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Greetings, and welcome to our 2022 Autumn 

newsletter! This edition is a milestone, as it  

marks TWENTY issues of  Edge of  the 

Wild, and we‘re celebrating in a BIG way! 

Over the last six years, we‘ve found that 

sometimes our research into a given topic 

fails to find a home in the published pages, 

and since most Tolkien ‗reenactors‘ focus on 

the events of  the late Third Age, pieces that 

deal with other periods often wind up lan-

guishing in limbo. In this issue, we‘ve col-

lected TWO issues‘ worth of  writing on a 

wide variety of  topics, all tied to the rarely-

explored SECOND AGE. We realize that 

while we may not have the financial capaci-

ties of  certain creators, we can share our vi-

sion for what a true text-accurate depiction 

of  this period  would look like. We hope you 

enjoy reading, and maybe even learn some-

thing in the following pages! 

-A. Hollis 
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―...with the Shoreless Sea of  his innumerable 
ancestors to the West, and the endless lands (out of  

which enemies mostly come) to the East….his heart 
may remember, even if  he has been cut off  from all 

oral tradition, the rumour all along the coasts 
of  the Men out of  the Sea.‖  

- Letters, No. 163 

 

―The legends of  Númenórë are...based...on a 
special personal concern with this tradition of  the 

culture-bearing men of  the Sea, which so profoundly 
affected the imagination of  peoples of 

Europe with westward shores.‖  

—Letters, No. 227 
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   here‘s no doubt that horses 
  were prized throughout Arda, but 
  a handful of  notes left to us by the 
  Professor gives us a deliberate, if  
   sparing, depiction of  the especial 
adoration that the Númenóreans had for them, 
being peculiar to their peaceable and advanced 
island nation.  

Equestrianism in Númenór was egalitarian, as 
―all journeyed from place to place on horse-
back; for in riding … both men and women, 
took delight and all the people of  the land 
loved horses, treating them honourably and 
housing them nobly‖ (1). Equestrian societies 
throughout known history, because of  their ties 
to property ownership, governance, and war-
fare, tend to be either dominated by, or strictly 
the domain of, men. That women are here writ-
ten as participatory equals points to a society 
where women (at least in this arena) are signifi-
cant stakeholders.  

Even more unorthodox is that in their own 
lands, though the Númenóreans clearly had 
many horses ―they did not use them in 
war‖ (2)! Two reasons are given for this, the 
first being that ―all their wars were overseas,‖ so 
as a land at peace they had no need to use hors-
es in wars that were not being fought. And sec-
ondly, that their soldiers were—being 
Númenórean— ―of  great stature and strength,‖ 
who bore ―heavy armour and weapons.‖ In 
conflict abroad, horses saw only a limited role, 
being ―used only by couriers, and by bodies of  
light-armed archers (often not of  Númenórean 

race)‖ (3). This would seem to indicate an em-
phasis placed on infantry, with mounts for their 
auxiliaries raised locally, for they ―acquired and 
bred horses‖ in their settlements on the shores 
of  Middle-earth, eliminating any real need to 
ship them overseas for such actions.  

Keeping and breeding horses is an expensive 
endeavor, if  not monetarily then in some meas-
ure of  resources, land, and time. These costs 
are generally justified by their great advantage in 
warfare, but in a society where they are mostly 
not  employed to this end, it is worthwhile to 
ask how their horse-keeping reflected on them 
as a whole. Contrast the Númenórean horse 
culture with that of  the later Rohirrim, for 
whom the horse was undeniably tied to a mar-
tial role. 

As an island nation, most goods were transport-
ed by sea. Before the coming of  the Shadow, 
coaches or carriages were ―little used for jour-
neying‖, while the main east-west road (from 
Rómenna to Andúnië via Armenelos) ―being 
mainly made and used for the transport by 
wains of  timber‖ (4) was presumably used by 
oxen and not horses. This left the roads ―for 
the most part unpaved, made and tended for 
riding‖: and ride they did, for the sheer delight 
of  it, though having ―little interest in racing as a 
test of  speed,‖ preferring instead ―displays of  
agility, both of  horse and rider… exhibitions of  
understanding between master and beast,‖ and 
the sport of  horse archery. This doesn‘t sound 
too far removed from mid-20th century Anglo-
America, where the use of  the horse in war was 
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a recent memory but no longer significant, and 
while still used for agriculture and transporta-
tion, this too was fading towards a primacy of  
privileged recreation. 

Native horses 

Unusually, we have a fairly detailed description 
of  a native Númenórean horse breed, ―said to 
have been found in the Mittalmar by the set-
tlers,‖ which is ― smaller than a donkey, black or 
dark brown, with flowing mane and tail, and 
sturdy rather than swift.‖ ―Smaller than a don-
key" of  course hinges on how big the donkey 
is! Depending on breed, donkeys can be as 
small as 9hh or as tall as 14-15hh. The 
"Standard" donkey averages 11hh, so consider-
ing that, we are looking at a ~10hh horse (or 
pony or even mini in modern parlance). 

These small horses were ―soon tamed, but 
throve and were well-tended and loved. They 
were much used in the farms; and children used 
them for riding.‖ It may be useful to help visu-
alize such a horse by giving comparison to an 
extant breed, and while it‘s tempting to think 
inspiration may (likely, I think) have been drawn 
from the British Fell, Dale, or Dartmoor po-
nies, these are today too tall at 11-14hh. While 
in ancient times they were likely slightly smaller, 
let us instead give nod to Númenór‘s mythic At-
lantean roots in the Mediterranean, and look 
there. 

One candidate would be the extremely rare 
Skyrian horse or Skyros Pony (9-11hh): Native 
to Greece, unusually intelligent and friendly 
with thick, long mane and tail (no black 
though!). Another very rare breed, and one of  
the oldest is the Caspian horse (9-12hh) of  Per-
sian/Iranian origin. Tough, hardy, yet spirited 
and agile, their coat colours do include black 
and are perhaps some of  the last living survivals 
of  truly ancient breeds. Either of  these would 
make excellent mounts for Númenórean chil-
dren, and even for men of  conventional size, as 

most ancient cavalry horses were of  a similar 
height. But Númenórean adults, being known 
for their height, would desire taller horses, at 
least 15hh. 

With better care, feeding, and organized breed-
ing, these small horses could have served as 
foundation stock for a larger breed unique to 
Númenor, perhaps supplemented with blood-
lines brought over from Middle-earth. This in-
terbreeding might have produced something 
akin to the Nisean horse of  the Classical world, 
renowned for their physical ability.  

On Training 

Tolkien specifically mentions that Númenórean 
horses were ―trained to hear and answer calls 
from a great distance,‖ adding that ―in old ta-
les… where there was great love between men 
and women and their favourite steeds they 
could be summoned at need by thought alone.‖ 
While these old tales may mean to reference te-
lepathy (Quenya sanwe-latya: ―thought-
opening‖), it is perhaps more likely that espe-
cially over time, there was a more mundane ex-
planation for such feats. 

Horses are masters of  body language and to 
someone less perceptive their understanding of  
signals given (consciously or not) can seem 
magical. A well-known example of  this would 
be the case of  Clever Hans, a horse who could 
apparently work out mathematical problems but 
was instead reacting to the cues of  his trainer, 
which were so minute even he did not know 
they were being given! With their superior sens-
es, there is no question that they may come to 
associate preceding sights, sounds, or circum-
stance with an unspoken desire to appear or 
perform other actions.  

