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Epigraph

Then all listened while Elrond in his clear voice spoke of Sauron and the Rings of Power, and their forging in the Second Age of the world long ago. A part of his tale was known to some there, but the full tale to none, and many eyes were turned to Elrond in fear and wonder as he told of the Elven-smiths of Eregion and their friendship with Moria, and their eagerness for knowledge, by which Sauron ensnared them. For in that time he was not yet evil to behold, and they received his aid and grew mighty in craft, whereas he learned all their secrets, and betrayed them, and forged secretly in the Mountain of Fire the One Ring to be their master. But Celebrimbor was aware of him, and hid the Three which he had made; and there was war, and the land was laid waste, and the gate of Moria was shut.

Then through all the years that followed he traced the Ring; but since that history is elsewhere recounted, even as Elrond himself set it down in his books of lore, it is not here recalled. For it is a long tale, full of deeds great and terrible, and briefly though Elrond spoke, the sun rode up the sky, and the morning was passing ere he ceased.

Of Númenor he spoke, its glory and its fall, and the return of the Kings of Men to Middle-earth out of the deeps of the Sea, borne upon the wings of storm.

The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring

Book Two, II ‘The Council of Elrond’
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1: Foundation of the Grey Havens, and of Lindon.

32: The Edain reach Númenor.


The Geography of Númenor


The Natural Life of Númenor


The Life of the Númenóreans

c. 40: Many Dwarves leaving their old cities in Ered Luin go to Moria and swell its numbers.

442: Death of Elros Tar-Minyatur.

c. 500: Sauron begins to stir again in Middle-earth.

521: Birth in Númenor of Silmariën.

600: The first ships of the Númenóreans appear off the coasts.


The Voyages of Aldarion

750: Eregion founded by the Noldor.


Aldarion and Erendis


The Wedding of Aldarion and Erendis


The Accession of Tar-Aldarion

c. 1000: Sauron, alarmed by the growing power of the Númenóreans, chooses Mordor as a land to make into a stronghold. He begins the building of Barad-dûr.

1075: Tar-Ancalimë becomes the first Ruling Queen of Númenor.

1200: Sauron endeavours to seduce the Eldar. Gil-galad refuses to treat with him; but the smiths of Eregion are won over. The Númenóreans begin to make permanent havens.

c. 1500: The Elven-smiths instructed by Sauron reach the height of their skill. They begin the forging of the Rings of Power.

c. 1590: The Three Rings are completed in Eregion.

c. 1600: Sauron forges the One Ring in Orodruin. He completes the Barad-dûr. Celebrimbor perceives the designs of Sauron.

1693: War of the Elves and Sauron begins. The Three Rings are hidden.

1695: Sauron’s forces invade Eriador. Gil-galad sends Elrond to Eregion.

1697: Eregion laid waste. Death of Celebrimbor. The gates of Moria are shut. Elrond retreats with remnant of the Noldor and founds the refuge of Imladris.

1699: Sauron overruns Eriador.

1700: Tar-Minastir sends a great navy from Númenor to Lindon. Sauron is defeated.

1701: Sauron is driven out of Eriador. The Westlands have peace for a long while.

c. 1800: From about this time onward the Númenóreans begin to establish dominions on the coasts. Sauron extends his power eastwards. The shadow falls on Númenor.

2251: Death of Tar-Atanamir. Tar-Ancalimon takes the sceptre. Rebellion and division of the Númenóreans begins. About this time the Nazgûl or Ringwraiths, slaves of the Nine Rings, first appear.

2280: Umbar is made into a great fortress of Númenor.

2350: Pelargir is built. It becomes the chief haven of the Faithful Númenóreans.

2899: Ar-Adûnakhôr takes the sceptre.

3175: Repentance of Tar-Palantir. Civil war in Númenor.

3255: Ar-Pharazôn the Golden seizes the sceptre.

3261: Ar-Pharazôn sets sail and lands at Umbar.

3262: Sauron is taken as prisoner to Númenor; 3262–3310 Sauron seduces the King and corrupts the Númenóreans.

3310: Ar-Pharazôn begins the building of the Great Armament.

3319: Ar-Pharazôn assails Valinor. Downfall of Númenor. Elendil and his sons escape.

3320: Foundations of the Realms in Exile: Arnor and Gondor. The Stones are divided. Sauron returns to Mordor.

3429: Sauron attacks Gondor, takes Minas Ithil and burns the White Tree. Isildur escapes down Anduin and goes to Elendil in the North. Anárion defends Minas Anor and Osgiliath.

3430: The Last Alliance of Elves and Men is formed.

3431: Gil-galad and Elendil march east to Imladris.

3434: The host of the Alliance crosses the Misty Mountains. Battle of Dagorlad and defeat of Sauron. Siege of Barad-dûr begins.

3440: Anárion slain.

3441: Sauron overthrown by Elendil and Gil-galad, who perish. Isildur takes the One Ring. Sauron passes away and the Ringwraiths go into the shadows. The Second Age ends.
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About this Book

The Fall of Númenor seeks to present, in a single volume, selections from J.R.R. Tolkien’s posthumously published writings about the Second Age of Middle-earth. This book would not have been possible without the extraordinary literary achievements of Christopher Tolkien, who introduced readers of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings to the rich legacy of myth and history from both the Elder Days and Second Age. This he achieved through his long years of dedicated curatorial stewardship: editing, assembling, compiling and providing invaluable commentary to his father’s many manuscripts and drafts. It was in the pages of The Silmarillion, Unfinished Tales, volumes of The History of Middle-earth, and other works, as edited and prepared for publication by Christopher Tolkien, that the story was first told of the Fall of Númenor, the rise of Sauron, the forging of the Rings of Power and the Last Alliance of Elves and Men against the Dark Lord of Mordor.

