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Abstract

This paper delves into the enigmatic figure of Tom Bombadil in J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of
the Rings, offering a fresh reinterpretation through the lens of Indian metaphysics. Bombadil’s de-
tachment from the One Ring and his carefree existence suggest philosophical parallels with non-dual
traditions, particularly Advaita Vedanta and Kashmir Shaivism. By analyzing Bombadil alongside
the concepts of the Avadhūta and jivanmukta, this paper aligns his character with the Indian meta-
physical notion of transcendence beyond dualism.

Moreover, Bombadil’s relationship with Goldberry is interpreted as a reflection of the Shiva-
Shakti dynamic from Kashmir Shaivism, representing the archetypal union of consciousness and
energy. This paper further positions Bombadil as embodying pure, formless consciousness—a non-
dual, attributeless aspect of Eru Ilúvatar. While acknowledging Tolkien’s Catholic influences, this
paper demonstrates that Bombadil’s role resonates with universal themes of transcendence and con-
sciousness, revealing his centrality as a figure that challenges the dualistic moral and metaphysical
structures of Middle-earth.

Introduction

J.R.R. Tolkien’s Legendarium, particularly The Lord of the Rings, is often framed within a dualistic lens,
where the forces of good and evil are in perpetual tension. Central to this dichotomy is the One Ring,
a potent symbol of power and corruption, whose influence drives the moral and existential struggles of
Middle-earth’s inhabitants. The narrative pivots on the conflict between Sauron, the embodiment of dom-
ination and malice, and the free peoples of Middle-earth, whose resistance underscores themes of liberty,
courage, and sacrifice. Characters such as Frodo, Aragorn, and Gandalf navigate these opposing forces,
their choices reflecting either their resilience against corruption or their vulnerability to it. This dynamic,
where individual moral decisions significantly impact the broader narrative, aligns with a metaphysical
dualism central to Tolkien’s mythos.

However, within this intricate framework of binaries, Tom Bombadil emerges as a striking anomaly.
Immune to the corruptive influence of the One Ring and unconcernedwith the broader conflict, Bombadil
embodies a philosophy that challenges the very foundations of Middle-earth’s dualistic moral structure.
His detachment, joy, and harmony with nature present an alternative mode of existence—one that tran-
scends the binaries of good and evil, power and vulnerability.
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This paper seeks to reinterpret Tom Bombadil through the lens of Indian metaphysics, particularly
the non-dual traditions of Advaita Vedanta and Kashmir Shaivism. These philosophical systems em-
phasize transcendence beyond duality and the primacy of pure consciousness. By examining Bombadil
as a jivanmukta (a liberated being) and drawing parallels with the Avadhūta (the detached sage), this
study positions Bombadil as a figure whose existence embodies metaphysical non-dualism. Furthermore,
Bombadil’s relationship with Goldberry is explored as a symbolic parallel to the Shiva-Shakti dynamic,
illustrating a harmonious interplay between consciousness and energy. Through this lens, Bombadil’
s character not only challenges Middle-earth’s moral binaries but also invites a deeper exploration of
Tolkien’s cosmological and philosophical depth.

The Enigmatic Figure of Tom Bombadil

Bombadil appears early on in The Fellowship of the Ring as Frodo, Sam, Merry, and Pippin traverse the
eerie depths of the Old Forest, they find themselves entrapped by the malevolent tree, Old Man Willow,
whose branches seem to conspire against them. In a moment of mounting tension, when escape appears
impossible, a peculiar figure appears on the scene—singing joyfully and moving with a carefree air.
Dressed in bright blue jacket and yellow boots, with a feather in his hat, Tom Bombadil seems entirely
out of place in the foreboding forest.

With little effort, Bombadil commands Old Man Willow to release the hobbits, as though the very
trees obey his will. He speaks to the ancient tree in a light-hearted, almost playful manner, and the hobbits
are released immediately, unharmed. Bombadil’s power over nature is apparent, but his demeanor is light,
his singing echoing through the forest, unconcerned with the danger that just passed.

Inviting the hobbits to his home, Bombadil’s nature quickly reveals itself as one of joy and detach-
ment. His laughter, constant singing, and lack of anxiety about the outside world paint a picture of a
being entirely bombadil and gold with himself and his surroundings, one who wields immense power
over natural forces yet remains untouched by ambition or desire. This first encounter with Tom Bom-
badil leaves the hobbits puzzled by the paradoxical nature of his being: powerful yet playful, ancient yet
unconcerned with the passage of time.

One of the most crucial moments highlighting Bombadil’s unique nature is his interaction with the
One Ring, which reveals his immunity to its corruptive power. Unlike every other character, who is
deeply affected by the Ring’s temptation, Bombadil treats it as insignificant.

Bombadil’s harmony with, and power over, nature is evident in his encounters with Old ManWillow
and the Barrow-wights, where he commands ancient natural forces with simple words:

What’s going on, eh? You let them out again, Old Man Willow! What be you a-thinking of?
You should not be waking. Eat earth! Dig deep! Drink water! Go to sleep! Bombadil is
talking![1].

Similarly, his confrontation with the Barrow-wights demonstrates his mastery over even malevolent
spirits:

Get out, you old Wight! Vanish in the sunlight! Shrivel like the cold mist, like the winds go
wailing, out into the barren lands far beyond the mountains! Come never here again! Leave
your barrow empty![1].
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This ability to dispel dark forces without fear or aggression reinforces Bombadil’s unique status in
Middle-earth. He is in command of both light and dark forces, yet remains indifferent to the ongoing
battles between good and evil.

More importantly, a defining trait of Bombadil is his joyful, carefree attitude, which contrasts sharply
with the darker tone of the world around him:

Old Tom Bombadil is a merry fellow; Bright blue his jacket is, and his boots are yellow![1].

