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Abstract: This article examines the relationship between folklore and fantasy in the literary 

works of Neil Gaiman and J.R.R. Tolkien, focusing particularly on American Gods and The 

Hobbit. The study explores how traditional myths, legends, and folkloric motifs are 

transformed into modern fantasy narratives. Using a comparative literary analysis within the 

IMRaD structure, the article investigates the similarities and differences between Tolkien’s 

classical fantasy approach and Gaiman’s contemporary reinterpretation of mythological 

traditions. The research identifies the role of folklore in shaping fictional worlds, characters, 

symbolism, and cultural identity. Furthermore, the article highlights the influence of mythology 

on narrative structure and thematic development. The findings demonstrate that both authors 

successfully preserve folkloric heritage while adapting it to the literary expectations of different 

historical periods and audiences. 
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Annotatsiya: Ushbu maqolada Neil Gaiman va J.R.R. Tolkien asarlarida folklor va fantastika 

o‘rtasidagi bog‘liqlik tahlil qilinadi. Tadqiqot asosan American Gods va The Hobbit 

romanlariga qaratilgan bo‘lib, unda mifologiya, afsonalar va folklor motivlarining zamonaviy 

fantastik adabiyotdagi o‘rni o‘rganiladi. Maqolada qiyosiy adabiy tahlil usuli orqali 

Tolkienning klassik fantastik uslubi hamda Gaimanning zamonaviy mifologik talqini 

solishtiriladi. Tadqiqot folklorning badiiy dunyo yaratish, obrazlar shakllanishi va ramziy 

ma’nolar hosil qilishdagi ahamiyatini ochib beradi. Natijalar shuni ko‘rsatadiki, har ikki 

yozuvchi folklor merosini saqlagan holda uni turli davr va auditoriyalarga mos ravishda qayta 

talqin qilgan. 

Kalit so‘zlar: Folklor, Fantastik adabiyot, Neil Gaiman, J.R.R. Tolkien, American Gods, The 

Hobbit, Mifologiya, Qiyosiy adabiyot, Ramziylik, Ingliz adabiyoti. 

Аннотация: Данная статья посвящена анализу взаимосвязи фольклора и фэнтези в 

произведениях Нила Геймана и Дж.Р.Р. Толкина. Основное внимание уделяется 

романам American Gods и The Hobbit, в которых мифология, легенды и фольклорные 

мотивы представлены как важные элементы художественного мира. В исследовании 

применяется сравнительный литературный анализ, позволяющий сопоставить 

классический подход Толкина к жанру фэнтези и современную интерпретацию 

мифологии у Геймана. Особое внимание уделяется роли фольклора в создании 

персонажей, символов и культурной идентичности. Результаты исследования 

показывают, что оба автора успешно адаптировали традиционные мифологические 

элементы к требованиям различных исторических эпох и читательской аудитории. 

Ключевые слова: Фольклор, Фэнтези, Нил Гейман, Дж.Р.Р. Толкин, American Gods, The 

Hobbit, Мифология, Сравнительное литературоведение, Символизм, Английская 
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Introduction 

Fantasy literature has always played an important role in English literary tradition 

because it allows writers to combine imagination, mythology, and cultural memory into 

meaningful narratives. One of the main foundations of fantasy literature is folklore, which 

includes myths, legends, fairy tales, oral traditions, and religious beliefs passed from generation 

to generation. Folklore preserves cultural identity and reflects the values, fears, and historical 

experiences of societies. Modern fantasy writers often use folklore to create fictional worlds 

that feel both imaginative and culturally familiar to readers. 

Among the most influential fantasy writers in English literature are Neil Gaiman and 

J.R.R. Tolkien. Although they belong to different literary periods, both authors rely heavily on 

folklore and mythology in their works. Tolkien’s The Hobbit represents classical fantasy 

literature strongly influenced by Norse mythology, Anglo-Saxon traditions, and medieval 

legends. In contrast, Gaiman’s American Gods reflects contemporary fantasy fiction that 

reinterprets myths and folklore within modern society. Despite their stylistic and historical 

differences, both writers use folklore to construct symbolic worlds, develop characters, and 

explore themes such as identity, belief, power, and transformation. 

The importance of folklore in Tolkien’s works has been widely discussed in literary 

criticism. Tolkien was not only a novelist but also a philologist who specialized in ancient 

languages and mythological traditions. His fictional universe is deeply connected to Norse 

mythology, Celtic legends, and Germanic heroic epics. In The Hobbit, creatures such as 

dwarves, dragons, goblins, and elves originate from traditional folklore but are transformed 

into detailed literary characters. Tolkien’s narrative structure also resembles heroic quest 

narratives commonly found in myths and legends. Through Bilbo Baggins’s journey, Tolkien 

explores courage, friendship, responsibility, and personal growth. 