The intention is not to supplant these works, as each already stands as the definitive presentation of J.R.R. Tolkien’s writings, with peerless, insightful commentary and analysis by Christopher Tolkien, but rather to provide extracts from the above – with as few editorial interventions as possible – that illustrate in the author’s own words the rich and tumultuous events of the Second Age as summarised by J.R.R. Tolkien in his ‘The Tale of Years (Chronology of the Westlands)’ that appears as part of Appendix B in The Lord of the Rings and which is reproduced at the beginning of this volume. For those wishing to delve deeper into its history, the notes provided at the end of the book, many of which draw upon Christopher Tolkien’s own invaluable editorial expertise by reproducing or quoting from his own notes to the original published sources, will aid their explorations as they seek to discover more about the Second Age of Middle-earth. Page references relate in all cases to the first edition of that work, with the exception of The Lord of the Rings, where reference is made to the reset edition published in 2004 for the book’s fiftieth anniversary.

The selected passages and extracts are arranged following the chronological year order set down in ‘The Tale of Years (Chronology of the Westlands)’, and are presented in chapters titled to accord with the chronology. This presentation has been augmented by two other sources: the names and dates of the Númenórean Kings given in ‘Appendix A: Annals of the Kings and Rulers’ – again in The Lord of the Rings – and ‘The Line of Elros: Kings of Númenor’ as found in Unfinished Tales, Part Two: ‘The Second Age’.

The events of the Second Age as they unfold respectively on Númenor and in Middle-earth are chronicled using material from the following sources.

For Númenórean history: the text of ‘Akallabêth’ (in The Silmarillion); the story of ‘Aldarion and Erendis’ and the genealogical table ‘The earlier generations of the Line of Elros’ (in Unfinished Tales); and taking into consideration material found in ‘The History of the Akallabêth’ (The Peoples of Middle-earth), ‘The Early History of the Legend’ and ‘The Fall of Númenor’ (both in The Lost Road and Other Writings) and ‘The Drowning of Anadûnê’ (in Sauron Defeated).

As Christopher Tolkien would have wished, research into his father’s writings continues and the text additionally draws upon a further posthumous volume of Tolkien’s writings, The Nature of Middle-earth (2021) edited by Carl F. Hostetter. These sources are edited so as to tell the history of the establishing of Númenor, its geography and wildlife and the lives of the Númenóreans, additionally including or drawing upon ‘A Description of the Island of Númenor’ (in Unfinished Tales) and, from The Nature of Middle-earth, ‘The Land and Beasts of Númenor’, ‘The Lives of the Númenóreans’ and ‘The Ageing of Númenóreans’. Passages used do not necessarily appear as originally presented in that volume, but in an order best suited to the chronological narrative.

The events that unfold in Middle-earth concurrent with those on Númenor have been selected from the text of ‘Of the Rings of Power and the Third Age’ (in The Silmarillion), ‘The History of Galadriel and Celeborn’ (in Unfinished Tales), and ‘Galadriel and Celeborn’ (in The Nature of Middle-earth).

This volume adheres to the principle established by Christopher Tolkien that the published texts are treated as being the final versions, and in instances where material is included from earlier drafts with variant names, dates and spellings, such variations are amended to conform with those finally adopted. Where he considered words or phrases in his father’s handwriting to be uncertain, they are preceded by a question mark.

Editorial interventions are in a smaller font size and indented; explanatory emendations by the editor to introduce passages or within the body of an extract are shown in square brackets. The opening words to passages, where not capitalized in the original, have been silently emended to begin with a capital for ease of reading. Omissions of words within a passage are indicated with an ellipsis.

The book also includes extracts from The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien (1981) edited by Humphrey Carpenter with the assistance of Christopher Tolkien, and incorporates significant passages from The Lord of the Rings related to the Second Age, which provide important, relevant material. In some of these, the text has been abridged (with edits indicated by ellipses) or silently rearranged; in all instances end-notes will direct the reader to the relevant passages in the three parts of the work, indicated as ‘Fellowship’, ‘Towers’ and ‘Return’.




Introduction

The Saga of ‘A Dark Age’

It is a powerfully abiding moment in modern literature: the One Ring – the Dark Lord Sauron’s Master Ring of Power, the destruction of which has been the object of an epic quest – falls into the fiery heart of Mount Doom; thus, returning to the inferno in which it was forged, the Ring is, at last, unmade.

Of course, there is much that the author still has to deal with: matters to do with rescue, healing and a coronation, followed by final reckonings and reconciliations, farewells, partings and departures. But the destruction of the Ruling Ring, and with it the fall of Sauron and his dark tower and an end to his millennia-long war of attrition against the Free Peoples of Middle-earth is effectively the climactic moment in J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings.

For the author, however, it was an elaborate appendix to a far older tale – or series of tales – with which he had been engaged for many years and towards which his imagination had been working for even longer. As he would write, a few years before The Lord of the Rings was published: ‘I do not remember a time when I was not building it.’1

Through the tireless efforts of the engines of popular culture, The Lord of the Rings is now a universally appropriated symbol of the art of myth-making, ranked among the world’s centuries-long storehouse of legends, folk- and fairy-tales. But, for Tolkien, the exploits of Bilbo Baggins and the monumental quest of his nephew Frodo, were but part of a far greater story reaching back into a distant past.

J.R.R. Tolkien, writing to his son, Christopher, in November 1944, revealed the extent to which the ‘great Romance’ with which he was engaged was a continually growing, changing and emerging chronicle. In sending Christopher the latest completed chapters together with an outline for the remainder of the narrative, he commented: ‘It will probably work out very differently from this plan when it really gets written, as the thing seems to write itself once I get going, as if the truth comes out then, only imperfectly glimpsed in the preliminary sketch.’2

This approach to creative writing stemmed from Tolkien being both an acknowledged scholar and, at the same time, an admitted amateur practitioner of the novelist’s craft. Although professionally and passionately rooted in research and trained in the comprehension and use of words, he was constantly – and to his genuine surprise and delight – buffeted and redirected by the freewheeling, liberating inspiration of the creative imagination. The result was The Lord of the Rings: a uniquely conceived and executed masterpiece of fantasy literature that was an ambitious ‘sequel’ to his earlier and more modest tale, The Hobbit.