Bombadil’s song and lighthearted demeanor symbolize a state of being that is free from the world’s
darker influences. His joy comes from his deep connection with life itself, rather than external sources,
and reflects his transcendence over worldly concerns.

Bombadil’s nature is also revealed through his timelessness. He exists outside the normal flow of
history and time in Middle-earth, as expressed in his own words:

Eldest, that’s what I am. Mark my words, my friends: Tom was here before the river and
the trees; Tom remembers the first raindrop and the first acorn. He made paths before the
Big People, and saw the Little People arriving. He was here before the kings and the graves
and the Barrow-wights.[1].

Bombadil’s existence predates the history ofMiddle-earth, his role as the “Eldest” and his recollection
of ancient events suggest a primordial, eternal quality, positioning him as an entity of metaphysical
significance.

During the Council of Elrond, the idea of giving the One Ring to Bombadil is considered but quickly
dismissed due to Bombadil’s lack of interest in such matters:

But in any case, said Glorfindel, to send the Ring to him would only postpone the day of
evil. He might say: ‘Take it away; I care not for such things.’He would not understand the
need.[1].

Bombadil’s refusal to take responsibility for the Ring underscores his detachment from the desire for
control or influence.

When Frodo asks about the dangers threatening the outside world, Bombadil remains unconcerned:

What is your trouble? Tom’s not master of Riders from the Black Land far beyond his coun-
try.[1].

Bombadil’s lack of concern for the threats posed by Sauron and his minions further emphasizes his
detachment from worldly power struggles. He is content to remain in his own domain, unconcerned with
external dangers.

Bombadil’s detachment invites a deeper philosophical analysis, one that extends beyond a simple
narrative device. His indifference to the Ring and the larger struggle against Sauron suggests that he
exists on a different metaphysical plane, one that transcends the moral binaries of Tolkien’s dualistic
world. In many ways, Bombadil’s character embodies a kind of non-dualism, where the distinctions
between good and evil, power and liberty, lose their significance. Bombadil lives entirely within the
moment, unconcerned with the fate of Middle-earth, the rise of Sauron, or the destruction of the Ring.
His existence is marked by a harmony with nature and a self-sufficiency that renders him impervious to
the temptations of domination or even heroism.

3



Tolkien’s Interpretation of Tom Bombadil

Tolkien himself acknowledged the enigmatic nature of Tom Bombadil, describing him as a character
who exists apart from the central narrative of the text. In his letters, Tolkien referred to Bombadil as
representing ”the spirit of the vanishing countryside,” embodying a form of primordial innocence and
harmony with nature. While many of the central figures in Middle-earth are deeply entangled in the
moral and existential struggles of the age, Bombadil stands as a figure outside the conflict, unconcerned
with power, control, or the fate of the world.

Tolkien presents Bombadil as a conscious enigma, an intentionally mysterious character who resists
simple categorization, pre-existing many of the conflicts and entities in Middle-earth, which aligns with
his profound detachment from the events around him.

As Tolkien explains:

...even in a mythical Age, there must be some enigmas, as there always are. Tom Bombadil
is one (intentionally).[2].

Tom Bombadil is not an important person—to the narrative. I suppose he has some impor-
tance as a ‘comment.’I mean, I do not really write like that: he is just an invention (who
first appeared in the Oxford Magazine about 1933), and he represents something that I feel
important, though I would not be prepared to analyze the feeling precisely.[2].

Here, Tolkien acknowledges Bombadil as a sort of commentary on themes that permeate the narra-
tive, though even the author himself leaves his exact role somewhat open to interpretation. But the key
observation is that Bombadil as a person is very important to Tolkien because of what he represents to
him.

Bombadil’s lack of concern for power and his immunity to the temptations of the Ring make him a
unique figure in Tolkien’s mythos. While many characters are driven by ambition, desire, or moral duty,
Bombadil remains detached from these forces. As Tolkien noted:

Ultimately, only the victory of the Ring-bearer would give Bombadil a peaceful life again.[2].

This statement reinforces Bombadil’s place outside the direct conflict; he is not an agent of change in
the narrative but instead remains unaffected by the outcomes of the struggles surrounding him. However,
Tolkien hints that even Bombadil’s isolation and freedom depend, in some ways, on the resolution of the
conflict against Sauron, suggesting that even his peaceful existence is indirectly linked to the fate of
Middle-earth.

Tolkien also commented on the possibility that Bombadil represents a kind of natural order, existing
in harmony with the world in a way that is independent of the power dynamics of the Ring or the conflict
with Sauron. In another letter, he described Bombadil as:

...a particular mode of existence, which might be called the spirit of the (vanishing) Oxford
and Berkshire countryside.[2].

This interpretation suggests that Bombadil represents a form of innocence and simplicity, an uncor-
rupted force of nature that stands apart from the mechanized and power-driven forces of both good and
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evil. Bombadil, therefore, can be seen as a symbol of nature’s inherent freedom, unaffected by human
or otherworldly desires, much like the ”vanishing countryside” that Tolkien lamented in his own time.

In summary, Tolkien’s interpretation of Bombadil is deliberately ambiguous. He is a figure who
exists outside the central moral and existential dilemmas of Middle-earth, and his immunity to the Ring’
s power marks him as a unique presence within the narrative. Bombadil can be seen as a commentary
on the importance of nature, innocence, and a way of being that transcends the conflicts and desires that
drive most of Tolkien’s characters. This interpretation provides a foundation for understanding Bombadil
as a figure of transcendence in the context of the philosophical traditions discussed in later sections.

