
Chapter 5: “Riddles in the Dark” 

Adapted from the Random House, Inc. teacher’s guide, “The Hobbit: The Enchanting Prelude to The 

Lord of the Rings” 

 

Summary 

Lost and alone in the Misty Mountains, Bilbo gathers his courage. He finds a ring 

and puts it in his pocket. Then he encounters Gollum, a loathsome but pathetic 

creature. They play a riddle-game to determine if Gollum will show Bilbo the way 

out or eat him instead. Bilbo wins the contest, but Gollum then realizes that Bilbo 

has his ring, which confers invisibility. Bilbo follows Gollum to the surface and 

evades the goblins guarding the gate. 

 

Comprehension Questions 

1. How does Bilbo know his sword was made by elves? 

2. Why is it good that Bilbo lost his matches? 

3. How does Gollum guess that Bilbo has his ring? 

4. How do the goblins know that someone is at the gate? 

5. Which of the dwarves is the most surprised to see Bilbo? 

 

Vocabulary 

 subterranean  

 unbeknown  

 flummoxed  

 chestnut  

 antiquity 

 

Discussion and Essay Topics 

1. How are Bilbo and Gollum alike? Can you call Gollum evil? Discuss the 

concept that Gollum is the negative side of Bilbo, with which Bilbo must 

come to terms before he can achieve his identity. (Suggestion: To bring home 

the concept of the negative side, compare this chapter and Luke Skywalker’s 

descent into the cave during his training by Yoda, in The Empire Strikes 

Back.) 

 

2. What effect did the ring seem to have on Gollum? How did the loss of the 

ring affect him? (Note: Because of the enormous popularity of Peter Jackson’s 



films, students may be familiar with the role of the ring in The Lord of the 

Rings. If so, you may choose to discuss how the events of this chapter 

foreshadow the role the ring eventually plays.) 

 

3. What skills does Bilbo show in dealing with Gollum? Discuss.  

 

4. “No great leap for a man, but a leap in the dark.” Is “a leap in the dark” 

actually a “great leap”? Explain your answer. Discuss this quotation with 

respect to Bilbo’s decision not to kill Gollum, and his newfound courage. 

 

5. Should Gollum be considered a sympathetic character? Defend your answer. 

 

Critical Commentary: 

Plot Structure, Repetition of Motifs, and the Development of the Hero 

Chapter 5, in which Bilbo successfully crosses the Misty Mountains by his own 

efforts, marks the turning point in his development. Up to now he’s been little more 

than baggage, as the dwarves often point out; his only accomplishments––finding the 

key to the trolls’ caves and warning Gandalf of the goblin attack––are useful but 

trivial. The first three pages of Chapter 5 detail Bilbo’s transformation. First, he finds 

the ring, his second and greatest talisman. Slowly he shakes off his initial self-pity and 

despair, regains his common sense (which includes realizing that his customary 

means of self-comfort, such as smoking, are inappropriate for this situation), and 

finally is comforted by the presence of his first talisman, the elvish sword. Facing up 

to his plight, his final decision––if you can’t go back or sideways, then go forward––is 

typical of the determination and essential optimism that constitute hobbit courage. 

Tolkien’s catalog of Bilbo’s skills stresses a hobbit’s innate abilities––familiarity with 

tunnels, good sense of direction, stealth, toughness, and “a fund of wisdom and wise 

sayings”––with the implication that Bilbo has developed to the point where he can 

use these skills effectively. 

 

Discussion and Writing (cont.) 

The extent of Bilbo’s growth is marked by the repetition of motifs between Bilbo’s 

adventures west (Chapters 2 to 5) and east (Chapters 6 to 9) of the Misty Mountains. 

The dominant event or setting of each chapter is parallel (attack by enemies; 

hospitality at an important male’s house; attack by enemies; underground capture 



and escape) and in every case we see Bilbo acting with confidence and effectiveness 

east of the mountains, but ineptly west of the mountains. In Chapter 2, Bilbo is 

captured while sneaking around the trolls’ campfire and is easily rescued by Gandalf; 

in Chapter 6, he sneaks into the dwarves’ camp undetected and is later rescued from 

a situation in which even Gandalf is helpless. In Chapter 3, Bilbo relies heavily on 

Gandalf’s advice; in Chapter 7, he behaves prudently and Gandalf names him head 

of the expedition. In Chapter 4, Bilbo is as imprudent as the dwarves and once more 

must be rescued by Gandalf and protected by the swords Beater and Biter; in 

chapter 8, he is never captured, rescues the dwarves single-handedly, and names his 

own sword Sting. Finally, Bilbo’s ability in Chapter 5 to win the riddle-contest and 

rescue himself foreshadows his ability in Chapter 9 to outwit a palace full of elves 

and execute a complex escape plan involving the entire expedition. The third part of 

the book, the adventures at the Lonely Mountain, repeats many of these motifs, but 

in a less schematic fashion, as befits the growing complexity of Bilbo’s adventure. 

For example, Bilbo’s first trip down the tunnel recalls his actions in the tunnels of 

the goblins and the Elvenking. Gandalf’s outwitting of the trolls and Bilbo’s riddle-

game with Gollum prepare Bilbo to confront Smaug. His decision to go down the 

tunnel the third time (p. 223) recalls his determination to go forward in the goblin 

tunnels (p. 77). These varied experiences prepare Bilbo to deal with increasingly 

complex moral issues. West of the mountains, Bilbo encounters beings that are 

purely good (Elrond) or purely evil (goblins and trolls). East of the mountains, the 

characters are more complicated: Beorn is good but brutish, and the Elvenking is 

good but overly harsh. Finally, at the Lonely Mountain Bilbo must deal with Smaug’s 

attractive malice, Thorn’s intractable greed and pride, and Bard’s grim integrity. 

The larger plot structure of The Hobbit is, much like traditional fantasy, cyclical. As 

the subtitle There and Back Again suggests, the most common structure for a 

developmental fantasy is for the hero to begin at home, develop skills during the 

course of a journey, fulfill his quest, and return home with his understanding 

increased by his adventures. The Hobbit begins and ends in Bilbo’s home with a 

conversation between Bilbo and Gandalf, and the contrast between these two scenes 

displays Bilbo’s development. 