Initially, Tolkien’s readers were only aware of the book itself, not its forensically, even obsessively, constructed foundation that was the disciplined labour of an academic mind. Only later, and gradually, did the public become aware of the vast, labyrinthine structure of linguistics, chronologies, genealogies and histories underpinning the epic (yet intimate and particular) narrative of the War of the Ring. Part of that foundation was a work-in-progress known as ‘The Silmarillion’, an intricate mosaic of imaginative writings constituting the prehistory of The Lord of the Rings and the genesis of the Middle-earth legendarium.

In 1951, Tolkien was seeking a publisher who was willing to not only consider the new-minted The Lord of the Rings but who was also prepared to commit to simultaneously publishing ‘The Silmarillion’ a project on which he had, by then, been intermittently engaged for some thirty-seven years.

To promote his cause, Tolkien wrote out what he referred to as ‘a brief sketch’ (although it ran to more than 7,500 words) to serve as a résumé of both ‘The Silmarillion’ and The Lord of the Rings and which took pains to detail the co-dependency of the two projects.

He first outlined the making of Middle-earth – a creation myth of considerable literary power and beauty – followed by opulently crafted histories of its different races and the mighty deeds they wrought and great tragedies that befell them across the generations that comprised what he referred to as the First Age. Then, turning to the events of the Age that followed, Tolkien wrote, ‘The next cycle deals (or would deal) with the Second Age. But it is on Earth a dark age, and not very much of its history is (or need be) told.’3

This was a curious statement, since Tolkien had already written down much of that history – in many detailed drafts of considerable length – including the origin and rise of Sauron, titular character of The Lord of the Rings, the forging of the Rings of Power and of the One Ring to rule them all.

Similarly, from the same span of more than 3,400 years, he had recorded an account of the establishing of the island of Númenor with its geography and nature, its people and their political, social and cultural history and, finally, the events that led to their eventual corruption, decline and catastrophic downfall.

Tolkien’s ambitious plan to present readers with the full breadth of the mythology, legend and history of his created world as a prelude to the drama of The Lord of the Rings came to naught – publishers being understandably wary of such a costly and uncertain investment – and he was left with no alternative but to accept that the tale of Frodo Baggins and the Company of the Ring would need to stand alone.

Nevertheless, the creation and eventual ruin of Númenor and the making of the Rings of Power were central events in the chronology of Middle-earth and when, in July and November 1954, the first two volumes of The Lord of the Rings – The Fellowship of the Ring and The Two Towers – were eventually published by George Allen & Unwin, readers had their first tantalizing glimpses of that past history, providing a richly tapestried backdrop to the struggle by the Free Peoples of Middle-earth against Sauron and the forces of Mordor. These potent elements, though peripheral to the main narrative, proved to be – as, indeed, they have remained – an integral part of the book’s appeal.

When, in 1955, The Return of the King was published as the third and final volume of The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien added more than one hundred pages of Appendices that provided many details about Middle-earth: its languages, the lineage of its Kings and Rulers and a chronological timeline of the events of the Second and Third Ages. For many years, these appendices, as amended in 1966 for the second edition of The Lord of the Rings, were the only gleanings of information available to the average reader seeking background knowledge to the published adventures of Mr Bilbo Baggins and the later quest undertaken by his nephew, Frodo.

As Tolkien wrote in 1965 in his Foreword to the Second Edition of The Lord of the Rings: ‘This tale grew in the telling, until it became a history of the Great War of the Ring and included many glimpses of the yet more ancient history that preceded it.’ With the author’s death on 2 September 1973, it might have seemed that there would be no further insights into that ‘yet more ancient history’ of Middle-earth; but, in May 1977, Humphrey Carpenter published J. R. R. Tolkien, A Biography, which not only revealed more fully than had otherwise been understood the vast scope of the work that Tolkien had created but also offered new and enticing details of specific verse and prose narratives, such as ‘The Voyage of Earendel the Evening Star’ and ‘The Fall of Gondolin’: alluring references that would herald the appearance, in September the same year, of The Silmarillion as presented for publication by Christopher, a project to which he had tirelessly devoted himself for the preceding four years, as he sought to offer readers the opportunity to revel in his father’s grand vision of the First Age of Middle-earth.

Although The Silmarillion focused chiefly on the mythology and history of the ‘Elder Days’ of Middle-earth, it also contained two key works relating to the Second Age: the self-explanatory essay ‘Of the Rings of Power and the Third Age’ and ‘Akallabêth’. This latter text provided an account of the island kingdom of Númenor – gifted to the Men of Middle-earth who had loyally fought alongside the Elves in the War of Wrath at the conclusion of the First Age – and described how, through the corruption of Sauron, its destruction was accomplished. Tolkien’s original title for this narrative was ‘The Fall of Númenor’, later changed to ‘The Downfall of Númenor’. In The Silmarillion Christopher Tolkien used the title ‘Akallabêth’, meaning in the language of the Númenóreans ‘She that hath Fallen’ or ‘The Downfallen’, noting that whilst no version of the work bore that title, it was the name by which it was referred to by his father.4

More Númenórean detail – historic, geographic and genealogical – was revealed when, in 1980, Christopher Tolkien published Unfinished Tales of Númenor and Middle-earth, a further selection of narratives, largely incomplete, drawn from his father’s writings recounting various moments of high drama during the Three Ages of Middle-earth.

