 

sooner or later – later, if he is strong or well-meaning to begin with, but neither strength nor good 

purpose will last – sooner or later the dark power will devour him” (FR, I, ii, 56).   

 Gollum puts it another way: “He’ll eat us all, if He gets it, eat all the world” (TT, IV, iii, 

245). The idea of Sauron, through the Ring or his agents, eating or consuming his victims is 

consistently maintained as the dominant image of how selfhood is surrendered. For example, 

Frodo lurches grotesquely and through no will of his own towards the gate of Minas Morgul, 

which looks like a “black mouth” (TT, IV, viii, 313). The monstrous Shelob, though not interested 

in Sauron’s machinery, serves his purposes by “drinking the blood of Elves and Men, bloated and 

grown fat with endless brooding on her feasts . . . for all living things were her food” (TT, IV, ix, 

332). And finally, the entrance into Mount Doom looks like a “gaping mouth” that leads into the 

dark, hot, and rumbling interior of the mountain. In this “heart of the realm of Sauron” Sam hears 

“a rumour and a trouble as of great engines throbbing and labouring” (RK, VI, iii, 222), leaving 

the impression that he and Frodo are being swallowed by a living entity that is at the same time a 

machine. Even in a relatively early adventure, after Frodo’s wounding on Weathertop, Sam’s 

comic poem about troll cannibalism reflects in a localized, milder way the desire of evil to 

consume its victims; by the end of the novel, Grima Wormtongue’s behaviour in Bag End 



 

represents a loathly, degraded version of the same act. 

 Near the end of the quest, Frodo is almost totally consumed, physically and 

psychologically, by the Ring. No elegiac memories can comfort him; he has been stripped of 

everything he once had, and his vision has been drawn far past the threshold of Sauron’s realm:   

No taste of food, no feel of water, no sound of wind, no memory of tree or grass or flower, 

no image of moon or star are left to me. I am naked in the dark, Sam, and there is no veil 

between me and the wheel of fire. I begin to see it even with my waking eyes, and all else 

fades. (RK, VI, iii, 215) 

Yet, even so, Frodo resists, much as he did when the Black Riders were beckoning to him, but 

now only in a barely audible whisper, calling on Sam to control his own body for him: “Help me, 

Sam! Help me, Sam! Hold my hand! I can’t stop it” (RK, VI, iii, 220). Although Frodo is not 

taking a stand with sword drawn as he did at the Ford of Bruinen, his attempts to prevent his hand 

from touching the Ring even when he has lost autonomy over his own body must be 

acknowledged as an immense effort of heroic will. 

 When Sam does take Frodo’s hands, Tolkien gives us a brief but exemplary moment that 

negotiates equality between the two, the culmination of a process that has been slowly ongoing 

throughout the quest in which Frodo’s self is emptied and Sam gradually takes his place. The 

handholding gesture is reminiscent of the medieval ritual of swearing fealty to a lord:  

traditionally, the vassal would kneel before his lord and put his hands together in a prayer 

position; the lord would put his hands around the vassal’s as a sign of protection and exert some 

pressure to show his dominant position; the vassal would then kiss the lord’s hands. Tolkien 

rewrites the ritual so that Frodo and Sam act as both vassal and lord. Sam kneels, but he is still 



 

above Frodo, who has been stricken to the ground. Then, “Sam took his master’s hands and laid 

them together, palm to palm, and kissed them; and then he held them gently between his own” 

(RK, VI, iii, 220). Sam, in the role of the lord, takes the hands offered to him, the hands, 

paradoxically, of his “master.” It is Sam, however, who kisses the hands as a vassal would, 

signifying love and service. And Sam does not exert pressure to indicate his dominance but holds 

Frodo’s hands gently. Frodo’s acknowledgement of Sam as his leader and protector is a precursor 

to the moment when social status and power are completely exchanged in Frodo’s final bequest to 

Sam:  “you are my heir: all that I had and might have had, I leave to you” (RK, VI, ix, 309). 