A short note on Interpretation

Wimsatt and Beardsley famously asserted that a literary work should be viewed as autonomous, meaning
that it ought to be analyzed based on its own internal features—its language, structure, symbols, and
meaning—rather than through the lens of the author’s personal experiences or intentions. They emphasize
that a work can convey meanings and interpretations that the author may not have consciously intended,
furthering their concept of the Intentional Fallacy[3]. This fallacy refers to the mistaken belief that an
author’s intent should be the primary guide to a text’s meaning.

Additionally, there is no contradiction in the coexistence of multiple interpretations, especially in
cases where the author has deliberately created an enigmatic character. Characters such as TomBombadil
allow for diverse interpretations, inviting readers to explore the text in unique ways. The very openness
of Bombadil’s nature encourages readers to engage deeply with the text and come away with their own
understanding.

By analyzing Bombadil through both Eastern and Western philosophical frameworks, the richness
of Tolkien’s work becomes even more evident, illustrating that its relevance extends far beyond what
Tolkien may have originally intended, while still remaining true to the core themes of his legendarium.

Modern Interpretations of Tom Bombadil

Tom Bombadil’s character has inspired a remarkable diversity of scholarly interpretations, each offering
unique insights into his symbolic or thematic significance in The Lord of the Rings.

One of the most widely discussed interpretations positions Bombadil as an embodiment of the natural
world, untouched by the ambitions and desires of the other inhabitants of Middle-earth. Scholar Matthew
Dickerson, for example, suggests that Bombadil represents an archetype of nature, particularly a view
of nature as independent and self-sufficient. In his work Ents, Elves, and Eriador: The Environmental
Vision of J.R.R. Tolkien, Dickerson argues:

Bombadil is the natural world, unpossessed and unpossessable, which exists for its own
sake, free from the attempts of others to dominate it.[4].

This ecological reading of Bombadil situates him as a counterpoint to the industrial forces at work
in Middle-earth, particularly the destructive tendencies of Sauron and Saruman. Bombadil’s deep con-
nection with the land, his mastery over natural elements like Old Man Willow and the Barrow-wights,
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and his joyous indifference to power all suggest a form of existence that transcends the duality of dom-
ination versus submission. From this perspective, Bombadil represents a vision of nature as inherently
free, uncorrupted by human or otherworldly desires.

Other scholars have interpreted Bombadil in a more metaphysical light. Verlyn Flieger posits that
Bombadil serves as a symbolic figure who stands outside the flow of time and history. In her analysis,
Flieger contends that Bombadil’s immunity to the One Ring’s power and his disinterest in the affairs of
Middle-earth align him with an existential philosophy that challenges the notion of destiny and fate:

Bombadil’s timelessness places him outside the narrative structure of the story, and in doing
so, he becomes a living embodiment of Tolkien’s notion of ‘enigma’—a mystery that cannot
be unraveled by conventional means.

[5]

Flieger’s interpretation emphasizes the deliberate ambiguity in Bombadil’s character. In a world
where characters like Frodo, Aragorn, and Gandalf are tied to the arc of destiny and heroic action, Bom-
badil remains entirely unconcerned with such narratives. This existential reading positions him as a
figure of freedom—untouched by the burdens of time, history, or predetermined roles. Bombadil’s joy,
therefore, is not just an expression of his connection to nature but also a reflection of his transcendence
over the limits that bind other characters.

Moreover, Tom Shippey offers a more linguistic and mythological perspective. Shippey has argued
that Bombadil harkens back to older, pre Christian mythological figures such as the spirit of the land or
the archetypal trickster. In The Road to Middle-earth, Shippey notes that Bombadil may be an attempt
by Tolkien to reintroduce a character type rooted in older European folklore:

Bombadil’s eccentricity and refusal to engage with the Ring and its power suggest his links
with ancient folklore traditions, where figures outside human history, neither benevolent nor
malevolent, exist beyond human moral systems.[7].

This mythological interpretation aligns Bombadil with the loci genius, or the spirit of a place, which
exists outside the human-made structures of morality, law, and history. In such readings, Bombadil does
not embody the Christian allegories or strict moral codes that dominate much of Tolkien’s work. Instead,
he is a remnant of a more ancient, morally ambiguous tradition, where beings simply are, without needing
to engage in the larger cosmic conflicts of good and evil.

More radical interpretations see Bombadil as a critique of power itself. Scholar Patrick Curry has
suggested that Bombadil’s refusal to take the Ring reflects a rejection of the entire power-based structure
that defines Middle-earth:

Bombadil represents an alternative to the pervasive will-to-power in Middle-earth. His dis-
interest in the Ring signifies a form of political resistance—an existence that refuses domi-
nation and, by doing so, challenges the very foundation of the conflicts around him.[8].

In this view, Bombadil is not merely an indifferent bystander but an active rejection of the world’
s obsession with power. By showing no interest in the Ring, the ultimate symbol of control, Bombadil
critiques the very systems that drive the narrative forward. His carefree nature and his refusal to engage
with power represent a utopian ideal—one that is free from ambition, hierarchy, and control.
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Ultimately, modern scholarship has approached Tom Bombadil from many different angles, each of-
fering a unique insight into his character. Whether seen as an ecological symbol, a metaphysical enigma,
a mythological remnant, or a political critique, Bombadil remains one of Tolkien’s most enigmatic and
fascinating creations. His existence outside the conventional frameworks of Middle-earth invites read-
ers and scholars alike to consider alternative forms of being—ones that resist the dominant paradigms of
power, fate, and moral conflict.

Eastern Philosophical Interpretations

I attempt in this section to provide my perspective of Bombadil, which may perhaps be familiar to those
versed in Eastern metaphysics and religious traditions such as Tao, Buddhism, or Hinduism. With spe-
cific reference to Indian metaphysics, while this certainly may not have been the original intent Tolkien
had, this perspective is to suggest a certain universality that embodies Bombadil’s character, making it
relatable to audiences from various cultures and traditions.