Like The Silmarillion, Unfinished Tales sprang from Christopher’s dedicated study of his father’s papers and the book’s success, despite its fragmentary nature, initiated a unique endeavour in the sphere of literary research that would result, over a thirteen-year period, in the magisterial 12-volume series, The History of Middle-earth.

Mention must be made of two further significant texts by J.R.R. Tolkien relating to Númenor. His fascination with his island creation and its eventual fate owed its origin, in part, to a recurring nightmare that began in early childhood and continued into adult life. In a letter, written in 1964, he described this experience: ‘This legend or myth or dim memory of some ancient history has always troubled me. In sleep I had the dreadful dream of the ineluctable Wave, either coming up out of a quiet sea, or coming in towering over the green inlands. It still occurs occasionally, though now exorcized by writing about it.’5

An incentive for Tolkien to attempt such an exorcism arose in, as seems likely, 1936 as the result of an exchange with C.S. Lewis, his friend and fellow member of the literary group, the Inklings. Tolkien later recalled: ‘L[ewis] said to me one day: “Tollers, there is too little of what we really like in stories. I am afraid we shall have to try and write some ourselves.” We agreed that he should try “space travel”, and I should try “time-travel”.’6

Lewis would write Out of the Silent Planet,7 the first of a trilogy using science fiction to allegorically address moral and theological themes. Tolkien’s attempt proved less successful. ‘I began,’ he wrote, ‘an abortive book of time-travel of which the end was to be the presence of my hero in the drowning of Atlantis. This was to be called Númenor, the Land in the West.’8 The story was to span many generations of a family beginning with a father and son, Edwin and Elwin, and would trace their ancestry back through time to key characters at the time of Númenor’s fall. ‘My effort,’ he subsequently reflected, ‘after a few promising chapters, ran dry: it was too long a way round to what I really wanted to make, a new version of the Atlantis legend.’9

Although Tolkien wrote of what he referred to as his ‘Atlantis complex’ or ‘Atlantis-haunting’, obviously acknowledging a link to the fictional island described in Plato’s dialogues, he was more directly attracted by the romance of a civilization overtaken by an Atlantean tragedy, something that has exerted its hold on the human imagination across many centuries of popular culture.10

In Tolkien’s interpretation, the cataclysmic sinking of Númenor beneath the waves is followed by the world being reshaped – or ‘bent’ – from flat to round and with the lands of the West being ‘removed for ever from the circles of the world’. A crucial element of this myth was the continuing existence of a Straight Road to the Ancient West which, though now hidden from view, might be travelled by any who could find it: a concept embodied in the proposed title for the book, The Lost Road.

The literal rise and fall of Tolkien’s island (for it had been initially raised from the sea as a gift to Men) was informed not just by Plato’s philosophical allegory on the politics of statehood but also by the Judeo-Christian narrative of the frailty and fallibility of mankind as related in the Biblical Book of Genesis. This is evident in his description of The Downfall of Númenor as ‘the Second Fall of Man (or Man rehabilitated but still mortal)’.11

It is clear from Christopher Tolkien’s detailed study of his father’s papers that the tale of the Númenóreans and their fate was conceived in complete harmony with ‘The Silmarillion’ and the continually developing history of Middle-earth and the natural and supernatural laws to which it was subject. The initial ‘contest’ with Lewis to write what Tolkien described as ‘an excursionary “Thriller” . . . discovering Myth’12 rapidly acquired far greater importance as a component in his legendarium – indeed Númenor became a keystone in Tolkien’s emerging structure for the events of the Second Age.

Although incomplete, Tolkien had shown his publisher the first draft chapters of The Lost Road in 1937, but their discouraging response was that, even if completed, the book was unlikely to find commercial success.

In 1945 Tolkien returned to the idea of a separate exploration of a time-travelling Atlantean concept (still linked to Middle-earth) when he began writing The Notion Club Papers, a planned novel that was to take the fanciful form of a discovery, in the then-distant year 2012, of assorted papers relating to the meetings of an Oxford literary circle and the attempts of two of their number to experiment with time-travel. The Notion Club is a punning reference to the Inklings, a similarly Oxford university-based club of self-confessed ‘amateur’ writers of fiction of which Tolkien and Lewis were prime movers. The name Inklings had, of course, been cleverly chosen to suggest both ‘ideas’ and those who are apt to dabble in ink and Tolkien’s choice of the word ‘notion’ was an obvious synonym for ‘inkling’; furthermore, Tolkien toyed with the idea that some of the characters listed as members of ‘the Notion Club’ were, perhaps, fictional portraits of himself and fellow Inklings.

At the time of its composition, Tolkien had still to complete The Lord of the Rings and The Notion Club Papers, like The Lost Road, was eventually abandoned, although not before a considerable part of the book had been drafted and a further considerable investment of time had been spent in creating a Númenórean language, Adûnayân – or, in its anglicized form, Adûnaic (‘Language of the West’). Having returned to and finally completed The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien failed to resume work on The Notion Club Papers due, doubtlessly, to him increasingly focusing his attention on the Elder Days of Middle-earth.

Although the content of The Lost Road and The Notion Club Papers as planned and partially completed have an important thematic connection with the Númenórean writings as found in The Silmarillion’s ‘Akallabêth’ and other posthumously published narratives of the Second Age, they are radically individual in their style and tone – especially in their time-travelling concepts involving partial ‘real world’ (and ‘future world’) settings.

Readers wishing to further explore these discrete experiments in the chronicling of the Númenórean concept (including its language) are encouraged to read two volumes of Christopher Tolkien’s History of Middle-earth: The Lost Road and Other Writings (1987) and Sauron Defeated (1992), though by way of illustration an extensive and particularly significant narrative, which is taken from The Lost Road and is referred to by Christopher in The Lost Road as ‘The Númenórean chapters’, is included in this volume in the form of an Appendix.


