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FOREWORD [image: ]


As with Mordor, one does not simply walk into a celebration of The Lord of the Rings.

When Polygon’s Middle-earth scholar, Susana Polo, first broached the topic of paying tribute to Peter Jackson’s trilogy on the occasion of The Fellowship of the Ring’s 20th anniversary, we immediately realized there couldn’t be just one story to rule them all. Maybe that worked for Sauron, but it wasn’t right for sizing up the staying power of one of the all-time great movie series.

The stakes were too high. Fans had spent 20 years thinking about The Lord of the Rings, and Jackson, through making-of diaries, Extended Edition special features, and screening Q&As, had told them countless tales from his time in the fantasy-friendly biomes of New Zealand. But as fans ourselves, we wanted any excuse to revel in what looked more and more like a cinematic miracle. We went there in the early 2000s, and we were desperate to go back again. But how?

J.R.R. Tolkien’s rich and intricate world-building could easily go overlooked in a gushing appreciation of the adaptation—so we had to go micro. But The Lord of the Rings is as epic as epics get—so whatever we did had to feel as big as Frodo and the Fellowship’s quest. The answer, forged from the fires of Eregion, was the Year of the Ring, a yearlong commitment to going deep on all things Rings, which would be possible only with time, distance, and a small army of curious folk.

The big question at the heart of every story in this book is “How?” How did Jackson carry the trilogy over a finish line that few could even imagine, let alone see? From the early days of Tolkien’s conception of the saga through Hollywood’s fires of development hell to the endless scroll of fantasy TikTok, there were plenty of times when the Lord of the Rings movies could have gone horribly awry. A nine-figure price tag does not buy a legacy. But Jackson, his essential collaborators, Fran Walsh and Philippa Boyens, and a troupe of actors and crew members who couldn’t have possibly understood what they were really signing up for did the thing. To this day, the Lord of the Rings movies still play in theaters packed with cheering crowds, thanks to thousands of tiny choices.

The Year of the Ring puts those choices—and their modern legacies—under a microscope. Understanding the trilogy on a molecular level required an immense amount of research and reconsideration from Susana (not to mention hundreds of emails to equally sophisticated LOTR buffs, many of whom contributed to this book). If you thought Frodo and Sam had it rough, try curating 52 weeks’ worth of thought-provoking, expectation-inverting writing about one of the 20th century’s best-known pieces of pop culture! Success meant poring through history books, scouring defunct webpages, and not allowing any piece of the trilogy to feel too precious (my precious). Every bit of meat was back on the menu when it came to devouring The Lord of the Rings with new perspective. The results should surprise you. They surprised us.

The Lord of the Rings trilogy changed the lives of those involved and those of the viewers who have come to cherish it. As these stories written and compiled by Susana illustrate, it continues to do so.

Matt Patches, Executive Editor






A LONG-AWAITED BOOK [image: ]


This book began, as many good stories—and many good Tolkien stories—do: humbly, ingenuously, and in a state rather different from the final result. As Tolkien says in his own foreword to the second edition of The Lord of the Rings, “This tale grew in the telling.” And this tale grew from a Zoom meeting in late 2020, when my editor, Matt Patches, and I were tossing ideas around.

We’re both editors on the entertainment team at Polygon.com, which is to say that we were in charge of figuring out how to create entertaining writing about as many aspects of pop entertainment as possible—with the exception of games. (And also, sometimes, games.) On the agenda that day was finding a long-term editorial project for the new year. Ideally, something that would be independent of our usual news cycles of film and television and comic book releases.

This is a bit of a holy grail for folks in our line of work, if I’m allowed to borrow a MacGuffin from a different fantasy tradition. Covering news as it breaks, and entertainment as it gets watched and read and played; that’s groceries. But a feature series? That’s a weekly dinner at a nice restaurant. That’s one night a week you don’t have to open the refrigerator (utilize all the different ways journalists have of discovering news to write about) and figure out how you’re going to make a meal out of this (whatever it is that the entertainment industry, or artists, or fans, or celebrities are or aren’t doing at the moment). It still takes work—nice restaurants don’t pay for themselves—but in the best case it can be more thoughtful and less reactive, and you don’t have to do the dishes after. (I’m not sure what the dishes are in this metaphor; I just hate doing the dishes.)

And if the series is on a subject we know will pique reader interest even though it’s not the new, shiny thing? That’s kind of like making your own new, shiny thing. In 2020, Polygon’s entertainment team had had to do a lot of that, as theatrical releases screeched to a halt, television production shut down, and even the American monthly comics industry ceased production for a stretch. New, shiny things had, in general, been in short supply.

We didn’t know what 2021 would hold. Vaccines, presumably, but movies? New TV? More coronavirus waves? There was one thing we could be certain about: December 2021 would mark the 20th anniversary of the release of The Fellowship of the Ring. It was Matt who asked, speculatively, if we could publish some kind of feature about Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings trilogy every week of 2021.

“Do I think we can come up with 52 things to say about the Lord of the Rings movies?” I remember scoffing. “Uh, yeah.” I can now recognize that this was my “I will take the ring to Mordor” moment, and that maybe I shouldn’t have been sarcastic about it.

This was my quest: I would ensure that, on every Wednesday in 2021, Polygon published a feature related in some way to the trilogy.

I’m fairly confident that no blood was involved in the making of Polygon’s Year of the Ring, but there was certainly sweat and tears. In 2021, I only had two answers to “Hey! How’s it going, Susana?”: Either “Well, I know what we’re doing for Year of the Ring next week” (this meant Oh, pretty normal, can’t complain) or “I don’t know what we’re doing for Year of the Ring next week” (this meant Terrible. End of the world. No light in tunnel, nothing will ever taste sweet again.). But by the time we published the last article on Wednesday, Dec. 29, 2021, it was, as Elijah Wood says as Frodo at Mount Doom, “done.” And while sometimes a post may have gone up on the later end of the work day, none of them missed their Wednesday deadline. And they were all, if I may say so, interesting writing, entertaining writing, edifying writing, or vital writing. And most of the time more than one of those.