Before moving eastward, we first consider the Catholic mystical perspective that Tolkien may be
most acquainted with. To interpret Bombadil through the lens of Catholic mysticism is to consider him
aligned with divine union—a state discussed by Catholic mystics such as St. John of the Cross and
Meister Eckhart.

St. John of the Cross, in his work The Ascent of Mount Carmel, speaks of the need for the soul to
detach itself from worldly attachments to achieve divine union. This notion mirrors Bombadil’s indif-
ference to the corrupting power of the One Ring. His joyful existence and harmony with nature reflect
the mystical idea that, in transcending worldly desires, the soul becomes free and united with God’s
will. Bombadil, unaffected by the lure of the Ring, exemplifies the state of detachment and freedom that
Catholic mystics describe[?].

Likewise, Meister Eckhart’s concept of Gelassenheit—the idea of letting go and being receptive to
God’s presence—can be seen in Bombadil’s carefree nature and his lack of interest in power or control.
Eckhart wrote:

When the soul is wholly emptied of self and all that pertains to self, it is filled with God.[?]

Bombadil’s indifference to the Ring’s temptation can be understood as a reflection of Eckhart’s teach-
ing that the soul, when fully detached, is no longer drawn to material or worldly concerns. Bombadil is
not an active participant in the struggle for power; instead, he lives in harmony with creation, embodying
the mystic’s ideal of divine unity and detachment.

While Tolkien never explicitly framed Bombadil as a Catholic mystical figure, his Catholic faith
provides a possible context for Bombadil’s detachment from worldly power and time. Bombadil, like
the mystic, represents a soul that exists beyond the conflicts of the world, whether petty or grand, and in
harmony with the divine order.

0.1 Rṭa and the Alignment with Natural Order

In Vedic philosophy, the concept of Rṭa represents the principle of natural order that governs the cosmos.
Rṭa underpins both the physical and moral laws of the universe, ensuring harmony between all elements
of creation. It is through adherence to Rṭa that the balance between the natural world and the spiritual
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domain is maintained. In this framework, beings who live in accordance with Rṭa exhibit a profound
alignment with the rhythms of nature and the divine will.

Bombadil’s seamless harmony with the natural world, evident in his interactions with Old Man Wil-
low, the Barrow-wights, and the landscape of his domain, exemplifies a life attuned to the cosmic order.
His authority over the forest and its creatures does not stem from domination but from an intrinsic unity
with the natural forces. This resonates with the idea that those aligned with Rṭa wield influence not
through coercion but through harmony.

In the Vedic tradition, those who embody Rṭa are not driven by personal ambition or desire but
by a sense of responsibility to the universal balance. Bombadil’s disinterest in the One Ring and his
detachment from the larger power struggles of Middle-earth mirror this principle. He neither seeks to
control nor to disrupt, instead remaining a custodian of the natural order within his realm. His joy and
lightheartedness further reflect the tranquility that arises from living in accordance with Rṭa.

Additionally, Bombadil’s immunity to the Ring’s corruptive influence parallels the invulnerability of
Rṭa-aligned beings to chaos and disorder. The Rg̣veda declares:

ऋतेन ऋतं अɟपɟहतं धमǂण धमर्णः।[?]

Translated, it signifies:

By Rṭa is Rṭa sustained; by Dharma is Dharma upheld.[?]

Here, Dharma represents the moral or ethical facet of the cosmic order, reflecting Eru’s will and
harmonizing with the universal principle of Rṭa. This implies that cosmic order sustains itself through
individuals who embody its principles. Bombadil, with his joy, wisdom, and detachment, exemplifies a
being perfectly aligned with this self-sustaining order within Tolkien’s legendarium.

Moreover, Bombadil’s resistance to external threats, including Sauron’s growing power, can be un-
derstood through the lens of Rṭa. Just as Rṭa represents a force that cannot be overturned by individual
ambition or chaos, Bombadil remains untouched by the power dynamics of Middle-earth. His domain
serves as a sanctuary of order in a world increasingly consumed by discord, reflecting the resilience of
Rṭa even in the face of existential threats.

Thus, Bombadil’s existence and his actions underscore the enduring value of aligning with the natural
order. This interpretation situates him not merely as a detached observer but as an active participant in
maintaining the equilibrium of Middle-earth, an embodiment of Rṭa in the legendarium’s metaphysical
framework.

Bombadil and Golberry as the Shiva-Shakti archtype

The relationship between Tom Bombadil and Goldberry has been the subject of much speculation and
scholarly debate. While Tolkien himself provides little direct exposition on their relationship, inter-
preting it through the lens of Eastern metaphysical traditions, particularly the Shiva-Shakti dynamic in
Hindu philosophy, opens new avenues of analysis. This interpretation should be approached cautiously,
as it risks overlaying cultural frameworks onto Tolkien’s work that may not have been explicitly in-
tended. Nonetheless, the symbolic resonance between Bombadil and Goldberry’s relationship and the
Shiva-Shakti archetype offers a compelling interpretative model that enhances our understanding of these
characters.
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In Hindu philosophy, Shiva represents the static, unchanging principle of pure consciousness, while
Shakti, his consort, symbolizes dynamic energy—the creative, life-sustaining force of the cosmos. To-
gether, they embody a cosmic balance between passive stillness and active movement, where neither is
complete without the other. Interpreting Bombadil and Goldberry through this framework suggests a
similar balance: Bombadil, the passive and transcendent figure, exists in harmony with Goldberry, the
dynamic and life-giving force. This relationship is underscored when Frodo asks Goldberry who Tom
Bombadil is, to which her response is simple and profound:

“He is.”[1].