Neil Gaiman approaches folklore differently. In American Gods, ancient gods and 

mythological beings exist within modern American society. Gaiman combines myths from 

Norse, Slavic, African, Egyptian, and Native American traditions. Unlike Tolkien, who creates 

a completely fictional world, Gaiman places mythological characters into realistic 

contemporary settings such as highways, cities, restaurants, and motels. This technique allows 

him to show how mythology still influences modern identity and culture. The conflict between 

old gods and new gods symbolizes the struggle between traditional beliefs and modern 

consumer culture. 

Another important aspect of this topic is the relationship between folklore and cultural 

identity. Folklore often reflects the collective memory and moral values of societies. Tolkien’s 

work emphasizes the preservation of cultural heritage and heroic ideals, while Gaiman focuses 

on multiculturalism and social transformation. Through fantasy narratives, both authors 

reinterpret myths according to the needs of modern audiences. The purpose of this research is 

to analyze how folklore and fantasy interact in the works of Neil Gaiman and J.R.R. Tolkien. 

The study specifically examines American Gods and The Hobbit in order to identify similarities 

and differences in their use of mythological motifs, symbolism, fantasy worlds, and narrative 

techniques. Furthermore, the article investigates how both authors adapt traditional folklore to 

express philosophical and social ideas. This study is important because it demonstrates the 

continuing relevance of folklore in modern literature. Although fantasy fiction is often 

considered escapist entertainment, works such as The Hobbit and American Gods prove that 

fantasy literature can also address serious cultural and philosophical questions. By comparing 
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Tolkien and Gaiman, the research contributes to broader discussions concerning the evolution 

of fantasy literature and the reinterpretation of folklore in contemporary society. 

Methods 

This study employs a qualitative comparative literary analysis to investigate the 

relationship between folklore and fantasy in the works of Neil Gaiman and J.R.R. Tolkien. The 

research mainly focuses on American Gods and The Hobbit because these novels represent two 

important stages in the development of English fantasy literature. The methodological 

framework combines comparative literature, mythological criticism, and thematic analysis in 

order to examine how folklore is transformed into fantasy narratives. Comparative literary 

analysis serves as the primary method of this study. Comparative literature allows researchers 

to identify similarities and differences between literary works written in different historical and 

cultural contexts. Tolkien and Gaiman belong to separate literary generations and use different 

narrative styles; however, both rely heavily on mythology and folklore. Through comparison, 

this study investigates how fantasy literature changes across time while still preserving 

connections with traditional myths and legends. 

The study also applies mythological criticism as an important analytical approach. 

Mythological criticism examines myths, archetypes, symbols, and traditional narrative patterns 

within literary texts. Fantasy literature frequently depends on archetypal structures such as 

heroic journeys, magical quests, supernatural beings, and symbolic conflicts between good and 

evil. In The Hobbit, Tolkien incorporates archetypal figures including the hero, the wise 

mentor, the dragon, and the treasure quest. Similarly, in American Gods, Gaiman reinterprets 

ancient gods and mythological beings within a contemporary social environment. Mythological 

criticism helps explain how both authors adapt ancient stories to communicate modern ideas. 

Thematic analysis is another major component of the research methodology. The study focuses 

on recurring themes related to folklore and fantasy, including identity, belief, heroism, 

transformation, cultural memory, morality, and power. These themes are examined through 

narrative structure, character development, symbolism, and imagery. Particular attention is 

given to mythological creatures, magical objects, supernatural events, and ritual practices. The 

analysis explores how these folkloric elements contribute to the meaning and atmosphere of 

the novels. 

The research is primarily based on close textual analysis. Selected passages from The Hobbit 

and American Gods are examined in detail in order to identify folkloric motifs and fantasy 

elements. In Tolkien’s novel, examples include dragons, dwarves, riddles, magical artifacts, 

and medieval-style settings. In Gaiman’s novel, attention is paid to gods, migration myths, 

symbolic rituals, and the coexistence of mythology with modern technology and media culture. 

The study investigates how these elements function symbolically and narratively within each 

text. 

Secondary academic sources also play an important role in the research process. 

Scholarly books, journal articles, and critical essays related to fantasy literature, mythology, 

folklore studies, and comparative literature provide the theoretical foundation for the study. 

These sources help explain the historical origins of myths used by Tolkien and Gaiman and 

support the interpretation of symbolic and thematic elements within the novels. Academic 

discussions about fantasy literature and folklore are also used to place the research within a 

broader literary context.  

