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SIGN OF HOPE
ROBERT ZIGO




HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


No reader of The Lord of the Rings (1954–5) can fail to notice how the past grows ever more present in its unfolding story. Beginning in the idyllic Shire, landscapes increasingly bear witness to the events of thousands of years before that have continued to resonate down through the centuries: from the desolate Weathertop – the site of an ancient Númenórean fortress – where Frodo and his companions are attacked by the Black Riders, to the ruins of the once-powerful Elvish kingdom Hollin, in the western shadows of the Misty Mountains, to the Dead Marshes that seemingly preserve the bodies of Elves slain during a great and terrifying battle, Middle-earth wears it history close to its surface. Individuals, too, have their origins in the ancient past – Elrond, now Rivendell’s arch-sage and counsellor, was long ago a warrior and herald in ancient wars, and Aragorn is the descendant of a long line of now-dispossessed kings whose dynasty can be traced back six thousand years and more. And there are the artefacts: great swords like Narsil, the scrying stones known as the Palantíri, and, above all, the Rings of Power, including the Three Elven Rings and the One – all tying the fate of the present to a destiny laid down in Middle-earth’s deepest history.


The origins of these places, people and artefacts lie in a 3,500-year period of Middle-earth history known as the Second Age. Over three decades and more, from the 1930s on, Tolkien carefully constructed a body of “history” that not only enriches our reading of his fictions depicting the (late) Third Age but which also stands in its own right as a great and distinctive narrative. Of all Middle-earth’s ages, however, the Second Age is perhaps the least known: while the posthumously edited and published Silmarillion (1977) is dominated by mythological tales of the First Age and The Hobbit (1937) and The Lord of the Rings give an account, in novel form, of the culminating years of the Third, there is no all-encompassing fiction for the Second Age. We have, principally, the chronology of the age given in Appendix B of The Lord of the Rings; the 30-page Akallabêth that comprises the fourth part of The Silmarillion, and the narrative fragments and lists of people in and events of the Second Age published in Unfinished Tales (1980), as well as the extensive notes published in The History of Middle-earth, principally volume five, The Lost Road and Other Writings (1987), which includes the earliest version of the Downfall of Númenor. Apart from the Akallabêth, these are fragmentary and, to a degree, unresolved, and for this reason the Second Age has long remained something of a “dark age” for Tolkien’s readers: lost between the mythology of the First and the epic fiction of the Third, its full grandeur was only slowly revealed to the public through the painstaking, almost archaeological efforts of Tolkien’s son and literary executor, Christopher.


The Second Age is made up of two great narrative channels: on the one hand the rise and cataclysmic downfall of the island-kingdom of Númenor and its aftermath, and on the other the forging of the Rings of Power and the rise to power of the new dark lord, Sauron. The first – essentially Tolkien’s powerful reimagining of Plato’s story of Atlantis – had haunted the writer for much of his creative life and provided the one sustained, complete narrative of the Second Age, the Akallabêth. The second – in some ways more crucial as providing the deep background of The Lord of the Rings but nonetheless rather more hazily recorded – relates the story of the Elf Celebrimbor’s forging of the Rings of Power and Sauron’s attempt to co-opt the rings’ power by forging his own, the One, in the fires of Orodruin (Mount Doom). Both channels eventually run together to provide the climax of the Second Age: the War of the Last Alliance (3429–3441 SA) between, on one side, the Elves and so-called Faithful among the Númenóreans (miraculous survivors of the cataclysm) and, on the other, the forces of Sauron – Southrons, Easterlings and Black Númenóreans among them. Tolkien has not quite left us a narrative account of the war, but its outlines and principal turning points – the bitter Battle of Dagorlad and the fatal double duel between Elendil and Gil-galad and Sauron on the slopes of Mount Doom – have a mythic power and imaginative resonance that make us wish that Tolkien had actually written a complete poetic “Fall of Gil-galad”, whose beginning is recalled by Sam in The Lord of the Rings.


Tolkien’s sources for his Second Age are, of course, as rich and varied as ever. Beyond the avowed influence of the myth of Atlantis, the author drew deeply not only from his vast knowledge of European history, mythologies and languages, but also from his own personal experience: the seed of his Downfall of Númenor, for example, was his recurring dream of a green island overwhelmed by a great wave, while the gruelling Battle of Dagorlad is informed by his participation in the Battle of the Somme. We find, too, the writer’s lifelong concern with the philosophical, theological and societal problems of evil and power as well as with the destructiveness and allure of war. Tolkien, “high fantasist” though he is labelled, was no escapist, and his Second Age bears the scars of grief and loss as much as, say, the mournful The Children of Húrin (2007) or the more elegiac passages of The Lord of the Rings.