 This exchange between Frodo and Sam on Mount Doom is also part of the last stage of 

their journey to destroy the Ring, by which point Sam in effect stands in for the body that Frodo 

barely seems to inhabit. Not only does Sam control Frodo’s hands, but he also becomes his eyes 

as he searches for the doorway, and his legs as he carries him on his back. Their physical 

closeness reaches this point after gradually increasing over the course of the quest. By the last 

night on Mount Doom, looking on the shivering Frodo, Sam regrets leaving his blankets behind 

and  “lying down he tried to comfort Frodo with his arms and body” (RK, VI, iii, 217). This act is 

a long way from when Sam blushes in embarrassment at stroking Frodo’s hand after he awakens 

from his illness in Rivendell, but as the quest progresses, such gestures become part of their 

tender physical interactions. They fall asleep hand in hand, they creep through Shelob’s lair 

holding hands, they kiss each other’s hands, Frodo sleeps on Sam’s lap on the Stairs of Cirith 

Ungol or in his embrace in the Tower. In Tolkien’s delineation of the close bond between Frodo 

and Sam, characterized by tender gestures, he represents yet another aspect of the experience of 

war. Sam takes on the nurturing role of Frodo’s batman, not only packing supplies and preparing 



 

food but also fighting and standing ready to die by his master; in fact he experiences a great crisis 

when he struggles to wrench himself away from Frodo’s side in Shelob’s lair after he thinks that 

Frodo is dead. Fussell points out that such strong feelings were not unusual, often developing into 

romantic “crushes” particularly between an officer and his batman;48 other critics have examined 

how in such relationships the binary oppositions defining gender roles and sexual identities 

blurred during the war.49 According to Santanu Das, for example, gestures of friendship between 

men in the trenches can best be understood in terms of a continuum that “goes beyond strict 

gender divisions, sexual binaries, or identity politics.”50 Examining how “non-genital tactile 

tenderness” was expressed by men in the First World War, Das finds “norms of tactile contact 

between men changed profoundly” and that this “new level of intimacy and intensity”51 

represented a “very different order of male experience, one that accommodated fear, vulnerability, 

support, succor, and physical tenderness.”52 In addition to this new kind of emotional experience, 

trench friendships could also constitute a new kind of social experience. As Mark T. Hooker 

points out: “The change in the relationship between Sam and Frodo as the quest progresses 

reflects a change in the English class structure that was brought about by World War I.”53 The 

love between Frodo and Sam, then, develops in the liminal space of war, where definitions of 

master and servant, of conventional masculine and feminine roles, of homosexual and 

heterosexual modes of behavior begin to crumble. 

 Sam’s gentle touching of Frodo, as opposed to the “pawing at master” (TT, IV, viii, 324) 

of Gollum, present two parallel modes of relating to Frodo. Just as Frodo wavers on the boundary 

between the Wraith-world and Rivendell, his disintegrating self has two competing claims made 

on him, the abjection of Gollum or the love and protection of Sam. Moments before entering the 



 

Sammath Naur, Frodo says farewell to Sam, looking at him “as if at one now far away” (RK, VI, 

iii, 221). In leaving Sam and entering “the heart of the realm of Sauron” (RK, VI, iii, 222), Frodo 

chooses to claim the Ring. However, in an ironic reversal of expectations, it is Gollum who saves 

Frodo and ensures the destruction of the Ring. In a matter of moments, the madness of Gollum 

prevails, Frodo’s body is maimed, and circumstances change so suddenly that victory over Sauron 

is assured. Fussell discusses the irony of circumstances that characterizes many war narratives, 

where nothing turns out quite as it was expected,54 and such irony defines the climactic point of 

Tolkien’s quest story as well. At that moment, the abject Gollum is violently expelled, leaving 

Frodo with a clearer sense of the boundaries of his own self. It is left to Sam to comment, though 

perhaps too optimistically: “And there was Frodo, pale and worn, and yet himself again . . . There 

was the dear master of the sweet days in the Shire” (RK, VI, iii, 224). Frodo tells Sam “I am glad 

you are here with me” (RK, VI, iii, 225), but he also reminds Sam that they should forgive 

Gollum, who played his part in the destruction of the Ring. Though Gollum is gone, Frodo has an 

abiding sense of his own abjection, as it was embodied in Gollum, and he follows Gandalf’s lead 

in showing mercy and pity, feelings that Sam is only beginning to understand.  

