Crossing the Threshold

 Openings and Passageways in JRR Tolkien’s The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings
By C. Riley Auge`


Doors will open where you would not have thought there would be doors; and where there wouldn’t be a door for anyone else. ----Joseph Campbell

Opportunity knocks
; The door to the future; The gates of heaven or hell; When one door closes, another opens; The window to the soul.  Our language teems with metaphorical expressions linking doors, gates, windows, and other openings with the concept of transition from one state of existence or realm to another.  These figurative expressions are direct extensions of the physical reality of passing through the ubiquitous openings in both our built and natural environments.  Crossing over a threshold often implies moving between states of the known (comfort and safety) and the unknown (anxiety and danger). Thus, working on literal and symbolic levels simultaneously, doors and other passageways can provide both the physical reality of protection and represent the psychological idea of safety.
As tangible 3-dimensional constructions, openings allow not only the dualistic reality of inside and outside or one side vs. other side, but also the possibility to exist within—being neither in nor out.  To stand upon the threshold permits contemplation before committing to circumstances, that once undertaken may not be undone.  Once one crosses the threshold, there is no going back to what was.  Likewise, the psychological threshold provides an inner space for struggling with indecision, fear, and courage before passing into the unknown.  The resulting experience changes forever (for good or ill) whoever crosses the threshold.
J.R.R. Tolkien used doors, windows and other passageways extensively and deliberately throughout both his literary and artistic works to explore and express these very ideas.  In fact, many of his descriptions and treatments of doorways, gates, windows, and natural thresholds were worked and reworked in sketches and paintings before finalizing them within his written texts.  Even in his landscape sketches, the focal point is almost always a doorway or other opening.  Regardless of medium, the importance Tolkien placed upon these constructs, whether as physical boundaries or as psychological transition points (or both), is overwhelming when one closely examines The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings along with collections of his artwork.  Virtually every page in The Hobbit and in The Lord of the Rings contains reference to an opening of some sort or the act of crossing a threshold, with most pages containing several such passages.  

His exploration of openings, and especially doors, gates, and windows exists not only as a central framing motif within his written works, but is something he contemplated outside Middle Earth through his sketches.  It is likely his attraction to such passageways grew out of his daily surrounds as he lived and worked within and among centuries-old architectural icons and monuments.  It is not surprising that imposing doors, gates, and windows work through his imagination in archetypal ways.  This can be seen in his early series of enigmatic sketches that begins with a striking door.   As we are reminded by Wayne Hammond and Christina Scull in their book J.R.R. Tolkien: Artist and Illustrator, when considering Tolkien’s sketch entitled “Before,” “The ‘megalithic’ doorway would later appear also in pictures of Nargothrond for The Silmarillion, the Elvenking’s gate in The Hobbit, the Black Gates of Mordor in The Lord of the Rings, and in The Notion Club Papers as one of the symbols mentioned in Michael Ramer’s dreams.”  Tolkien’s ominous “Before” sketch was followed by another sketch titled “After”, which depicts an illuminated pathway stretching before the figure who has just exited from the doorway pictured in “Before”.  The striking thing about these treatments of a significant doorway is the perspective.  In “Before” the viewer is drawn into the door in a first person perspective; while the figure emerging in “After” is presented in a third person perspective.  One possible interpretation suggests that after one has crossed a major threshold, the changes wrought in that individual transform him or her so significantly that the transformation is observable by others.  This idea recurs again and again throughout The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings and reiterates the idea that crossing the threshold changes forever what was.  Pippin makes such an observation about how the Frodo from INSIDE the Shire is different from the Frodo OUTSIDE the Shire when he “declared that Frodo was looking twice the hobbit that he had been” (FR 180).
While Tolkien uses actual doors, gates, and windows to frame a character’s transition from one experience to another or from one psychological state to another, he also uses them as natural passing points or elements to indicate crossing the threshold into another realm of existence.  Dreams, hedgerows, trees and forests, mist or fog, earth, and especially water all function as both metaphorical and real doorways between worlds.  These passage points may mark the lands of the dead; the land of Faerie; the lands of the unconscious found in dream, wisdom, or prophesy; or the lands of unfamiliar peoples, creatures, and dangers.  In his illustrations for The Hobbit and sketches The Lord of the Rings, he often used the natural and built elements in conjunction, just as he does in his written works, to emphasize the significance of passing out of one sphere and entering into another.  
He made four illustrations of Nargothrond, each strikingly different from the others with the exception that each retained three doors into the fortress surrounded by forested hills.  He also made a whole series of drawings of The Elevnkings’ Gate for The Hobbit, which show a progression of concern to balance and unify the power of the gate with the importance of the trees that form the opening pathway to the gate.  Tolkien says the entrances to Nargothrond and the Elvenking’s halls, “were viturally one, or little distinguished: a single image with more than one emergence in the legends.”