Our task in the following book, then, is to uncover and delve into some of these influences and show how the power of Tolkien’s imagination is manifest even in the lesser-known parts of his legendarium. The work of the excellent artists and illustrators who have contributed so much to this book, brilliant and evocative as it is, is also testament to just how fiercely Tolkien’s genius continues to burn.
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NÚMENÓREAN VOYAGE
DAVID FRANKLAND






THE FOUNDING OF NÚMENOR


While it was the downfall of Númenor that haunted Tolkien and led to his most sustained piece of Second Age-set fiction – Akallabêth: The Downfall of Númenor – he also sketched out the geography and history of his island-kingdom in some detail. In this, he follows his most important and freely avowed source for Akallabêth, Plato’s story of the island of Atlantis, found in his dialogues Timaeus (c. 360 BCE) and the fragmentary Critias, in which the Greek philosopher describes, through his titular mouthpiece, not only the drowning of an ancient island kingdom but also charts its geography and constitutional setup.


By imagining a 3,000-plus-year backstory for Númenor, Tolkien is able not only to provide further potency and pathos to his moralized history of an ideal state corrupted by human greed and pride but also a magnificent, poignant background that echoes down through subsequent millennia in the history of Middle-earth. Even the sheltered Hobbits of the Shire – if Merry, Pippin and Sam are anything to go by – seem to be dimly aware of the splendour and tragedy of “Westernesse” and its tall, grim Men with their bright swords.


The principal source for the foundation of Númenor is Unfinished Tales (1980), edited by Christopher Tolkien, although there is important information, too, in both The Silmarillion and Appendix A of The Lord of the Rings as well as in other posthumously published notes and materials.






NÚMENOR AND THE SECOND AGE IN PRINT


So far as the general public was concerned – and readers of The Hobbit in particular – Númenor only came into existence in 1954 with the publication of the first volume of The Lord of the Rings – and then, only as a kind of rumour of an ancient unknown age. For despite having been conceived and named nearly two decades before in Tolkien’s “The Lost Road” (not published until 1987 as The Lost Road and Other Writings), Númenor first appears in print in The Fellowship of the Ring, when readers hear of the legendary existence of the ancient lost realm in Gandalf’s revelation of the history of the One Ring.


In the second volume, The Two Towers, as the adventurers wander among the ruined citadels and monuments that were rumoured to be raised by those ancestral kings, we come to understand a little more of the bloodline linking Gondor to the Númenóreans. While in the final volume, The Return of the King, there are more allusions to Númenor, and we discover that Tolkien has passed on his dream of the great wave to Faramir the Steward of Gondor. And ultimately, we at last come to fully appreciate how significant Strider/Aragorn’s Númenórean genealogy is in his claim to the crown – and indeed, in justification for the title of the third volume: The Return of the King.


Nonetheless, in the actual narrative of this epic tale, readers of The Lord of the Rings have no idea of how fully conceived Tolkien’s history of the Númenóreans and their descendants was until they discover the quite astonishing Appendices A and B at the back of the third volume. In sixty pages of densely compressed type, Tolkien’s “Annals of the Kings and Rulers” and “The Tale of Years” presents the histories and chronologies of the kings of Númenor and their descendants and allies over the 6,000-year span of the Second and Third Ages.


And in fact, that cataclysmic event marked by the Great Wave – so essential to a full appreciation of Tolkien’s legendarium – did not appear in its final form as the Akallabêth: The Downfall of Númenor for another 22 years, when it was finally published posthumously in The Silmarillion in 1977. Then too, further accounts and histories of Númenor only appeared (edited by his son Christopher) over the next two decades. In 1980, Unfinished Tales of Númenor and Middle-earth gave readers their first map and geographic description of Númenor, as well as the tale of “The Mariner’s Wife” and biographical notes on all of Númenor’s rulers. In 1987 in The Lost Road and Other Writings – the earliest drafts of The Fall of Númenor and the opening chapters of the abandoned Lost Road appeared.


In 1992, in Sauron Defeated, readers were provided with the full text of “The Notion Club Papers” and a variation on Númenor’s downfall called “The Drowning of Anadûnê”. And then, in 1996, The Peoples of Middle-earth was published as the twelfth volume in The History of Middle-earth series. Then, quite unexpectedly, after a hiatus of 25 years, yet another volume of Tolkien’s fragmentary notes and drafts related to the history of Arda appeared in 2021 and a further book on Númenor, The Fall of Númenor, was published in November 2022.
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A PROMISED LAND


The Númenóreans were the survivors of the Three Houses of the Edain – the Men who fought alongside the Elves in the Wars of Beleriand at the end of the First Age. After the destruction of Beleriand, the Valar – Tolkien’s deity-like Powers – offer the Edain recompense and haven in the form of a new homeland, on a great island created for them far out in the Western Sea. A promised new homeland cannot but invite a comparison with the Promised Land of the Tanakh (Hebrew Bible), first promised to Abraham in Genesis and then to Moses in Exodus, as he leads the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt to Canaan, the “Land of Milk and Honey”. Númenor likewise is the Land of Gift – Andor, the Elves’ name for the island.


