#OneLastTime...Finally - How The Hobbit's Lack of Characters Gave Us Middling Earth

“The dragon escapes, and that's pretty much it.” It's a snippet of a conversation I've eavesdropped on numerous times over the past year. Of course, it's referring to The Hobbit
: The Desolation of Smaug. The concluding chapter of this epic franchise, The Battle of the Five Armies, hits theaters this week, but the anticipation that made Return of the King into one of the highest grossing movies of all time is, well, sorely missing. “Mixed feelings” are perhaps the most apt, and arguably nicest, reaction to this tripartite Hobbit venture so far. One cannot deny the lack of enthusiasm, even amongst the Internet community, over this final chapter. At this point, the most interesting thing to come from the franchise is that “Hobbit-sized” now means unreasonably large.

READ MORE
This journey has invited comparisons to the Lord of the Rings trilogy from its inception, and while understandable I think it can also be unfair. A film franchise should be allowed to stand on its own without having to ape its 
predecessors. Some of the changes Peter Jackson made, such as how The Hobbit's more heavily stylized look, not only differentiate the two franchises but are reflective of meaningful differences in the more fantastical source material for The Hobbit. Unfortunately, at some point “heavily stylized” became “overcast” and “fantastical” came to mean “perpetually grey skies.” The poster art for The Hobbit contrasts sharply with the tone of the novel, which was one of whimsy, not war. Even the Rotten Tomatoes Critic Consensus for this film begins with “suitably grim,” which is decidedly not a descriptor for original novel
. (http://www.rottentomatoes.com/m/the_hobbit_the_battle_of_the_five_armies/)
But even if Jackson decided to make The Hobbit more adult than the Tolkien work to better sync up with The Lord of the Rings, one area where he unfortunately didn't borrow from his original trilogy 
is its characters. Before you even get into the side characters of the original trilogy, all nine members of the Fellowship had discernible personalities … even Merry and Pippen. With The Hobbit, it's hard to differentiate any member of Thorin and Company without utilizing really generic terms like “wise-ish” and “really fat.” Even Bilbo seems underwritten with Martin Freeman's terrific performance doing most of the heavy lifting. 
As we circled out of the main group in LotR, we got additional fascinating figures in Gollum, Denethor, Galadriel, and others who generally served a function in the story and in expanding its mythology. With The Hobbit, we get the likes of Evangeline Lilly's created-for-the-film elf character Tauriel who seems to exists solely so she can provide a love interest to the dwarf Kili, who himself only gets this love interest so he has something to do/so Jackson could pad the running time
. It's nice meeting another member of the wizarding community, but all Radagast the Brown does is speak nonsense and have poo in his hair. Eventual dragon-slayer Bard now has a family he wants to protect and a legacy he wants to uphold so that gives more depth to his character than his role in the book of “random guy who kills Smaug.” But at the end of the war, will he really be anything more than “random guy who kills Smaug?” Meanwhile, Beorn, who is a relatively interesting character from the book, is severely underutilized. Hopefully, he bears 
it up for the third go-around.

The Tolkien 
novel is regularly blamed for why all this has transpired. After all, basically none of the characters were developed in the book
. Bilbo was the focus, and all of the dwarves were secondary to him. Fair enough, but so what? The relatively short children's adventure tale benefited from not building them up since it was about one hobbit’s adventure first and foremost. But following this approach isn't the best idea when the story is bloated to three extremely long films. A huge group of characters who are pretty much indistinguishable from one another (other than some physical dissimilarities) gets very boring to watch, especially over nine hours - time that could easily be used for some sort of character development. 

This problem tends to get worse as we travel beyond the A team. While many of these people acted “between the pages” of The Hobbit in the expanded literary universe, there's a reason why the appendix is unnecessary. Including Radagast the Brown so that we learn what Gandalf is up to when he is not with the dwarves doesn't add much to the story, even if we like watching Ian McKellan as Gandalf. It leads to a kind of circular reasoning where for a trilogy to exist, it's okay to add filler to warrant a movie's ridiculously long running time. But that doesn't excuse the filler, it only calls into question the need for the increased running time. This issue creeps into pretty much all of the subplots and sub-subplots present in the first two films; instead of adding depth to the story, the universe, or the characters, they just feels like wasting time for the sake of wasting time
.

So without characters to feel for, what will be our connection when we finally get to the 40-minute battle of the five armies? With Lord of the Rings, it was more than Sauron's forces versus the forces of good. It was seeing Legolas and Gimli in friendly competition over arrow versus ax. It was seeing Aragorn achieve his destiny by becoming a leader and giving his Braveheart speech. It was knowing that every single one of those people would lay down their lives just for the off chance that Frodo and Sam (whom could already very well be dead) could finish their quest to save the world
. 

What will we get when The Hobbit climaxes? Having Bilbo, our core link to the story, get knocked out about 2 minutes into it? (It's canonical.) Legolas, Thorin, or Bard doing yet another, albeit worse, Braveheart speech? A battle among five armies that haven't been that well developed? Watching people lay down their lives so that a bunch of dwarves can get gold? (Not to mention that bragging about an action sequence's running time is something Michael Bay would do when discussing Transformers.)