Additionally, we should not forget that the 
lifespan of  the Númenóreans was substantially 
lengthened relative to other men, and so they 
could invest several lifetimes in training both 

Edge of the Wild  Volume 7, Issue 2: Autumn 2022 



 

5 

horses and themselves. Given that, it is easy to 
surmise how they might more willingly work to 
perfect the natural aids of  body and voice. They 
could also afford to take a much longer view as 
concerns husbandry, carefully breeding stock 
over many generations. 

Such fair treatment of  their horses might be at 
odds with the commonly held view that peoples 
in the past treated their animals cruelly, but 
there is no reason to believe this to be the case, 
as a general rule. In the oldest known treatise 
on horsemanship, from around 355 BCE, 
Xenephon speaks at length against the harsh 
use of  bit, spur, or whip, and goes on to quote 
a dictum of  Simon, from a century earlier: 

“...what a horse does under compulsion he does blindly, 
and his performance is no more beautiful than would be 
that of  a ballet-dancer taught by whip and goad. The 
performances of  horse or man so treated would seem to 
be displays of  clumsy gestures rather than of  grace and 
beauty.” 

What more fitting aspiration for the glory of  
Númenór than grace and beauty? When horses 
and Middle-earth are brought together in the 
same breath all thought invariably goes to Ro-
han, but from the descriptions we have, a much 
larger share should perhaps be considered for 
Númenór. If  that country was the likeness of  
Ancient Egypt, is there not an analogue to be 
found here between cats and horses? 

       References: 

1. Unfinished Tales of  Númenór and Middle-
earth, 2:I - A Description of  the 
Island of  Númenór 

2.; 3.: UT, 3:I - The Disaster of  the Gladden Fields, 
Note 7 

4. The Nature of  Middle-earth: 3:XI Lives of  the 
Númenóreans, Author's note 2 
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Recreating a Númenórean helmetRecreating a Númenórean helmet  
"Some of  his doodles, he decided, were not 
doodles but drawings of  artefacts. Among 

the earliest of  these was a Númenórean 
helmet or karma, dated March 1960. 

An inscription tells that it belonged to 'a 
captain of  the Uinendili'…‖ (1) 

 
  his helmet, first seen on the dust-
  jacket of  Unfinished Tales, is ex- 
  traordinary for being one of  the  
  very few artifacts from his world 
which Tolkien actually illustrated. 

(While this style of  helmet is often referred to 
as a karma, the word is simply Quenya for 
‗helmet‘, spelled to better represent the hard C 
(as Tolkien was fond of  doing in his drafts, as 
in Kirith Ungol, Keleborn, Ankalimë. etc). For 
the sake of  brevity, in this essay we will contin-
ue to refer to it as such, though with the under-
standing that the word is not of  Númenórean 
(Adûnaic) origin; we know the High-Elvish 
―was not a spoken tongue in Númenor. It was 
known only to the learned and to the families 
of  high descent‖, who learned it in childhood. 
Documents of  state used Quenya, but ―it was 
also largely used in nomenclature‖, and while 
this usage included ―the official name of  all 
places, regions, and geographical features in the 
land‖, we do not know if  this extends to ob-
jects such as helmets (2). 

True to his familiar style, Tolkien‘s original doo-
dle (A on the following page) is so stylized that 
it has proven ripe for various interpretations 
over the years. Those depicted several times by 
Angus McBride (B, C, D) or Richard Hook (E, 
F) for Middle-earth Role Playing in the 1980s var-

ied in their construction: B sticks closer to Tol-
kien's design than the rest, but never feels very 
tangible...especially given its deviation from Tol-
kien‘s striking color scheme and light of  his 
specific description of  the materials. 

More recent iterations and extrapolations of  the 
karma‘s design are the works of  Turner Mohan  
(G, H, I) and Tom Romain (J, K, L), which feel 
much more 'historical' and less 'fantastical' in 
their details than the earlier MERP artists. 
However, both have chosen to deviate from 
Tolkien's doodle in various ways, such as mak-
ing the shape of  the ear/cheek-guards more 
Gallo-Roman (as well as being much less color-
ful!). While I initially found Mohan's artwork 
very inspirational for breathing life into 
Númenórean culture, when the time came to 
realize the karma in three dimensions, I decided 
to stick closer to McBride's (and thus Tolkien's) 
original design. Some of  the elements I was 
forced to change (the number of  rows of  scales 
on the helmet proper are down from around a 
dozen to only six), while others were simplified 
and omitted entirely:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. Hollis 
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sketch. 
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Knowing that the Venturers were primarily sail-
ors (who would want to shade their faces from 
the sun while at sea), I chose to interpret the 
curving green component seen at the front of  
the helmet as a sort of  visor, though the case 
could also be made that it may have been a na-
sal! 

One of  the aspects of  the Númenóreans that I 
find most visually exciting (and which is rarely 
depicted) is the difference in stature between 
them and the normal Men of  Middle-earth (3), 
and in order to underline this difference, I 
wanted this helmet to be scaled appropriately. 
To this end, I collected some head circumfer-
ence measurements from taller friends and fam-
ily, as well as one of  our MERS members, who 
at 6‘7‖ has appropriately chosen to portray a 
Ranger of  the northern Dúnedain. These data 
points were plotted and showed that a seven-
foot-tall Númenórean  would likely have a head 
circumference around 25.25 inches. (As it 
turned out, the helmet‘s band stayed true to this 
measurement, but I did not take into account 
the various layers that would go inside this 
band, and so while the finished overall helmet is 
Númenórean-scaled, it fits my average head 
with only a little wiggle room). 

As part of  my research into how to design and 
actually construct the karma, I must give kudos 
to the work of  Todd Feinman at the Bronze 
Age Center forums for graciously sharing his 
methods used in creating functional Egyptian 
scale armor samples, which I was able to apply 
to this project. As with most projects, my first 
step was to construct a mockup to help deter-
mine how pieces would fit together. In his de-
scription, Tolkien divides the karma into two 
parts – a ―helm‖ and a ―fish crest‖, made of  
―overlapping enamelled plates of  metal‖ and 
―leather embossed and colored‖, respectively. 
However, given the stylized nature of  his doo-

dle, the division between the two is not clear: 
was the ‗helm‘ only that which covered the 
head, and the ‗fish crest‘ the rear spiral? Did the 
‗fish crest‘ include the visor? As a ‗Mark 1‘ at-
tempt produced on both a budget and a dead-
line, I was not ready to follow Tolkien‘s descrip-
tions with 100% fidelity; as a result, the 
‗overlapping plates‘ that make up the bulk of  my 
karma are scales made from thick beef  rawhide, 
with the brow band, cheek-guards, visor accent, 
and centermost crest scales being the only met-
al components. The brass sheet I used is ap-
proximately 24 gauge thickness, and was canni-
balized from a planter which I found locally on 
Craigslist. The rawhide came from a family cow 
that I skinned in 2012 after its death of  natural 
causes; the scales varied between .045 and .125 
inches (1.14 to 3.1 mm) thick, though most 
were around .065in/1.6mm. 

Forming the scales proved the most frustrating 
process, since rawhide (as I discovered while 
building a skin-on frame boat some years ago) 
often has a mind of  its own! As my initial batch 
of  scales were not uniform in curve, I soaked 
them and then clamped them between a con-
vex/concave wooden jig to make them con-
form. Despite my efforts to maintain their 
shape while slowly drying, they eventually took 
on what I can only describe as a ‗Pringle-type 
curve‘: convex in width and concave lengthwise 
(Ideally, all scales would have a convex curve in 
both directions, which would allow them to lay 
flat while following the curve of  the head.) This 
‗Pringle‘ bend made them curve away from the 
helmet‘s surface when stitched in place, giving 
the karma the appearance not of  a sleek fish 
but of  a bird with ruffled feathers! As this 
problem was limited to the two narrower scale 
sizes, I made a second batch of  these,  being 
more discriminating in the section of  hide I cut 
them from to allow me to skip the lengthy wet-
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ting and drying steps.  This second batch is 
convex in width but more-or-less uncurved 
lengthwise, which is not ideal but better than 
before. On the bright side, I have a set of  36 
spare scales which will be perfect for penetra-
tion testing!  