The Númenóreans reach their new home in ships piloted by Elves, following the Star of Eärendil, known to the Edain as Rothinzil, the equivalent of our Evening and Morning Star (the planet Venus). The real-world planet-star has ancient religious significance, worshipped as a goddess or god, including Ishtar in ancient Babylonia. Later, the Morning Star – Phosphorus, the bringer of light – was associated with Christ, a sign of hope and resurrection in the dawn sky – associations of which Tolkien, a committed Catholic, would have been sensible to. The following of a star to a holy place also reminds us of the Three Kings or Magi following the Star to Bethlehem, to pay homage to the Messiah.


All of these connotations emphasize the fact that the creation and colonization of Númenor signals the hope of a new age. However, they are not without a dark underbelly. The ancient Romans also called the Morning Star Lucifer – like Phosphorus, meaning the “Light-bringer” – which in Christianity was the name given to Satan before his fall from Heaven. Likewise, Númenor, for all its promise of a bright future for Man, will eventually fall due to the machinations of Tolkien’s Satan, Sauron.






FROM “STARWARDS” TO “DOWNFALLEN”


Somewhat uncharacteristically, the Elves give the new island a quite literal name – Andor, Land of Gift. The Edain, for once, are more poetic. Because of the means by which they first came to their new island home, they first called it Elenna, meaning “Starwards” in Quenya (elen is the root word for star, though with a secondary meaning of Elf). To underline the starry connections of his island, Tolkien also gave his island the shape of a five-pointed star; the original name of its first king, too, is Elros, meaning “star-foam”. The island’s association with guiding stars may remind us of the Star of Bethlehem, which leads the Magi to the Messiah – Jesus Christ – who will usher in a new age on Earth. Númenor, too, enacts the promise of a new age.


Later, the new inhabitants do give Elenna an altogether more prosaic name, Númenórë/Númenor, in Quenya, or Anadûnê, in Adûnaic (the language of the Númenóreans) – all meaning “West-land”. This became Westernesse, in Tolkien’s “translation” of the name into English. After its destruction, the Elves called the island Atalantë – a name that playfully, if rather directly, associates the island with the very similar-sounding Atlantis.
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STARWARDS
MAURO MAZZARA






LAND OF THE STAR – NAMES AND PENTACLES


In The Return of the King (1955), the third volume of The Lord of the Rings, readers discovered extensive appendices that included the Annals of the Kings. Here, Tolkien explained how the Edain – the noble and heroic Men who survived the wars of the First Age – sailed westward over the Great Sea and “guided by the Star of Eärendil” came at last to “the great Isle of Elenna, western most of all Mortal lands”. And it was on that great island continent that the Edain settled and founded the kingdom of Númenor.


However, it was not until the posthumous publication of The Silmarillion (1977) – some forty years after Númenor’s original conception – that readers learned the name Elenna could be translated from Elvish to mean “starwards”, or “Land of the Star”. This revelation left readers with the impression that the island was so called because of the guiding light of the “Star of Eärendil”. And yet, this was far from being the full story.


Readers would have to wait another four years for the publication of the second posthumous book, Unfinished Tales of Númenor and Middle-earth (1980), to learn the most obvious explanation for the name Elenna “Land of the Star” was, in fact, geographic. In Unfinished Tales, it is explained for the first time: “The land of Númenor resembled in outline a five pointed star, or pentacle.”


And indeed, Númenor’s geography was roughly mapped out in the form of a pentacle or pentagram: a five-pointed star enclosing a pentagon – a five-sided regular polygon that has five equal sides and five equal angles. The pentagram contains ten points: five points of the star, and five points of the vertices of the inner pentagon. Drawing diagonal lines between the points of a pentagon results in a perfect star shape most often known as a pentagram, but also a pentacle, pentalpha and star-pentagon.


This account – also for the first time – is accompanied by a map of the star-shaped island along with an extensive description of the geographic, horticultural, political and social organization of Númenor. Readers are also informed that the central portion measured “some two hundred and fifty miles across, north and south, and east and west, from which extended five large peninsular promontories.” Based on these measurements, one might roughly calculate the area of this star-pentagon shaped island. And if one wished to make a real world comparison, this would suggest Númenor had a landmass equal to twice the size of the main island of Great Britain.


