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ABSTRACT 

This study explores three interrelated ecological concepts embodied by the forests of J. R. R. 

Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings—conflict, harmony, and sovereignty—through close readings 

of the Old Forest, Lothlórien, and Fangorn. Drawing on Augustine’s original notion of 

archetypes and C. G. Jung’s psychological theory, it demonstrates how the Old Forest dramatizes 

the adversarial clash that arises when humans treat wilderness as a foe; how Lothlórien models 

a symbiotic integration in which Elvish beings and woodland flourish in mutual respect; and 

how Fangorn reveals nature’s inherent authority when left undisturbed, demanding human 

humility. By situating Tolkien’s vivid literary “sketches” within broader eco-philosophical and 

cultural traditions, the article argues that Lothlórien’s paradigm of harmonious stewardship 

offers the most promising guide for sustainable human engagement with forests. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The relevance of this research topic stems from the fact that the problem of forest pollution—

and even more so of forest disappearance—is one of the most pressing issues on Earth, in its 

entirety and at its planetary scale. The predominant factor in the disappearance of forests is, 

undoubtedly, the anthropogenic factor; therefore, this must be discussed first and foremost in 

the context of environmental issues. According to data from the “International Institute for 

Global Resources” and the “World Conservation Monitoring Centre,” by 2013 roughly half of the 

planet’s original forest area had ceased to exist over the course of just a few thousand years. 

Moreover, of the remaining forested lands, only about 22 % remain largely undisturbed; the 

rest are subject to intense human impact. Modern humanity lives as if our grandchildren—and 

much less so our great-grandchildren—have no need for clean air, a connection to nature, 

timber, high-quality paper, and so on. We can no longer merely talk about this problem; we 

need to shout about it at the top of our lungs. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Definitely, much of how people relate to forests and nature depends on the cultural models that 

surround them from early childhood. If we want forests to occupy a place in human 

consciousness—and on our planet—works such as William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream, Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe with its famous Sherwood Forest, James Fenimore 

Cooper’s pentalogy about Nathaniel Bumppo, P. I. Melnikov-Pechersky’s In the Forests, V. K. 
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Arsenyev’s Dersu Uzala, and others should be read virtually as required. Special attention must 

also be paid to epic literature—the renowned Mahabharata and Ramayana with their extensive 

“Forest Books,” and Ashvaghosha’s Buddhacharita (“The Life of the Buddha”) with its vivid 

depiction of Tapovana (“Forests of Austerities” in Sanskrit), rendered in the excellent 

translation by K. S. Balmont—all of which unquestionably belong to this “forest-celebrating” 

body of work. 

In The Pathfinder, Cooper offers a remarkable passage that serves as a kind of manifesto to the 

grandeur of the forest: 

“It is hard… to live in the presence of God and not feel His goodness. I have attended divine 

services in our garrisons, and, as a good soldier should, I tried to lift my voice in their common 

prayer… I strove, along with the others, to honor God in the military fashion, but I never 

awakened in my soul that bright joy or heartfelt warmth which come of themselves when I am 

alone in the forest with my God. There one stands as though before the Creator’s face: all around 

is so fresh and lovely, as if it had but just left His hands, and no one bedevils you with the arcana 

of church dogma—which only parch the soul. No, no—the true temple is the forest; here your 

thoughts are free and soar even above the clouds.” [1, p. 560] 

The aim of the present study is to identify the ecological archetypes reflected in J.R.R. Tolkien’s 

novel The Lord of the Rings. To achieve this aim, the following objectives must be addressed: 

1. Provide an overview of Tolkien’s eco-philosophical writings; 

2. Introduce the concept of the archetype within the context of the study; 

3. Apply the category of the archetype to Tolkien’s aesthetics of the forest. 

The article employs the following research methods: the method of identifying archetypes, best 

known from C. G. Jung’s analytical psychology; and the method of interpreting the aesthetic 

content of J. R. R. Tolkien’s trilogy. 

As its theoretical foundation, the study draws both on Tolkien’s own writings and on Tolkien 

scholarship (listed below), with Augustine of Hippo’s City of God also engaged as a separate 

source. 

The practical significance of the work lies in establishing that Tolkien’s forest descriptions can 

be viewed as alternative models of the human–forest relationship, although only one of these 

models proves to be ecologically, aesthetically, and even ethically adequate. 

Eco-Philosophy of J. R. R. Tolkien  

There is yet another great work in which forests unquestionably act as if they were among the 

book’s principal protagonists—The Lord of the Rings by the renowned English author J. R. R. 