While writing The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien often found himself delayed in his writing as he focused attention on the creation of a door or gate.  Just as he devoted a disproportionate amount of time to depicting Nargothrond for The Silmarillion and The Elvenking’s Gate in The Hobbit, he now gave such attention to the Doors of Durin at Moria.  Not only does Tolkien himself stop before the threshold of Moria, but so too does the Fellowship and the reader.  All anxiously await an unknown but unavoidable fate behind those doors.   Although, he consciously devoted significant time and effort to create exactly the feeling or impression he intended for a gate or door, there is nothing elucidating in his letters or notes that discusses in any depth  his thoughts behind these constructions.
Most major passage-points, whether constructed doors and gates or transitional boundaries, are framed by a threshold of water—a river, a marsh, or a lake as at Laketown, Brandywine, The Elvenking’s in Mirkwood, Rivendell, The Anduin, the Midgewater Marshes, the Dead Marshes, and others.  In addition to symbolizing an important experiential change, water also exists as a doorway into another realm as seen in The Dead Marshes, Boromir’s road to Valhala, and Goldberry’s water-nymph world. 
 Many other passage-points are demarcated by the juxtaposition of open land and forest.  Tolkien usually referred to forests as entrance points and open lands as exits.  Here he utilizes the concept of reversal.  In terms of being inside a house, “In” suggests safety and comfort with its fire and lamp light.  Many of his natural constructs imply the opposite.  More often than not entering a forest is depicted as entering into a dark unknown, as is entering water, caves, and barrows.  Coming out into the open light of the fields is to have survived the dark dangers of woods, water, and earth.
Images of tunnels leading to and from openings also represent complex ideas within Tolkien’s writing.  They function both as extended thresholds between what came before and what new challenges await on the other side, and as the inner realm of conflict where obstacles are met and overcome.  Thus the emergence is like that coming out of the forest.  In fact much of the imagery in the dark woodlands is tunnel-like.  Bilbo’s journeys down Smaug’s tunnel are of the threshold type, while his time in the tunnels of the Misty Mountains would be of the latter type, as would, of course the Fellowship’s trek through Moria and Frodo’s struggle through Shelob’s lair.
The final opening type, windows, seems to have suggested a different physical and psychological interpretation to Tolkien.  Unlike other openings, one doesn’t usually use a window as a passageway, but rather as a means by which to see and assess the world before using the door to step into it.  Because of their relatively smaller size, windows often present a limited view or frame of the world.  Tolkien frequently uses this idea to frame a particular character’s view of present circumstances.  Virtually every mention of windows includes a reference to light or lack thereof.  Because the view through a window is limited, characters may perceive the situation to be better or worse than it actually is, depending upon the perspective the window affords them.  In other instances, Tolkien frames the situation for the readers by referring to the level of light seen in a window or by the protective measures applied to the window.  Windows generally offer less protection from dangerous intrusion than doors, so their number, size, and treatment reveal the world view of the house’s inhabitants.  Hundreds of windows as at Brandy Hall imply a sense of peace, prosperity, and security, as opposed to the heavy-shuttered and curtained windows found in Bree where suspicion and caution rule. 
In addition to each of these passageway functions, Tolkien uses doors, gates, windows, forests, and waterways as symbolic barriers that separate the ‘us’ from the ‘others’.  These passageway barriers force inhabitants and outsiders alike into decisions concerning interactions with each other, and by extension with the wider community.  Tolkien creates situations to illustrate this point by building from personal to cultural to global examples.  He begins with Bilbo’s gate sign: No Admittance except on party business; extends to the Fellowship’s difficulty in gaining admittance to Lothlorien, and culminates with the Black Gates being closed before the unified armies of Middle Earth.  This extended passageway metaphor underscores Tolkien’s own concerns with apartheid and marginalization. 
The depth and breath to which JRR Tolkien incorporates the physical and metaphorical aspects of openings and passageways in The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings has only been hinted at here.  It has been but an opening into another realm of Tolkien’s genius.  Consider this as an invitation to further explore Tolkien’s work, to enter the darkness and come out upon the other side more enlightened and ready to continue along the path to the next threshold.  

Just as Bilbo reminds us,
The Road goes ever on and on

Down from the door where it began….
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