Bombadil as Shiva can be understood through his complete detachment from the moral, political,
and existential struggles of Middle-earth. His immunity to the power of the One Ring, a central symbol
of domination and corruption, exemplifies his transcendence over material concerns. In this sense, Bom-
badil embodies Shiva’s stillness—a force that is unaffected by the world around it, existing in a state of
pure being. His disinterest in power is mirrored in Shiva’s state of pure consciousness, which remains
passive and unengaged unless activated by Shakti’s creative force. This stillness is not apathy but a pro-
found, all-encompassing detachment that signifies a higher state of awareness. Bombadil’s refusal to
engage with the conflicts around him, despite his immense power, evokes the transcendence of Shiva,
who embodies passive awareness without the need for intervention.

Goldberry as Shakti complements this role perfectly. Described as the ”River-daughter,” Goldberry’
s association with water, growth, and nature mirrors Shakti’s role as the dynamic energy that brings
the cosmos to life. While Bombadil remains static, Goldberry’s presence brings vitality and movement,
not only to their household but also symbolically to the natural world. Her connection to the river and
seasons reinforces this interpretation.

Goldberry’s connection to Shakti, the dynamic energy and creative force in Hindu philosophy, can be
further understood through her interactions, songs, and descriptions in The Fellowship of the Ring. Her
presence symbolizes vitality, nature’s abundance, and life’s cyclical rhythms. Below are key passages
that highlight her role:

Now let the song begin! Let us sing together of sun, stars, moon and mist, rain and cloudy
weather, light on the budding leaf, dew on the feather, wind on the open hill, bells on the
heather, reeds by the shady pool, lilies on the water: old Tom Bombadil and the River-
daughter![1].

Goldberry’s song celebrates the interconnectedness of nature and life, reflecting Shakti’s role as the
creative, life-sustaining energy of the cosmos.

Her long yellow hair rippled down her shoulders; her gown was green, green as young reeds,
shot with silver like beads of dew; and her belt was of gold, shaped like a chain of flag-lilies
set with the pale-blue eyes of forget-me-nots.[1].

Her attire and appearance evoke images of water and nature, connecting her to the cycles of growth
and renewal, essential aspects of Shakti’s dynamism.
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She is the River-woman’s daughter, and her heart is in the river. But she dwells with me now,
and together we tread the grass and pick the flowers in the summer, and in winter only our
feet pass through the lonely rooms.[1].

This cyclical connection to the seasons mirrors Shakti’s role in creation and sustenance, reinforcing
Goldberry’s life-giving force within Middle-earth.

Enter good hobbits. Come freely, and forget the cares of your journey. The day is young,
and you are weary. Rest now, and wait for the evening meal.[1].

Goldberry’s nurturing hospitality reflects Shakti’s role as the sustainer of life, offering care and abun-
dance to those who seek refuge.

He [Bombadil] held a bowl of water, and in it was floating a large white water-lily. ‘Here’
s my pretty lady!’he said, bowing to the hobbits. ‘Here’s my Goldberry clothed all in silver-
green with flowers in her girdle! Is the table laden? I see yellow cream and honeycomb,
and white bread, and butter; milk, cheese, and green herbs, and ripe berries gathered.’[1].

This imagery of water, abundance, and nourishment highlights Goldberry’s embodiment of natural
vitality, akin to Shakti’s creative energy. Goldberry’s dynamic presence complements Bombadil’s static,
detached nature. Together they form a symbolic unity that mirrors the Shiva-Shakti archetype, balancing
transcendence and immanence, stillness and dynamism, consciousness and energy.

In Hindu thought, Shiva without Shakti is inert, while Shakti without Shiva is directionless energy.
Together, they form the perfect union of consciousness and energy, which brings about the balance nec-
essary for the creation and sustenance of the universe. Similarly, Bombadil and Goldberry’s relationship
can be interpreted as a union of complementary forces. Bombadil’s quiet, detached joy and Goldberry’s
life-affirming energy create a harmonious existence—a microcosm of balance within the larger narrative
of Middle-earth, which is otherwise dominated by dualistic conflicts between good and evil.

Bombadil’s playful nature and his detachment from the struggles of power reflect Shiva’s transcen-
dence, while Goldberry’s engagement with the natural world reflects Shakti’s life-giving force. This
dynamic adds a deeper metaphysical layer to their relationship, suggesting that Bombadil and Goldberry
are not simply characters within a narrative but symbolic representations of nature and consciousness.

Their relationship challenges the binary oppositions that define much of the conflict in Middle-earth.
Unlike characters who are caught between the forces of good and evil, Bombadil and Goldberry exist
beyond such distinctions. Their harmonious existence together suggests an alternative to dualism, one
that is grounded in the union of complementary forces rather than in opposition. This interpretation
aligns with the non-dual philosophy of Advaita Vedanta, where ultimate reality is seen as the union of
the formless and the form, the static and the dynamic, mirroring the Shiva-Shakti dynamic.

Tolkien, as a devout Catholic, was unlikely to have drawn consciously on Hindu metaphysics when
creating these characters. Thus, any attempt to frame Bombadil and Goldberry’s relationship in terms of
the Shiva-Shakti dynamic must be understood as a symbolic resonance rather than a deliberate allusion.
The value of this interpretation lies in its ability to offer a fresh perspective on the characters, revealing
universal themes of balance, detachment, and the interplay between consciousness and energy/nature
that transcend specific cultural frameworks.
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Furthermore, this interpretation need not detract from other readings of Bombadil and Goldberry’s
relationship, such as those rooted in ecological symbolism or Tolkien’s personal attachment to the English
countryside. Rather, the Shiva-Shakti lens adds an additional layer to our understanding, enriching the
symbolic and philosophical depth of the characters without excluding other valid interpretations.