Tolkien. Within this magnificent trilogy, even without counting the smaller woods the 

characters pass through, they sojourn in at least three “great” forests: the Old Forest, Lothlórien, 

and Fangorn. Another immense woodland—the Wilderland’s Mirkwood—is mentioned in the 

trilogy but is treated chiefly in Tolkien’s other famous work, The Hobbit, or There and Back 

Again. Forested realms also abound on the map of another of our author’s books—The 

Silmarillion—but like The Hobbit, it is better considered separately, perhaps in the near future. 

The ecological dimension was, of course, of great concern to Tolkien; the theme of love for 

nature and the impulse to protect it is ever-present throughout all his works. A substantial body 

of scholarship—articles, dissertations, and even monographs—has emerged on this subject. 

Among these are: 

• W. G. Corver, Eco-Philosophy of J. R. R. Tolkien [2] 
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• M. Dickerson and J. Evans, Tolkien’s Ecological Vision [3] 

• T. A. Burkhardt, Tolkien, Ecology, and Education [4] 

• M. Jühren, The Ecology of Middle-earth [5] 

• L. Campbell, Ecological Omens in the Works of J. R. R. Tolkien [6] 

• L. Liu (China), An Analysis of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Ecologically Responsible Consciousness in 

The Lord of the Rings [7] 

• U. Contreras, Saving the Ecosystems of Middle-earth [8] 

Tolkien himself, in a letter to his editor M. Waldman, expressed his personal ecological attitude 

toward modern technocratic civilization as follows: 

“It is chiefly a question of the Fall, of Mortality, and of the Machine… By the last I mean any use 

of external systems or contrivances (devices) instead of developing inborn, internal talents and 

powers—or even merely using those talents in the service of a perverted drive to dominate: to 

plow under the real world or to coerce another’s will. The Machine is our most conspicuous 

modern form” [9, p. 17]. 

Returning to the forest theme, it is necessary to formulate the principal hypothesis of the study. 

According to this hypothesis, the three forests mentioned above in Tolkien’s The Lord of the 

Rings represent three distinct aspects of the archetype of humanity’s relationship with nature, 

and the most ecologically promising of these is the variant embodied in the forest of Lothlórien. 

Definition of “archetype” by Augustine of Hippo As is well known, the first thinker to introduce 

the term “archetype” into philosophical usage was Augustine of Hippo (354–430). In his 

magnum opus The City of God he writes: “Thus, the first founder of the earthly city was a 

fratricide, who, out of envy, killed his brother, a citizen of the heavenly city, a pilgrim on this 

earth (Gen. IV). It is not surprising that, after so much time had passed, at the founding of that 

city which was to become the head of the earthly polity we are discussing—and to rule over so 

many peoples—a sort of imitation of that first example appeared, or, as the Greeks call it, an 

archetype” [10, p. 56]. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Thus, we see that Augustine already employed the notion of the archetype in relation to a 

specific—even if mythical—event and a concrete locale: in the first instance, the event and 

legendary dwelling place of Abel and Cain; in the second, the founding of Ancient Rome by 

Remus and Romulus. Later, C. G. Jung endowed the term with a richly psychological meaning, 

which, of course, is entirely sensible. 

The “forest” archetype in particular appears highly promising within psychological discourse 

(alongside Jungian archetypes such as the “persona,” the “shadow,” the “mother,” the “maiden,” 

the “wise old man,” etc.). It could stand for any crowd or mass, symbolizing the relationship 

between the individual and society—where one often “can’t see the forest for the trees,” and 

vice versa. However, in our case the Augustinian, territory-focused interpretation of the 

archetype—as both event and place—seems especially apt, since the Old Forest, Lothlórien, and 

Fangorn are not only concrete realms in Tolkien’s fantasy mythology but also the very settings 

of pivotal events in the renowned trilogy. 

Naturally, skeptics may ask: To what extent can we legitimately name Tolkien’s imaginative 

reflections “philosophy,” and specifically “eco-philosophy” [see 2]. Is it worthwhile if the 

message is delivered not as a cohesive system of philosophical arguments but rather as 
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philosophical “sketches,” “vignettes,” or “drafts”? Our answer is: it is. After all, “philosophy in 

images” has been offered to us by F. M. Dostoevsky, L. N. Tolstoy, and many other great writers, 

both foreign and domestic. Few would dare accuse Dostoevsky of a poverty of philosophical 

depth. Moreover, a vivid “picture” often teaches more effectively than an idea mired in the 

jargon of modern philosophical terminology. 