To give support to the rows of  outer scales, I 
assembled a series of  rawhide bands and an in-
ner skullcap of  shellacked linen onto which the 
scales were stitched. 

The details on the brass cheek-guards and 
scales were embossed using 14 gauge steel wire, 
bent to shape and struck into the metal using a 
hammer and flatter, on a pad of  thick leather to 
prevent marring; traditionally, such embossing 
and chasing takes place on a pad of  bitumen. 

To allow the luster of  the brass to shine 
through, the center scales and cheek-guards 
were painted with acrylic ‗enamel‘ or ‗glass‘ 
paints, which when baked in an oven are fairly 
tough. Once ‗enameled‘, the cheek-guards were 
padded with two layers of  wool and a layer of  
deer leather to cover the sharp brass edges. 

The details of  the rear spiral and side plates 
were inscribed into the rawhide using a linole-
um cutter standing in for a proper engraving 
gouge, before being painted. Authentically, the 
helmet would have been painted with a casein-
based gesso and mineral pigments, but due to 
deadline issues, I had to ‗cheat‘, and—as they 
have similar properties—I instead used multi-
surface acrylic craft paint, coated with amber 
shellac to give some weatherproofedness and 
help dull the bright colors. I‘ve often seen the 
karma design and Tolkien‘s use of  bold red, 
blue, and green brought up as design choices 
which seem out of  place in a Middle-earth of-
ten erroneously thought to be ‗medieval‘. How-
ever, as archeology reveals, scale armor in this 
color scheme is often represented (for example, 
in the tomb of  Ramses III) in the real-world 
material culture of  ancient Egypt, with whom 

Tolkien specifically compared his Númenóreans 
(see page 14). With all the components com-
pleted, they were assembled with a combination 
of  leather lacing and hemp cord. The final hel-
met weighs in at a beefy 2.5 pounds/1.13 kg. 

In the process of  creating this helmet, there are 
several things which I would like to do differ-
ently if/when  I decide to tackle a ‗Mark 2‘ ver-
sion, but on the whole—considering this is (as 
far as I can tell) the first faithful physical inter-
pretation of  Tolkien‘s design—I am quite 
pleased. 

 

 
References: 

1. JRR Tolkien: Artist and Illustrator, p. 189 

2. Unfinished Tales: The Mariner‟s Wife, Note 19 

3. "…the normal height of  men of  
Númenórean descent … appears to have 
been about seven of  our feet": History of  
Middle-earth, Volume 12: Late Writings—
Of  Dwarves and Men;  The Nature of  Middle-
earth, 3:IX—Descriptions of  Characters: “The 
Númenóreans were a people of  great stat-
ure. Their full-grown men were often seven 
feet tall‖. 
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“But Sauron caused to be built upon the hill in the 
midst of  the city of  the Númenóreans, Armenelos the 
Golden, a mighty temple; and it was in the 
form of  a circle at the base, and there the walls 
were fifty feet in thickness, and the width of  the base 
was five hundred feet across the centre, and the walls 
rose from the ground five hundred feet, and they were 
crowned with a mighty dome. And that dome was 
roofed all with silver, and rose glittering in the sun, so 
that the light of  it could be seen afar off; but soon the 
light was darkened, and the silver became black. For 
there was an altar of  fire in the midst of  the temple, 
and in the topmost of  the dome there was a 
louver, whence there issued a great 
smoke.‖ —Akallabêth 

Perhaps the greatest of  Sauron‘s victories was 
the construction of  a temple and the conver-
sion of  the Númenóreans to the worship of  
Morgoth. From the description given by 
Elendil, we can estimate that the gargantuan 
building would have stood nearly 200 meters 
in height, but I wondered how it measured up 
to other feats of  monumental architecture. 

Here we have collected several noteworthy ex-
amples, some of  which may have played a part 
in inspiring Tolkien‘s design for the temple. 
The Volkshalle was a proposed “monster 
building― designed by Albert Speer to be the 
centerpiece of  Third Reich Berlin. Thankfully, 
it was never constructed.  For our discussion 
of  Orthanc, see Edge of  the Wild Volume 7, 
Issue 1. Khufu‘s pyramid we include based on 
Tolkien‘s stated comparison of  the 
Númenóreans and Egyptians. Hadrian‗s 
Pantheon in Rome dates to c. 120 CE; its 
interior would perfect fit a sphere of  43 
meters. The Radcliffe Camera (completd 1749 
CE) would have been very to familiar to the 
Professor as it stands just south of  the 
Bodleian Library in Oxford. Its inclusion in 
The Notion Club Papers—juxtaposed with a 
cloud to suggest a plume of  smoke escaping 
from the top, triggering a sort of  Numenorean 
out-of-body flashback—suggests that it may 
have been a significant inspiration.  

The Temple, in ContextThe Temple, in Context  A. Hollis 

http://edgeofthewild.org/newsletter/
http://edgeofthewild.org/newsletter/


 

14 

Echoes of Ancient HistoryEchoes of Ancient History  
As the MERS‘ method of  ‗reconstructing‘ 
Tolkien‘s world relies on a strong founda-
tion of  historical styles and examples, in 
our years spent researching Middle-earth 
and our own Primary World history, we 
have taken note of  certain similarities and 
noticeable details. In this piece, we seek to 
lay out some connections and potential in-
fluences reflected in Númenór, the 
Dúnedain kingdoms, and various classical 
cultures. As we will see, when combined, 
the overlapping evidence gives a fairly clear 
impression of  Númenórean and descend-
ant cultures— which you might use to in-
form your own impressions! 

Thematic Links 

-Whether it be Aeneas and the fall of  Troy, or 
Elendil and the sinking of  Númenór, both 
Rome and the Realms in Exile were founded by 
refugees fleeing from a legendary cataclysm 
across the ocean. 

-Long after the fracturing and eventual collapse 
of  its sister-kingdom Arnor, in the south Gon-
dor endures—much like how the Byzantine Ro-
man Empire endured for a thousand years after 
the decline of  Western Rome. A number of  
Tolkien‘s letters reflect this, and identify several 
Italian cities with Gondorian cities or regions:  

  -In a 1951 letter to Milton Waldman, he de-
scribes how Gondor ―...rises to a peak of  pow-
er, almost reflecting Númenór, and then fades 
slowly to a decayed Middle Age, a kind of  proud, 
venerable, but increasingly impotent Byzantium.‖ He 
then describes Minas Tirith as a ―half-ruinous 
Byzantine city‖ (1). 

-In an unpublished letter of  28 July 1955, he 
discusses an upcoming trip to Italy, associating 

Pelargir and Lossarnach with Venice and Assisi 
(2). 

-His letter to Richard Jeffery of  7 September 
1955 comes after this Italian vacation, in which 
he wrote ―…your letter…came while I was 
away, in Gondor (sc. Venice), as a change from 
the North Kingdom, or I would have answered 
before.‖ (3). 

-He described the Reunited Kingdom under 
Elessar as ―far more like the re-establishment 
of  an effective Holy Roman Empire with its 
seat in Rome [than anything that would be de-
vised by a 'Nordic'‖ (4) 

-Like Rome, Gondor also found itself  in a long-
seated  and lengthy series of  conflicts with a 
maritime rival: compare the Punic Wars against 
Carthage with the wars against Umbar (itself, 
like Carthage, also a southern harbor-city). 