The map published in Unfinished Tales was created by Christopher Tolkien many years after his father’s death. That map was based upon the father’s written texts and an unpublished “little rapid sketch, the only one, as it appears, that my father ever made of Númenor”. Consequently, the published map, although not entirely authoritative, provides an adequate model for Númenor’s overall geography along with the location of its major cities, harbours and provinces. There are detailed aspects of the map: its shore-line, for instance – as acknowledged in its unmapped haven of Almaida along with its unmapped system of roads – that must be left open to speculation.


The star pentagram was a symbol deeply rooted in antiquity. Certainly, it was a symbol celebrated in the earliest civilizations in Mesopotamia, Babylon and the Indus Valley. Most famously, the five-pointed star pentagram was the symbol and sign of recognition for the Brotherhood of the Pythagoreans. Pythagoras was the sixth-century BC Greek philosopher and mathematician whose thinking had a profound influence on the thinking of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. To the Pythagoreans the star pentagram revealed the mathematical-mystical secret of the ideal world of the golden ratio, perfect proportions and ideal forms.


Each of Númenor’s provinces were largely determined by their alignment with the geometric divisions of a pentagram. Númenor’s central region was roughly the shape of the central five-sided pentagon. This was known as Mittalmar or “Inlands” and was the kingdom’s royal capital. Each of the five peninsular promontories (each roughly shaped isosceles triangles) were princely realms known as: Forostar or “Northlands”, Andustar or “Westlands”, Orrostar or “Eastlands”, Hyarnustar or “Southwestlands”, and Hyarrostar or “Southeastlands”.


When Unfinished Tales finally revealed the geometric shape of Númenor to his readers, it is worth noting Tolkien’s description of the island as “a five-pointed star, or pentacle”. It is interesting that he chose the rather arcane word “pentacle” to describe the island, rather than the more common “pentagram”. This has considerable significance related to Tolkien expertise in Medieval Christian iconography. In 1925, Tolkien and the Canadian philologist E V Gordon published the Oxford Press scholarly edition of the fourteenth-century Middle English poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: a work that Tolkien would later fully translate in verse. In that poem, we have the only description in Medieval literature of the pentacle inscribed upon the shield of Gawain. And as Tolkien would have noted: this was the first instance of the word “pentacle” being employed in the English language. Furthermore, according to the poem’s narrator, the pentacle was the sacred symbol inscribed on the Seal of King Solomon. As such, each of its five points represented the five virtues of knighthood that Gawain exemplified: generosity, friendship, courtesy, chastity and piety. It also related to the five senses and five fingers, the five wounds of Christ, and the five joys of Mary and Joseph experienced in the birth of Christ.


As Tolkien was obviously aware, the pentacle was also adapted by witches and sorcerers for evil purposes by rotating the symbol so the two points of the star projected upward. Its reversal was emblematic of the triumph of matter over spirit: the goat of lust attacking heaven with two horns. It was important to keep the five-pointed star upright with its topmost triangle pointed to heaven. Considering the history of Númenor, its rise to power as an ideal utopian state and its ultimate corruption and downfall, the star pentagram seems to be predetermined by its geometry and geography. In occult circles the pentagram within a circle was a trap for demons, but as revealed in Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, an imperfectly drawn pentagram will allow the demon to escape. As Númenor’s pentagram is only roughly drawn in its geography, perhaps this may have been a factor in the fate of Númenor’s King Ar-Pharazôn whose captive Sauron – like Faustus’s demon Mephistopheles – seduces and ultimately destroys his master.






ISLANDS OUT OF THE SEA


In Plato, Poseidon, the Greek god of the sea, created Atlantis, or at least fashioned its major features, including its city, and was its guardian deity. This is mirrored in Tolkien’s Númenor, where it is the Maiar Ossë – a spirit of the sea – who causes the island to rise out of the sea, though we may well wonder why it is not Ossë’s lord, the Valar Ulmo, King of the Seas, who does not perform this task. Both spirits admittedly have a long history of helping the Children of Ilúvatar.


Elsewhere in Greek mythology, Poseidon also creates the island of Delos, at the request of Zeus, as a resting place for the pregnant Leto, the mother-to-be of Artemis and Apollo. The divine creation of islands is found in many other real-world mythologies, too. In the ancient Japanese text known as the Kojiki, a male–female pair of gods, Izanagi and Izanami, create the first piece of land, Onogoro-shima, after stirring the sea with a heavenly spear: when they lift the spear out of the sea, a few drops fall back into the sea creating the island on which they subsequently marry. The Polynesians likewise told many cosmological myths of god-created islands.
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