And now you get to hold them in your hands! Here you’ll find a year’s worth of features (most essays, some interviews, some lists, some… stranger still) lightly adapted for the wonderfully tactile and noninteractive format of a book. They are mostly the same pieces that were originally published on Polygon as the Year of the Ring project.

Some pieces in the Year of the Ring project just weren’t suitable for the printed page, for a variety of dry reasons. In the cases where we had to drop a Year of the Ring piece, we’ve swapped in another Polygon piece of interesting, entertaining, edifying, or vital writing on Jackson’s movies. All this really means is that when you close the cover on this tome, there’ll still be more waiting for you to read on Polygon.com itself. Including one of my personal favorite pieces, “The Orc-Daddies of Middle-Earth, Ranked,” which had to be cut not because it was too spicy for the good folks at Insight Editions, but because it just really didn’t hit the same without a picture of each orc-daddy in all his glory.

And what will you have read by the time you close the cover of this book? Some of them are pieces I knew I wanted in Year of the Ring from the moment it began, like author and former editor of Star Trek.com Kendra James’ memoir of that unfairly maligned demographic, Legolas fangirls (page 138). Others dropped completely into my lap, like when The Owl House’s Molly Knox Ostertag—whose Sam/Frodo fancomics I’d been appreciating all quarantine—emailed to ask if she could write an illustrated essay on the topic of queerness and The Lord of the Rings (page 202). Some were ideas that were just waiting for the right writer, as when the Reverend Tom Emanuel pitched me something completely different, only to prove a perfect voice to write about how the Jackson trilogy was received by conservative American Christians (page 198). Some were stories I didn’t even know needed to be told until a writer showed up with them, like James Grebey’s profile of Brett Beattie, the actor and stuntman who appears both as Gimli and one of the trilogy’s best-kept secrets (page 42). You’ll also find a piece about the origin of orcs and the history of the “monster race” in fantasy fiction that is entirely unique to this book (page 175). It’s a subject that we never quite got the right pitch for in 2021, creating a gap in the original Year of the Ring project that this book gave me the opportunity to rectify.

The first piece I wrote for the Year of the Ring remains one of my favorites in it. It was the series’ kickoff essay, a pouring-out of my own love for a story that tells the reader that, in hard times, despair is an easy illusion and hope is the difficult and only solution; an idea that had come to feel acutely vital (page 233). It was published confidently, innocently, and optimistically on the morning of January 6, 2021.

So the other things you’ll find within the covers of this book include references to the state of the world in 2021, from the COVID-19 pandemic to pop culture. Netflix’s The Queen’s Gambit was big at the time. Amazon Prime Studios was in production on the first season of The Lord of the Rings: The Rings of Power but had yet to announce the series’ name. Wētā Digital, the New Zealand–based visual-effects company that produced the trilogy’s digital effects, had not yet changed its name to Wētā FX. The Max streaming service was still called HBO Max. X was still called Twitter. By the time you read this, for all I know, it may no longer be called anything.

As Cate Blanchett says as Galadriel in the opening of The Fellowship of the Ring, “The world is changed,” and no doubt it will continue to. I am writing this in 2023. If you’re reading it at any time in 2025, you are as far from the me sitting in my armchair working on this introduction as I am from the me sitting in my desk chair writing and editing the essays in this book.

But that’s why we’re here, isn’t it, you and I? Because no matter how things change, The Lord of the Rings doesn’t seem to reach the limit of its relevance. And more than two decades after the release of Peter Jackson’s The Fellowship of the Ring, it’s safe to say that Jackson and the many, many filmmakers on his team adapted that sublime aspect of Tolkien’s work as well. As Molly Knox Ostertag, in this very book, quotes Italo Calvino, a classic is a work “that has never finished what it has to say.”

As you embark on this journey through everything we had to say about The Lord of the Rings, as Bilbo said at his long-awaited birthday party, “I hope you are all enjoying yourself as much as I am.”
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HOW TO READ THIS BOOK [image: ]


There are multiple ways to read this book. First, obviously, you can read it through front to back. We’ve tried to present the pieces in a satisfying way, grouped by various themes. You can also read it in whatever order you want—each piece is written to stand on its own.

And there’s another way. A slower, more methodical way, that just might make you see The Lord of the Rings in an entirely new light.

We originally named this project the “Year of the Ring” because it was a feature column that came out every week of the 20th-anniversary year of The Fellowship of the Ring. But that presented a new puzzle when it came time to put it all in a book: If a book’s cover says Year of the Ring, what does that imply about its pages? The anniversaries of the films are long gone now, and a book, unlike a column in a periodical, doesn’t get parceled out over a year.

We’d already found a title that fit a concept. Now we’d have to fit the concept to the title. We were aided by one of the nerdier hobbies I’ve ever had, one that in part inspired the Year of the Ring in the first place.


ON THIS DAY IN THE LORD OF THE RINGS…

I used to run @OnThisDayinLOTR, a deliciously pedantic Lord of the Rings–themed Twitter account that tweeted the events of J.R.R. Tolkien’s fantasy saga on the calendar dates on which they occurred. This was an act made possible by the blessed, superlative pedantry of Tolkien himself, who once revised several chapters of his epic because he realized he’d gotten the phases of the moon wrong.