-Both Gondor and Rome had traditions of  
monumental stonework which endured to 
amaze men of  later ages. Among these are Or-
thanc and the ring of  Isengard, the Stone of  
Erech, Amon Hen and Amon Lhaw, the watch-
tower on Weathertop, the pillars of  the Argon-
ath, and the unerring southern road running 
through Ithilien: 

“The road had been made in a long lost time...The 
handiwork of  Men of  old could still be seen 
in its straight sure flight and level course: 
now and again it cut its way through 
hillside slopes, or leaped over a stream up-
on a wide shapely arch of  enduring mason-
ry; but at last all signs of  stonework faded, save for a 
broken pillar here and there, peering out of  bushes at 
the side, or old paving-stones still lurking amid weeds 
and moss. ... It dwindled at last to a country cart-road 
little used; but it did not wind: it held on its own sure 

MERS Staff 
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course and guided them by the swiftest way.” (5). Due 
to its association with the later Rohirrim, it is 
easy to forget that the fortress at Aglarond was 
also built by Gondorians: 

“Men said that in the far-off  days of  the glory of  Gon-
dor the sea-kings had built here this fastness with the 
hands of  giants. The Hornburg it was called…” (6). 
Tolkien‘s language here specifically parallels the 
experiences of  the Anglo-Saxons, who saw the 
enduring ruins of  Roman engineering around 
them and likewise concluded they had been 
“enta geweorc”—the ancient work of  giants (7). 

-Like the exilic realms and the Roman Empire, 
Egypt was also divided between two kingdoms 
(Upper and Lower)—at least in the earlier peri-
od. Speaking of  Egypt… 

In his 1958 letter to Rhona Beare, he wrote, 
―The Númenóreans of  Gondor were proud, 
peculiar, and archaic, and I think are best pic-
tured in (say) Egyptian terms. In many ways 
they resembled ‗Egyptians‘—the love of, and 
power to construct, the gigantic and massive. 
And in their great interest in ancestry and in 
tombs. (But not of  course in ‗theology‘…‖ (8). 

To illustrate this last point more directly, the 
Númenóreans‘ funeral customs also involved 
burying their leaders in a designated Valley:  
―The sacred Mountain of  the Menel-Tarma was 
near the centre of  the land; but it was only 
about 3,000 feet high, and was climbed by a spi-
ral road from its southern base (near where was 
the Valley of  the Tombs, in which the kings were bur-
ied)...‖ (9). 

 

Cultural-Material Links 

We need not limit ourselves to Tolkien‘s general 
themes and suggestions in our search; we find 
that drawing on a variety of  sources is the best 
way to ensure a cohesive and consistent recon-

struction. Thankfully, Tolkien‘s post-LR writ-
ings and artwork provide a trove of  details. 

-The revelation that Númenórean homes were 
based around a ―central solma or hall, where the 
chief  fire burned‖ (10) sounds much like the 
megaron of  the Minoan-Mycenaean sphere. It is 
very easy to picture this space decorated with 
some of  the designs and items collected in the 
following pages, whose patterns and color pal-
ettes are often reminiscent of  art from the  
eastern Mediterranean Bronze Age. 

-From the description of  Isildur‘s defeat in the 
early Third Age, it seems clear that, like the Ro-
man empire, the Númenórean kingdoms also 
had a highly organized system of  military 
marching (11). (For our in-depth analyses of  
this system, see Edge of  the Wild Volume 5, Issue 
2, and Volume 6, Issue 1). 

-The eket carried by Isildur (and presumably the 
rest of  his company) at the Gladden is de-
scribed in a way which makes it very reminis-
cent of  a Roman gladius: ―[the short sword at 
his belt] was of  a kind called eket: a short stab-
bing sword with a broad blade, pointed and two
-edged, from a foot to one and a half  feet 
long‖ (12): 

-The ships captured and eucatastrophically 
brought by Aragorn to the battle of  the Pelen-
nor are noted to be ―dromunds‖ (13), which is a 
specifically Byzantine bireme warship, forming 
the core of  their navy between the 5th and 12th 
centuries CE: 

-Like Greek and Roman triremes, the ‗karma‘ 
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helmet appears to feature a stylized, lidded ‗eye‘ 
on its cheek-guard,  which might likewise call to 
mind the Egyptian wedjat (Eye of  Horus): 

-As noted previously, both the striking red, 
blue, and green colors of  the ‗karma‘ helmet 
and its scale construction are well-represented 
in Egyptian depictions of  royal armor. 

Crowns and Helms of  Gondor 

For a reader seeking to better visualize his 
world, Tolkien‘s letter to Rhona Beare is partic-
ularly valuable. Although he was very 
―conscious of  [his]  sketchiness in the archeolo-
gy‖ of  Middle-earth, it is surprising that Tolkien 

actually illustrated another piece of  Dúnedain 
headwear besides the fishy karma helmet worn 
by the Venturers! When queried by Beare if  the 
winged crown of  Gondor more resembled that 
of  a Valkyrie or that seen on the packaging of  
Gauloise cigarettes, Tolkien replied quite specif-
ically, writing that he thought ―the crown of  
Gondor…was very tall, like that of  Egypt, but 
with wings attached, not set straight back but at 
an angle:   The N. Kingdom had only a diadem. 
Cf. the difference between the N. and S. king-
doms of  Egypt.‖ (14). He then went on to in-
clude a quick sketch of  the crown, seen below. 
(The kings and queens of  Númenór did not 
wear a crown, but their office was symbolized 
by a scepter, which was held by Ar-Pharazôn 
during the downfall and thus lost.) 

With a little close reading and connecting some 
dots, we can visualize other Gondorian arti-
facts; Aragorn‘s coronation provides several 
more details of  the crown: 

―...Faramir ... held up an ancient crown. It was 
shaped like the helms of  the Guards of  the Citadel, 
save that it was loftier, and it was all white, and the 
wings at either side were wrought of  pearl and sil-
ver in the likeness of  the wings of  a sea-bird, for  

When compared side-by-side, it is easy to see the similarities between 

Gondor‘s crown and the white crown (hedjet ) of  Upper (Southern) Egypt. 
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it was the emblem of  kings who came over the 
Sea; and seven gems of  adamant were set in the 
circlet, and upon its summit was set a single 
jewel the light of  which went up like a 
flame.‖ (15). (Even though this crown is only 
~1,800 years old, we think it is worth pointing 
out that mother-of-pearl seems an especially fit-
ting material for a Númenórean-style artifact, 
and one rarely seen in interpretations!) 

As Tolkien compares the crown with the hel-
mets of  the Citadel guards, we should also see 
what he says about them as well:  ―The Guards 
of  the gate were robed in black, and their helms 
were of  strange shape, high-crowned, with long cheek-
guards close-fitting to the face, and above the cheek-
guards were set the white wings of  sea-birds; but the 
helms gleamed with a flame of  silver, for they were 
indeed wrought of  mithril, heirlooms from the 
glory of  old days‖ (16). (We can assume that 
Pippin‘s firsthand observations were the source 
of  this chapter, and as he seems not to have 
been around many armor-wearers (aside from 
Boromir for a few months, and some Rohirrim 
for scarce half  a day before being whisked off  
to Minas Tirith), one wonders then what he has 
to judge their shape against?) 

