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  Preface




  ‘I found my moons … were doing impossible things …‘ 




  J.R.R. Tolkien, Letter 69, 14 May 1944 




   




  Few are the story-writers who would observe the laws of the sky. The moon is always full at the most convenient moment and may be absent the day after, as the plot seems to require, characters looking up at night see an immeasurable sea of stars but generally incline to have no idea about them.




  And why would you, dear writer, bother? Aren't astronomical details a needless affair that detract you from your bestselling plot?




  Well, first of all, observing them is FUN! I mean it. You will acquire a better feeling for your characters if you place them in an environment that complies with predictable rules and they have to deal with it.




  Second, celestial events may be an important plot element. Comets, meteor showers, polar lights used to leave a tremendous impression with ancient and medieval societies. A full moon may ease travelling or working on the field even after nightfall but will be inconvenient if your characters plan to sneak into the fortress of their enemies. Or consider how effectively Mark Twain makes use of a solar eclipse in ‘A Yankee at King Arthur's Court’. But I will withhold the name of that author who overlooked that a well-attested solar eclipse passed over Paris right at the day when the characters of his historical novel meet in the Louvre.




  Third, keeping track of astronomical events is a perfect tool to structurise your plot. If you switch between several narrative threads, a record of the astronomical events may help you to keep them in line: The moon seen by A should be the same that B sees at the same night, for example.




  Earlier authors may be excused if they ignored astronomy in their historical novels. The relevant data was hard to come by, as it was secluded in obscure almanacs or locked away in the confines of a few selected university libraries. But today, with detailed astronomy freeware that can compute millenia into the past or future running on every computer or mobile phone, there is no excuse left if you neglect the courses of the heavenly bodies in your story.




  One of the first modern story-writers who took astronomy seriously into account was J.R.R. Tolkien. Many bytes and dots of ink have been spent on the references to the skies in his major works, ‘The Lord of the Rings’ and ‘The Silmarillion’, as he has been as meticulously looking for coherence here as he did in many other aspects of his fictitious world. ‘The Hobbit’ has been a bit neglected with regard to astronomical references, though the book is full of them. That gap we may try to close in this book, since the moon is a significant actor in his plot and drove Tolkien nuts when he tried to retroactively apply a proper set of lunar phases to an already published book, rather than right at the beginning. And then, his ignorance with astronomical matters made him, the romantic lover of nature, commit grave blunders that could not have been remedied without significant amendment of the narrative.




  The publication of the early drafts in the two 'History of the Hobbit' volumes contributed many insights into the way Tolkien tried to integrate the moon into ‘The Hobbit’ the way he had done (mostly correctly) in ‘The Lord of the Rings’. A timeline of events in ‘The Hobbit’ follows, which has been done before but was not based on the stated astronomical events which are mathematically predictable and, hence, compelling.




  The final chapter discusses how to implement seasons in your narrative and add one or several calendar systems if you feel our modern calendar was inappropriate for your characters. To give you a few suggestions, we will base the discussion on the various calendar modes used in the tales of Middle-earth, though this is probably the least often read part of the LR Appendices.




  In the following, references to ‘The Hobbit’ are made with the chapter stated in Roman numerals. For example, H III refers to chap. III of ‘The Hobbit’. References to ‘The History of the Hobbit’ are given with page numbers, i. e. HH, p. 800.




   




  If you are interested in more discussions of J.R.R. Tolkien's fictional world of Middle-earth, check out Codex Regius' two volumes of ‘Middle-earth seen by the barbarians’ at:




  http://www.xinxii.de 




   




  Other features on Tolkien's works and its film and music interpretations are available on the following website




  http://www.alice-dsl.net/lalaith/M-earth.html 
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The Moon and Durin's Day





  All the cultures on earth are dependent on astronomical lore. Seed and harvest, hunting or mating seasons, wet or dry periods, all the powers that Elvish, Mannish or other civilisations are exposed to are governed by the cycles of Anor and Ithil, the sun and the moon. Since the day when both have first appeared at the sky over Arda, their observers have observed them and devised schedules and calendars to trace and to predict their courses over days, months, years and centuries.




  Keeping those calendars in line with the observations is a sophisticated problem. Men (and Elves) prefer it simple, but nature does not offer simple mathematical relations to the movements of the luminaries of heaven. Cultural bias has an impact: Some observers may prefer a calendar based on the sun which better helps to predict the seed and harvest seasons, others prefer to schedule the moon as it presides over the tides and other powers of nature. In Middle-earth, the troubles were increased by different nations and species using a plethora of local calendars that had to be correlated for the purposes of trade and traffic.