In the second appendix of The Return of the King, the Professor provided a 3,000-year-plus timeline that detailed events relating to Frodo’s quest and the War of the Ring. His dates were based on the Shire calendar, which is roughly analogous to ours.

Combine that with a careful reading of the text of The Lord of the Rings, and it’s not difficult at all to pinpoint even minor moments, like the day that Pippin drops his elven brooch for Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli to find or when Aragorn and the hobbits spend a night sleeping under the petrified remains of the trolls that nearly ate Bilbo in The Hobbit.

Needless to say, I did that careful reading. Then I fed all my work into a Google calendar file and started tweeting the events on their days, accompanied by appropriate screencaps from Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings movies—because I knew from my professional life that tweets get more engagement when they have images.

I first wrote about what running @OnThisDayinLOTR had taught me about The Lord of the Rings for Polygon in 2020. In 2021, I repurposed that piece, with more pandemic-related insight, for the Year of the Ring. And here I am in 2023, repurposing it again for the structure of the book you hold in your hands.




YOU CAN READ THIS BOOK LIKE A LORD OF THE RINGS CALENDAR

Because we’ve structured it like one.

Our starting point is September, the month of Frodo and Bilbo’s birthday, and the month Frodo leaves Bag End to hike out to Rivendell to deliver a magic artifact into safe hands and visit with his uncle, who had scandalously absconded there 17 years previously. Then October, when the Hobbits reach Rivendell and the Council of Elrond occurs. In November we hit our first story lull, when the Fellowship is resting and waiting before setting out on their quest, and you’ll find our first themed months, before the story picks back up again for the winter and spring, and then slows back down to The Lord of the Ring’s lazy late spring and summer months, where we’ve stashed lots more pieces that don’t directly relate to specific events of the War of the Ring.

So, if you’re so inclined, you can read The Year of the Ring along with your year and then some, as the story of The Lord of the Rings laps itself for a second September, October, and November. And you can follow along with the events of The Lord of the Rings using the timeline running through the book which will teach you a lot of unforgettable details about The Lord of the Rings.

For example, did you know that about two-thirds of the plot happens in March? The Fellowship splits up on February 26, and the Ring is destroyed a mere four weeks later on March 25. (Not coincidentally, March is one of the largest sections of this book.)

We all know that Gandalf died while defeating the Balrog, but did you know that between the beginning of their battle on the Bridge of Khazad-dûm and its end on the peak of Zirakzigil, they fought for ten days straight?

There are only two exact time stamps in The Lord of the Rings: the beginning of the Battle of Helm’s Deep at midnight on March 3, and the moment Frodo wakes up in Rivendell on Oct. 24 at 10 a.m..

Don’t be confused by the Entmoot beginning on Feb. 30—that’s not a typo.

In the Shire calendar, all 12 months of the year have 30 days, which Hobbits round out to a full 365 with the celebration of two Yuledays at the new year and three midsummer days (a holiday period called Lithe) between the months of June (Forelithe) and July (Afterlithe). Or, translated from the Middle-earthen language of Westron, the months of “Before holiday” and “After holiday.” In leap years, a fourth day is added to Lithe, the absolutely perfectly named holiday of Overlithe.

Hobbits observe Yuledays and Lithedays by partying—the Old Took would invite Gandalf himself to do the fireworks—sleeping, and doing absolutely nothing. Yuledays and Lithedays do not belong to their neighboring months, and they are not numbered (there is no Lithe 1, Lithe 2, etc.). They also do not have any days of the week assigned to them. They are a perfect limbo of disregarding responsibilities, a time out of time reserved specifically for doing whatever you want.

The liberation of these holidays from weekday designation makes for the most fantastic innovation of the Hobbit calendar: Every calendar date falls on the same weekday every year. Bilbo and Frodo’s Sept. 22 birthday is on a Thursday, and it is always on a Thursday. Incidentally, the One Ring was destroyed on a Sunday.




BUT I DIGRESS

@OnThisDayinLOTR is not the only social media account to post the events of The Lord of the Rings on their calendar dates. But was mine, and it taught me a lot—not just about the milestones of Middle-earth, but about how a big, fantastic story can resonate with many people in little, beautifully mundane ways.

Every year, I would watch people cry when Boromir died, rejoice when Éowyn tore off her helmet, and jeer when Denethor bit the dust. Inevitably, someone would reply with “Fool of a Took!” when Pippin dropped the stone in the well, and with “Fly, you fools!” when Gandalf fell. (And someone would always attempt to “correct” me when I said that Gandalf solved the riddle of the Moria door, even though that is what actually happens in the book and it was altered for the movie.) When I would tweet that Frodo and Sam were leaving the road to travel overland in the final fever-dream stretch to Mount Doom, someone would always tweet encouragement, or talk about how their thesis was nearly done, or just reply, “Mood.”

On March 25, 2020, at the end of a month in which life had seemed to grow more uncertain by the hour, the Ring was still destroyed. My followers replied, “So happy for some good news!” or “I really wish someone would destroy the ring in real life.” People responded with GIFs of Elijah Wood’s bedraggled Frodo gasping out, “It’s done!” Things were, shall we say, not done. But in that month, and those to come, communing with the familiar beats of The Lord of the Rings gave us all succor in our wanhope and distress, to borrow a phrase from the Professor.

Tolkien’s opus is a story of small people beset by massive events. And there’s something deeply appropriate in how the writer’s attention to detail—even to the level of inventing a whole calendar system—allows readers to maintain that connection between the epic events of his story and the events of their lives.