With the sketch of  the crown in mind, we can 
picture it made ‗less lofty‘ and without the gems 
to get a good idea of  what the helms of  the 
Citadel guards looked like! Further simplifying 
it by removing the wings would likely present  
us with a standard Númenórean combat hel-
met, since ―The crown of  Gondor was derived from 
the form of  a Númenórean war-helm. In the beginning 
it was indeed a plain helm; and it is said to have 
been the one that Isildur wore in the Battle of  
Dagorlad (for the helm of  Anarion was crushed 
by the stone-cast from Barad-dur that slew 
him).‖—the jeweled helmet-crown worn by 
Aragorn was dates to ―the days of  Atanatar Al-
carin [r. 1149-1226 TA]‖ (17). 

Linguistic links: 

Naturally, this would not be an article on Tol-
kien without some discussion of  language. Tan-
talizingly, several aspects of  Westernesse culture 
seem to reflect words or tongues from the an-
cient Mediterranean and Near East. Consider 
these possibilities: 

-The authentic native language of  Númenór, 
Adûnaic, is constructed using triconsonantal 
bases, which makes it superficially resemble the 
Semitic languages, which include ancient 
tongues like Akkadian, Babylonian, Assyrian, 
and Phoenician, as well as Hebrew and Arabic. 

-Furthermore, the word used to render 
―Sauron‖ in the Lament of  Atalantë—zigûr 
‗wizard‘—is reminiscent of  the ziggurat, or tem-
ple-pyramids of  ancient Mesopotamia (18). 

-While earlier ones use Elvish and the later  
ones use Adunaic, the names of  several 
Númenórean rulers are also suggestive of  the 
ancient eastern Mediterranean. The royal name 
of  Elros—Tar-Minyatur—sounds very similar to 
the Minotaur of  Greek mythology; the eleventh 
king, Tar-Minastir, brings to mind the legendary 
Minos of  Crete; while the twenty-fifth and final 
king of  Númenór, Ar-Pharazôn, strongly sug-

The Gauloise helmet suggested by Beare instead 

bears a strong resemblance to those of the Villa-

novan culture, the earliest phase of the Etruscan 

civilization (c. 900 BCE) 
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gests the pharaohs of  Egypt (19). 

If  one seeks an explanation for his apparent 
borrowing of  the ancient and classical cultures 
of  the Mediterranean and their inspiration up-
on his subcreated world, we should remember 
that Tolkien grew up at a time of  great interest 
in the cultures of  antiquity: Schliemann‘s exca-
vations at Troy and Mycenae took place less 
than 20 years before his birth and Evans had 
uncovered Knossos by the time he was 9, Tol-
kien himself  was only 30 at the time of  Carter‘s 
opening of  Tutankamun‘s tomb. It seems these 
discoveries influenced his broad strokes in de-
scribing Númenór and Gondor, and it was only 
after the publication of  the Lord of  the Rings 
that he began actively fleshing out the cultures 
of  his legendarium. As we will see, he appears 
to have spent his first year of  retirement—
especially December 1960—prolifically illustrat-
ing Númenórean artifacts. 

Taking all this evidence into consideration, we 
can conclude that if  one wishes to accurately 
reenact the Númenórean culture based on Tol-
kien‘s works, it seems best to begin with an east-
ern Mediterranean Bronze Age foundation, 
while in portraying Gondor (and perhaps to a 
lesser extent Arnor), it seems best to draw upon 
ancient Rome or the Italian states. 

One of  the things that makes Middle-earth 
such a fun setting for our activities hinges upon 
the fact that it is not an isolated Secondary 
World as in much of  ‗fantasy‘ literature; instead 
it is simply a lost mytho-historic period of  our 
own world‘s past. By drawing on ancient cul-
tures and setting his stories in an even more an-
cient past, through his framing device as 
‗translator‘ it is possible to view our Primary 
World cultures (from which Tolkien took inspi-
ration) as the descendants of  his cultures: from a 
certain point of  view, Egypt was not the root 
of  Númenór, but one of  its fruits. 
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On this page: patterns 

for Númenórean 

ceramics (published in 

McIlwaine‘s 2018 

Tolkien: Maker of  Mid-

dle-earth; the upper two 

designs are said to 

represent ‗grass‘. 
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Númenórean carpet: 4–7 December, 1960 
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Númenórean carpet: 7-9 December, 1960 
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These doodles—labeled ‗Númenórean patterns‘—also date to 

c. 1960 (published in McIlwaine, 2018) 

A Numenórean tile 

―preserved in Gondor. 

Pattern derived from the 

Gondolin (Idril‘s 

device/the cornflower 

pattern/Menelluin)‖: 

10–13 December, 1960 
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Considering the natives of MiddleConsidering the natives of Middle--earthearth  

       s an organization committed to high 
  standards of  living history, we in 
  the MERS believe that one‘s phys-
   ical appearance is secondary to    
   the ―authenticity gained through a 
thoroughly researched and constructed kit and 
adopted persona‖; however, we also encourage 
members to consider their own physical charac-
teristics when developing a persona or impres-
sion. 

A year or two ago, I began entertaining the idea 
of  portraying a common Man of  the early Se-
cond Age—a tribesman of  Eriador who might 
have witnessed some of  the first voyages of  the 
Númenóreans to the continent. When I began 
my research to develop this impression, I al-
most abandoned the idea immediately, as it 
seemed that I was not very representative of  
Middle-earth‘s indigenous Men, who appeared 
to be my opposite in every way. In fact, given 
that I am of  average (modern) height and slen-
der build, with fair skin and blue-grey eyes, the 
only pre-Númenórean I generally resembled 
was the quintessential outlier Tal-Elmar him-
self ! (Sadly, Tolkien does not describe any Men 
as having any reddish hair, let alone the red 
beard/dark hair combo of  my northern Euro-
pean and/or Neanderthal ancestors‘ mutant 
M1CR genes.) I wasn‘t about to let this stop me, 
but I wondered if  any native pre-Númenóreans 
populations might reflect my own characteris-
tics more closely. 

Our main source for information on the pre-
Númenóreans is the story of  Tal-Elmar, and 
though its exact details are at first unclear, it 
most likely takes place on the Bay of  Belfalas in 
the last century of  the Second Age (see p. 29), 
while I was more interested in the earlier phases 
of  the Númenórean colonization of  southern 

Eriador in the mid 9th century SA. Would those 
natives have looked like Tal-Elmar‘s ―broad, 
swarthy, short‖ brothers? From what we can 
tell, the answer seems to be No...at least at first. 

Picturing the Edain 

As discovered by later historians of  Gondor, 
the indigenous forest-dwellers of  southern Er-
iador (though not recognized as such at the 
time) were of  essentially pre-Haladin (Folk of  
Haleth) stock. Since this is Tolkien, their misla-
beling by the Númenóreans as ―Men of  the 
Shadow‖ was naturally based not on looks, but 
on linguistics, as the Haladin spoke a language 
unrelated to the that of  the other two Edain 
houses from whom the Númenóreans were de-
scended (1). So, what would the Folk of  Haleth 
have looked like? 

Frustratingly, Tolkien never gives us a direct 
physical description of  them. Only in the 
Quenta Silmarillion material (written during the 
1930s, pre-Lord of  the Rings) does he come 
close, comparing them to the folk of  Bëor 
(whom he says ―were dark or brown of  hair, 
with grey eyes‖), writing, ―Like to them were 
the woodland folk of  Haleth, but they were of  
lesser stature...‖ (2). Since Tolkien often contin-
ued to tinker with his earlier writing, I won-
dered if  this might be the case when it came to 
the Edain as well. Sure enough, if  we consider 
his later writings, we see him continue to add 
detail to earlier descriptions. 

From c. 1965: ―Each House had, moreover, nu-
merous followers of  mixed origin. The people 
of  Bëor were on the whole dark-haired 
(though fair-skinned), less tall and of  less stal-
wart build [than the Folk of  Hador]‖ (3). 

