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THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE RETURN OF THE
KING: TOLKIEN’S MASTERFUL CONCLUSION

When J.R.R.  Tolkien  set  out  to  write  a  simple  sequel  to  The
Hobbit,  he  could  not  have  foreseen  that  he  was  laying  the
groundwork for one of the most expansive and beloved fantasy
epics ever conceived. The final volume of that epic, The Return
of the King, stands as a monumental achievement in literature.
Published in 1955, this third book of The Lord of the Rings trilogy
is far more than a simple conclusion to a story. It is a profound
meditation on duty, sacrifice, the corrupting nature of power, and
the quiet heroism of ordinary beings. For anyone exploring the
works  of  Return  Of  The  King  Tolkien,  the  book  offers  a  rich
tapestry of narrative resolution that has captivated readers for
generations.
The title itself, The Return of the King, carries a weight of political
and spiritual  significance.  It  refers  to  the long-prophesied return
of the true King of Gondor, Aragorn, son of Arathorn. However,
Tolkien’s  brilliance lies  in  the fact  that  this  “return” is  not  a
simple  coronation.  It  is  earned  through  immense  hardship,
sacrifice, and a war that tests the very soul of Middle-earth. The
story  weaves  together  multiple  threads:  the  final  struggle  of
Frodo and Sam to destroy the Ring in  the fiery heart  of  Mordor,
and the desperate military campaigns of the Free Peoples against
the dark forces of Sauron.

The Parallel Narratives: The
Scouring of the Shire and
the War for Gondor
One of the most compelling structural elements of Return Of
The King Tolkien is how the narrative splits into two distinct,
yet thematically linked, paths. The book masterfully alternates
between the grand, epic scale of war and the intensely personal,
psychological journey of the Ring-bearers.
The Path of the Ring-bearers: The journey of Frodo and Sam
into Mordor is arguably the most harrowing part of the entire
trilogy. The Return of the King  shows them stripped of nearly
everything: their supplies, their hope, and, in Frodo’s case, his
very will. The growing weight of the One Ring, both physically
and spiritually,  turns  Frodo into  a  shadow of  his  former  self.
Samwise Gamgee, however, emerges as one of the true heroes of
the story.  His unwavering loyalty,  his simple wisdom, and his
sheer stubbornness are the forces that keep the quest alive. The
chapters detailing their crawl through the desolation of Mordor
are a masterclass in suspense and emotional endurance.
The Path of War: While Frodo struggles in the East, the West
burns. The narrative shifts to Pippin in the service of Denethor,
Steward of Gondor, and Merry marching with the Riders of Rohan.
The  Battle  of  the  Pelennor  Fields  is  a  staggering  set  piece,
detailing the fall  of the Witch-king of Angmar at the hands of
Éowyn and Merry. Tolkien does not shy away from the brutality of
war. The death of Théoden King, the madness of Denethor, and

the desperate charge of the Rohirrim are rendered with a gravity
that  feels  historical  rather  than  fantastical.  This  section  is  a
powerful antidote to the notion that fantasy is merely escapism;
it is deeply engaged with the realities of leadership, loss, and the
cost of freedom.

Thematic Depths of The
Return of the King
To fully appreciate Return Of The King Tolkien, one must look
beyond the plot and examine the deep thematic currents that run
through the narrative.  Tolkien was a scholar of  language and
myth,  and  his  work  is  infused  with  profound  philosophical
questions.

The Nature of Power and Corruption: The Ring is the
ultimate symbol of power that corrupts absolutely. Frodo’s
failure at the very end of the quest—when he claims the
Ring for himself—is one of literature’s most honest
moments. It is a powerful statement that no one, not even
the purest hobbit, can resist absolute power indefinitely.
The destruction of the Ring is an act of grace and chance
(Gollum’s greed) rather than a simple victory of will.
The Importance of Mercy: This is a central theme in
Tolkien’s legendarium. Frodo’s mercy towards Gollum,
which Sam initially resents, is the very action that saves
Middle-earth. This aligns with Tolkien’s Catholic worldview,
suggesting that compassion and pity are not signs of
weakness but the highest forms of strength.
Healing and Restoration: Aragorn’s role is not just that
of a warrior king but of a healer. His ability to use the herb
athelas to heal Faramir, Éowyn, and Merry proves his
lineage. The true mark of a good king, in Tolkien’s view, is
not his skill with a sword but his ability to restore life and
hope. The “Return of the King” is therefore a return of
health and wholeness to a wounded land.
The Scouring of the Shire: Perhaps the most
controversial and important chapter in the entire book is
the “Scouring of the Shire.” After all the grand battles and
magic, the hobbits return home to find their peaceful land
ruined by petty tyranny. This ending is crucial because it
shows that evil is not just a foreign force in Mordor; it can
also be found at home in the form of greed, bureaucracy,
and petty cruelty. The hobbits must apply the lessons they
learned in war to restore their own home, proving that true
heroism continues long after the great battles are won.