Christopher Tolkien died in 2020 aged 95, after a lifetime of intimate involvement with the annals of Middle-earth and a near fifty-year career meticulously curating his father’s work. The unparalleled scholarly legacy that remains has immeasurably enriched readers’ understanding and appreciation of the book that, in 1997, was voted the best-loved work of fiction of the twentieth century and which now – via a variety of media – holds an unassailable place in the affections of an international audience.

Without Christopher’s passion, dedication and skill, the story of the Second Age of Middle-earth would never have been told.




Before the Second Age

J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings had its foundation in the book we now know as The Silmarillion, eventually published in 1977 under the masterful editorship of his son, Christopher. It was a volume that drew together the whole matter of Middle-earth’s creation and its passage from an age of myth to a time where stories merge into histories – inspired, as its author would say, by his ‘basic passion . . . for myth (not allegory!) and for fairy-story, and above all for heroic legend on the brink of fairytale and history, of which there is far too little in the world (accessible to me) for my appetite.’

In 1951, long before the publication of The Silmarillion with its tales of the First Age of Middle-earth – and, indeed, before even The Lord of the Rings had reached the hands of a reading public, Tolkien wrote to his friend, Milton Waldman, about the scope of his ambition as a teller of tales:1

Do not laugh! But once upon a time (my crest has long since fallen) I had a mind to make a body of more or less connected legend, ranging from the large and cosmogonic, to the level of romantic fairy-story – the larger founded on the lesser in contact with the earth, the lesser drawing splendour from the vast backcloths – which I could dedicate simply to: to England; to my country. It should possess the tone and quality that I desired, somewhat cool and clear, be redolent of our ‘air’ (the clime and soil of the North West, meaning Britain and the hither parts of Europe: not Italy or the Aegean, still less the East), and, while possessing (if I could achieve it) the fair elusive beauty that some call Celtic (though it is rarely found in genuine ancient Celtic things), it should be ‘high’, purged of the gross, and fit for the more adult mind of a land long now steeped in poetry. I would draw some of the great tales in fullness, and leave many only placed in the scheme, and sketched. The cycles should be linked to a majestic whole, and yet leave scope for other minds and hands, wielding paint and music and drama. Absurd.

Ambitious, certainly, but – fortunately for us – not as absurd as Tolkien imagined in his more frustrated and doubtful moments and it was a concept to which he constantly returned and determinedly pursued, even though his mode of pursuit was that of a wandering traveller: picking up languages, making maps and ever ready to leave the highway of his central narrative in order to explore picturesque or dangerous byways, before returning to the road ahead – which explains, no doubt, why the idea of the ‘Road’ is one that runs, twisting and turning, through so much of his writing.

Commenting on the grand imagined sweep of his ‘absurd’ scheme, Tolkien readily admitted that it had neither been conceived nor developed ‘all at once’; instead it had come together in a way that speaks to the very specific impact that his writing was to have – and still has – on a readership that spans continents and cultures. ‘The mere stories,’ he wrote, ‘were the thing. They arose in my mind as “given” things, and as they came, separately, so too the links grew. An absorbing, though continually interrupted labour (especially since, even apart from the necessities of life, the mind would wing to the other pole and spend itself on the linguistics): yet always I had the sense of recording what was already “there”, somewhere: not of “inventing”.’

Perhaps the power of all great literature lies in that audacious moment of suspended disbelief. Tolkien’s reference to ‘linguistics’ is, itself, key to that creative process since his love and great knowledge of languages infuses the fictional with antiquity. As he wrote:

Many children make up, or begin to make up, imaginary languages. I have been at it since I could write. But I have never stopped, and of course, as a professional philologist (especially interested in linguistic aesthetics), I have changed in taste, improved in theory, and probably in craft. Behind my stories is now a nexus of languages (mostly only structurally sketched). But to those creatures which in English I call misleadingly Elves are assigned two related languages more nearly completed, whose history is written, and whose forms (representing two different sides of my own linguistic taste) are deduced scientifically from a common origin. Out of these languages are made nearly all the names that appear in my legends. This gives a certain character (a cohesion, a consistency of linguistic style, and an illusion of historicity) to the nomenclature, or so I believe, that is markedly lacking in other comparable things.

The foregoing comments were a preface to his attempt at providing an outline of the events recorded in his complex legendarium, and which take place in the long Age preceding the one chronicled in the present volume.

The cycles begin [he wrote] with a cosmogonical myth: the Music of the Ainur. God and the Valar . . . are revealed. These latter are, as we should say, angelic powers, whose function is to exercise delegated authority in their spheres. . . They are ‘divine’, that is, were originally ‘outside’ and existed ‘before’ the making of the world.

Following the creation story, the narrative of The Silmarillion continues as Tolkien outlined in his letter:

It moves then swiftly to the History of the Elves, or the Silmarillion proper; to the world as we perceive it, but of course transfigured in a still half-mythical mode: that is it deals with rational incarnate creatures of more or less comparable stature with our own. These are the First-born, the Elves; and the Followers Men. The doom of the Elves is to be immortal, to love the beauty of the world, to bring it to full flower with their gifts of delicacy and perfection, to last while it lasts, never leaving it even when ‘slain’, but returning – and yet, when the Followers come, to teach them, and make way for them, to ‘fade’ as the Followers grow and absorb the life from which both proceed. The Doom (or the Gift) of Men is mortality, freedom from the circles of the world.

As I say, the legendary Silmarillion is peculiar, and differs from all similar things that I know. . . . Its centre of view and interest is not Men but ‘Elves’. Men come in inevitably: after all the author is a man, and if he has an audience they will be Men and Men must come in to our tales, as such, and not merely transfigured or partially represented as Elves, Dwarfs, Hobbits, etc. But they remain peripheral – late comers, and however growingly important, not principals.