THERE AND BACK AGAIN

    I quietly stopped scheduling tweets from @OnThisDayinLOTR in 2022 because I had seriously fallen out of love with Twitter (if indeed I had ever been in love with it in the first place). Since the story was reaching its natural November conclusion anyway, I decided that “After the Ring: The Battle of Bywater. Saruman is slain. This marks the end of the War of the Ring.” would be the final calendar tweet of @OnThisDayinLOTR. The account began as a way to immerse myself in one of my favorite stories, evolved into a way that I immersed myself in other readers’ connections to one of my favorite stories, then became a part of a yearlong professional project of immersing myself in Peter Jackson’s unsurpassed adaptation of that story. And now, it’s the structural foundation of the object you currently hold in your hands. I hope you dash through these pages, enjoying all the good work I, my coworkers, and our contributors did to celebrate Tolkien and the Lord of the Rings movies. But I hope that later, you return and make the long journey in Middle-earth part of your journey as well.
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THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE RING REDEFINED MOVIE MAGIC WITH A SINGLE LINE

DO JUST A LITTLE, AND YOU CAN TRUST TOLKIEN TO DO A LOT

[image: ]

Susana Polo

There are countless iconic lines from Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings trilogy, but “You shall not pass” sits at the apex of the mountain (of Doom). Ian McKellen’s line reading is oft quoted in doorways, by annoying siblings, or simply when holding a big stick. It’s been parodied innumerable times. More than any other, it is the Gandalf line.

Just as Leonard Nimoy with “Live long and prosper,” and Mark Hamill with “May the force be with you,” McKellen has absorbed “You shall not pass!” as his public catchphrase. Go ahead and google the videos—the august monarch of the stage seems to revel in the delight it produces when he cheekily tells a group of starstruck students that if they don’t study properly for their upcoming exams, then… well, you can guess. It’s delightful.

But there is another Gandalf line, one that has all the might of “You shall not pass!” and more. It’s a display of the Grey Wizard’s uncanny power, it’s a moment for McKellen to flex his skills, and it’s a point of high tension for the audience. It’s Gandalf at his most puissant, and his most human. And deep inside of the line is the key to how Philippa Boyens, Peter Jackson, and Fran Walsh succeeded at adapting J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings.


THE AFFAIRS OF WIZARDS

The line in question is delivered early in The Fellowship of the Ring, before the adventure has even really begun. Bilbo has just returned from his surprise party disappearance, and he and Gandalf are discussing his old ring, with the wizard very much in favor of Bilbo leaving it behind for his nephew. Bilbo had planned to do that all along, but here in the moment, he abruptly changes his mind. Gandalf’s pushing only agitates him until he finally makes a low accusation: Gandalf simply wants the ring for himself.

This produces an immediate change in the kindly old wizard, as he bellows Bilbo’s full name at him. The room darkens, a wind whips up out of nowhere, Gandalf’s voice grows sepulchrally deep as he calls out a warning:


“Do not take me for a conjuror of cheap tricks!”



Which is ironic, because this is the first time a new audience is shown that Gandalf is something other than a conjuror of cheap tricks. The scene isn’t the first time we see magic in the contemporaneous (i.e., not a flashback) Fellowship setting—Bilbo popped the Ring on only a few minutes earlier—but it is the first time we see magic being scary. Before a single Black Rider has set foot in the Shire, Gandalf transforms into a monster.

This back-and-forth ends with Gandalf at his most human, which is kind of the point. A line after the “conjuror” bit, the old wizard gives Bilbo a kindly “I’m trying to help you” and a hug, patting his hair in the manner of a family member or intimate friend. This is the duality of Gandalf—everything you need to know about his character over all three movies, delivered in about 15 seconds.

It’s also one of the most literally translated moments in Jackson’s Lord of the Rings trilogy. First, as in the movie, Bilbo provokes Gandalf by implying that he desires the Ring. “But you won’t get it. I won’t give my precious away, I tell you!” he cries, and Tolkien writes in The Fellowship of the Ring, “His hand strayed to the hilt of his small sword.”


Gandalf’s eyes flashed. “It will be my turn to get angry soon,” he said. “If you say that again, I shall. Then you will see Gandalf the Grey uncloaked.” He took a step towards the hobbit, and he seemed to grow tall and menacing; his shadow filled the little room.

Bilbo backed away to the wall, breathing hard, his hand clutching at his pocket. They stood for a while facing one another, and the air of the room tingled. Gandalf’s eyes remained bent on the hobbit. Slowly his hands relaxed, and he began to tremble.

“I don’t know what has come over you, Gandalf,” he said. “You have never been like this before. What is it all about? It is mine isn’t it? I found it, and Gollum would have killed me, if I hadn’t kept it. I’m not a thief, whatever he said.”

“I have never called you one,” Gandalf answered. “And I am not one either. I am not trying to rob you, but to help you. I wish you would trust me, as you used.” He turned away, and the shadow passed. He seemed to dwindle again to an old grey man, bent and troubled.



But what’s really remarkable about this tiny moment is how brilliantly Jackson brings a rather odd glimpse of Gandalf’s power to life—and how little he decided to push it to do so.




SUBTLE AND QUICK TO ANGER

The effect is actually quite simple. Jackson doesn’t even push-pull on the lens. The lighting dips, the sound of creaking timbers is added to the audio, Howard Shore’s score plays some uneasy strings. A fan flutters the candles and Bilbo’s jacket. The rest is all on Sir Ian McKellen.

He drops his voice into his chest and doesn’t even really raise his volume, aside from the first surprising bellow of “Bilbo Baggins!” He draws his shoulders back and lets his arms hang, lengthening his silhouette—growing taller-seeming without actually growing taller. He lets his sleeves fall over his hands, emphasizing his face and beard as the brightest objects in frame. His mouth hangs open at the end of the sentence, as if his body is merely a puppet for the being within it, or as an old man who has just given a great exertion.