Ecological Archetypes in J. R. R. Tolkien 

Thus, the three distinct semantic aspects of the ecological archetype of the forest in Tolkien’s 

The Lord of the Rings can be expressed as follows: 

1. The Old Forest – the opposition of humanity and nature. The Old Forest is the first of the 

woods the heroes enter in The Lord of the Rings. Even before they set foot in it, one of the main 

characters warns of its nature: 

“The forest is certainly no ordinary place. Everything in it is alive… The trees are always on the 

alert and dislike strangers… Once the trees attacked the Watcher’s Copse. They crept in and 

planted themselves right along its edge, peering through the branches. We had to fell many of 

them and burn a firebreak. They never attacked again, but, you know, relations with them 

soured a bit.” [11, p. 137] What immediately strikes one in Tolkien’s descriptions is that the 

forest is truly alive—a trait he applies to every woodland he portrays. The Old Forest’s 

particular character in its dealings with people (in this case, hobbits) is revealed through this 

theme of conflict. After all, the heroes nearly perish in its depths at the behest of an enchanted 

tree, and only the miraculous intervention of higher powers saves them. 

It should be noted that the motif of struggling against the forest has played a large role 

throughout human history. Yet, with humanity’s growing technological power, this adversarial 

stance must lose its former relevance—otherwise the forest cannot endure, and we edge ever 

closer to ecological catastrophe. 

2. Lothlórien – the harmony of humanity and nature. The encounter with Lothlórien (often 

shortened to Lorien) does not occur until the end of the first volume of the trilogy. This forest 

is inhabited by spiritually advanced beings—the Elves—who both protect the wood and are, in 

turn, cared for by it. All Elvish constructions are gentle in their impact on Lorien: they do not 

contrast with the forest but are carefully incorporated, seemingly grafted into the living fabric 

of the trees themselves. At one point, the protagonist Frodo undergoes an almost mystical 

communion with the wood: 

“He laid his hand upon the trunk, and suddenly he was pierced by the feeling of living, wooden 

flesh. Through his palm he felt the tree’s exuberant joy, and he knew that it felt the touch of his 

small hand.” [11, p. 416] Here, forest and people coexist in a reciprocal relationship of respect 

and mutual nurture, offering a model of ecological balance and aesthetic integration. 

3. Fangorn – the dominance of nature over humanity. 

“The air seemed to have dissolved, ceasing to nourish the lungs… Trees formed an unbroken 

wall all around. Between their trunks lay a gray half-darkness… It was oppressively hot, and a 

kind of mist hung in the air… Look how the branches are encrusted with lichen! And the trees 

are clothed in ancient leaves, as though they never fall. Strange. I can’t picture what it will be 

like here in spring—if spring ever comes… it’s simply suffocating. Do the trees grow so densely? 

I can’t imagine any creature surviving long in such a place… I fear the sun has shone only for a 

moment, and soon all will be shrouded in cloud again. What a pity! This old, overgrown forest 

is utterly different in sunlight. I have almost come to love it!” [12, pp. 62–65] 
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In Fangorn we encounter a wood abandoned by Men, where the forest’s own life and rhythms 

utterly overwhelm any human presence. The oppressive heat, the perpetual canopy of ancient 

leaves and lichen, and the sense that even light itself is a fleeting guest—all convey how nature 

here enforces its own priorities. This “wood without people” stands as the third face of the 

forest archetype in The Lord of the Rings: not merely a setting or backdrop, but a living power 

whose sovereignty over the land—and over any who venture within—is absolute. 

And they wreak vengeance upon the antitheses of the Elves—the Orcs—who burn and fell 

forests (not so different from modern humanity…). Within Fangorn only the forest rules; it lies 

abandoned yet preserves its natural identity inviolate. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The foregoing analysis allows us to draw the following conclusions. Clearly, the most favorable 

model of coexistence between forest and humanity is the second one, embodied by the forest 

of Lothlórien. Undisturbed wilderness must, to some extent, remain untouched—such primeval 

spaces are indispensable on our planet. Yet human interaction with the forest is also inevitable. 

Here, the patterns represented by the Old Forest (seizing territory from the wood, or worse, 

conquering it) and by Fangorn (leaving the forest entirely alone) cannot be regarded as 

genuinely promising. By contrast, the harmonious paradigm of Lothlórien—in which humanity 

is carefully interwoven with the forest’s flora and fauna and tends lovingly to its needs—

appears the most felicitous. 

For this reason, we are far from seeing Lothlórien as a kind of capstone to a Hegelian “forest 

dialectic” triad. Opposition and domination, as aspects of the human–forest archetype, cannot 

serve respectively as thesis and antithesis that ultimately synthesize into a true union of 

humanity and Nature. In such a case—echoing Kierkegaard—we must leave the insoluble, 

irreducible contradiction intact and instead move toward an altogether different, harmonious 

culture of human engagement with woodland realms. 
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