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Seven Paths of the Hero in Lord of the

Rings

The Path of Curiosity

Robin Robertson

The curiosity of childhood too often dies as we grow older, and we lose
our “sense of wonder” about the world around us. The Hobbits Meriadoc
Brandybuck (Merry) and Peregrin Took (Pippin) retain that childlike cu-
riosity throughout the entire quest of The Lord of the Rings. As we follow
them, we delight in their unceasing enthusiasm and humor, and most of
all: curiosity. They offer a path that we can all follow to our advantage,
a corrective to the hardening of the imagination that too often happens
as we grow older, a path that leads to accomplishment and eventually to
wisdom.

From the moment a baby is born, it is torn between its need for security
and its curiosity about the world around it. Anything and everything is likely
to capture a baby’s interest, if only for a little while. But it can only turn its
attention outward to the world when it feels safe. Because of this need for a
safe place to retreat, a baby quickly learns to differentiate its mother’s face and
voice from everything and everyone else in that strange, chaotic world. This
is so important that in many species, this recognition of mother is carried at
the genetic level. Nobel prize winner Konrad Lorenz spent a lifetime studying
such “imprinting” behaviors in animals. For example, he found that “greylag
goslings unquestioningly accept the first living being whom they meet as their
mother.”1 In contrast, with a mallard, the first creature “that emits the right
quack note will be considered as mother.”2 From that moment on, a baby of any
species turns to its mother for nurture, safety, support, security. It is only from
that place of security that a baby is able to take tentative exploratory steps
out into the world. But oh how wonderful that world can be! Watch the delight
in a baby’s eyes when it plays with a new toy, the sense of triumph in a toddler
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Left to right: Ry Cooder, Compay Segundo,
Ibrahim Ferrer, Havana, Cuba.

Photo by Susan Titelman, 1996.
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ROBIN ROBERTSON � THE PATH OF CURIOSITY 97

as it begins to take its first steps. Its new knowledge and accomplishment
provide a sense of power and achievement that, if life goes well, eventually
develops further into wisdom.

But curiosity far too often dies and we lose our “sense of wonder” about
the world around us. Some people are lucky enough to retain that sense of awe

The Hobbits . . . offer a path
that we can all follow to our
advantage, a corrective to the
hardening of the imagination
that too often happens as we
grow older, a path that leads
to accomplishment and
eventually to wisdom.

and wonder long after child-
hood has come and gone.
Famed mathematician John
Horton Conway, who is prob-
ably best known for creating
the cellular automata game of
Life, expresses that attitude
toward life this way: “I like
things that shine and that in-
volves quite often that they’re
a bit trashy. The magpie just
picks up a piece of plastic
that’s covered in gold. I have
taste, but I don’t exercise it
very frequently. So I’m just as likely to be doing something that isn’t really
worth doing as something that is.”3

The Hobbits Meriadoc Brandybuck (Merry), and Peregrin Took (Pip-
pin) are just such wonderful creatures. Throughout The Lord of the Rings,
we delight in their unceasing enthusiasm and humor—and most of all, their
curiosity. They offer a path that we can all follow to our advantage, a corrective
to the hardening of the imagination that too often happens as we grow older,
a path that leads to accomplishment and eventually to wisdom. But before we
describe Merry and Pippin’s path, we need to talk a bit about Hobbits.

ABOUT HOBBITS

Fully four of the nine members of the “Fellowship of the Ring” are Hobbits:
Frodo Baggins, Samwise Gamgee (Sam), Merry, and Pippin. And, though he
was now too old to be a member of the fellowship, we shouldn’t forget Bilbo
Baggins, who started the whole affair when he stole the One Ring from Gollum
more than a quarter of a century before Frodo was born.

Tolkien tells us quite a bit about Hobbits in the prologue and in Appendix
F to The Lord of the Rings. They’re about half a human’s height—a little under
3 feet, on the average—which explains why the men in the book call them
halflings. The word “Hobbit” evolved from holbytla (hole-builder),4 which
undoubtedly comes from their affinity for living in holes in the ground—
though, by Bilbo’s time, “it was, as a rule, only the richest and the poorest
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Hobbits that maintained the old custom.”5 They are largely rural folk who
share Tolkien’s love of nature and dislike of machinery. They have little interest
in books and book-learning, except for genealogies of Hobbits, which they
find endlessly fascinating and can debate for hours on end. And, as might be
expected of such earthbound people, most are distrustful of anything to do
with water: Few could swim and only a rare Hobbit could board a boat without
grave misgivings.