There’s no obvious green screen effect that enlarges Gandalf against the frame of Bag End. There’s no detectable filter on McKellen’s voice. There’s no flare of wind and polar-reversed color on him as for Galadriel—even though Tolkien describes her turn in remarkably similar language:


She lifted up her hand and from the ring that she wore there issued a great light that illumined her alone and left all else dark. She stood before Frodo seeming now tall beyond measurement, and beautiful beyond enduring, terrible and worshipful. Then she let her hand fall, and the light faded, and suddenly she laughed again, and lo! she was shrunken: a slender elf-woman, clad in simple white, whose gentle voice was soft and sad.



The scene does a lot with a little, which was exactly Tolkien’s approach.




MAGIC AND MEDDLING

Our idea of what magic looks like has (like all cinema) evolved from live theater. And in this case, from theatrical effects and the misdirecting aesthetic of stage magicians. Which is how Fellowship introduces Gandalf, with his fireworks that amuse young and old hobbits alike—a conjuror of cheap tricks!

Tolkien was trying to do something decidedly different. The magic wasn’t the point, in the way it would have been if Frodo had been a student at a wizard boarding school, or a surgeon-turned-superhero, or if he was the creation of a group of friends rolling dice to explore a dungeon.

And so, in Middle-earth the flashy stuff—making things go bang and disappear in a puff of smoke, colorful costumes, light shows—that wasn’t real magic. The real magic was rare and subtle and strange.

It makes perfect storytelling sense that Boyens, Jackson, and Walsh would leap on this particular moment to include nearly verbatim in the movie. It’s a transitional point in the script. Our homey hobbit characters are about to connect with the dark history of Fellowship’s opening battle scene, and that transition will only work if the audience can viscerally feel that these small creatures are on the edge of something far more dangerous and strange than they thought.

The screenwriters’ brilliance is creating a moment that also does the extremely vital task of establishing what “real magic” looks like in Middle-earth and puts it in direct contrast to flashy “cheap tricks.”

Boyens, Jackson, Walsh would have known that their audience had a learned visual shorthand for cinematic magic, and there’s nothing bad or good about that shorthand. Film is a world in which what you see and hear is the only thing you get. Tolkien’s medium of prose allowed him to describe magic by how it feels, and that’s exactly what he did. Gandalf “seemed to grow tall and menacing,” Galadriel “stood before Frodo seeming now tall beyond measurement.”

By finding a way to visualize those feelings, and resisting the urge to do any more, Boyens, Jackson, and Walsh made “Do not take me for a conjuror of cheap tricks!” into a statement of purpose. One that went on to serve throughout the trilogy, from the smallest details of costumes to the biggest excesses of computer-generated effects.

The Lord of the Rings films believed in the power of Tolkien’s aesthetic to not only communicate his ideas, but to enthrall an audience. It’s a show of confidence, not only in the adaptation itself, but also in the material its sourced from.

In other words, Boyens, Jackson, and Walsh believed in the magic.
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Sir Ian McKellen at the after-show party of the world premiere of The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring



If you want to read more about…


	Gandalf, turn to page 96—“The Truth About Gandalf” (March)

	Tolkien’s best writing that actually made it into the movie, turn to page 146—“The Best Easter Eggs in The Lord of the Rings Movies Are in the Dialogue” (June)
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TOM BOMBADIL IS THE STAN LEE OF THE LORD OF THE RINGS


HEAR ME OUT!
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Susana Polo

There are two kinds of Lord of the Rings book fans: the ones who despise Tom Bombadil, hands down the weirdest character in the trilogy, and the ones who have memorized every word of his silly rhyming songs.

Then there are Lord of the Rings movie fans, who may know nothing of the character, as Philippa Boyens, Peter Jackson, and Fran Walsh couldn’t find room for him in their three-picture adaptation—even in the Extended Editions. Anyone who hasn’t read the books has likely encountered Bombadil discourse, but may have never fully understood how one character can inspire such strong emotions.

I have an answer for movie fans. An answer that might even turn some Bombadil skeptics into Bombadil boosters.

Tom Bombadil is the Stan Lee cameo of The Lord of the Rings.


WHO IS TOM BOMBADIL, REALLY?

Multimedia LOTR buffs know Tom Bombadil as one of the most famous omissions that the movie trilogy makes from J.R.R. Tolkien’s books. (He’s also a particular favorite of famous Tolkien nerd Stephen Colbert.)I

But to elaborate for the viewer’s sake, Tom Bombadil marks a strange three-chapter digression early in the pages of The Fellowship of the Ring. Frodo, Sam, Merry, and Pippin take a shortcut through the Old Forest on the border of the Shire, only to be mesmerized and nearly drowned by an intelligent and malicious tree known as Old Man Willow. They are rescued by a cheerful, bearded man “too large and heavy for a hobbit, if not quite tall enough for one of the Big People,” wearing a blue coat, yellow boots, and a hat with a feather in it. He constantly spouts almost nonsensical rhyming couplets.


There was a sudden deep silence, in which Frodo could hear his heart beating. After a long slow moment he heard plain, but far away, as if it was coming down through the ground or through thick walls, an answering voice singing:

Old Tom Bombadil is a merry fellow,

Bright blue his jacket is, and his boots are yellow,

None has ever caught him yet, for Tom, he is the master:

His songs are stronger songs, and his feet are faster.



This is Tom Bombadil, “Tom Bom, jolly Tom, Tom Bombadillo!” who whisks them off to his wholesome home to meet his beautiful wife, Goldberry, the “River-woman’s daughter.” And in addition to not being a man or a hobbit or a dwarf or a wizard, Tom has weird powers. A chapter later, he rescues the hobbits from a terrifying undead creature, the Barrow-wight, simply by commanding it. He can speak to plants and animals (his pony’s name is Fatty Lumpkin). Weirdest of all, he can put on the Ring of Power without turning invisible or being tempted by it.