An interdisciplinary perspective is adopted because folklore and fantasy literature are 

connected not only to literary studies but also to anthropology, history, religion, and cultural 
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studies. Folklore reflects the traditions, values, and beliefs of societies, while fantasy literature 

transforms these cultural materials into imaginative artistic narratives. Therefore, the research 

considers the historical and cultural significance of the myths represented in both novels. In 

analyzing The Hobbit, the study focuses on Tolkien’s adaptation of Norse mythology and 

Anglo-Saxon heroic traditions. Characters such as Gandalf, Smaug, and Thorin Oakenshield 

are examined according to their mythological origins and symbolic functions.  

The heroic quest narrative is interpreted as a continuation of ancient epic storytelling 

traditions. In examining American Gods, the research explores Gaiman’s multicultural use of 

mythology. The novel includes mythological figures from various cultures, reflecting the 

diversity of modern American society. The conflict between old gods and new gods is analyzed 

as a symbolic representation of cultural change, technological influence, and shifting belief 

systems. The comparative method allows the study to identify both continuity and innovation 

within fantasy literature. Tolkien’s work represents the preservation of mythological traditions 

through the creation of a separate fantasy world, while Gaiman adapts folklore within realistic 

modern settings. Despite these differences, both authors demonstrate the enduring influence of 

mythology and folklore on fantasy fiction. 

Results 

The comparative analysis of The Hobbit and American Gods demonstrates that folklore 

functions as a central thematic and structural element in both works. Although J.R.R. Tolkien 

and Neil Gaiman belong to different literary periods and employ different narrative styles, the 

findings reveal several important similarities and differences in their treatment of mythology, 

fantasy, and cultural symbolism. One of the main findings of this study is that both authors rely 

heavily on mythological and folkloric traditions in constructing their narratives. In The Hobbit, 

Tolkien adapts elements from Norse mythology, Anglo-Saxon legends, and medieval folklore. 

Mythical creatures such as dragons, dwarves, elves, and goblins originate from traditional 

European folklore. The dragon Smaug reflects the archetype of the destructive dragon 

commonly found in heroic legends and epic literature. Gandalf, meanwhile, resembles the wise 

guide figure frequently present in myths and folk tales. In American Gods, Gaiman 

incorporates myths and legends from a much wider range of cultural traditions. The novel 

includes gods and supernatural beings from Norse, Slavic, African, Egyptian, Celtic, and 

Native American mythology. Characters such as Odin, Anansi, Bilquis, and Czernobog 

demonstrate the multicultural nature of modern mythology. Unlike Tolkien, who mainly uses 

European traditions, Gaiman creates a global mythological environment reflecting the diversity 

of contemporary society. 

Another important result concerns the representation of fantasy worlds. Tolkien creates 

a fully fictional world called Middle-earth, which possesses its own geography, languages, 

races, histories, and cultural systems. Fantasy in The Hobbit is immersive and separated from 

ordinary reality. Readers enter a mythical universe governed by heroic values, magical laws, 

and epic traditions. Gaiman, however, situates fantasy within the real modern world. In 

American Gods, mythological beings live among ordinary people in contemporary America. 

Cities, highways, motels, restaurants, and shopping centers become spaces where ancient 

mythology survives in hidden forms. This combination of fantasy and realism creates a 

postmodern narrative atmosphere in which mythological characters coexist with technology, 

media culture, and consumerism. The analysis also reveals differences in the portrayal of 

heroism. In The Hobbit, Bilbo Baggins follows the traditional heroic quest structure commonly 

found in epic narratives and folklore. His journey includes adventure, danger, personal growth, 
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and moral transformation. Bilbo evolves from an ordinary and cautious individual into a brave 

and intelligent hero capable of facing dragons, goblins, and difficult moral decisions. 

In contrast, the protagonist of American Gods, Shadow, represents a more modern and 

psychologically complex hero. Unlike Bilbo, Shadow does not voluntarily seek adventure. 

Instead, he becomes involved in the conflict between old gods and new gods through 

circumstances beyond his control. His journey focuses less on heroic conquest and more on 

identity, belief, and existential understanding.  

The findings further demonstrate that folklore functions symbolically in both novels. In 

Tolkien’s narrative, mythological creatures and magical objects symbolize moral values such 

as courage, greed, loyalty, friendship, and corruption. Smaug’s treasure symbolizes not only 

wealth but also destructive obsession and power. The quest itself represents self-discovery and 

personal responsibility. In Gaiman’s novel, mythology symbolizes cultural memory and social 

transformation. The old gods represent forgotten traditions, immigrant identities, and declining 

spiritual beliefs, while the new gods symbolize technology, media influence, globalization, and 

consumer culture. Through this symbolic conflict, Gaiman critiques modern society’s 

dependence on materialism and digital power. 