Hobbits are a happy, peace-loving people, fond of laughter and jokes
(often rude); food and drink (six times a day if they can get it) and pipe-
tobacco; parties and presents, which, as Tolkien says, “they gave away freely
and eagerly accepted.”6 Because their custom is to give away presents on
their birthdays, rather than receive them, few days pass without some sort
of present being exchanged. But Tolkien reminds us that, though peaceful,
that didn’t mean that they were not tough as nails when life demanded it—a
quality we will see many times throughout the quest.

Of the five Hobbits that concern us—Bilbo, Frodo, Sam, Merry, and
Pippin—only Sam is wholly typical of Hobbits, sharing almost all their likes
and dislikes, except for his deep desire to see Elves! The other four, though
fond of their creature comforts, are also fascinated by the world outside the
Shire (the lovely rural village where they live). But Merry and Pippin are driven
by youthful curiosity about anything and everything outside that comfortable
world to a degree far beyond Bilbo and Frodo, much less Sam. They are, like
John Horton Conway, magpies eager to pick up every shiny stone that they see
along the way. Though 8 years apart in age, Merry and Pippin are inseparable
friends, and their path in The Lord of the Rings is a single path: the path of
youthful curiosity.

THE JOURNEY BEGINS

Unlike the wonderful scene in the movie, The Lord of the Rings: The Fel-

lowship of the Ring, where Merry and Pippin steal fireworks from Gandalf
at Bilbo’s “eleventy-first” birthday party,7 in the book we don’t meet the pair
until Frodo is ready to leave the Shire to begin his journey as the Ring-bearer.
We are told that Merry and Pippin are not only each other’s best friends but
Frodo’s as well. At that point, Frodo is 50, Merry 36, Sam 35, and Pippin 28.

Commentary: We need to remember, however, that Hobbits don’t
come of age until 33, and live perhaps 50% longer than we and
the run-of-the-mill humans in the book do. The main men we
encounter in the book, especially Aragorn, are exceptions to this
rule. They are descended from the Elf-Friends, the Kings of Men
(Dúnedain to the Elves), whose life span was three times that



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

By
: [

R
ob

er
ts

on
, R

ob
in

] A
t: 

16
:5

3 
31

 M
ay

 2
00

7 

ROBIN ROBERTSON � THE PATH OF CURIOSITY 99

of normal men. Although the blood line is muted in all except
Aragorn, they still live much longer than normal men. Elves are
immortal. Dwarves live about 250 years, on the average, though
Durin I, the founder of Gimli’s line, lived for well over a thousand
years. And Ents, who we will discuss later in this chapter, are the
most ancient race of beings still living in Middle Earth, though not
immortal, as are the Elves. Thus we can consider Frodo to be a
mature Hobbit, comparable to a man in his early 30s; Merry and
Sam are like young men in their early 20s; and Pippin is still a
teenager in Hobbit terms.

When a young male of any species has been nurtured properly and led
to feel secure, he often manifests a self-assurance that borders on cockiness.
We tolerate and even smile at that1 overconfidence because it is a wonderful
thing to see the joy of youth, and also because we know that it doesn’t last
nearly long enough in most of us. As the journey begins, Merry and Pippin are
presented as just such joyful, self-confident young Hobbits, full of pranks and
mischief, ready for any challenge that life has to present.

Frodo has done his best to keep his burden to himself, pretending that
he is merely moving back to his childhood home of Buckland, on the Eastern
borders of the Shire. In actuality, Frodo intends Buckland to be merely a
stopping-off point on the way to the Elvish land of Rivendell. Merry (and
another friend, Fatty Bolger), have gone ahead with carts of luggage, and
now Frodo, Sam, and Pippin start off on foot, carrying their provisions with
them. When Frodo only half-teasingly accuses Sam of giving him the heaviest
bags to carry, ever loyal Sam is immediately ready to carry more himself. But
Pippin will have none of that, telling Sam it’s good for Frodo, who needs to
lose some weight anyway. We immediately know that, although Pippin might
be the youngest, he’s a handful for anyone to deal with. We will see this quality
over and over as the story progresses, both for good and for ill.

We also know from this exchange that Frodo and Pippin (as well
as Merry) come from a different “class” than Sam, which we will
see more clearly when we discuss Sam’s path.