 What Sam does see and understand more easily, however, is the nobler, self-sacrificing 

side to Frodo. In Rivendell, Gandalf’s concern over Frodo’s “fading” leads him to discern “a faint 

change, just a hint as it were of transparency, about him, and especially about the left hand that 

lay outside upon the coverlet” (FR, II, i, 235). Gandalf muses to himself that Frodo “may become 

like a glass filled with a clear light for eyes to see that can” (FR, II, i, 235). Gandalf seems to 

recognize here that, even in the best of circumstances, Frodo will become transparent, like a glass, 

as if emptied of his present contents. The loss of self that this entails may be replaced by light, a 



 

consistent symbol in Tolkien’s mythology for the divine. Flieger discusses how Frodo is a 

microcosm for Tolkien’s larger mythology, extending beyond The Lord of the Rings, in which 

light is continually fragmented, with the hope that it may be remade.”55 Sam is one person who 

does have the eyes to see this light in Frodo. In Ithilien, he looks at Frodo asleep and remembers 

watching him in Rivendell as well, when “at times a light seemed to be shining faintly within; but 

now the light was even clearer and stronger” (TT, IV, iv, 260). Unlike Gandalf, Sam does not 

have a clear explanation for the phenomenon: “I love him. He’s like that, and sometimes it shines 

through, somehow. But I love him, whether or no” (TT, IV, iv, 260). Sam can see Frodo “with 

other vision” (RK, VI, iii, 221); at the entrance to the Cracks of Doom, Frodo appears as “a figure 

robed in white, but at its breast it held a wheel of fire” (RK, VI, iii, 221). The figure in white 

recalls the light that shines from within, but the image could also be reminiscent of traditional 

iconography of Christ with a bleeding heart. John Garth considers various allusions in Tolkien’s 

use of the wheel image, including one to Christ and the Cross.56 As do other World War I literary 

historians, Garth points out, “[i]n First World War writings, the comparison of suffering, self-

sacrificial soldiers to Christ is routine.”57 

 The inability of Frodo’s mind and body to maintain autonomy results in a condition that 

has been equated with shell shock and post-traumatic stress disorder. Several critics comment on 

how Frodo manifests many of the symptoms of shell shock, such as sudden blindness, the loss of 

other senses, uncontrollable twitching or trembling, recurrent dreams and visions.58 More 

recently, a broader diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder has also been suggested for Frodo’s 

recurrent illnesses after the quest is over, which occur on significant anniversaries of his 

injuries.59 Cases of shell shock, or neurasthenia, “accounted for forty percent of casualties in 



 

combat zones” in 1916,60 the year that Tolkien served in the trenches. It is likely that he would 

have seen men with the disorder during and after the war. According to Wilfred Owen, “–These 

are men whose minds the Dead have ravished,”61 and he describes the cause of their condition: 

“Always they must see these things and hear them, / Batter of guns and shatter of flying 

muscles.”62 Later during the Second World War and closer to home, Tolkien would have 

witnessed his son Michael, whom he called “a much damaged soldier,”63 trying to recover after 

being discharged from military service because of “severe shock to nervous system due to 

prolonged exposure to enemy action.”64 Frodo, too, suffers from his “long burden” and, like shell-

shocked men in the First World War, one of the causes may be attributed to an enforced 

experience of impotence and passivity in the face of overwhelming powers that one can do 

nothing about. Shell shock is, in a sense, a loss of autonomy. As in other war narratives, Frodo 

becomes a picture of the “damaged man” that Hynes identifies as the dominant figure in post-war 

literature.65 

 Just as war neuroses did not end with the declaration of peace in 1918, so too Frodo’s 

wounds persist even after the victory celebrations on the Field of Cormallen. Arwen is one of 

those wise enough to foresee that Frodo’s self sacrifice is a loss too great from which to return. 