Around 1969, this was expanded further: 
―Most [of  the Folk of  Bëor] had brown hair 

A. Hollis 
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(going usually with brown eyes), and many were 
less fair in skin, some indeed being swarthy. Men 
as tall as the Folk of  Hador were rare among 
them, and most were broader and more heavy in 
build‖ (4). 

From these three selections we can see Tolkien‘s 
descriptions of  the Edain—or at least the 
house of  Bëor—evolving (the house of  Hador, 
on the other hand, was always fairly ‗Nordic‘ 
from the start). If  we pair these descriptions 
with the earlier comparative description of  the 
Haladin (that they were simply like Bëor‘s peo-
ple but shorter), and keep in mind his late com-
ments that ―all of  [the Atani] showed traces of  
mingling in the past‖ (5), I think my specific 
characteristics—while perhaps in the genetic 
minority—would not be out of  place and rea-
sonably representative of  at least some early Se-
cond Age Men in southern Eriador – although 
I would probably be more accurate with a sun-
tan and brown eyes. 

Now my question becomes, ‗Well, what does 
Tolkien say about the other pre-Númenórean 
groups, such as the Dunlendings and the coastal 
Gondorians? 

Further data points 

In Tal-Elmar, the typical villagers of  Agar ―were 
indeed much as Hazad himself  had been in the 
days of  his youth: broad, swarthy, short, tough, 
harsh-tongued, heavy-handed…‖ (6). This 
strain seems to have endured into the late Third 
Age, as the men of  Lossarnach (located inland 
from the coasts of  Belfalas) are described as 
―shorter and somewhat swarthier than any men 
that Pippin had yet seen in Gondor‖, and we 
are further told that ―…in the high vales of  the 
mountain-borders, in Lossarnach, or … in fair 
Lebennin … dwelt a hardy folk between the 
mountains and the sea. They were reckoned 
men of  Gondor, yet their blood was mingled, 
and there were short and swarthy folk among them 
whose sires came more from the forgotten men who 

housed in the shadow of  the hills in the Dark Years 
ere the coming of  the kings‖ (7). [Presumably 
this refers to the arrival of  the Exiles after 
the Downfall]. 

-In the Lord of  the Rings, the Men of  Bree are 
―brown-haired, broad, and rather short‖ which 
aligns with the Quenta material (written shortly 
before) describing the folk of  Bëor and/or 
Haleth from whom the Bree-folk seem to be 
descended; the only Bree-lander otherwise de-
scribed is the ―swarthy‖ Bill Ferny (8). 

-The ―squint-eyed southerner‖ seen at Bree was 
in fact one of  Saruman‘s Dunlending agents, 
although surprisingly he is not described as hav-
ing a dark complexion, but instead a ―sallow 
face‖!; in the original draft, he was simply a 
"dark-eyed‖ Southerner (9). 

-We are told that the Rohirrim call Dunland as 
such because the Dunlending inhabitants ―were 
swarthy and dark-haired" (10). 

So, if  a minority of  the Haladin might have 
been less than fair-skinned, where does this as-
sociation with ‗swarthiness‘ come from among 
these groups?  The clearest suggestion comes 
from the mid-Second Age, when the native re-
sistance along the Gwathló is supported by 
"dark men out of  the mountains thrusting into 
Enedwaith" (11), whom Möhn concludes were 
kinsmen of  the Gwathló natives and of  Hala-
din stock (12). It is worth noting that Tolkien 
does not specify from which mountains these 
men were thrusting – Misty or White. While it 
is always possible that ―dark‖ in this usage re-
fers simply to Sauronic or Morgothian conver-
sion, I believe these are not mutually exclusive 
and their ‗darkness‘ may be literal…and that an 
unexpected group may be responsible! 

A Surprising Source 

Used as a non-lunar adjective, Tolkien only ap-
plies the word ―sallow‖ a handful of  times: to 
describe orcs, Gollum, late Third Age half-orcs 
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and Dunlendish ruffians (13), and one other group: 
the ―worthy folk‖ of  Bor the Easterling in the 
First Age! Often overlooked, these ―Swarthy 
Men‖ arrive in Beleriand some time after the 
coming of  the Edain. Presumably, they are 
called as such in order to distinguish them from 
the three Houses, suggesting that the Edain 
were—on the whole—lighter-skinned. Incredi-
bly, the group‘s depiction is consistent and 
seemingly matches with that of  the Tal-Elmar-
type pre-Númenóreans: 

―$173. In this year new tidings came to Beleri-
and: the Swarthy Men came out of  Eriador… 
They were short and broad, long and strong 
in the arm, and grew much hair on face and 
breast; their locks were dark as were their 
eyes, and their skins were sallow or 
swart‖ (14). 

 ―$151. Now the Easterlings ... were short and 
broad, long and strong in the arm; their hair 
was black, and grew much also upon their 
face and breast; their skins were swart or 
sallow, and their eyes brown; yet their coun-
tenances were for the most part not uncomely, 
though some were grim and fierce‖ (15). 

―263 [463]. Here the Swarthy Men first came 
into Beleriand in the East. They were short 
and broad, long and strong in the arm, 
growing much hair on face and breast, and 
their locks were dark, as were their eyes; 
their skins were swart, yet their countenances 
were not uncomely for the most part, though 
some were grim-looking and illfavoured‖ (16). 

From these people ―it is said, came the most 
ancient of  the Men that dwelt in the north of  
Eriador in the Second Age and [?in] after-
days,‖ (17) which seems surprising when the 
sons of  Bor all perished in the Battle of  Un-
numbered Tears and ―left no heirs‖ (18). How-
ever, Christopher Tolkien recognizes ―it is per-
haps to be presumed in any case that these Men 
of  Eriador were a branch of  [Bor‘s] people who 

never entered Beleriand‖, and—as most of  Tol-
kien‘s migratory early Men seem to have 
done—left remnant groups behind them on 
their westward wanderings. Who the ―most an-
cient‖ Men in northern Eriador are is a mys-
tery—Möhn suggests hill-men of  Rhudaur or 
possibly the Lossoth of  Forochel (19)—but giv-
en Bor‘s apparent migration route how likely is 
it that some branched off  to spread south and 
west through Eriador to reach the vales of  the 
southern Misty Mountains or the White Moun-
tains by the middle of  the Second Age? 

As our only descriptions of  Men with ―sallow‖, 
―swart/swarthy‖ skin and/or expressly Borrim-
type physical features do not appear until after 
the mid-Second Age, this suggests that a wave 
of  Swarthy Men mingled with (or largely re-
placed) Edainic natives of  the southern Misty 
or White Mountains, and were responsible for 
spreading a dominant phenotype exhibited in 
later periods, possibly intensifying any tendency 
the existing Haladin-stock natives already had 
towards lesser height and ―swarthiness‖. This 
possibility is reinforced by hostility towards the 
Drúedain in Tal-Elmar, which we would not ex-
pect to see in Haladin-descended groups, 
among whom the ‗Wild Men‘ once lived. 

However, one depiction of  pre-Númenórean 
descendants doesn‘t fit our model. After seeing 
Saruman‘s host leaving Isengard in 3019 TA, 
Merry reports that the Dunlending contingent 
consisted of  ―ordinary men, rather tall and dark
-haired, and grim but not particularly evil-
looking..." (20); Gimli similarly comments that 
the hillmen encountered at the Hornburg 
―seemed over large for [him]..."(21). This is sur-
prising, since all our previous sources suggested 
that shorter stature (whether before or after the 
influx of  the Swarthy Men) was a key mark of  
pre-Númenóreans!! One wonders if  perhaps 
Saruman‘s Dunlending soldiers were specially 
chosen based on their height, or perhaps these 
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were of  a more ‗pure‘ Edainic background? 