By the time the three meet up with Merry at Frodo’s new house, they
have already had their first encounters with the “Black Riders” and talked
with a group of wandering elves. But this is all preparation for the journey
to come. After a good meal at his new house (Tolkien goes out of his way
to stress just how much Hobbits like their meals), Frodo stumbles over his
words as he tries to find a way to tell Merry and Pippin that he is not staying
in Buckland but actually leaving the Shire on a dangerous mission. The pair



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

By
: [

R
ob

er
ts

on
, R

ob
in

] A
t: 

16
:5

3 
31

 M
ay

 2
00

7 

100 PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES � VOLUME 50, ISSUE 1 / 2007

laugh at Frodo’s discomfort and tell him that they have known all along what
was happening. We begin to see how shrewd they are when Pippin tells Frodo
that they’d noticed all year how he’d been “saying farewell to all your haunts.”8

So young doesn’t necessarily have to mean naive.
When they assure Frodo that they have no intention of allowing him

to leave without them, Frodo is deeply moved but tries to warn them that
this is a very different business from Bilbo’s “treasure-hunt.” But they are
already one step ahead of Frodo here, too. They not only know that he is
leaving, but that he’s leaving because of the Ring. Merry had once seen Bilbo
put on the Ring and vanish in order to avoid meeting the dreaded Sackville-
Bagginses along the road. After that, Merry kept his eyes and ears open and
even once managed to briefly read some of Bilbo’s secret journal, which told
of his adventures and of the Ring. He shared all this with Pippin. When, years
later, they saw Frodo ready to leave on a secret journey, they guessed that
it had something to do with the Ring and enlisted Sam’s help in spying on
Frodo—all in the interests of protecting Frodo from himself, you understand.

When Frodo wonders in dismay whether he can trust anyone, we see
still another side of Merry and Pippin, as Merry tells Frodo that of course
they can be trusted to stick by him and to keep his secrets. But they can’t
be trusted to let him go on a dangerous journey alone, because they are his
friends. And so they are, as we find out many times throughout the course
of their journey. But as for their keeping secrets, well, that is another story
entirely.

The bravado of youth has its dangerous side as well. At the Inn of the
Prancing Pony, Pippin becomes too fond of the sound of his own voice and
begins telling the story of Bilbo’s fabulous birthday party, leading up to his
mysterious vanishing act. Frodo knows that will perk up any whose ears are
alert for a word of the One Ring. Frodo has to jump in, which leads to his own
nearly disastrous vanishing act. All because Pippin hadn’t yet learned when a
secret needs to be kept, despite Merry’s assurance to Frodo to the contrary.

Throughout the quest, there is a continued volleying between the joy
that Merry and Pippin bring and the difficulties their curiosity and impetuosity
create. Once they have passed their first series of difficulties and arrived at
Rivendell, even Frodo’s near death at the hands of the Ring Wraiths isn’t
enough to stifle Pippin. Although Gandalf and Elrond are grave, worrying
about what must be done next, Pippin is his usual irrepressible self. When
Gandalf admonishes him for calling Frodo “Lord of the Ring,” with a reminder
that “we are sitting in a fortress. Outside it is getting dark,” Pippin blithely
tells Frodo not to pay any attention to Gandalf. It’s much too pleasant in
Rivendell for gloom and doom. Rivendell is a place for songs and dances, not
hand-wringing.
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ROBIN ROBERTSON � THE PATH OF CURIOSITY 101

And perhaps it is just that joy in life that is needed by all of us.
What better answer to the darkness that we all encounter along
our paths?

THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE RING FORMS, THEN DISSOLVES

When, at the Council of Elrond in Rivendell, Merry and Pippin insist that they
be included in the Fellowship of the Ring, Gandalf unexpectedly supports

Throughout the quest, there
is a continued volleying
between the joy that Merry
and Pippin bring and the
difficulties their curiosity and
impetuosity create.

them against Elrond, who
wants them left behind (espe-
cially Pippin as the youngest).
As occurs so many times in
the book, Gandalf has a pre-
scient sense that the young
Hobbits will have important
roles to play in the quest.
Once on the journey, how-
ever, Merry and Pippin’s ea-
gerness diminishes as they
begin to fully realize that
they are no longer in the security of the Shire. When they hear the wargs
(wolves) howl, Pippin fears that he is a coward and confesses to Sam: “I wish
I had taken Elrond’s advice. I am no good after all.”9 Note, though, that he is
willing to share his self-doubts with Sam; no actual coward could ever do so.

Although curiosity drives youth out into the world, often the chal-
lenges they meet temper their initial enthusiasm, and their self-
confidence alternates with fear and self-doubt. Some never re-
cover from the discovery that they are not invincible. Emotional
growth occurs when we are challenged by adversity and still man-
age to triumph over that adversity. And sometimes, the greatest
emotional growth occurs when adversity triumphs over us, yet we
learn that we can still survive and that perhaps it is possible to
lose a battle without losing the war.