  Information on the calendars of the dwarves is particularly scarce, alas. But Thorin Oakenshield provides us with information that has been often quoted and very controversially discussed since. He indicates that Erebor – and possibly Moria - once used a lunar calendar before the dwarves adopted the then most popular version of a lunisolar calendar: 




  ‘The first day of the dwarves' New Year is as all should know the first day of the last moon of Autumn on the threshold of Winter. We still call it Durin's Day when the last moon of Autumn and the sun are in the sky together.’ (H, III)




  This statement is precise and ambiguous alike. Many commentators have been mystified by the meaning of ‘the threshold of winter’, for instance, as they are all used to the winter season to begin just before Christmas, and yet Tolkien claims that Bilbo Baggins had been back in Beorn's house at Yule, or New Years' Eve, after events had taken place that required weeks to pass from Durin's Day. Was Tolkien incoherent here, as John Rateliff suggests in HH, wavering back and forth between different definitions of Durin's Day, unable to make up his mind?




  Let us begin by discussing the origin of seasons.
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Fig. 1: The origin of seasons acc. to C. Flammarion

        


      


    
 

  




  
The Threshold of Winter





  Contrary to a popular superstition, the seasons are not defined by the distance of the earth from the sun on its elliptic orbit (though its distance, and hence its speed, has an effect on the length of the seasons!). Much more significant is the fact that the axis of the earth is tilted against its orbit.




  




  ‘In close association with the Sun’s annual journey are the seasons, upon the regular sequence of which mankind depend for the various products of the soil essential for the maintenance and enjoyment of life. The revolution of the Earth in her orbit, and the inclination of her axis to her annual path, causing the plane of the equator to be inclined 23½° to that of the ecliptic, are the reasons which account for the succession of the seasons—Spring, Summer, Autumn, and Winter. Owing to the position of the Earth’s axis with regard to her orbit, the Sun appears to travel 23½° north and 23½° south of the equator. When, on June 21, the orb attains his highest northern altitude, we have the summer solstice and the longest days; when, by retracing his steps, he declines 23½° below the equator, at which point he arrives on December 21, we have the winter solstice and the shortest days. Intermediate between those two seasons are spring and autumn. When the Sun, on his journey northward, reaches the equator, we have the vernal equinox, and at this period of the year the days and nights are of equal length all over the globe. In a similar manner, when, on his return journey, the Sun is again on the equator, the autumnal equinox occurs. In summer the North Pole is inclined towards the Sun, consequently his rays fall more direct and impart much more heat to the northern hemisphere than in winter, when the Pole is turned away from the Sun. This difference in the incidence of the solar rays upon the surface of the globe, along with the increased length of the day, mainly accounts for the high temperature of summer as compared with that of winter.




  Astronomically, the seasons commence at the periods of the equinoxes and solstices. Spring begins on March 21, the time of the vernal equinox; summer on June 21, at the summer solstice; autumn on September 22, at the autumnal equinox; and winter on December 21, at the winter solstice.’




  http://www.gutenberg.org/files/28434/28434-h/28434-h.htm#CHAPTER_V
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Fig. 2: Inclination of the Earth

        


      


    
This seems to be plain enough. And yet, those who try to interpret Durin's Day based on this description run into trouble. They overlook that there are a couple of hints in Tolkien's manuscripts that indicate a different distribution of the seasons:

  




  




  

    	

      The day of the solstice is called Midsummer Day in H, and the day before it is midsummer's eve. Why, if according to the source given above the solstice is the beginning, not the middle of summer?


    




    	

      In HIV, it is a couple of days after midsummer, so, in July, yet Bilbo thinks that ‘The summer is getting on down below … and haymaking is going on.’ As if the sun was turning late and not just beginning.


    




    	

      In Mirkwood, which they pass in late July to early August, ‘A few leaves came rustling down to remind them that outside autumn was coming on.’


    




    	

      When Bilbo and the dwarves meet the Elf-king, they notice that ‘on his head was a crown of berries and red leaves, for the autumn was come again.’ This, despite the fact that it is August and at the autumnal equinox, 22 Sep, all of them arrive already at Laketown. Note that 10 August is the official beginning of autumn according to the calendar of Imladris (TC).
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