Another important finding is that both authors reinterpret folklore according to the 

concerns of their historical periods. Tolkien’s work reflects twentieth-century interest in 

preserving mythological traditions and heroic ideals during a time of industrialization and 

social change. Gaiman’s work, however, reflects postmodern themes such as multiculturalism, 

fragmented identity, and the instability of belief systems in modern society. The analysis also 

shows differences in language and narrative style. Tolkien employs a formal and poetic 

narrative style influenced by medieval literature and epic storytelling traditions. Songs, riddles, 

and descriptive passages strengthen the mythological atmosphere of The Hobbit. Gaiman uses 

a more contemporary and conversational style grounded in modern realism despite the presence 

of supernatural elements. Overall, the findings confirm that folklore remains an essential 

foundation of fantasy literature. Tolkien and Gaiman use mythology differently, yet both 

demonstrate the continuing ability of folklore to inspire imagination, symbolism, cultural 

reflection, and literary creativity. 

Discussion 

The findings of this study demonstrate that folklore plays a transformative role in the 

development of fantasy literature. Through the comparative analysis of American Gods and 

The Hobbit, it becomes clear that mythology and folklore are not static cultural remains but 

dynamic literary resources capable of adaptation across different historical and social contexts. 

One of the central issues revealed in this discussion is the contrast between Tolkien’s traditional 

mythological approach and Gaiman’s postmodern reinterpretation of folklore. Tolkien aimed 

to reconstruct and preserve mythological traditions through the creation of a coherent fantasy 

world. His literary philosophy was strongly influenced by his academic background in 

philology and medieval studies. As a result, The Hobbit reflects admiration for ancient heroic 

narratives, cultural continuity, and moral order. Tolkien’s use of folklore can be interpreted as 

an attempt to revive mythological imagination in modern literature. During the twentieth 

century, industrialization and modernization weakened traditional storytelling practices and 

communal myths. Tolkien responded to these cultural changes by creating Middle-earth, a 

fictional universe rooted in ancient legends, moral values, and heroic ideals. Through fantasy 

literature, he sought to reconnect readers with courage, loyalty, and spiritual meaning. 
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Gaiman approaches mythology differently. In American Gods, myths are not preserved 

in a stable form but transformed according to contemporary social conditions. Ancient gods 

struggle for survival in a world dominated by media, technology, and consumerism. Gaiman’s 

portrayal of mythology reflects postmodern concerns such as globalization, multiculturalism, 

fragmented identity, and declining spiritual beliefs. This difference between Tolkien and 

Gaiman illustrates broader changes in fantasy literature over time. Classical fantasy literature 

often emphasized heroic quests, clear moral structures, and mythical order. Contemporary 

fantasy literature, however, tends to focus on ambiguity, hybridity, and cultural diversity. 

Gaiman’s work demonstrates that mythology survives not only through preservation but also 

through adaptation and reinvention.  

Another important aspect of the discussion is the symbolic role of folklore in both novels. In 

The Hobbit, mythological motifs support universal moral themes such as bravery, friendship, 

sacrifice, greed, and personal transformation. Tolkien uses folklore to create a morally 

structured universe in which good and evil are relatively distinguishable. Bilbo’s journey 

represents the archetypal process of self-discovery and heroic growth. In contrast, Gaiman’s 

symbolism is more socially and politically oriented. In American Gods, mythology becomes a 

metaphor for cultural displacement and ideological conflict. The old gods symbolize forgotten 

traditions and marginalized identities, while the new gods represent modern obsessions with 

media, technology, and materialism. Through this symbolic conflict, Gaiman criticizes 

contemporary society’s loss of spiritual and cultural connection. The discussion also highlights 

the importance of cultural identity in fantasy literature. Tolkien’s narratives are deeply 

connected to European mythological heritage, especially Norse and Anglo-Saxon traditions. 

His works reflect concern for preserving historical memory and cultural continuity. Gaiman, 

however, reflects the multicultural nature of modern America. His inclusion of myths from 

different cultures demonstrates that folklore is not limited to one national identity but evolves 

through migration, globalization, and cultural exchange. 

Belief also emerges as a central theme in both novels. Tolkien presents belief indirectly 

through loyalty, courage, and moral conviction. Characters succeed because they remain 

faithful to ethical principles and communal values. In Gaiman’s novel, belief functions more 

literally because gods survive only when humans continue to worship and remember them. 