Nothing can stifle Pippin’s insatiable curiosity about the world for long.
A little later, in the depths of the caves of Moria, he drops a stone down a
well simply to see how deep it is, perhaps alerting the Orcs to the presence
of the Fellowship (or perhaps, as we will see later, it was Gollum who alerted
the Orcs). This is too much for Gandalf, who rebukes Pippin: “Fool of a Took!
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This is a serious journey, not a Hobbit walking party. Throw yourself in next
time, and then you will be no further nuisance. Now be quiet!”10

As the journey progresses, both Merry and Pippin frequently complain
about their lot and wish that they had stayed behind. In Lothlórien, the Elven
forest home of Galadriel, like any good earthbound Hobbit, Pippin complains
about sleeping in trees and Merry confesses to an Elf that “I have never been
out of my own land before. And if I had known what the world outside was
like, I don’t think that I should have had the heart to leave it.”11

In youth, the life we know seems tame and dull, whereas the world
beyond seems exciting. Curiosity about the world beyond starts
us on our journey, and we imagine that we want to experience all
of it. Yet the actual experience often proves harder than we had
imagined, and the mundane world we left becomes colored in our
minds until it seems like paradise.

Their greatest accomplishment in the early stages of the quest comes
merely from their presence, not their action. After Boromir tries to steal the
Ring from Frodo, thus forcing the dissolution of the fellowship, he is deeply
ashamed; when he is confronted by a suspicious Aragorn, however, Boromir
is not yet willing to admit what he has done. But when the Orcs attack Merry
and Pippin, Boromir’s greed and duplicity vanish, and his great warrior spirit
awakens. He sacrifices his life in his defense of Merry and Pippin, who are
nevertheless taken by the Orcs. When Aragorn kneels by the dying Boromir,
Boromir is now able to confess his sin. He dies in peace when Aragorn assures
him that his home of “Minis Tirith shall not fall!”12 Much later in the book,
when Gandalf hears of Boromir’s death, he says it wasn’t in vain that the
young Hobbits came on this journey, because they managed to make Boromir
redeem himself. And he adds that they will have other roles to play, by their
actions as well as their presence.

CAPTURED BY THE ORCS

After being captured by the Orcs, Pippin once again wishes that he had never
come, feeling that he’s been useless, simply an object to be dragged along like
a suitcase. He would wish to be saved, except that would take Strider and the
others away from more important tasks. Mostly he just wishes he could find
a way to get free.

Though this might seem like still more complaining, something im-
portant has changed inside Pippin. Now rather than simply com-
plaining about his situation, he has turned his complaint upon
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ROBIN ROBERTSON � THE PATH OF CURIOSITY 103

himself, realizing that he has been a nuisance to the others, little
more than a piece of luggage. When he wishes that Strider could
free them, he stops that line of thought, because it would take
Strider away from more important things. Instead he begins to
wish that he, Pippin, could find a way to help himself. And he
does.

Soon after, he finds a way to cut his bonds, yet is clever enough to keep
this hidden from the Orcs. Then when an opportunity presents itself, rather
than make a half-hearted attempt at escape, Pippin gets away just far enough
to leave a treasured brooch, given him by the Elves, on the ground, where it
might be discovered by Strider, Gimli, and Legolas. And, in fact, it is—though
by then Merry and Pippin have escaped on their own.

Merry is worse off than Pippin at this stage: He has been knocked uncon-
scious and carried by the Orcs, truly like the piece of luggage Pippin imagines
himself to be. When Merry finally regains consciousness, we see just how
tough these little Hobbits are. His first words upon awakening are “Hullo, Pip-
pin! So you’ve come on this little expedition, too? Where do we get bed and
breakfast?”13 It takes a great deal of courage to make jokes at a time when
one’s life is in danger.

Merry and Pippin together present a more formidable front than either
does alone. They tempt a single Orc guard into thinking they know more
about the Ring than they do, which leads him to spirit them away from the
main body of Orcs. There fortune favors the well-prepared: when the Orcs are
attacked by the Riders from Rohan and their Orc captor is killed, Merry and
Pippin are able to sneak away during the battle. Though still far from friends
or safety, lost in the middle of a land totally unknown to them, they tease each
other as if out for a picnic. With no idea where else to go, they resolve to go
enter Fangorn, a forest, that has a fearful reputation among many, including
Hobbits.

We see over and over again that although a little discomfort makes
Merry and Pippin complain and wish they were back home, real
adversity brings out the best in the pair, as it often does in all of
us.