Bombadil as the Liberated Sage

The concept of the jivanmukta in Advaita Vedanta provides a compelling framework for understanding
Tom Bombadil’s unique character. A jivanmukta is someone who has attained moksha (spiritual libera-
tion) while still living in the physical body. Such a person exists in the world but remains untouched by
its illusions, desires, or dualities. Having realized that all beings are one with Brahman, the formless and
eternal reality, the jivanmukta lives in a state of perfect detachment and inner freedom.

Bombadil’s detachment from the One Ring’s corrupting influence mirrors the qualities of a jivan-
mukta. When offered the Ring, he treats it as insignificant, laughing as he slips it on and remains un-
affected. This freedom from temptation reflects the jivanmukta’s ability to move through the world,
untouched by its conflicts. As the Ashtavakra Gita describes:

सुखे दुःखे नरे नायाǖ
कृपणे चाथर्वɻजʌते ।
ɜȸतः समतया ɟनत्यं
मुक्त एव महाशयः ॥[13]

This translates to:

The sage, free from desires, indifferent to worldly pursuits, moves through life like a bee
through a garden, untouched by the flowers it lands on.

Bombadil exemplifies this detachment. His immunity to the Ring’s power, and his carefree nature,
demonstrate his ability to exist without attachment to power, desire, or material concerns. His very
presence in Middle-earth challenges the dualistic struggles of good and evil that ensnare other characters.

An Avadhuta takes this concept of liberation even further. In Indian philosophy, the Avadhuta is a
spiritual figure who has transcended all worldly attachments, responsibilities, and even societal norms.
The Avadhuta lives in complete freedom, existing beyond the expectations and duties that bind most
individuals. This radical detachment is encapsulated in the Avadhuta Gita:

न मे बȞो न मोक्षो वा भ्राɥन्तनǅव च न च ध्रुवा ।
सवार् मे समवȸास्या यस्याɧस्त पुरतो गɟतः॥[11]

This translates to:

I have no bondage, nor liberation. There is no delusion for me. All conditions are equal for
me. Whatever comes, goes.

Like the Avadhuta, Bombadil lives outside the temporal flow of Middle-earth. He is not driven by
duty, power, or moral obligation. His life is defined by a kind of spiritual freedom, existing in harmony
with the world but not of it. This lack of attachment to outcomes, goals, or external expectations reflects
the Avadhuta’s realization that all material struggles are ultimately illusory.
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Bombadil’s apparent timelessness aligns with this transcendent nature. He exists outside the con-
straints of history, watching the rise and fall of events without concern. The Avadhuta Gita expresses
this timeless detachment:

न कालं मन्यते जातु कृतं वा कृतमेव वा ।
अकतृर्त्वं न जानाɟत मुक्तो ɟवषमदɹशʌनः ॥[?]

This translates to:

The liberated one does not consider time, nor action, nor inaction. For the one who sees all
equally, time itself is without meaning.

Bombadil’s disregard for the external conflicts and timelines ofMiddle-earth, combinedwith his deep
contentment with the present moment, demonstrates the state of one who has transcended the illusions
of time and purpose. While others in Tolkien’s world are bound by destiny or duty, Bombadil embodies
a state of pure being, entirely free from such constraints. His life is not shaped by what he accomplishes,
but by his alignment with the eternal now, much like the Avadhuta who exists beyond both action and
inaction.

It is important to highlight two key points here. First, the Avadhuta is renowned for their spiritual
strength and mastery over the elements. However, they often remain disinterested in intervening in
matters of balance or the conflicts between good and evil, much like Tom Bombadil.

Furthermore, they are not immune to the forces of evil entirely, just as Gandalf says: The Ring has
no power over him. He is his own master. But he cannot alter the Ring itself, nor break its power over
others. Nor does it appear that he alone could withstand the coming of Sauron repossessed of the Ring.

These qualities align Bombadil seamlessly with the Avadhūta and similar figures in Eastern religious
traditions, such as the ”Crazy Clouds” (Kyōunsha) in Japanese Zen Buddhism or the Daoist Zhenren
(”True Persons”) in China.

.

Bombadil, Eru Ilúvatar, and the Metaphysics of Consciousness

Bombadil’s nature takes us toward metaphysical questions about the primacy of consciousness—the idea
that consciousness is not just a product of the material world but its fundamental reality, existing prior to
and independent of physical form.

In Ents, Elves, and Eriador, Dickerson mentions a potential conflict in Tolkien’s narrative where
both Tom Bombadil and Treebeard are referred to as the Eldest beings in Middle-earth—this can be
reconciled by viewing Bombadil as existing outside the framework of cause and effect, and thus beyond
the conventional parameters of time, duality, and linear existence.

Bombadil’s assertion, and Glorfindel’s reference to him as First can be interpreted as a primordial
essence that transcends Middle-earth’s temporal constraints. Conversely, Gandalf’s description of Tree-
beard as the oldest living thing that still walks beneath the Sun upon this Middle-earth firmly situates
the Ent within the flow of time and the material plane. The distinction can also be then interpreted to
lie in their metaphysical natures: Treebeard, though ancient, is bound by the physical and temporal laws
of Middle-earth, while Bombadil represents a non-dual consciousness that precedes and permeates such
constructs transcendent to causality itself.
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This interpretation aligns Bombadil with the concept of pure, non-dual being, akin to the Advaitic
Brahman, which is eternal, unchanging, and beyond creation or destruction. In this light, Bombadil’
s timeless nature is not a contradiction but a reflection of his ontological position as an archetype of
consciousness itself—untethered to the cycles of creation and dissolution that govern Middle-earth’s
narrative. Thus, the dual claims of eldest can coexist, with Treebeard as the oldest within Middle-earth’s
created order, and Bombadil as the timeless witness beyond it.

