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CONTEXT

eter Jackson, the director of The Lord of the Rings
trilogy,was born in New Zealand in 1961,0n
Halloween. When Jackson was eight years old, his
parents bought an 8mm camera,and in just a few
years he was making short movies with his friends. He often
used innovative special effects techniques for his very low-
budget films,paving the way for his work with special effects
later on in his filmmaking career. He began making his first
feature film,the low-budget Bad Taste (1987),when he was
twenty-two, and it became a cult classic. Eventually,he made a
name for himself as a director of gory horror movies, includ-
ing Meet the Feebles (1989)and Dead Alive (1992),then
branched out a bit with Heavenly Creatures (1994),a film
based on a real-life murder perpetrated by two young girls in
New Zealand.
Jackson had been a longtime fan of J. R. R. Tolkien’s
The Lord of the Rings,and he first approached Miramax with
the idea of making two films based on the novels. Despite the
studio’s initial support of the project,the budget proved too
daunting for them,and Jackson brought his idea to New Line
Cinema in 1998. Jackson’s plan to film the movies in New
Zealand and employ his own special effects studios pleased
New Line,and they increased the project to three films. In an
unprecedented move, they agreed to let Jackson direct all three
films at one time. His budget was $270 million,and filming
took nearly fourteen months. 3
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CONTEXT

Wl THE LORD OF THE RINGS

In 2004, The Return of the King (2003),the third film in
The Lord of the Rings trilogy,won the Oscar for Best Picture.
The award was hardly a surprise. The first two films in the
series, The Fellowship of the Ring and The Two Towers,had
both been nominated but lost,and the trilogy seemed to be due
an award. Few critics, however, considered the third film better
than the first two,and,like its predecessors,the film was
praised but not celebrated. However,the fact that The Return
of the King concluded the trilogy seemed to make it more
worthy of an Oscar than the previous two installments had
been. Unlike the films that make up other famous trilogies,
such as The Godfather,Star Wars,and Indiana Jones,the films
in The Lord of the Rings are not complete in and of them-
selves. The Fellowship of the Ring might as well have a To Be
Continued... sign before the credits,and The Two Towers actu-
ally has neither a real beginning nor a real end. Even The Re-
turn of the King,though it indeed has an ending, starts in me-
dia res,and anyone who has not seen the first two films will be
a bit lost. The Best Picture award is, in effect,a single award for
the entire trilogy,which itself might be more accurately de-
scribed as one very long movie than as three separate films.

The trilogy’s unity is perhaps its most distinguishing
characteristic. Its consistency is largely due to the circum-
stances of its production. For two years,from 1999 to 2001,
Jackson filmed in New Zealand, creating the footage used in
all three films. Though the movies were edited and released
separately, the fact that the entire trilogy’s footage was filmed
at one time and in one place goes a long way toward explain-
ing the unity of the entire trilogy. The congruity of the trilogy
can also be ascribed to the fact that the films closely follow

4
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W THE LORD OF THE RINGS

Tolkien’s novels. Movies,which are collaborative,tend to be
influenced by many different people—writers, directors, pro-
ducers, cinematographers, and actors—while books tend to rep-
resent the vision of one writer. Because the films stay close to
the novels, they benefit from the consistency of Tolkien’s vision.

While critics generally praised the films,few considered
them to be anything more than very well-done big-budget ex-
travaganzas,but the films’ popularity has made them very in-
fluential in the filmmaking world. For example,The Lord of
the Rings trilogy has influenced the length of motion pictures.
Each of the three films is approximately three hours long,and
the entire trilogy lasts well over nine hours. For many years
the standard Hollywood film length was an hour and a half.
The average feature film had already begun to grow before the
release of The Lord of the Rings,but the trilogy’s success part-
ly explains the increasing number of two-and-a-half to three-
hour movies,as well as multifilm epics,such as Quentin
Tarantino’s two-part Kill Bill.

The trilogy also helped to reintroduce a forgotten genre:
the war epic. For many years,most war films concerned the
Vietnam War,and these films invariably approached the war
with cynicism and aimed to present a balanced picture that
documented the human suffering on both sides. Even war
films, such as Glory and Saving Private Ryan,which seem to
celebrate the heroism and sacrifice of common soldiers fight-
ing just wars,never hide the fact that war is hell. Even if a
war is just,these films suggest, it is still pure hell for the sol-
diers fighting it. The Lord of the Rings trilogy , however, seems
to have helped reintroduce the notion of war as an aspect of
coming of age,one way that a man can mature and make his
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CONTEXT

W THE LORD OF THE RINGS

name.