Readers have attempted for decades to puzzle out a place for Tom Bombadil in the larger Middle-earth myth, suggesting that he is secretly one of Middle-earth’s gods, or demigods. Venerable fansite The Tolkien Sarcasm Page still hosts a (humorous) theory that he is the Witch-king of Angmar on vacation. Even readers who like Tom Bombadil must admit that he raises questions. Where the hell did this guy come from?




HERE’S WHERE TOM BOMBADIL CAME FROM

For most of his life, Tolkien picked away at what he saw as his ultimate creative work, The Silmarillion. When finished, he wanted the book to be an intricate collection of serious heroic myth intended to evoke wonder and emotion in adults. But in the meantime, he was in the habit of making up stories for his children, the most famous of which became The Hobbit itself.

But there was more than just The Hobbit. Around 1925, Tolkien wrote a novella, Roverandom, to console one of his sons, who had lost his toy dog on a family vacation. Tom Bombadil also began life as a story inspired by a household toy. After one of his sons’ dolls—kitted out with a feathered hat—was rescued from a severe toilet dunking at the hands of its owner’s brother, Tolkien wrote a poem, “The Adventures of Tom Bombadil,” that laid out in detail how Tom met Goldberry, daughter of the river, escaped Old Man Willow, and encountered a Barrow-wight.

After the success of The Hobbit, Tolkien’s publisher was very interested in another book about hobbits for children, and the author mused on this for about a week before he wrote his first attempt at the first chapter of the sequel, about Bilbo Baggins having a big birthday party just before leaving on a new adventure.

The Hobbit is a very episodic tale, likely due to its origins as a bedtime story conceived by a hardworking father. Bilbo encounters trolls, goblins, wargs, elf kings, and even Beorn the skin-changer, and passes them by within a chapter or two. There’s no real attempt to weave them into detailed system of world-building. And you can see the remnants of Tolkien trying to replicate that format in the opening chapters of The Lord of the Rings, as he peppers the story with strange and relatively unconnected adventures.

A Black Rider appears to menace Odo, Frodo, and Bilbo’s nephew, Bingo Baggins—who Tolkien had quickly decided would be the new hero of the story—but they were rescued by a friendly farmer. Then they met some elves, and it was only at this point that Tolkien seized on the idea that the ring had been made by “the Necromancer,” a villain vaguely alluded to in the pages of The Hobbit who never actually became involved in the plot. The Black Riders were looking for the ring, and Bingo’s job was to take it to Mordor and destroy it.

The ringbearer’s name was still Bingo when Tolkien inserted Old Man Willow, Tom Bombadil, and the Barrow-wight into the narrative. He had not yet even conceived of characters like Aragorn and Faramir, or even why the Necromancer wanted the ring so badly. It was only as he got Bingo and his cousins to Rivendell that Tolkien came up with the origins of the Ring Quest, upgraded the Necromancer to Sauron, and realized this sequel could be a vehicle for his dreams of writing a grand and heroic romantic epic. The Hobbit, the popular children’s story he’d penned, could be set in the same world as The Silmarillion, but after its principal events.

To understand Tom Bombadil is to understand that Tolkien wrote the first seven or eight chapters of what would become The Fellowship of the Ring as if it were The Hobbit 2, a cheerful, simple sequel of adventure, suspense, and gentle asides to its intended audience: children.




WHICH BRINGS ME TO STAN LEE

Stan Lee is a real comics creator and fictional character who has appeared in nearly two dozen Marvel Cinematic Universe movies. In the films, he appears seemingly without any regard for the continuity of time, space, or the average human lifetime: as a librarian in modern-day New York, a general in WWII, or an astronaut lost in outer space. In playful attempts to make his appearances fit with the rest of Marvel mythology, fans have suggested that he is an immortal, has supernatural powers, or might even be one of Marvel’s fabled Watchers, an alien race charged with observing the totality of space and time.

The biggest complaint that Bombadil detractors have about Tom is that he does not feel coherent with the rest of Tolkien’s mythology. Tolkien connects almost all of the elements of the early Fellowship chapters to his larger mythology with later additions—the Barrow-wight encounter is even instrumental to Éowyn’s slaying of the Witch-king.

But there is nothing else in The Lord of the Rings like Tom Bombadil. He has weird powers without explanation, and he is completely, as he and Gandalf both aver, unconcerned and unconnected with the fate of the Ring. But that all makes sense if you think of Tom Bombadil as a cameo.

The modern audience understands that Stan Lee is a real person whose accomplishments make him worthy of inclusion in every movie or TV show based on a Marvel property. He is a reference that everyone is familiar with. And to Tolkien’s children, the intended audience for The Hobbit, Tom Bombadil is a reference that everyone is familiar with.

In another way, Tom Bombadil actually makes The Lord of the Rings more like a real-world mythological system than not. Our understanding of ancient mythology is replete with strange additions, like Athena being birthed fully formed from the head of Zeus, that many academics believe is due to those stories being adopted from other mythologies—the Mesopotamian goddess Inanna making a cameo in the Greek Cinematic Universe by another name. Tolkien’s favorite mythological system of all, Norse sagas, are also full of references that we may never know the origins of, due to the incomplete and, in some cases, biased textual record of living oral traditions.

And this is why it’s entirely reasonable that Boyens, Jackson, and Walsh declined to include Tom Bombadil in their movies. The cameo didn’t make sense anymore because the reference had become the kind of thing you have to read a whole biography of J.R.R. Tolkien to tease out.