In this sense, Bombadil is not merely a part of Middle-earth’s history; he is a witness to it, a being
whose consciousness exists outside the linear progression of time. This evokes the non-dual philosophy
of Advaita Vedanta, where the primacy of consciousness (referred to as Brahman) is considered the
ultimate reality, existing before the physical world and independent of it.

In the Mundaka Upanishad, we find a parallel to this idea:

न तत्र सूयǎ भाɟत न चन्द्रतारकं
नेमा ɟवद्युतो भाɥन्त कुतोऽयमɤग्नः
तमेव भान्तमनुभाɟत सवǖ
तस्य भासा सवर्ɠमदं ɟवभाɟत॥[10]

This translates to:

The sun does not shine there, nor the moon and stars, nor these lightnings, and much less
this fire. When He shines, everything shines after Him; by His light all this is illuminated.

This verse emphasizes that the material world, with all its phenomena, shines only because of the
underlying consciousness that illuminates it. Bombadil, in his timelessness and detachment, abides in
this eternal witness-consciousness, untouched by the dualistic struggles of good and evil, power and
corruption, that bind other beings to the material world. Bombadil lives in a state of being, rather than
becoming. This distinction between being and becoming is central to metaphysical discussions of the
primacy of consciousness, where being is considered the unchanging reality, and the world of becoming
is seen as illusory or secondary.

This idea aligns with Flieger’s important observation that Bombadil cannot be unraveled by any
conventional means of analysis. In this sense, Bombadil represents a kind of eternal witness, much like
the Brahman of Advaita Vedanta or the Tao in Daoism, existing beyond the constraints of time and space.

Just as consciousness is unaffected by the objects it perceives, Bombadil is untouched by the ma-
terial temptations that define the actions of other characters. In this sense, Bombadil’s detachment can
be understood as a reflection of the primacy of consciousness, wherein the self, once realized as pure
consciousness, is no longer swayed by the pull of material existence.

Further to Flieger’s observation, the deliberate ambiguity and enigmatic nature of Bombadil is repre-
sentatative that certain metaphysical concepts such as consciousness is beyond intellectual or analytical
approaches aligning with Tolkien’s own words:

He represents something that I feel important, though I would not be prepared to analyze
the feeling precisely.

[2]

This illustrates a particular paradox: the character emerged not merely from Tolkien’s mind but from
his heart. He holds Bombadil dear, keeping him close, yet freely acknowledges that Bombadil is not
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important to the narrative and that he has no intention to overanalyze him. Strangely, however, this very
remark has sparked numerous analytical interpretations, including this one.

This perspective of an enigmatic paradox is true of the self (Consciousness) is supported by many
scriptural texts. For instance, in the Bhagavad Gita:

आȮयर्वत्पश्यɟत कɢȮदेनम्
आȮयर्वद्वदɟत तथैव चान्यः।
आȮयर्वǴैनमन्यः शृणोɟत
श्रुत्वाप्येनं वेद न चैव कɢȮत्॥[9]

Translation:

Some see the Self as wondrous, some speak of It as wondrous, others hear of It as wondrous,
but even after hearing, none truly understands It.

This highlights the ineffability of consciousness and how it transcends ordinary comprehension. Sim-
ilarly, the Tao Te Ching states:

The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao; the name that can be named is not the eternal
name.[12]

This suggests that ultimate reality, or the Tao (akin to consciousness), cannot be fully captured or ex-
pressed through language or thought, underscoring its transcendence beyond intellectual understanding.
Likewise , even after numerous attempts to analyze and interpret, there remains an ineffable quality to
Bombadil, one that resists full intellectual grasp, further reinforcing the paradox of his role in Tolkien’s
work.

Philosophers such as George Berkeley argued that the material world only exists because it is per-
ceived by a mind, and without a perceiving consciousness, matter would have no independent reality.
Bombadil’s role as a timeless figure who transcends the need for material dominance or historical rele-
vance reflects this idealist view. In many ways, Bombadil’s nature invites us to consider the possibility
that consciousness is the foundation upon which the physical world—and its struggles—rest.

Eru Ilúvatar, Tolkien’s supreme creator, embodies the dynamic force behindMiddle-earth’s unfolding
reality. Through the Ainur’s Music, Eru weaves harmony and discord into a unified vision, where even
Melkor’s dissonance serves a greater purpose. This interplay mirrors the concept of Saguna Brahman
in Indian metaphysics, the manifest aspect of ultimate reality responsible for creating and sustaining the
cosmos. Eru’s governance reflects an active engagement with the material world, integrating opposites
into a harmonious whole.

In contrast, Tom Bombadil represents a distinct aspect of this metaphysical framework: the unman-
ifest and attributeless Nirguna Brahman, the transcendent aspect of Eru. Bombadil’s immunity to the
Ring and his detachment from the power struggles ofMiddle-earth place him beyond the cycles of history
and causality.

Eru’s declaration in the Ainulindalë—

“No theme may be played that hath not its uttermost source in me”[6]

—captures his transcendence over the dualistic forces of creation and discord. While Eru governs the
progression of history, Bombadil stands apart as a silent witness to it, embodying the stillness underlying
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the cosmic play of dualities. These roles are not in opposition but instead reveal two facets of the same
ultimate truth: Eru as the active, manifest force and Bombadil as the eternal substratum.

The relationship between Eru and Bombadil illustrates a profound metaphysical harmony akin to
the Advaita Vedanta understanding of Saguna and Nirguna Brahman. Eru’s involvement with the mate-
rial plane aligns with the dynamic creation of Saguna Brahman, whereas Bombadil’s timeless existence
reflects the unchanging reality of Nirguna Brahman. This unity is central to Tolkien’s cosmology, sug-
gesting that even within the struggles of Middle-earth’s dualistic world, there exists a foundation of
non-dual reality that transcends all distinctions.