Neither Tolkien nor Jackson intended their work to be
classified as “fantasy,” and instead viewed their work as a
form of history-making. Many aspects of Jackson’s films,
however, are indeed fantastical and follow a line of other films
that portray worlds  far different from the one we know.
Movies have always taken place in both recognizable and al-
ternative worlds,and for many years,the dominant genre in
this alternate tradition was science fiction. Films like The Ter-
minator portray futures in which cyborgs walk the earth and
space travel is common. Science fiction eventually produced
cyberpunk,a subgenre that includes such films as The Matrix,
in which the virtual world of the computer becomes the new
frontier. Fantasy,like science fiction and cyberpunk, portrays
worlds that differ radically from both the present and the past,
but the alternate world in works of fantasy is not defined by
technology. Science fiction and cyberpunk most often concern
an imagined future, while fantasy generally concerns an alter-
native past. Middle-earth, the setting of The Lord of the Rings,
resembles a legendary,rather than historical,, conception of the
Middle Ages,where warriors wear shining armor and ride off
to battle on horseback. Moreover, Middle-earth is a world of
mystery , populated by elves,dwarves, magicians,and evil spir-
its, a fantastic land in keeping with the religiosity of the Mid-
dle Ages. Science fiction and cyberpunk are rooted in both the
modern and the futuristic worlds,and to some extent, The Lord
of the Rings signals a return to more conservative Hollywood
films,a step back from the technology-centric, socially critical
movies that have been the norm for the better part of the past
thirty years. *
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PLOT OVERVIEW

he Fellowship of the Ring
The film begins with a summary of the
prehistory of the ring of power. Long ago, twen-

ty rings existed:three for elves,seven for
dwarves,nine for men,and one made by the Dark Lord
Sauron,in Mordor, which would rule all the others. Sauron
poured all his evil and his will to dominate into this ring. An
alliance of elves and humans resisted Sauron’s ring and fought
against Mordor. They won the battle and the ring fell to Isil-
dur, the son of the king of Gondor,but just as he was about to
destroy the ring in Mount Doom,he changed his mind and
held on to it for himself. Later he was killed,and the ring fell
to the bottom of the sea. The creature Gollum discovered it
and brought it to his cave. Then he lost it to the hobbit Bilbo
Baggins.

The movie cuts to an image of the hobbits’ peaceful
Shire years later, where the wizard Gandalf has come to cele-
brate Bilbo’s 111th birthday. The party is an extravagant oc-
casion with fireworks and revelry,and Bilbo entertains chil-
dren with tales of his adventures. In the middle of a rambling
speech, however, he puts on the ring, which makes him invisi-
ble,and runs to his house to pack his things and leave the
Shire. Gandalf meets Bilbo back in his house and tells him he
must give up the ring. Eventually Bilbo agrees to entrust it to
his nephew Frodo. Gandalf senses that the ring is gaining
power over Bilbo. We see a flash of Mordor,and hooded

10
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*THE LORD OF THE RINGS

horsemen, the ringwraiths, leave its gates. The scene shifts to
Gandalf, who rushes to a library to sift through ancient scrolls.
As the ringwraiths begin to close in on Bilbo’s house , Gandalf
returns to Frodo and throws the ring into Bilbo’s hearth. Mys-
terious letters appear on the ring’s surface. Only then does
Gandalf realize that this ring is actually Sauron’s ring. Gandalf
explains to Frodo that the ring and Sauron are one. He longs
to find it,and it longs to find him. Gandalf has learned that
Sauron has kidnapped Gollum and that Gollum has revealed
that Bilbo has the ring. The ring must leave the Shire or it will
endanger all the hobbits. Gandalf cannot take it himself ,since
as a wizard he will wield too much power with the ring. He
determines that Frodo must take it. Gandalf explains that if
Frodo puts on the ring,it will draw Sauron’s agents to it.
Suddenly , Gandalf discovers that Frodo’s friend Sam has been
hiding outside and listening to Gandalf and Frodo. At first,
Gandalf is furious at Sam’s eavesdropping, but then he recruits
Sam to be Frodo’s travel partner and protector.

Sam and Frodo leave Bilbo’s house,and in very little
time they have ventured further from the Shire than ever be-
fore. Merry and Pippin,two mischievous hobbits who are flee-
ing a farmer from whom they’ve stolen,encounter Sam and
Bilbo and join their party. The ringwraiths ride by,and the
hobbits narrowly escape detection. Frodo is tempted to put on
the ring,but Sam stops him. This urge is Frodo’s first insight
into the power and temptation of the ring.

The hobbits arrive at the town of Bree and enter the inn
known as the Prancing Pony, where they are supposed to meet
Gandalf, but the wizard isn’t there. The ring accidentally slipé
onto Frodo’s finger,alerting the ringwraiths to his where-

12