So who is right? The Bombadil haters or the Bombadil lovers? It all might come down to how you feel about Stan Lee cameos.

If you want to read more about…


	How Tolkien wrote LOTR, turn to page 175—“The Lord of the Rings Movies Declined to Address Tolkien’s Greatest Failure” (July)

	What Jackson & Co. left out from the books, turn to page 228—“The Return of the King Needed One More Ending” (Second December)
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I. When author Neil Gaiman expressed a dislike for Tom during a 2009 episode of The Colbert Report, Colbert responded with umbrage—“What do you have against Tom Bombadil?”—and an off-the-cuff recitation of Bombadil’s dialogue, striking Gaiman momentarily speechless.
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THE FIRST NOTE IN THE LORD OF THE RINGS HAS AN ANCIENT HISTORY

COMPOSER HOWARD SHORE FOUND A SOUND WORTHY OF GALADRIEL

[image: ]

Rebecca Long

The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring opens with a monologue. Galadriel, the elven queen, details the history of Middle-earth, the dangers of mythmaking, and the things that should not have been forgotten, but were.

The film also begins with a sound.

Just before a choir sings “Footsteps of Doom” in J.R.R. Tolkien’s fictional language of Sindarin, and Cate Blanchett launches into her narration, viewers hear an ominous drone. The dissonant rumble comes from a monochord, played by the late multi-instrumentalist and composer Sonia Slany. In the first measure of Howard Shore’s score, this obscure instrument sets the emotional tone for the trilogy, and the literal tone for the nearly 11 hours of music that follow.

For thousands of years, the monochord has been used for tuning, science, and healing. And like the One Ring, it represents bygone knowledge from our distant past that’s almost, but not quite, lost. The age and history of the instrument make it a fit to open Peter Jackson’s Fellowship, but the first scene nearly looked—and sounded—very different.

“The prologue sequence proved a rather tough nut to crack,” says musicologist Doug Adams, author of The Music of the Lord of the Rings Films, who was chosen by Shore to document the creation of the soundtrack. Early on, the filmmakers developed a number of different openings for which Shore composed original music. Adams describes one opening that threw viewers into the story right away with no narration, accompanied by a more traditional composition (akin to, but not exactly the same as, the first track of the condensed soundtrack released in 2001 alongside Fellowship). Another iteration, which can be heard on The Lord of the Rings: The Rarities Archive, a companion CD to Adams’ book, prominently featured the “Realm of Gondor” theme, used in the final films when the armies of men and elves first marched against Mordor. In fact, the leitmotif was originally intended to “be all over the place” in Fellowship, but was reworked into the main theme of The Return of the King.


“Much that once was is lost, for none now live who remember it.”



When the filmmakers eventually settled on the narrated introduction viewers have come to know and love, multiple actors were considered to voice the prologue. Adams recalls Ian McKellen and Elijah Wood taking stabs at the monologue, and at least a consideration of Christopher Lee reading the text as Saruman. Blanchett eventually took center stage as Galadriel, and with her, new music.


[image: Image]
Sonia Slany standing by her monochord



Shore’s overarching aim was to create a score that sounded like it “was discovered, rather than written,” says Adams, and the first track was pivotal in writing that sonic narrative. Although he signed on to score the Lord of the Rings movies in part because of his own personal relationship to the story (the composer was in the jazz-rock fusion band Lighthouse in the ’60s and ’70s and read The Lord of the Rings on the tour bus), he was also drawn to the project because of the unique completeness of Peter Jackson and his collaborators’ translation of Tolkien’s world. The fully realized cultures, languages, and lore spurred Shore’s desire to craft a soundtrack that not only “commented on the story,” but also felt diegetic, Adams says—“like music that the characters could have heard in their own world,” reflecting different eras, regions, and cultures of Middle-earth.

To achieve the “element of antiquity,” Shore sought out ancient sounds and instruments from around the world, including the Indian sarangi, the Iranian ney, the hurdy-gurdy, and the monochord. Their sounds can be heard most prominently in scenes set at Lothlórien, while the Rivendell elves were accompanied by a more conventional orchestral arrangement of arpeggiated figures, low strings, and chimes. Shore deviated from Western instrumentation to reflect the mysteriousness of the woodland elves—one of the oldest cultures of Middle-earth. “Rivendell is about learning and knowledge, but this is different,” Shore is quoted as saying in The Music of “The Lord of the Rings” Films. “The Lothlórien music stretches into sustained, arrhythmic shapes that sound neither dangerous nor comforting, but create a sense of unanswered anticipation.” When Galadriel was chosen to narrate the prologue, the accompaniment changed to weave in the music of Lothlórien, including her signature sound: the monochord.


[image: Image]
“The Lord of the Rings in Concert” at the David H. Koch Theater, April 7, 2015



Shore was particularly drawn to the instrument for its age. Monochord literally means “one string,” and as Dr. Rich Walter, curator at the Musical Instrument Museum, points out, the noise made by a vibrating string is “about as ancient a musical sound as we have” aside from the thumping of a drum. Formally invented around 300 BCE with origins extending into prehistory, the monochord classically consisted of one wire stretched out across a hollow wooden body. The original version was used as an experimental device to study tuning and harmonic principles, not for music-making. While it’s not exactly clear who developed the monochord, evidence suggests the Greek mathematician Euclid designed it. However, Pythagoras often gets the credit for reinventing the instrument to explore the relationship between ratios of string length and musical intervals. From his studies, he developed mystical concepts like the music of the spheres—the hypothesis that the planets in our solar system all emit their own unique celestial hum based on their orbit—as well as core tenets of music theory. The monochord was later employed in the mid-medieval period by Guido of Arezzo, the Italian monk and music scholar who invented modern staff notation.