While these mysteries will likely never be solved 
without further writings coming to light, in the 
efforts of  helping our mental images of  Middle
-earth best reflect Tolkien‘s writings, when we 
picture native Men of  the Second Age, based 
on our evidence and the locales in question, I 
think it is perfectly reasonable to visualize their 
complexions and features as still being varia-
tions on Western Eurasian types, without need-
ing to resort to any influence from ‗Far Harad‘.  
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On Logging & Shipbuilding in Númenór On Logging & Shipbuilding in Númenór   

       mid the eastern shores of  Númenór,  
    facing the mainland of  Middle- 
  earth most directly, lay the port  
  city of  Rómenna, ―…where was  
      the chief  haven of  Númenór, 
the greatest shipyards, and the most skilled 
shipwrights‖(1).  Being a seafaring people, 
Númenór having a significant port with ship-
building capabilities comes without sur-
prise.  Something that is rarely considered, how-
ever, when discussing shipbuilding in a histori-
cal context is the impressive amount of  materi-
als required to assemble a ship, and how far the-
se materials must often travel to the place 
where the ships will be built.  Often, the right 
trees for the job do not grow on the shore, yet 
on the shore is where ships must be built, lest 
they never make it to the water. 
Aldarion had a special love for the sea, which 
of  course resulted in him being arguably the 
most absentee husband in Middle-earth and our 
own history.  When his father, Tar-Meneldur, 
put a ban on the harvesting of  trees for ships, 
Aldarion ―…busied himself  in the tending of  
the forests, being concerned that in days to 
come timber should not lack in 
Númenór‖ (2). Being long-lived as they were, it 
is conceivable that a Númenórean aged only 
100 years at the time could plant trees that he 
himself  would later harvest for wood—an ab-
surd notion by modern men‘s standards. Upon 
returning from his voyage of  829-843 (3), he 
found that the forests he once tended had not 
been managed well: ―...there had been much 
felling of  trees for building and the making of  
many things, but all was done without foresight, 
and little had been planted to replace what was 

taken; and he journeyed far and wide in Nu-
menor to view the standing woods‖ (4). 
 
For wood to grow straight and tall, as is needed 
in shipbuilding, it must be grown in a wooded 
setting.  Trees will grow both shorter and 
broader in open settings, where there is 
no  competition for the sun.  Reaching, literally, 
for sunlight in a wooded setting gives trees rea-
son to grow vertically quickly, resulting in the 
long and straight-grained logs (and eventual 
boards) which are desirable for shipbuild-
ing.  For this reason, it‘s important that we see 
here a reference to standing woods.  Without 
standing woods, it is difficult and time-
consuming to plant and grow new timber for 
his purposes.  This concept, known as tree 
―Morphology‖, where a tree grows in a way 
consistent with its surrounding environment, is 
still relevant today. 
Many mariners in our own history that were 
great ship-builders used log-splitting techniques 
to turn felled timber into rough boards which 
would then be smoothed and squared for 
use.  In Númenór, clearly their higher bearing 
led to higher levels of  technology, and so we 
find that they had saws at their disposal: ―…at 
first Erendis would go about with him in the 
woods; but she was saddened by the sight of  
trees felled in their prime, and afterwards hewn 
and sawn‖(5).  We do not know for certain if  
they did not employ log splitting, as saws could 
be used exclusively for cutting across the grain 
for determining length, rather than milling as 
we know today.  The use of  the word ―hewn‖ 
suggests that splitting is a possibility, but we 
cannot be certain.  We can, however, say with 
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some certainty that axes were plentiful and in 
use both as tools for felling as well as in later 
stages of  carpentry (6). 
The author gives us scant descriptions to go on 
as far as Númenórean ships‘ construc-
tion.  Other than size and carrying capacity, de-
scriptors are limited.  Based on other factors, 
such as tools and technology present, it is safe 
to assume some form of  lapstrake construc-
tion—characterized by overlapping planks—
was used to build their hulls.  Unlike those we 
associate with the Vikings, Númenórean craft 
appear to have grown to be taller and many-
masted (7).  Tolkien even describes these using 
jargon of  later periods, comparing Ar-
Pharazôn‘s armament as ―Great galleon[s] of  
Númenór.‖ (8). 
This usage agrees with Pauline Baynes‘ illustrat-
ed map of  Middle-earth, which recently came to 
light featuring the Professor‘s own annotations. 
To depict the nine ships of  the Faithful, he de-
scribes them as ―weatherbeaten galleons‖, ―7 of  
which had a single white star on main sail—all 
black 5 masted‖, and that Baynes should draw 
them ―as large a pre-steam vessel as can be 
drawn i.e. Columbus-type‖. Elsewhere in his in-
structions he specifies ―Númenórean (Gondor) 

ships black and silver‖; Baynes‘ final depictions 
are seen below. 

Unfortunately, we have no Artwork from Tol-
kien‘s own hand depicting these great vessels, 
but we can be certain that the Númenóreans, as 
a result of  their careful selection of  timber and 
great craftsmanship, built immense and impres-
sive seafaring vessels that would likely put our 
greatest sailing ships from history to shame. 
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Unraveling the riddles of Unraveling the riddles of TalTal--ElmarElmar  

  espite its partial state and many  
  ambiguities, the story of  Tal-Elmar 
  is still highly valuable, as it pro- 
  vides our closest look at the lives 
of  the pre-Númenóreans. As Tolkien admitted, 
―It was begun without much consideration of  
geography (or the situation as envisaged in The 
Lord of  the Rings)‖, but a close reading and 
cross-reference with other writings allows us to 
explore and clear up three of  its chief  myster-
ies: namely matters of  chronology, geography, 
and the identity of  the ‗Fell Folk of  the East‘. 
(Unless otherwise noted, all quotations come 
from History of  Middle-earth Volume 12: The 
Peoples of  Middle-earth, Part 4, Chapter II—
Tal-Elmar). 

Chronology 

Tolkien initially situates the story of  Tal-Elmar 
―in the days of  the Dark Kings‖, which is fairly 
vague but gives us an earliest possible point at 
which the story might take place. We can as-
sume the ‗dark kings‘ refers to those who ruled 
after the first hints of  the Shadow were seen in 
Númenór: during the rule of  Tar-Minastir 
(around 1800 SA), when the kings ―began es-
tablishing dominions on the coasts‖ (1). Within 
three hundred years, the corruption was in full 
swing.  

This is borne out by Elendil‘s description of  the 
decline, in which the Númenórean fixation on 
death and preservation took hold sometime af-
ter the rule of  Tar-Atanamir, around 23-2400 
SA. After Atanamir it seems the Númenóreans 
(both Faithful and King‘s Men) were focused 
on creating permanent settlements to control 
the coastlands (2). In his outlining, Tolkien 
writes that the goal of  the Faithful encountered 
by Tal-Elmar is to ―occupy this land, and in alli-

ance with the 'Cruels' of  the North [i.e. Elves] 
to drive out the Dark People and make a settle-
ment to threaten the King [i.e. Sauron].‖ As if  
thinking out loud, he then jots an intriguing 
possibility: ―(Or is this while Sauron is absent in 
Numenor?)‖ 

Tal-Elmar‘s father tells that the Sea-men have 
―long time established their dark fortresses and 
their tombs‖—suggesting a period much later 
than 2400—but the final nail is his fear of  sacri-
fice. To illustrate, we can compare Hazad‘s 
words with those of  Elendil, describing 
Númenór during the reign of  Ar-Pharazôn un-
der Sauron‘s influence: 

“...the High Men of  the Sea...we may dread as Death. 
For Death they worship and slay men cruelly in honour 
of  the Dark. Out of  the Sea they came, and if  they 
ever had any land of  their own, ere they came to the 
west-shores, we know not where it may be. Black tales 
come to us out of  the coast-lands, north and south … 
they bear away evil booty, captives packed like beasts, 
the fairest women and children, or young men unblem-
ished, and that is their end. Some say that they are eaten 
for meat; and others that they are slain with torment on 
the black stones in the worship of  the Dark. Both may-
be are true.” 