TREEBEARD AND THE ENTS

In the Fangorn forest, Merry and Pippin encounter a very strange creature: “a
large Man-like, almost Troll-like, figure of at least fourteen foot high,”14 with
skin so much like the bark of a tree that he appeared to be a talking, moving
tree. He explains that he is an Ent—called Fangorn (the name of the Forest)
by some, Treebeard by others.
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The Ents are perhaps the most original of all Tolkien’s creations. They
are the most ancient race in Middle Earth (though the individual Tom Bom-
badil is even older), perhaps older even than the Elves, who at one point in
the book address Treebeard as “Eldest.”15 Once indistinguishable from trees,
when the Elves began talking to trees to learn of their lives, the Ents awoke to
discover that they were not trees but shepherds of trees, capable of movement
and language.

Throughout the myths and legends of virtually all cultures is an
archetype of the Wise Old Man (and his feminine counterpart, the Wise Old
Woman): a man who, by virtue of his long life, has come to possess knowledge
that transcends his life as an individual and embodies the wisdom of the race.
Such wisdom is found not merely through an accumulation of experience,
but also through introspection, by looking deep within. In the words of 18th-
century poet William Cowper:

Knowledge and wisdom, far from being one,
Have ofttimes no connection. Knowledge dwells
In heads replete with thoughts of other men;
Wisdom in minds attentive to their own.16

Treebeard is not only the oldest and wisest of the Ents, he is perhaps
the greatest embodiment of the wisdom of age in The Lord of the Rings, even
more so than Elrond the Elf and Gandalf the Wizard, both of whom Treebeard
knows and respects. As such he is the perfect complement to the youthful
Hobbits, who sense his essential goodness and trust him immediately. When
they first looked into his eyes, they “felt as if there was an enormous well
behind them, filled up with ages of memory and long, slow, steady thinking;
but their surface was sparkling with the present.”17 Treebeard is as interested
in Merry and Pippin as they are in him. The Ents have a long list (long even for
Ents ) that describes all the races, but nowhere on that list are Hobbits. He is
utterly delighted at finding something totally new in the world and asks them
question upon question about Hobbits and their life in the Shire. We see that,
even after the nearly innumerable years of his life, Treebeard still retains his

curiosity about the world around him.
In an exchange that perfectly captures the dichotomy between the wise

old Ent and the impetuous young Hobbits, he is astounded when, without any
reservation, Merry and Pippin tell him their full names. He remarks, “You are

hasty folk.”18 He explains that for Ents, their name describes everything they
are and all that has happened to them, and he has no intention of saying all
that to them right now.

When we’re young, we take our own existence for granted and
don’t yet think about who we are and how we fit into the greater
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ROBIN ROBERTSON � THE PATH OF CURIOSITY 105

scheme of things. Treebeard is teaching Merry and Pippin some-
thing the young have to learn: that they are an evolving product of
the life they live. When Abraham Lincoln remarked that he didn’t
like a man’s face, a cabinet member said that the man couldn’t
do anything about his face. Lincoln would have none of that and
rejoined that “after a certain age, every man is responsible for his
face.” In other words, we are each responsible for our lives. The
moral choices we make throughout the course of our lives are re-
flected in us so deeply that others can see them in our faces, our
voices, our walk, our every action. And, in the case of Treebeard
and the Ents (as with many Native Americans and other people
of the earth), in their name.

Though Merry and Pippin don’t reflect on Treebeard’s comment when
he makes it, as the quest progresses we watch them grow through the moral
choices they are forced to make. And, on a lighter note, we watch them grow
physically because of repeated drinks of the Ent draught that is the staple of
the Ent diet. “The effect of the draught began at the toes, and rose steadily
through every limb, bringing refreshment and vigour as it coursed upwards,

Treebeard is teaching Merry
and Pippin something the
young have to learn: that they
are an evolving product of
the life they live.

right to the tips of the hair.
Indeed the Hobbits felt that
the hair on their heads was
actually standing up, waving
and curling and growing.”19

Whether that draught might
also give them some of the
Ent capacity for introspection
to complement their extraver-
sion goes unsaid.

If Treebeard has a lasting effect on Merry and Pippin, their impact on
him is even more pronounced. Roused by their youthful sense of right and
wrong, he realizes that he has slumbered far too long. He has allowed the
wizard Saruman’s evil to grow to the point where Saruman is now destroying
the trees that the Ents protect and herd. After a war council that for Ents
is remarkably “hasty,” the Ents march on Saruman’s stronghold of Isengard,
which they rip to shreds, leaving Saruman isolated in his tower, surrounded
by a moat the Ents dig and flood.

I will not describe the great battle of the Ents at Isengard, because
it does not directly concern the paths we are considering in this
series of articles, but instead leave it for those who read The Lord
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of the Rings. But I will have much more to say about Saruman
when we discuss the Path of the Wizard.