The main body of the tale, the Silmarillion proper, is about the fall of the most gifted kindred of the Elves, their exile from Valinor (a kind of Paradise, the home of the Gods) in the furthest West, their re-entry into Middle-earth, the land of their birth but long under the rule of the Enemy, and their strife with him, the power of Evil still visibly incarnate. It receives its name because the events are all threaded upon the fate and significance of the Silmarilli (‘radiance of pure light’) or Primeval Jewels . . . but the Silmarilli were more than just beautiful things as such. There was Light. There was the Light of Valinor made visible in the Two Trees of Silver and Gold.2 These were slain by the Enemy out of malice, and Valinor was darkened, though from them, ere they died utterly, were derived the lights of Sun and Moon. (A marked difference here between these legends and most others is that the Sun is not a divine symbol, but a second-best thing, and the ‘light of the Sun’ (the world under the sun) become terms for a fallen world, and a dislocated imperfect vision).3

But the chief artificer of the Elves (Fëanor) had imprisoned the Light of Valinor in the three supreme jewels, the Silmarilli, before the Trees were sullied or slain. This Light thus lived thereafter only in these gems. The fall of the Elves comes about through the possessive attitude of Fëanor and his seven sons to these gems. They are captured by the Enemy, set in his Iron Crown, and guarded in his impenetrable stronghold. The sons of Fëanor take a terrible and blasphemous oath of enmity and vengeance against all or any, even of the gods, who dares to claim any part or right in the Silmarilli. They pervert the greater part of their kindred, who rebel against the gods, and depart from paradise, and go to make hopeless war upon the Enemy. The first fruit of their fall is war in Paradise, the slaying of Elves by Elves, and this and their evil oath dogs all their later heroism, generating treacheries and undoing all victories. The Silmarillion is the history of the War of the Exiled Elves against the Enemy, which all takes place in the North-west of the world (Middle-earth). Several tales of victory and tragedy are caught up in it; but it ends with catastrophe, and the passing of the Ancient World, the world of the long First Age. The jewels are recovered (by the final intervention of the gods) only to be lost for ever to the Elves, one in the sea, one in the deeps of earth, and one as a star of heaven. This legendarium ends with a vision of the end of the world, its breaking and remaking, and the recovery of the Silmarilli and the ‘light before the Sun’. . . .

As the stories become less mythical, and more like stories and romances, Men are interwoven. For the most part these are ‘good Men’ – families and their chiefs who rejecting the service of Evil, and hearing rumours of the Gods of the West and the High Elves, flee westward and come into contact with the Exiled Elves in the midst of their war. The Men who appear are mainly those of the Three Houses of the Fathers of Men, whose chieftains become allies of the Elflords. The contact of Men and Elves already foreshadows the history of the later Ages, and a recurrent theme is the idea that in Men (as they now are) there is a strand of ‘blood’ and inheritance, derived from the Elves, and that the art and poetry of Men is largely dependent on it, or modified by it.4 There are thus two marriages of mortal and elf – both later coalescing in the kindred of Eärendil, represented by Elrond the Half-elven who appears in all the stories, even The Hobbit. The chief of the stories of The Silmarillion, and the one most fully treated is the Story of Beren and Lúthien the Elfmaiden. Here we meet, among other things, the first example of the motive (to become dominant in Hobbits) that the great policies of world history, ‘the wheels of the world’, are often turned not by the Lords and Governors, even gods, but by the seemingly unknown and weak – owing to the secret life in creation, and the part unknowable to all wisdom but One, that resides in the intrusions of the Children of God into the Drama. It is Beren the outlawed mortal who succeeds (with the help of Lúthien, a mere maiden even if an elf of royalty) where all the armies and warriors have failed: he penetrates the stronghold of the Enemy and wrests one of the Silmarilli from the Iron Crown. Thus he wins the hand of Lúthien and the first marriage of mortal and immortal is achieved.

As such the story is (I think a beautiful and powerful) heroic-fairy-romance, receivable in itself with only a very general vague knowledge of the background. But it is also a fundamental link in the cycle, deprived of its full significance out of its place therein. For the capture of the Silmaril, a supreme victory, leads to disaster. The oath of the sons of Fëanor becomes operative, and lust for the Silmaril brings all the kingdoms of the Elves to ruin.

Nevertheless, it was from the union of Beren and Lúthien Tinúviel that came the line of the Half-Elven, later numbering not just Elrond, Master of Rivendell, but also Elros, his twin brother and first King of Númenor and, in a further generation, would be seen in the children from another marriage between Man and Elf in the persons of Aragorn and the Lady Arwen. Tolkien continued:

There are other stories, almost equally full in treatment, and equally independent and yet linked to the general history. There is the Children of Húrin, the tragic tale of Túrin Turambar and his sister Níniel – of which Túrin is the hero. . . .There is the Fall of Gondolin: the chief Elvish stronghold.5 And the tale, or tales, of Eärendil the Wanderer. He is important as the person who brings the Silmarillion to its end, and as providing in his offspring the main links to and persons in the tales of later Ages. His function, as a representative of both Kindreds, Elves and Men, is to find a sea-passage back to the Land of the Gods, and as ambassador persuade them to take thought again for the Exiles, to pity them, and rescue them from the Enemy. His wife Elwing descends from Lúthien and still possesses the Silmaril. But the curse still works, and Eärendil’s home is destroyed by the sons of Fëanor. But this provides the solution: Elwing casting herself into the Sea to save the Jewel comes to Eärendil, and with the power of the great Gem they pass at last to Valinor, and accomplish their errand – at the cost of never being allowed to return or dwell again with Elves or Men. The gods then move again, and great power comes out of the West, and the Stronghold of the Enemy is destroyed; and he himself [is] thrust out of the World into the Void, never to reappear there in incarnate form again. The remaining two Silmarils are regained from the Iron Crown – only to be lost. The last two sons of Fëanor, compelled by their oath, steal them, and are destroyed by them, casting themselves into the sea, and the pits of the earth. The ship of Eärendil adorned with the last Silmaril is set in heaven as the brightest star. So ends The Silmarillion and the tales of the First Age.




