
Preparing to Watch The Lord of the Rings 
This very brief overview is designed to prepare you to watch the movie trilogy The Lord of the Rings: 
The Fellowship of the Ring, The Two Towers, and The Return of the King. Watch only the extended 
version, never the theatrical cut (the theatrical cut removes almost 25% of the movie). There are no 
spoilers in this document. This overview is highly simplified and assumes you know nothing about the 
series or the world created by Tolkien. A simplified map is attached to help orient you to the world of 
Middle Earth. You might want to refer to it while watching the movies. 

J.R.R. Tolkien wrote The Lord of the Rings (LOTR) in the early 1950s. Tolkien essentially 
singlehandedly created the entire genre of epic fantasy, where an author creates a fantasy world, 
including maps, ancient history, races of creatures, and languages. The LOTR is considered one of the 
great masterpieces of English literature. The LOTR films were released in 2001, 2002, and 2003. They 
were filmed primarily in New Zealand. The series won a total of 26 Academy Awards and won an 
overall total of 475 cinematic awards, making it the most awarded film series in cinematic history. The 
Hobbit film trilogy is a prequel to LOTR and deals with Bilbo Baggins’s adventures. Watch LOTR first, 
and turn on subtitles. 

The world where The Lord of the Rings takes place is called Middle Earth. Within Middle Earth there 
are many lands and kingdoms. When Tolkien created this world, he had in mind that it represented our 
world many thousands of years ago in a mythical age. 

There is one small area in the far northwest of Middle Earth called the Shire, which is inhabited by a 
race called hobbits or sometimes halflings (Tolkien wrote that they are a kind of human, not a separate 
species or type of being). Within the Shire is a village called Hobbiton. Hobbits are about 3 feet high. 
They don’t wear shoes because their feet have tough soles and furry tops. It isn’t unusual for hobbits to 
live past 100. Hobbits have no magic. They tend to live in homes built into the sides of hills. There is a 
well-to-do hobbit called Bilbo Baggins who lives in Hobbiton in a very nice hobbit hole called Bag End. 
Bilbo was never married. His adopted, orphaned nephew, Frodo Baggins, lives with him. 

Most of the people in Middle Earth are normal men, but there are also elves and dwarves. Elves are very 
much like men. They are by nature immortal, but they can be killed. They have enhanced sight, hearing, 
and reflexes, and some have powers that we would describe as magical (such as healing and prophecy). 
Across the western sea is the beautiful, deathless land of the elves, to which no non-elf can travel. The 
elves in Middle Earth are drawn to return to their home across the sea, from which they will never return. 
Most elves leave for the land of the elves from a harbor west of the Shire. 

Dwarves live in great cities that they build beneath mountains. Dwarves are very tough and live to be a 
few hundred years old. They are great at fighting and at working with stone and metal. 

Within Middle Earth, the main kingdoms of men are Rohan (a kingdom of horsemen) and Gondor (the 
main kingdom). They are allies. The capital of Rohan is Edoras and its current king is Theoden. The 
capital of Gondor is Minas Tirith (sometimes called “the White City”), which was built during the time 
Isildur, one of its first kings. Gondor is about 3000 years old, but has had no king for a thousand years. 
It is currently ruled by the hereditary steward, with the long-held belief/prophecy that sometime in the 
future the true king will return. Gondor’s steward at the time of the movies is named Denethor. The 
kings of Gondor were of the race of the Dunedain, a relatively rare group of men who had an elvish 
ancestor, and thus some of the Dunedain live three or four times a normal lifespan. 

The evil power in the world is named Sauron. He lives in the massive tower called Barad Dûr in the 
land of Mordor, which borders Gondor directly across from its capital Minas Tirith. Sauron’s primary 
minions are called orcs or goblins. There are also trolls, which are huge, powerful, stupid beasts. There 
are also some kingdoms of men who don’t like Gondor and Rohan and so support Sauron. 

There are a few wizards in Middle Earth, including Gandalf the Grey (also called Mithrandir) and 
Saruman the White, who lives in a place called Isengard. Wizards are mysterious and not of any of the 
races, but people in Middle Earth generally assume they are just very long-lived, practically immortal 
men. There are also various monsters that inhabit a few places of Middle Earth. 

One final note, all LOTR references to “weed” and “pipe weed” refer to tobacco, not to marijuana. 
Similarly, mushrooms are not drugs, but a food well-loved by hobbits.   



Map of Middle Earth 

 

Key 
 

1 Hobbiton 
2 Bree 
3 Rivendell 
4 Moria 

5 Lorien 
6 Falls of Rauros 
7 Fangorn Forest 
8 Isengard 

9 Helm’s Deep 
10 Edoras 
11 Paths of the Dead 
12 Minas Tirith 

13 Minas Morgul 
14 Black Gate 
15 Mount Doom 
16 Barad Dûr 

 
 

The only significant geographical difference between the LOTR books and movies is 
that in the movies the Paths of the Dead come out right above the river in Lebennin 
instead of being much farther to the west as described in the books. To give you an idea 
of scale, from Hobbiton to Rivendell is about 450 miles. 
 
Mt. Caradhras, the snowy mountain the Fellowship needed to cross, is just north of 
Moria. The main elf harbor from which elves leave Middle Earth to return to their 
homeland over the sea is in the Gulf of Lhûn, west of the Shire. 
 
The men who support Sauron come primarily from the east in Rhûn and from lands 
south of Mordor. The men who support Saruman come from Dunland, northwest of 
Isengard. 
 
In case you are wondering, Legolas comes from an elf kingdom at the northeast corner 
of Mirkwood, the great forest of Rhovanion, and Gimli comes from a dwarf kingdom in 
Erebor (the Lonely Mountain), a mountain immediately to the east of the elf kingdom 
where Legolas is from. Both of these kingdoms figure prominently in The Hobbit trilogy 
but aren’t involved in the LOTR. Gimli’s father, Gloin, is prominent in The Hobbit, as 
are also Legolas and his father King Thranduil. 
 

This overview was created after watching dozens of YouTube reactions to the LOTR 
movies and noting what confused most people new to the world of Tolkien. 
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