THE GREETERS AT ISENGARD

When Gandalf, Aragorn, Gimli, and Legolas arrive at Isengard, along with King
Théoden and his nephew and heir Éomer and their army of men, they find
Saruman’s great fortress reduced to rubble. And as they look about they spot
two small figures, totally at ease, surrounded by the remains of what must
have been a very good meal. These small figures are, of course, Merry and
Pippin in a typically insouciant pose. It is unlikely that a better picture of what
Hobbits are like could be presented.

We’ll talk about how Gandalf and company came to arrive at this meeting,
and how Gandalf deals with Saruman in the article on the Path of the Wizard,
but there remains another situation where Pippin lets his curiosity get the
best of him: his encounter with the Palantir of Orthanc.

In the Elder Days, the Elf Fëanor of Noldor created seven Palantiri:
“seeing-stones” made of crystal in the form of a globe. People of sufficient
power could gaze deeply into them and cast their minds wherever they
wanted, without restrictions of time or space. Each stone had a different
characteristic, an identity particular to it; yet all were linked together into a
web, under the control of one stone, much like the Rings of Power. They were
brought to Middle Earth in the Second Age, when they were distributed and
used by the Dúnedain, the men called the Elf-Friends. Over time, however,
some were lost and some passed into bad hands. Both Sauron and Saruman
each had one, and as we will see later, so did Denethor, the Steward of
Gondor. Saruman came under Sauron’s control through the use of the Palantir
he had acquired. After his defeat by the Ents and his humiliation by Gandalf,
Saruman’s miserable lapdog Wormtongue (of whom we will hear more in our
discussion of the Path of the King), not realizing its great worth, throws the
stone at Gandalf, to Gandalf’s great delight. And ever-curious Pippin takes
notice!

After taking center stage as the greeters to Isengard, Merry and Pip-
pin fade into the background as first King Théoden, then Gandalf, confront
Saruman. As a consequence, they once again feel small and unwanted. Pip-
pin can’t get Gandalf’s reaction to the Palantir out of his mind. When he
talks with Merry about it, Merry reminds him of a well-know aphorism: “Do

not meddle in the affairs of wizards, for they are subtle and quick to

anger.”20 But Pippin’s curiosity refuses to be squelched. Once all are asleep,
he creeps away and surreptitiously “borrows” the crystal ball from Gandalf’s
bedside. Once alone with the Palantir, “he bent low over it, looking like a
greedy child stooping over a bowl of food.”21 Gazing into the crystal, he looks
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into the fiery eye of Sauron, where he is trapped. Sauron, expecting to see
Saruman, asks who he is, and when he hears “a Hobbit,” is delighted, thinking
that Saruman has captured the Ring Bearer. But Sauron’s power is so great
that Pippin falls unconscious, thus preventing Sauron from learning the true
situation.

When Gandalf discovers what has happened, upon reflection he decides
that this mishap may have been providential. He himself might have looked
into the stone before he was ready to confront Sauron. And by chance—or
fate?—Sauron has been misled into thinking himself closer to reacquiring his
Ring than he actually is.

So the curiosity of the young Hobbit has caused trouble, but some-
how it has also done good. This is a typical situation encountered
on the Path of Curiosity. When we are young, we all chafe at the
bit and want to be treated like adults. We are impervious to the
advice of our elders and insist that we are competent to deal with
issues that are, at this point, beyond our capabilities. And so we
act rashly and trouble results. But, hopefully, we learn from our
failure. As Gandalf tells Pippin: “The burned hand teaches best.
After that, advice about fire goes to the heart.”22

PIPPIN AND MERRY PLEDGE THEIR ALLEGIANCE

To this point in the story, Merry and Pippin have been an inseparable pair, so
much so that it is often hard to remember which words or actions belong to
which character. Both have been overly fond of their comforts yet able to do
without when needed; both have felt worthless and unwanted, homesick for
the Shire, yet have continued the quest. When captured by the Orcs, together
they proved just how resourceful Hobbits can be. Afterward, with the Ents,
their youth was enough to rouse Treebeard from his long lethargy to march
on Isengard and destroy Saruman’s burgeoning empire. But ultimately we
must each pick our own path, fight our own individual battles, find our unique
destiny within the greater scheme of things. Merry and Pippin do just that.
And, as if to prove they are like two halves of the same person, the paths they
take are parallel.