Countless other philosophers and mathematicians made use of the apparatus in attempts to uncover truths about the cosmos, numbers, and sound. Dr. William O’Hara, Aassistant professor of music theory at Gettysburg College, tells Polygon that “the monochord represents a kind of origin story for Western music.” Much like Galadriel’s introduction to Middle-earth, the time period in which alchemists relied on the monochord to uncover mysteries about the universe was a prologue to modern music theory and the invention of instruments like the harpsichord. O’Hara remarks that the iconic device has taken on a mythic status among contemporary musicians and scholars, who view the monochord as a symbol of perfect sound and “ancient, lost musical knowledge.”

Today, the traditional one-stringed instrument is used mostly for demonstration purposes. “Contemporary monochordists,” says O’Hara, “almost universally use many-stringed instruments” like the 50-stringed monochord Sonia Slany played for Howard’s The Lord of the Rings score. The resulting sound of the many-stringed version, with strings all tuned to the same pitch (which Walter comments could be more accurately described as a “polychord”), is what Adams describes in his book as a “faint metallic slithering” similar to the noise made by the Indian tanpura, which can also be heard in the Rings trilogy. When you play a few strings on the monochord, O’Hara explains, the rest move too, in a phenomenon called sympathetic vibration. But due to natural human error, subtle differences from wire to wire create resonant oscillations, forming a unique sonic landscape. Whether caused by gongs, bells, or strings, two or more sounds that are almost but not exactly identical are “more vibrant, more exciting, and more alive than if they were exactly the same,” muses Walter. “That’s when some weird stuff happens.”

Finding a player for such an uncommon instrument was never a certainty for The Lord of the Rings production, and although Shore wanted it, the monochord was marked “optional” in the score. Orchestra contractor Isobel Griffiths was responsible for finding musicians for the unusual instruments Shore hoped to use, and Slany was already on her radar for her principal instrument, the violin. Slany also played the monochord in both musical and therapeutic settings, and ended up being the perfect fit. According to Paul Clarvis, Slany’s husband and an accomplished musician himself, she had read J.R.R. Tolkien’s famous trilogy years prior to lending her monochord to the films’ soundtrack, and felt the story “evoked a very calm sound world.” Adams attests that Slany, who passed away in January 2021 after a long illness, “was a real blessing” for the movies.

In 2000, the Independent spoke with Slany about her monochord, a sound-bed variation developed by German Swiss music therapist Dr. Joachim Marz in the 1980s. At the time of the interview, the instrument, consisting of a seven-foot-by-four-foot wooden table with a barrel-shaped belly underneath, lined by 50 wires, was one of only four such monochords in England. To use O’Hara’s words, it looks like something “straight out of Middle-earth.” Clarvis explains that Slany commissioned the instrument to be built after studying sound therapy in her early 20s. In therapy sessions, a person would lie on the wooden board, absorbing the sound bath, while she plucked and strummed the strings below. In recording sessions for The Fellowship of the Rings’ opening track, a microphone took the person’s place as Slany played F natural and C natural.

Andrew Barclay, principal percussionist for the London Philharmonic Orchestra (LPO), who has been in the ensemble for over 25 years and performed for the Rings recordings, remembers that Slany, along with the other musicians who played unusual instruments, typically recorded separately from the main orchestra. This was because of booth space, but also for audio separation. Instruments like the monochord can be unpredictable—they may not produce the sound composers expect, or they may be hard to hear over the rest of the orchestra. Barclay says The Lord of the Rings was and remains the LPO’s biggest undertaking by far, taking several years to complete, with countless niche instruments included.

Although Slany didn’t use her monochord all that frequently for soundtrack recordings, chances are you’ve heard her violin playing before. Clarvis shared an extract from her funeral service detailing her career highlights: She toured and recorded with artists including the Cranberries, Björk, and Radiohead. Her solos can be heard in James Bond movies and in the original Hunger Games trilogy of films. She even played alongside the London Symphony Orchestra during the 2012 London Olympic Games. However, like many violinists, Clarvis says, “she had a complicated relationship with her instrument.” But “not so with the monochord,” which was personal and dear to her.

Her kinship with the instrument is apparent in the opening thunder of Fellowship’s soundtrack. The monochord appears easy to play—with all the strings tuned to one or two notes, there are no chords to worry about, and they can simply be improvisationally strummed to create a hypnotic wash of noise. But as Walter wisely says, “There’s no such thing as an instrument so simple that it can’t be played really, really well.” Slany played the monochord really, really well. And its droning and mystique successfully set the emotional pace for a film about forgotten history, above all else. In the monochord’s hazy humming, Shore found a sound to evoke things that were, things that are, and things that have not yet come to pass in the land of Middle-earth.

If you want to read more about…


	The secret talents that made Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings into a masterpiece, turn to page 110—“The Jeweler Who Forged Lord of the Rings’ One Ring never got to see it in film” (March)

	Or page 42—“Gimli’s Uncredited Body Double Put in the Work, and He Has the Tattoo to Prove It” (October)
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Bombadil’s house, only to be
taken by the Barrow-wight.

n Bree, asking for a Mr. Baggins.

‘The hobbits leave the Shire, enter the OId Forest, are
menaced by Old Man Willow and come under the
protection of Tom Bombadil.

SEPTEMBER 25 SEPTEMBER 27

Frodo, Sam, and Pippin escape from Black Riders, aer In the house of Tom Bombadil, Frodo
which Farmer Maggot helps them find their way back to puts on the ring for the first tme.

the road. After meeting up with Merry, the hobbits cross

Buckleberry Ferry and arrive in Crickhollow.