The Tale of Years

(Chronology of the Westlands)

[image: image]




[image: image]

1 – Foundation of the Grey Havens, and of Lindon.

In his 1955 appendices to The Lord of the Rings, J.R.R. Tolkien wrote of the Second Age: ‘These were the dark years for Men of Middle-earth, but the years of the glory of Númenor.’1 In what Christopher Tolkien identified as his father’s first attempt at establishing a ‘Time Scheme’ (later to become ‘The Tale of Years’) the Second Age was described as, ‘the “Black Years” or the age between the Great Battle and defeat of Morgoth, and the Fall of Númenor and the overthrow of Sauron.’2

These vastly conflicted times and, in particular, the monumental tragedy represented by Númenor – greatness established but then brought low and destroyed – resulted, through the chronicling of the Second Age, in both the shaping of the history of Middle-earth and the physical re-shaping of the whole world: a story that provides a powerful and far-reaching prelude to the great drama of the War of the Ring.

The story begins in the closing days of Year 587 of the First Age:

In the Great Battle and the tumults of the fall of Thangorodrim there were mighty convulsions in the earth, and Beleriand was broken and laid waste; and northward and westward many lands sank beneath the waters of the Great Sea. In the east, in Ossiriand, the walls of Ered Luin were broken, and a great gap was made in them towards the south, and a gulf of the sea flowed in. Into that gulf the River Lhûn fell by a new course, and it was called therefore the Gulf of Lhûn. That country had of old been named Lindon by the Noldor [those of the second clan of the Elves] and this name it bore thereafter.3

At the end of the First Age, the Valar held counsel and the Eldar in Middle-earth were summoned – ‘if not commanded, at least sternly counselled’ – to return to the West and there to be at peace.4

Those that hearkened to the summons dwelt in the Isle of Eressëa;5 and there is in that land a haven that is named Avallónë,6 for it is of all cities the nearest to Valinor, and the tower of Avallónë is the first sight that the mariner beholds when at last he draws nigh to the Undying Lands over the leagues of the Sea.7

Not all the Elven-kind answered the Valar’s call but dwelt still in Middle-earth ‘lingering, unwilling yet to forsake Beleriand where they had fought and laboured long’. Gil-galad son of Fingon was their king, and with him was Elrond Half-elven, son of Eärendil the Mariner and brother of Elros first king of Númenor.8

Commenting on this, in his 1951 letter to Milton Waldman, Tolkien wrote: ‘We see a sort of second fall or at least “error” of the Elves. There was nothing wrong essentially in their lingering against counsel, still sadly with* the mortal lands of their old heroic deeds. But they wanted to have their cake without eating it. They wanted the peace and bliss and perfect memory of “The West”, and yet to remain on the ordinary earth where their prestige as the highest people, above wild Elves, dwarves, and Men, was greater than at the bottom of the hierarchy of Valinor. They thus became obsessed with “fading”, the mode in which the changes of time (the law of the world under the sun) was perceived by them. They became sad, and their art (shall we say) antiquarian, and their efforts all really a kind of embalming – even though they also retained the old motive of their kind, the adornment of earth, and the healing of its hurts. We hear of a lingering kingdom, in the extreme North-west more or less in what was left in the old lands of The Silmarillion, under Gil-galad.’

In the beginning of this age many of the High Elves still remained. Most of these dwelt in Lindon west of the Ered Luin; but before the building of the Barad-dûr many of the Sindar passed eastward, and some established realms in the forests far away, where their people were mostly Silvan Elves. Thranduil, king in the north of Greenwood the Great, was one of these. In Lindon north of the Lune dwelt Gil-galad, last heir of the kings of the Noldor in exile. He was acknowledged as High King of the Elves of the West. In Lindon south of the Lune dwelt for a time Celeborn, kinsman of Thingol; his wife was Galadriel, greatest of Elven women. She was sister of Finrod Felagund, Friend-of-Men, once king of Nargothrond, who gave his life to save Beren son of Barahir.

Later some of the Noldor went to Eregion, upon the west of the Misty Mountains, and near to the West-gate of Moria. This they did because they learned that mithril had been discovered in Moria. The Noldor were great craftsmen and less unfriendly to the Dwarves than the Sindar; but the friendship that grew up between the people of Durin and the Elven-smiths of Eregion was the closest that there has ever been between the two races. Celebrimbor was Lord of Eregion and the greatest of their craftsmen; he was descended from Fëanor.9

[Galadriel] did not go West at the Downfall of Melkor [Morgoth], but crossed Ered Lindon with Celeborn and came into Eriador. When they entered that region there were many Noldor in their following, together with Grey-elves and Green-elves; and for a while they dwelt in the country about Lake Nenuial (Evendim, north of the Shire). Celeborn and Galadriel came to be regarded as Lord and Lady of the Eldar in Eriador, including the wandering companies of Nandorin origin who had never passed west over Ered Lindon and come down into Ossiriand.10

[Of Galadriel it is said that she] was strong of body, mind, and will, a match for both the loremasters and the athletes of the Eldar in the days of their youth. Even among the Eldar she was accounted beautiful and her [golden] hair was held a marvel unmatched . . . and the Eldar said that the light of the Two Trees, Laurelin and Telperion, had been snared in her tresses. . . . From her earliest years she had a marvellous gift of insight into the minds of others, but judged them with mercy and understanding. . . .11