Each now pledges his allegiance to a great man: Pippin to Denethor, the
Steward of Gondor, father of Boromir and Faramir; Merry to King Théoden
of Rohan, uncle of Éomer and Éowyn. Pippin makes the poorer choice. Im-
pressed by the majesty of Denethor and nettled by Denethor’s suspicion over
the circumstances of his son Boromir’s death, Pippin impulsively draws forth
his small sword and lays it at Denethor’s feet: “Little service, no doubt, will
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so great a lord of men think to find in a Hobbit, a halfling from the northern
Shire; yet such as it is, I will offer it, in payment of my debt.”23 This gesture is
enough to briefly bring out the best in Denethor, who graciously accepts Pip-
pin’s allegiance and keeps him by his side in Minis Tirith. Yet though Denethor
looks to the outer eye much greater than Gandalf, even then Pippin senses
that Gandalf is his superior in every way. He is to find out just how true this
is as events progress.

Merry pledges his allegiance to a greater man than Denethor: King
Théoden. In a touching speech, Merry says: “As a father you shall be to me,”
and Théoden, wise enough already to know that his death approaches, re-
sponds “for a little while.”24

Having chosen their individual paths, which leave them separated by
many miles, both Merry and Pippin once again discover what little worth they
seemingly have. In Gondor, the people are amazed at Pippin and regard him
as the Prince of Halflings. But he feels less like a prince than a useless burden
who has chosen a silly path that has taken him away from his friends, especially
Merry. Except for waiting on table for Denethor, Pippin has a great deal of
time on his hands. He spends much of it with a warrior named Beregond, who
shows him the ropes, and with Beregond’s 10-year-old son Bergil. Because of
Pippin’s size, Bergil thinks Pippin a boy like himself, which amuses Pippin.
But truly he has more fun playing with Bergil than he has had since separating
from Merry.

Merry, in his turn, has been allowed to ride along with King Théoden
as his esquire, but the ride has proved long and weary and lonely without his
friends, especially Pippin. But then, as if to show how much Merry has grown
in emotional depth, he remembers Frodo and Sam, whose path is so much
more difficult than any of theirs, and he feels remorse.

A necessary part of growth is to realize that the world does not
necessarily revolve around us, that others have their stories, and
that perhaps their stories might even be more important than ours
in the greater scheme of things.

When it is finally time to go into battle, King Théoden tells Merry that
he will have to leave him behind, as he and his warriors have to ride swiftly
and Merry will only be an encumbrance. But Dernhelm, a strange rider with
eyes of death, allows Merry to ride with him, hidden under his cloak. Of such
small actions are great events made.

In Gondor, Pippin’s great moment arrives. Seeing his remaining son
Faramir lying in a near-death state after being felled by a poisonous dart,
Denethor goes mad and tries to immolate both himself and Faramir. Pippin
persuades his new friend Beregond, who loves Faramir, to try and prevent
the burning. Pippin runs to find Gandalf and brings him back just in time to
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save Faramir. Cheated of his son, Denethor immolates himself, clutching his
Palantir to his chest. It was this Palantir that led him to this sad state. In his
arrogance he thought he was wise enough and powerful enough to use the
stone; instead, like Saruman, he fell prey to Sauron’s lies and deceptions. And
so he dies a sad death. But, as he dies, it’s important to realize that without
Pippin’s intervention, Faramir, a greater man than either his father Denethor
or his brother Boromir, would have died.

Just as Merry chose the greater man to follow, Merry’s accomplishment
is the greater. In the epic Battle of the Pelennor Fields, the men of Rohan, led
by their king, are defeating the massed forces of the enemy outside the city of
Gondor. But then a dart from the sky slays the king’s great steed Snowmane,
and the Lord of the Nazgûls, riding on a monstrous flying creature, swoops
down upon the king. One warrior stands between the Black Rider and his prey:
the strange warrior Dernhelm. At that moment Dernhelm reveals herself to
be the king’s niece, the warrior princess Éowyn. She takes advantage of this
moment of surprise to cut off the head of the Nazgûls’ flying steed. But then
the Black Rider’s mace shatters her shield, crushing her shoulder, and she
falls stunned to the ground.

And, at the moment of truth, Merry reveals himself to be as great as
any warrior in The Lord of the Rings. Lying on the ground, cowering in fear,
he cries out Éowyn’s name, then raises his tiny sword and stabs the Lord of
the Nazgφls in his leg. As the Black Rider sinks to the ground, Éowyn, with
her final action, stabs him in the empty space where his face should be. Her
sword shatters and she falls upon her foe. But when she does, there’s nothing
left but an empty cloak and chain mail, and a terrible wail that fades away,
leaving no further trace of the Lord of the Nazgûls to trouble the world.