Character Arcs and
Resolution
The  true  genius  of  Return  Of  The  King  Tolkien  is  the
completion of each character’s arc. No one ends the story the
same as they began.
Frodo Baggins: Frodo is the ultimate tragic hero. He succeeds
in his mission, but he is broken by it. He cannot find peace in the
Shire.  The  wounds  he  suffered—physical,  emotional,  and
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spiritual—are too deep. His decision to sail to the Undying Lands
in the book’s final chapter is a bittersweet ending. It is a reward
for  his  suffering,  but  it  is  also  an  exile.  He  leaves  because  the
Shire can no longer contain him; he is literally haunted.
Aragorn: The Ranger who spent his life in the wild finally accepts
his birthright. His coronation is a moment of profound dignity. He
is the king who brings the Fourth Age of Middle-earth, promising
an era of peace and unity between Elves and Men.
Samwise Gamgee: Sam is the true working-class hero. He is the
gardener, the cook, the loyal friend. He is the one who resists the
Ring’s temptation the easiest because he has simple desires: a
home, a garden, a family. His arc is the most hopeful. He gets the
girl (Rose Cotton), the house, the family, and eventually becomes
Mayor of the Shire. Sam represents the endurance of ordinary life
and simple joys.
Gollum/Sméagol:  Gollum is  the most  tragic  figure  in  the book.
He  is  a  dark  mirror  of  what  Frodo  could  become.  His  dual
personal i ty—the  pathetic  Sméagol  and  the  vic ious
Gollum—shows the internal struggle of addiction and obsession.
His  death,  falling  into  the  fires  of  Mount  Doom with  the  Ring,  is
both a salvation and a damnation.

The Power of Language and
Style
Any thorough analysis of Return Of The King Tolkien  must
touch upon the author’s masterful use of language. Tolkien was a
philologist, and his prose reflects a deep love for words. The book
varies  in  style  based  on  the  scene  and  the  character.  The
chapters in Mordor are stark, grim, and minimalist, reflecting the
barren waste. The chapters in Gondor are formal, elevated, and
almost biblical. The chapters with the hobbits in the Shire are
warm, rustic, and familiar.
Tolkien’s use of dialect and speech patterns is also noteworthy.
The Riders of Rohan speak a form of Old English, giving them an
ancient, heroic feel. The Orcs speak a crude, modern-sounding
slang,  emphasizing their  base nature.  This  attention to  detail
makes the world feel incredibly real and lived-in.

The Influence on Modern
Fantasy
It  is  impossible  to  overstate  the  influence  of  this  book  on  the
fantasy  genre.  Before  Return  Of  The  King  Tolkien,  high
fantasy  was  a  niche  interest.  After  it,  it  became  a  cultural
juggernaut. The book established many tropes that are still used
today: the epic quest, the last stand, the reluctant hero, the wise
old mentor, and the corrupting artifact. Every fantasy writer who
came after Tolkien—from Terry Brooks to George R.R. Martin to
Patrick Rothfuss—is writing in the shadow of this mountain.
However,  the  book  has  also  been subject  to  criticism for  its
length, its detailed descriptions, and its somewhat idealized view
of monarchy. Many modern fantasy authors purposely subvert
Tolkien’s tropes, creating grittier, more morally gray worlds. Yet,
even in subversion, they acknowledge the power of the original.

The Ending: “Well, I’m

back.”
The  final  line  of  the  book,  spoken  by  Samwise  Gamgee,  is
perhaps the most perfect ending in literature: “Well, I’m back.”
After thousands of pages of war, magic, and myth, the story ends
with a simple, domestic statement. It returns the reader to the
comfort of home. It is a profound statement about the value of
small things. The grand adventures are over, and life goes on.
The final chapter, “The Grey Havens,” is a long goodbye. It is an
emotionally devastating and beautiful farewell to the characters
we  have  come  to  love.  Frodo,  Bilbo,  Gandalf,  Galadriel,  and
Elrond sail into the West, leaving the world of Men to rule itself.
This passing of the Elves marks the end of the mythological age
of Middle-earth and the beginning of the age of humanity. It is a
farewell not just to characters, but to magic itself.

THE RETURN OF THE KING IN POPULAR CULTURE

While the book itself is a masterpiece, its cultural impact was
exponentially  increased  by  Peter  Jackson’s  film  adaptation.  The
2003 film The Lord of  the Rings:  The Return of  the King  won 11
Academy  Awards,  including  Best  Picture.  The  film  brought  the
visual splendor of the book to life for a global audience. Scenes
like the lighting of the beacons, the charge of the Rohirrim, and
the coronation of Aragorn have become iconic images in modern
cinema.
However, it is important to note the differences between the book
and  the  film.  The  film  significantly  expanded  the  role  of  Arwen,
providing  a  more  active  love  story.  The  film  also  changed  the
scouring of the Shire, removing it entirely from the theatrical cut.
This changed the thematic weight of the story. In the book, the
hobbits are active agents of change in their own home; in the
film, they are passive recipients of a happy ending. Despite these
changes, both the book and the film versions of Return Of The
King Tolkien continue to inspire new generations of fans.

Why We Keep Returning to
This Story
Readers return to The Return of the King year after year because
it speaks to a fundamental human need: the need for meaning in
the face of despair. The story is ultimately optimistic. It suggests
that  even the smallest  person can change the course of  the
future. It acknowledges that the world is full of pain and loss, but
it insists that friendship, loyalty, and courage can overcome even
the darkest of times.
In a world that often feels chaotic and uncertain, the story of
Aragorn’s coronation, Frodo’s sacrifice, and Sam’s loyalty offers a
sense of order and hope. It is a story about the end of an era, but
also about the beginning of a new one. It teaches us that while
we cannot always overcome evil through strength, we can often
overcome it through endurance, mercy, and love.

CONCLUSION: THE FINAL WORD ON A MASTERPIECE

The  Return  of  the  King  is  the  definitive  conclusion  to  the
greatest  fantasy  epic  ever  written.  It  is  a  book that  rewards
careful reading and re-reading. Each time you open its pages,
you discover new layers of meaning, new depths of character,
and new beauties in Tolkien’s prose. The book is a testament to
the power of myth and the enduring power of storytelling. It is a
tale of loss and grief, yes, but it is ultimately a tale of hope and
renewal. For anyone seeking a story that is both grand in scope
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and deeply human, the work of Return Of The King Tolkien
remains an unrivaled treasure of Western literature. It is a story
that ends not with a bang, but with a quiet,  profound peace,

reminding us that some stories, like some friendships, are truly
eternal.