In the account of the visit of the Fellowship of the Ring to Caras Galadhon in the February of year TA 3019, we have a description of Celeborn and Galadriel:

The chamber was filled with a soft light; its walls were green and silver and its roof of gold. Many Elves were seated there. On two chairs beneath the bole of the tree and canopied by a living bough there sat, side by side, Celeborn and Galadriel. They stood up to greet their guests, after the manner of Elves, even those who were accounted mighty kings. Very tall they were, and the Lady no less tall than the Lord; and they were grave and beautiful. They were clad wholly in white; and the hair of the Lady was of deep gold, and the hair of the Lord Celeborn was of silver long and bright; but no sign of age was upon them, unless it were in the depths of their eyes; for these were keen as lances in the starlight, and yet profound, the wells of deep memory.12

Writing in Unfinished Tales, Christopher Tolkien opined: ‘There is no part of the history of Middle-earth more full of problems than the story of Galadriel and Celeborn’, and readers wishing for a better understanding of that story should consult ‘The History of Galadriel and Celeborn’, Christopher’s lengthy essay on the subject, which is included in Part Two of that work.13

Upon the shores of the Gulf of Lhûn the Elves built their havens, and named them Mithlond; and there they held many ships, for the harbourage was good. From the Grey Havens the Eldar ever and anon set sail, fleeing from the darkness of the days of Earth; for by the mercy of the Valar the Firstborn could still follow the Straight Road and return, if they would, to their kindred in Eressëa and Valinor beyond the encircling seas.14

At the end of the First Age, while the Eldar were summoned to take ship for the West, a different fate was presented to Elros and Elrond, the sons of Eärendil, who were descended from a union between the Eldar and Man-kind and known as the Peredhil, or Half-elven. To them the Valar gave ‘an irrevocable choice to which kindred they would belong.’15

Elrond chose to be of Elven-kind, and became a master of wisdom. To him therefore was granted the same grace as to those of the High Elves that still lingered in Middle-earth: that when weary at last of the mortal lands they could take ship from the Grey Havens and pass into the Uttermost West; and this grace continued after the change of the world. But to the children of Elrond a choice was also appointed: to pass with him from the circles of the world; or if they remained to become mortal and die in Middle-earth. For Elrond, therefore, all chances of the War of the Ring were fraught with sorrow.

Elros chose to be of Man-kind and remain with the Edain; but a great lifespan was granted to him many times that of lesser men.16
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32 – The Edain reach Númenor.1

The Valar, the ‘Guardians of the World’ who had been delegated by Eru Ilúvatar the All-Powerful transcendent creator, to shape and rule the world, also took thought for the fate of the race of Men, or Edain as they were called in the Sindarin language of the Elves. The tribes of Men who had become friends and noble allies of the Elves, fighting alongside them in the struggles against Morgoth, were of three Houses: the House of Bëor, known as the First House of the Edain; the House of Haleth was the Second House, known by among other names as the Folk of Haleth, the Haladin; and the Third House was the Folk of Marach, later best known as the House of Hador. The history of their lives and deeds during the First Age is told in The Silmarillion.2

The Valar, having taken counsel, determined to offer the Edain a means of being removed ‘from the dangers of Middle-earth’.3 The Valar, aided by Maiar who were primordial spirit beings ‘of the same order as the Valar but of less degree . . . their servants and helpers’,4 brought into existence the island of Númenor.

To the Fathers of Men of the three faithful houses rich reward also was given. Eönwë5 came among them and taught them; and they were given wisdom and power and life more enduring than any others of mortal race have possessed. A land was made for the Edain to dwell in, neither part of Middle-earth nor of Valinor, for it was sundered from either by a wide sea; yet it was nearer to Valinor. It was raised by Ossë6 out of the depths of the Great Water, and it was established by Aulë7 and enriched by Yavanna;8 and the Eldar brought thither flowers and fountains out of Tol Eressëa. That land the Valar called Andor, the Land of Gift;9 and the Star of Eärendil shone bright in the West as a token that all was made ready, and as a guide over the sea; and Men marvelled to see that silver flame in the paths of the Sun.10

Then the Edain set sail upon the deep waters, following the Star;11 and the Valar laid a peace upon the sea for many days, and sent sunlight and a sailing wind, so that the waters glittered before the eyes of the Edain like rippling glass, and the foam flew like snow before the stems of their ships. But so bright was Rothinzil that even at morning Men could see it glimmering in the West, and in the cloudless night it shone alone, for no other star could stand beside it. And setting their course towards it the Edain came at last over leagues of sea and saw afar the land that was prepared for them, Andor, the Land of Gift, shimmering in a golden haze. Then they went up out of the sea and found a country fair and fruitful, and they were glad. And they called that land Elenna, which is Starwards; but also Anadûnê, which is Westernesse, Númenórë in the High Eldarin tongue.

This was the beginning of that people that in the Grey-elven speech are called the Dúnedain: the Númenóreans, Kings among Men. But they did not thus escape from the doom of death that Ilúvatar had set upon all Mankind, and they were mortal still, though their years were long, and they knew no sickness, ere the shadow fell upon them. Therefore they grew wise and glorious, and in all things more like to the Firstborn than any other of the kindreds of Men; and they were tall, taller than the tallest of the sons of Middle-earth; and the light of their eyes was like the bright stars. But their numbers increased only slowly in the land, for though daughters and sons were born to them, fairer than their fathers, yet their children were few.12

A more detailed account of the coming of the Men of Middle-earth to the land prepared for them and the length of time taken for the migration is recounted as follows:

The legends of the foundation of Númenor often speak as if all the Edain that accepted the Gift set sail at one time and in one fleet. But this is only due to the brevity of the narrative. In more detailed histories it is related (as might be deduced from the events and the numbers concerned) that
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