This concept reflects anthropological theories suggesting that myths survive through collective 

cultural participation. Another significant point is that fantasy literature serves purposes 

beyond entertainment. Both Tolkien and Gaiman use fantasy to address philosophical and 

cultural questions concerning identity, morality, spirituality, and human existence. Through 

mythology and fantasy, readers can explore symbolic representations of real-world fears, 

desires, and social transformations. The study additionally demonstrates that folklore remains 

relevant in modern society despite technological advancement and cultural change. Myths 

continue to influence human imagination because they provide symbolic frameworks for 

understanding reality. Fantasy literature preserves these symbolic traditions while adapting 

them to contemporary concerns. Finally, this discussion confirms that the relationship between 

folklore and fantasy literature remains essential for literary studies. Tolkien and Gaiman, 

despite their differences in style and ideology, both prove that mythology continues to shape 

literary imagination and cultural understanding in the modern world. 

Conclusion 

This study examined the relationship between folklore and fantasy in the works of Neil 

Gaiman and J.R.R. Tolkien, focusing particularly on American Gods and The Hobbit. Through 
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comparative literary analysis, the research demonstrated that folklore functions as a 

fundamental element in the construction of fantasy narratives, symbolic imagery, character 

development, and thematic meaning. The analysis revealed that Tolkien and Gaiman employ 

mythology in different but complementary ways. Tolkien’s The Hobbit represents a classical 

model of fantasy literature strongly rooted in European mythological traditions. His fictional 

world of Middle-earth reflects the preservation of heroic ideals, cultural continuity, and moral 

order. Folkloric motifs such as dragons, magical quests, mythical races, and legendary treasures 

contribute to the epic and mythological atmosphere of the novel. 

In contrast, Gaiman’s American Gods represents a contemporary reinterpretation of 

folklore within modern multicultural society. Gaiman combines myths from various cultures 

and places them into realistic American settings. His portrayal of old gods and new gods 

symbolizes the transformation of belief systems in the age of technology, globalization, and 

consumer culture. One of the major conclusions of this study is that folklore remains highly 

adaptable across different literary periods. Tolkien transforms mythology into a coherent 

secondary fantasy world separated from ordinary reality, whereas Gaiman integrates 

mythology into everyday modern life. Despite these structural differences, both authors 

demonstrate that myths continue to influence imagination, identity, and cultural understanding. 

The research also confirms that fantasy literature is not merely escapist entertainment. 

Both novels explore philosophical and social themes such as morality, belief, cultural memory, 

transformation, and identity. Through fantasy and mythology, Tolkien and Gaiman encourage 

readers to reflect on the relationship between tradition and modernity. Another significant 

conclusion concerns the symbolic power of folklore. In Tolkien’s work, folklore reinforces 

moral ideals and heroic development, while in Gaiman’s novel mythology functions as social 

criticism and cultural reflection. These differences illustrate the flexibility of folklore as a 

literary resource capable of expressing both traditional and modern concerns. The comparative 

analysis additionally demonstrates the evolution of fantasy literature from classical 

mythological storytelling to postmodern multicultural narratives. Tolkien’s work emphasizes 

unity, heroism, and preservation of tradition, whereas Gaiman highlights diversity, 

fragmentation, and reinterpretation. This literary transformation reflects broader historical and 

cultural changes within modern society. 

The study also emphasizes the importance of cultural context in shaping literary 

representations of mythology. Tolkien’s reliance on Norse and Anglo-Saxon traditions reflects 

European literary heritage, while Gaiman’s multicultural mythology reflects the diversity of 

contemporary America. Therefore, folklore in fantasy literature serves not only aesthetic 

purposes but also cultural and ideological functions. Although the research focused specifically 

on The Hobbit and American Gods, the findings contribute to broader discussions concerning 

fantasy literature, comparative literature, and folklore studies. The study demonstrates that 

mythology continues to provide writers with powerful symbolic structures capable of 

expressing universal human experiences and concerns. Future research may expand this 

comparative approach by analyzing additional works by Tolkien and Gaiman or comparing 

them with other fantasy authors such as C.S. Lewis, Ursula K. Le Guin, and George R.R. 

Martin. Scholars may also investigate the role of folklore in non-English fantasy traditions. In 

conclusion, this study confirms that folklore remains one of the most important foundations of 

fantasy literature. Through different literary methods and historical perspectives, Tolkien and 

Gaiman successfully transform ancient myths into meaningful modern narratives. Their works 
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demonstrate that folklore continues to shape literary imagination and cultural understanding in 

contemporary society. 
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