It's obvious that Peter Jackson has great reverence towards Tolkien's works and genuinely loves the ability to play around in Middle Earth. It's this feeling that has kept The Hobbit from falling to the depths of the Transformers films or the Star Wars prequels, with Michael Bay and George Lucas alternating between complete apathy and a palpable dislike towards the worlds they created. But liking the scenery and the effects is great for a The Art of … book, not a nearly 9-hour franchise. Without the emotional connection, which can only happen through characters, the film becomes just another oversaturated effects extravaganza, which unfortunately places it closer to those two franchises than to the original Lord of the Rings or Star Wars. (It should also be noted that much like one of the Star Wars prequels' greatest failings, The Hobbit seems to put more emphasis on the characters we already know from the first trilogy rather than using the time to explore the new crew.)

In the book, Bilbo's return to The Shire was necessary but bittersweet. He liked once again being able to sit by the fire, but even he recognized that there was something disappointing about the adventure of a lifetime being over. Ironically, The Hobbit film franchise might produce the opposite effect. Seeing either Martin Freeman or Ian Holm sitting in front of that big red book and quietly musing on life will say far more than an army of a thousand orcs. 

�Unless you’re attached to this as making a point about how drawn out the films have become, in which case add another title piece to make it a little longer


�I deleted “competitors” because I think we have to have some meaningful judgment of movies by comparing them to their contemporaries attempting similar things 





“Predecessors” hits some similar territory, but you can argue a difference between a franchise tag and the style of the thing (for example, Hearthstone is different from WoW is different from Warcraft 3, even though they’re all Warcraft branded), and this is exactly what you’re going into from here


�Feels like you’re dealing with two different ideas here. The first is that the Hobbit has been unfairly compared to LotR because there are meaningful differences in material and tone. The second is that the marketing, and perhapst the filmmaking, has done a shitty job of conveying or respecting those differences and foisted the comparison to LotR on us all the more. 





Try attacking it like this: (and these are ideas far more than actual prose to use) Start with "The Hobbit (book) is a fundamentally different piece of literature than The Lord of the Rings. But as much as the movie has paid lip service to those differences (visual style, etc.) far more has the marketing and maybe the filmmaking suggested the opposite. There are two messages being peddled here, and they don't quite sync up." You might even say somethig about how it would have been fine for Jackson to go full LotR mode since the film version of The Hobbit can be its own entity, inspired by but not beholden to the book, he just needed to make that choice fully. That transitions nicely into the beginning of your next paragraph.


�I guess you’re referring to LotR here, but wouldn't he then be borrowing from The Hobbit? because what this sentence is saying right now is, "Even if he had made The Hobbit more like LotR, he should have at least kept the good characters."





What I think you're going for, though, is instead the idea that, if you're going to make all of the Hobbit more adult, at least make all the characters adult and discernable instead of it being "Bilbo Baggins and the Twelve Dwarves"





The wording may change some depending on the concusion to your preceeding paragraph, but you could try something like, "But doing a full-bore adaptation of The Hobbit into the Lord of the Rings mold goes beyond mere visual cues. In fact, it gets at one of the biggest problems with the Hobbit movies we're being given: the characters. Lord of the Rings boldly asks us to keep up with nine main characters, not even counting Sauron or other important supporting figures like Elrond, and it makes it work by giving everyone readily discernable personalities - even Merry and Pippin." Then you go into the end of the paragraph, which probably needs to include a sentence or two about how this would, in fact, be something of a departure from the book, which does more or less treat all the dwarves except Thorin as a single entity. 


�Fair point, but if you’re using Kili as an example, isn’t the more important point that it’s a hamfisted attempt to begin differentiating the dwarves, but one we have no reason to become invested in so it doesn't really work?


�Lol


�Per some of my earlier comments, I think the discussion here needs to get folded in a little higher, certainly before you start talking about the way the LotR and Hobbit movies have attempted characterization (as you do in the paragraph before this one)


�Consider inserting: "They’re even named in such a way to be sure the reader thinks of them en masse rather than as a set of individuals."


�There are pieces of this paragraph which feel important but put together it feels like a bit of a digression from the focus on Bilbo and the dwarves. For instance, I like the idea that “we like watching Ian McKellan as Gandalf” isn’t justification for Gandalf to have an expanded role in this story. So I think the idea you’re chasing is less explicitly about filler and more about what this particular tale is, and what it can or cannot be expanded to include. As you go back to the comparison to LotR, the personalities of Merry or Pippin or Legolas or Gimli are initially very minimal, but all closely tied to the particularities of their journey. What does Gandalf in Mirkwood have to do about the dwarves’ journey? What does Radagast? Will this third part actually make those bits plot-significant? There’s at least a hint of that in the trailer, with the battle of the five armies being linked to the reveal of Sauron.


�This paragraph also feels like it’s almost there. As you say, it’s not just about the battle, it’s about knowing how all the characters got to that battle and being invested in them in the process. Think Merry and Pippin are great examples of going through significant arcs. Same with King Theoden and Rohan. And as you say, with Aragorn’s development as a king and a leader, and the friendship that’s grown between Legolas and Gimli, not only providing a little (and needed) dose of comic relief, but endearing us to the characters as though we’re friends with them as well. We don’t feel that to any of the Hobbit characters, not really even Bilbo after he was mostly left out of what was significant in part two (aside from occasionally being the catalyst)


�That’s a phenomenal observation that maybe deserves to be higher up. Maybe this is a good transition from talking about the failings of the dwarves and Bard, etc. to talking about the weirdness that is Gandalf and Galadriel and Radagast, that whole plotline. 





