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INTRODUCTION


From the creation of J.R.R. Tolkien’s world of Arda until the end of the War of the Rings – some 37,000* years later – cataclysmic wars punctuated by crucial battles have determined the course of that world’s evolution and history. In the recording of these events upon Middle-earth and the Undying Lands, Tolkien takes a similar approach to that of a real-world historian.


Like those of their real-life historic counterparts, the annals of Tolkien’s races and nations record each civilization’s achievements in the creative arts, the architecture of its great cities and the genius of its technologies, but they also give weight to the pivotal role of great battles that result in the rise and fall of empires.


* This estimation of 37,000 years is based on one early version of Tolkien’s own chronology. However, there is another (and possibly earlier) account by Tolkien that suggests a 57,000-year history. That said, the disputed 20,000 years occur so early in Arda’s history that virtually no specific events take place. Consequently, I have chosen to stick with Tolkien’s first published time span.


For undeniably it is in battles and wars that the fates of nations and races are finally determined. And for all nations (both real and imaginary), it is in these crucial battles that the courage and wisdom of their most celebrated heroes are ultimately tested. Furthermore, these wars are also the crucial themes of all the great civilizations’ national epics: Greece’s Iliad, Germany’s Nibelungenlied, Norway and Iceland’s Elder Edda, India’s Mahabharata, Mesopotamia’s Epic of Gilgamesh.


In Tolkien’s Middle-earth, The Lord of the Rings is certainly comparable to Greece’s Iliad. However, the difference is that Homer – unlike Tolkien – did not have to invent an entire world’s evolution, geography, history and mythology before even beginning his tale of the Trojan War.
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In The Battles of Tolkien we take a close-up view of the wars and battles that took place in Arda over its 37,000 years of history. We look into the forces, weaponry and tactics that came into play on these epic battlegrounds where the fate of Tolkien’s races, nations and civilizations were determined. These often invite comparisons to real-world battles and historic events as well as other literary and mythological ones.
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The Elven city of Tirion





There have been other attempts to re-create the battles, combatants and battlegrounds. However, this book is unique in combining all these elements with a high level of artwork and a commentary that provides the reader with an understanding of J.R.R. Tolkien’s moral and philosophical perspective on these cataclysmic events. For as entertaining as it may be to examine Tolkien’s battles as a colourful series of war games, his dramatic accounts of these conflicts are so much more than variations of battles in a game of Dungeons & Dragons.


As we shall see, Tolkien’s wars are concerned with moral conflicts related to his view of the nature of good and evil. For, as he once observed: ‘Myth and fairy-story must, as all art, reflect and contain in solution elements of moral and religious truth.’ And although battle lines in these wars are clearly drawn, they are not simplistic. As Elrond Half-elven explained: ‘Nothing is evil in the beginning. Even Sauron was not so.’ We are informed that ‘evil’ Orcs and Trolls were bred from ‘good’ Elves and Ents. And even Balrogs were once brilliant, angelic Maiar spirits of fire.


It is Tolkien’s moral philosophy, and his complex portrayal of the psychological nature of good and evil (a complexity most obviously portrayed in the split personality of Sméagol/ Gollum), that makes these wars and battles so much more than a diverting drama about the deeds of heroes.


Tolkien’s wars are fought over the conflict inherent in the struggle between the morally just right to rule and the corruption implicit in a desire for power for its own sake. This, in turn, is based on a philosophical conflict resulting from a belief in the idea of free will coupled with the counter-intuitive belief in fate and a submission to a divine plan.


In the real world, Tolkien was a royalist in the Victorian sense that he believed in rule by a hereditary constitutional monarch. However, in his created world of Middle-earth, he accepts the medieval fairy-tale tradition of a right to rule based on the semi-divine descent of kings. This is combined with a perspective in keeping with the historian Thomas Carlyle’s view that the ‘history of the world is but the biography of great men’. For, certainly, at critical moments in Tolkien’s annals of Middle-earth, ‘great men’ (or women) inevitably arise (for good or ill) to shape the course of its history.


In The Lord of the Rings, Aragorn is the prototype of this hero who arises from relative obscurity, but by virtue of his courage – and an inherent ability to command – is able to seize the day and set the world to rights.


However, in Middle-earth, Tolkien tempers these tales of archetypical heroes with a much more human and humane view of the machinery of fate. In the War of the Ring, in particular, the tides of battles are turned not by the deeds of obvious heroes or villains, but by the action of the most unlikely and unheroic of individuals. Indeed, as Tolkien himself once stated: ‘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.’ In Tolkien’s world, it is these accidental heroes who – by ‘chance’ or ‘luck’ – appear at pivotal moments and prove to be the true vehicles of what we may ultimately recognize as ‘destiny’ or ‘fate’.
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