She gives him a gift to help him face both physical and psychological pains, “If your hurts grieve 

you still and the memory of your burden is heavy” (RK, VI, vi, 253), and both trouble Frodo as he 

gets closer to the Shire again. On the anniversary of his wounding at Weathertop, he tells Gandalf, 

“The wound aches, and the memory of darkness is heavy on me” (RK, VI, vii, 268), and he 

realizes even then “[t]here is no real going back” (RK, VI, vii, 268). Frodo’s inability to return 

successfully to peacetime life is figured as an inability to awaken fully into the old life he once 



 

led. He continues to be suspended in the liminal position that he experienced throughout the 

quest. Contributing to this impression is the awakening scene on the Field of Cormallen, a 

moment of eucatastrophe that belongs much more fully to Sam than it does to Frodo. In 

Rivendell, it is Frodo who awakens after an encounter with Mordor asking, “Where am I, and 

what is the time?” (FR, II, i, 231), to be answered by Gandalf; in Ithilien, it is Sam who awakens 

to ask Gandalf where he is and what time it is, emphasizing yet again the exchange of places 

between Frodo and Sam. Although we are told that Frodo had awakened earlier in the day, Sam’s 

(and our) first view of Frodo is of someone still asleep until roused by Sam. Later, the hobbits 

having bid all their other companions farewell upon returning to the Shire, Merry says, “It seems 

almost like a dream that has slowly faded” (RK, VI, vii, 276); Sam, too, when thinking back on 

the beginning of the quest, comments “It seems like a dream now” (RK, VI, ix, 308); however, 

Frodo does not experience the same awakening and return to reality: “To me it feels more like 

falling asleep again” (RK, VI, vii, 276). The last stroke of the war occurs on Frodo’s doorstep, his 

home already having been invaded by Saruman. Even at Bag End, where Frodo expects to cross 

the threshold into his old life, the transition is infected by the infiltration of Mordor. Instead of 

leaving behind his experiences, Frodo relives in successive bouts of illness what he has gone 

through, and at such times he appears “half in a dream” (RK, VI, ix, 304) or as if “his eyes 

seemed to see things far away” (RK, VI, ix, 305). The abject figure of Gollum may have been 

expelled, but Frodo continues to feel abjection within. For example, on one occasion, Farmer 

Cotton finds him lying on his bed in a “fit” saying “It is gone for ever... and now all is dark and 

empty” (RK, VI, ix, 304). Frodo’s gradual withdrawal from Shire activities makes him seem even 

more like the Kristevan figure of the deject, the stray who lives on the margins of society, in 



 

contrast to Sam, who successfully reintegrates into Hobbiton, marrying, begetting children, and 

occupying himself in socially useful tasks. Kristeva believes that the catharsis that literature 

provides is one way in which the abject can be purified; significantly, only when Frodo immerses 

himself in his own abjection by writing down his experiences, then bequeathing his book to Sam, 

is he ready to leave Middle-earth for the possibility of healing in the West before his death. 

 In the end, Tolkien does not rest with a totally disillusioned vision of war experience. He 

allows Sam to step in for Frodo and to live a full life. Frodo’s self sacrifice entails an emptying of 

the self, but the white light that shines through him signifies a claim made on him by other powers 

than those of Mordor, powers that could possibly redeem his loss. Frodo does not cross the 

threshold back into the Bag End of old, nor does he take the last steps into the Wraith-world; his 

final, decisive move is to sail into the blessed lands of the West, reunited with Bilbo, and with the 

possibility of Sam following him in the remote future. Tolkien, however, makes no promises; the 

book ends with Sam returning to his family, the poignant memory of the “sigh and murmur of the 

waves” and the last sight of Frodo’s ship on the horizon having sunk “deep into his heart” (RK, 

VI, ix, 311). Frodo, however, unable to awaken into ordinary life, sails out of it, into the 

dreamworld he has been halfway inhabiting all through the quest – in this case, into the dream he 

once had in Bombadil’s house. The veil of this last threshold is removed – “the grey rain-curtain 

turned all to silver glass and was rolled back” – and a pastoral paradise, where “he beheld white 

shores and beyond them a far green country under a swift sunrise” (RK, VI, ix, 310), finally seems 

to be within reach. 
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