Bombadil’s presence serves as a reminder of Eru’s ultimate transcendence. While Eru integrates
discord into his divine plan, Bombadil embodies the immutable essence that underlies this unfolding.
Together, they reveal Tolkien’s vision of a cosmos where the conflicts of light and dark, creation and
destruction, are woven into a seamless, unified whole. Bombadil’s enigmatic existence, far from being
a narrative anomaly, deepens the philosophical richness of Tolkien’s world, demonstrating that beyond
the struggles of Middle-earth lies an eternal truth that unites all.

Sat-Chit-Ananda

Sat-Chit-Ananda, central to Advaita Vedanta, encapsulates the nature of Brahman—the ultimate, non-
dual reality that transcends all existence. It signifies the three inseparable aspects of Brahman: Sat
(existence), Chit (consciousness), and Ananda (bliss), forming a unified essence that is timeless, infinite,
and experiential.

Sat represents pure, eternal existence, independent of time, space, and causality. Unlike transient
phenomena, Sat is unchanging and self-existent, the substratum of all creation. The Chandogya Upan-
ishad (6.2.1) states:

"सदेव सौम्य इदमग्र आसीत्।"

”In the beginning, my dear, this was pure existence alone.”
This highlights Sat as the primordial essence from which the universe emanates.
Chit is pure consciousness, the self-luminous awareness that reveals all experience. Unlike the mind

or senses, it is independent and eternal, illuminating existence itself. As the Mandukya Upanishad de-
clares:

"प्रज्ञानं ब्रɀ।"

”Consciousness is Brahman.”
Ananda denotes transcendent bliss, innate to Brahman and independent of external circumstances.

It signifies the unconditioned joy arising from unity with ultimate reality, as the Taittiriya Upanishad
(2.1.1) asserts:

"आनन्दो ब्रɀेɟत ȭजानात्।"

”One knows Brahman as bliss.”
Unlike fleeting material pleasures, Ananda is infinite and enduring, attained through the dissolution

of ego and duality.
Together, Sat, Chit, and Ananda form a seamless unity:
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• Sat: Being, the ontological foundation.

• Chit: Knowing, the illuminating awareness.

• Ananda: Experiencing, the transcendental bliss.

Advaita Vedanta holds that the true self (Atman) is identical to Sat-Chit-Ananda, obscured only by
ignorance (avidya). Liberation (moksha) arises when this ignorance is dispelled, revealing the self’s unity
with Brahman.

Tom Bombadil resonates with the Advaitic ideal of Sat-Chit-Ananda. His timelessness and decla-
ration of existence prior to Sat—pure, eternal being. His immunity to the One Ring illustrates Chit—
unaffected, detached consciousness observing the conflicts of Middle-earth without engagement. His
carefree singing and unshaken joy reflect Ananda—the intrinsic, unconditioned bliss arising from his
essential nature.

Bombadil’s existence, awareness, and joy are not separate but unified, exemplifying the non-dual
nature of Sat-Chit-Ananda. As a being who transcends Middle-earth’s dualities, Bombadil offers a pro-
found glimpse into Tolkien’s metaphysical depth, serving as a manifestation of the eternal truths under-
pinning creation.
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Conclusion

Tom Bombadil remains an enduring enigma in J.R.R. Tolkien’s legendarium, a figure whose nature re-
sists the dualistic frameworks of good and evil, power and submission, that shape the central conflicts of
Middle-earth. Through the lens of Indian metaphysics, particularly Advaita Vedanta, Bombadil’s charac-
ter can be reinterpreted as a profound metaphysical archetype. His timeless existence, detachment from
the One Ring, and harmony with nature align him with the ideal of Sat-Chit-Ananda, the unified triad of
existence, consciousness, and bliss that underpins ultimate reality.

This analysis aims to to places him as a living embodiment of the ontological truths that Tolkien’s
world hints at—truths of transcendence, harmony, and the primacy of consciousness. Through the non-
dualistic frameworks of Indian metaphysics, Bombadil emerges as a reminder of the eternal substratum
that exists beyond the cycles of creation and destruction, echoing Eru Ilúvatar’s transcendence and unity.

Moreover, Bombadil’s role as an unchanging witness to the unfolding of history offers a counter-
point to the otherwise action-driven narratives of Middle-earth. He represents a state of being rather than
becoming, a consciousness that, like Nirguna Brahman, illuminates the cosmic drama without entangle-
ment. This detachment, far from being apathy, embodies a profound freedom and joy that challenge the
moral and existential struggles of Tolkien’s world.

While the interpretations provided here expand Bombadil’s symbolic resonance by connecting him
to Eastern philosophical frameworks, they do not negate other valid readings of his character, whether
ecological, folkloric, or Catholic mystical. Instead, this comparative analysis underscores the univer-
sality of Bombadil’s significance. He is not merely a whimsical figure but a philosophical statement—
a commentary on the limits of power, the illusion of dualities, and the unchanging essence beneath all
change.

Tolkien himself recognized that some aspects of his mythos must remain mysterious, and Bombadil’
s ambiguity is an invitation to explore the metaphysical depth of the legendarium. By situating Bom-
badil within the metaphysical schema of Sat-Chit-Ananda, this paper reveals not only the complexity
of Tolkien’s creation but also its capacity to transcend cultural and philosophical boundaries. In doing
so, Bombadil becomes a bridge between Western and Eastern metaphysical traditions, challenging us to
reconsider the nature of reality, freedom, and joy in both Middle-earth and beyond.
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