King Théoden raises his head. Unaware of what has transpired, he is
able to die happy, thinking that he has killed the Lord of the Nazgûls. Merry
weeps for the king and for Éowyn, who lies as if dead. His arm is numb and
he watches his sword—the sword that pierced the Black Rider—smoke, then
wither away into dust. He has no idea that this sword, which was acquired
from the Barrow-downs in the first days after leaving the Shire, was a work
of Westernesse, and that only such a blade could have cut the binding spells
that gave body to the Black Rider.

When Éomer arrives with his men and finds both the king and, seemingly,
his sister dead, he orders the bodies to be borne away in state, then turns back
to the battle to fight as someone does who has no one left on earth whom he
loves. As his men bear Théoden and Éowyn away, Merry trudges along behind
them, as unaware of his surroundings as the men are unaware of his great role
in this pivotal event.

When he reaches the city and Pippin greets him, it’s more than Merry can
take, and he begins weeping: for the king and Éowyn, and perhaps without
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knowing it, for his own loss of innocence in his confrontation with a living
symbol of darkness. When a little later Pippin stands at Merry’s bedside, he
fears that Merry will die. But Aragorn has healed his wound (we will discuss
Aragorn as healer in the article on the Path of the King) and reassures Pip-
pin that, though Merry has been deeply hurt by his contact with the Lord
of the Nazgφls, he will survive. “So strong and gay a spirit is in him. His
grief he will not forget; but it will not darken his heart, it will teach him
wisdom.”25

Both Merry and Pippin have had to learn wisdom the hard way,
through facing darkness, which is perhaps the only way it can be
learned.

RETURN TO THE SHIRE FOR THE BATTLE OF BYWATER

Merry and Pippin have now played their roles in the great Quest for the Ring.
It remains for kings and warriors and Dwarves and Elves, and most of all,
Frodo and Sam, to complete the quest. But the story doesn’t end after Frodo
has saved Middle Earth and the new king has been crowned and wed to his
queen, as all other such stories do.

In this story we follow the Hobbits back to their home in the Shire. On
the way, they stop at the Inn of the Prancing Pony, as they did on their way
to begin their journey. This time, rather than playing the fool for the others
staying at the inn, they find themselves regarded with amazement and not a
little fear because of their battle gear. By this time they are so used to the
apparel of war that they don’t even realize how unusual they look to more
peaceful folk. While they were fighting a war, those back home suffered at
the fringes of the war, without knowing what was taking place. As they leave,
the innkeeper Butterbur tells them that they look like warriors who can deal
with any sort of trouble they might encounter. And when Merry tells Gandalf
that he’s sure he will take care of things, Gandalf tells him that he won’t be
returning with them to the Shire. They’re all grown up now and can handle
their own problems. They have become much greater than they realize and
have no need for wizards like him.

Moral growth occurs so gradually that we are the last to recognize
greatness in ourselves.

And so they find out! The Shire has been taken over by men: thugs
who have co-opted the Hobbits’ pitiful equivalent of a police force, using the
Hobbits to do their dirty work for them, much as the Nazis used the French
Vichy government during World War II. There are new rules and laws against
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seemingly everything, even their beloved pipeweed. Merry and Pippin and
Frodo and Sam don’t even bother to confront the puppet Hobbits, simply
ignoring their rules and forcing the police to follow behind them, pretending
that they are under guard. And when they are eventually confronted by a
small number of men, their appearance, their swords, and especially their
confidence are enough to send the men scurrying away.

But it is clear that the hoodlums won’t give up that easily. By this time,
Frodo has done his great deed and stands above the strife, much like a Gandhi,
desiring only peace. But Merry and Pippin have learned the warrior’s role and
so take charge. They organize the Hobbits of the Shire, and the last great battle
of Hobbit history takes place: the Battle of Bywater. Seventy of the evil men die
and a dozen are taken prisoner, while the Hobbits suffer 19 dead and 30 more to
injury. But they have regained the Shire for all time—led by Merry and Pippin,
the two little Hobbits who seemed so inconsequential as the story began!

In the years that follow, Merry, now called the Magnificent by other
Hobbits, becomes Master of Buckland. Pippin becomes the Took (the leader
of the Took clan) and the Thain (the Chief Executive of the Shire, whose power
begins where the Mayor’s ends). He is also the physically largest Hobbit in
memory (undoubtedly due to the Ent draughts). In old age, Merry is asked
to visit his old friend King Éomer of Rohan one last time and is at his side
when he dies. Pippin then rejoins Merry and they travel to Gondor, where
they spend their last days and are buried among the great of Gondor.

Thus ends the Path of Curiosity, a path that might guide many, if not all, of us.

“The Path of Opposites” will appear in Issue 50(2).

Robin Robertson has written several books on Jungian psychology and is

a frequent contributor to Psychological Perspectives.
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