 
“And they sailed now with power and armoury to Mid-
dle-earth, and came no longer as bringers of  gifts, nor 
even as rulers, but as fierce men of  war. And they hunt-
ed the men of  Middle-earth and took their goods and 
enslaved them, and many they slew cruelly upon their 
altars. For they built in their fortresses temples and great 
tombs in those days; and men feared them, and the 
memory of  the kindly kings of  the ancient days faded 
from the world and was darkened by many a tale of  
dread‖ (3). 
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Some may have ―laid the men of  Middle-earth 
under tribute‖ during the rule of  earlier kings, 
but there is no overt mention of  human sacri-
fice in any source—The Line of  Elros, Akallabêth, 
or the Appendices—prior to the reign of  Ar-
Pharazôn. 

So, when did the last king of  Númenór rule, 
and thus when does Tal-Elmar take place? It‘s a 
rather narrow window, because Sauron‘s seduc-
tion of  the king and corruption of  the 
Númenóreans lasted only 48 years, from 3262-
3310 (4)! Having established when the story 
takes place, let‘s look for clues to help us nail 
down where it takes place. 

Geography 
Although he never finished it, when he revisited 
the story in 1968 (thirteen years after first draft-
ing it), Tolkien seemed to have had a clearer vi-
sion for Tal-Elmar, writing, ―But...I think...it 
must recount the coming of  the Númenóreans 
(Elf-friends) before the Downfall, and represent 
their choice of  permanent havens‖ and that 
―the geography must be made to fit that of  the 
mouths of  Anduin and the Langstrand‖; several 
clues help pinpoint a more exact location. 
While outlining the general intentions of  the 
colonizers, he gives two possible options for 
story‘s setting, suggesting ―The place is on estu-
ary of  Isen? or Morthond.‖ We can eliminate 
the former, as Tal-Elmar‘s people (and other 
pre-Númenóreans) have a fear of  the ―Wild 
Men‖, and we know the mouth of  the Isen was 
home to ―a few tribes‖ of  Drúedain "fishers 
and fowlers‖, while south of  the Isen, ―the 
great promontory…that formed the north arm 
of  the Bay of  Belfalas‖ was occupied by the 
"Púkel-men" well into the late Third Age 
[marked on the map in green] (5). As we will 
see shortly, we have several pieces of  evidence 
that make the river Morthond a much better 
candidate. 

Next, Tal-Elmar‘s village is located ―in the 
green hills of  Agar‖, which are said to be ―far 
to the west‖; going any further west takes us 
over the Lefnui and back into Drúedain territo-
ry. However, this phrase puts us in mind of  the 
muster of  Minas Tirith and the 300 ―gallant 
green-clad men‖ levied by Hirluin ―of  the 
Green Hills from Pinnath Gelin‖ (6)– which in 
fact is Sindarin for ‗green hills‘, and slightly west 
of  the Morthond in the Second Age. 

Next, the landscape seen from their village is 
dominated by ―the great bight of  the sea that 
drove in on the land‖. While a rectangular bay 
does exist between the Morthond and Dol Am-
roth in the Third Age, it may not be what we 
could call ―great‖. However, the pre-Downfall 
coastline in this area may have been quite differ-
ent: “[the shores of  Middle-earth] were much changed 
in the tumult of  the winds and seas that followed the 
Downfall; for in some places the sea rode in upon the 
land, and in others it piled up new coasts. …the Bay of  
Belfalas was much filled at the east and south, so that 
Pelargir which had been only a few miles from the sea 
was left far inland, and Anduin carved a new path by 
many mouths to the Bay. But the Isle of  Tolfalas was 
almost destroyed, and was left at last like a barren and 
lonely mountain in the water not far from the issue of  
the River”  (7). 

One snag to this proposed location is that of  
Edhellond – the Elf-harbor located near the 
mouth of  the confluence of  the rivers 
Morthond and Ringló, which appears to have 
existed all the way from the late First Age until 
1981 TA. 

The problem with Edhellond is twofold. First, 
we know that ―a primitive harbour of  fisher-
folk‖ already existed when the first elves ar-
rived, and these ―in fear of  the Eldar fled into 
the mountains‖ (8). Given their hatred of  the 
‗Fell Folk‘ and fear of  the ‗Go-Hilleg‘ (both of  
whom would largely resemble elves to their 
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Sharp-eyed readers will note that while the Second Age map above draws heavily on 

that created by Andreas Möhn for Middle-earth seen by Barbarians, his major 

alteration of  the shape of  the coasts north of  Dol Amroth would prevent the exist-

ence of  Edhellond during the Second Age, as the location would be beneath the sea! 

In light of  the passage above—which only specifically describes the changes to the 

southern Bay—I have tried to strike a balance between Möhn‘s map and the 

familiar Third Age map (below), withdrawing the coastline between Morthond and 

Pinnath Gelin to create a more reasonable ―bight‖. 
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eyes), it seems quite unlikely that Tal-Elmar‘s 
people would have tolerated living so close to 
an outpost of  Firstborn. Secondly, the 
Númenórean sailors who Tal-Elmar meets at 
the end of  the fragment recognize that he can-
not be an Elf  as they have landed ―far to the 
south, and none dwell here‖, wishing they were 
―north away near to (the) Havens.‖ However, 
they also admit that they do not ―[know] all the 
ways of  the Eldar‖. It is possible that the haven  
was unknown to the Faithful until a later date. 
One final mystery remains… 

The Fell Folk of  the East 

“Fair, tall, and flint-eyed they were, with bright 
weapons made by demons in the fiery hills. 
Slowly they were thrusting towards the shores of  the 
Sea, driving before them the ancient dwellers in the 
lands...In the valley of  Ishmalog...a whole people of  the 
Fell Folk had been on the move, with their wains and 
their cattle and their women.” 

When the subject of  the ‗Fell Folk of  the East‘ 
comes up in discussions, it is often as a matter 
of  puzzlement. While the name (and their use 
of  wagons) suggests Easterlings like the later 
Wainriders, based on their physical descrip-
tion—like Tal-Elmar himself, they are pheno-
typically perfect  examples of  the House of  Ha-
dor—and our knowledge of  where Agar likely 
is, I believe the identification of  this people is 
much simpler. Unbeknownst to the people of  
Agar, the ‗Fell Folk‘ ARE ALSO 
Númenóreans—but not from across the ocean. 
The natives believe that Númenóreans (called 
by them ‗Go-Hilleg‘) only come from over the 
Sea, and—being very isolated and insular—
seem not to have connected the dots that they 
may have set up a colony further east and 
south, from which they are expanding west-
wards. Thus, the Fell Folk are likely colonist 
families from Pelargir (founded ~950 years ear-
lier) or perhaps Dol Amroth. While we do not 

know for sure when Dol Amroth was founded, 
in one late writing Tolkien specified that its 
people ―were mainly Númenórean in origin‖ 
and descended from settlers ―before the divi-
sion of  the people or the armada of  Ar-
Pharazôn‖ (9). The schism between the King‘s 
Men and the Faithful began during the reign of  
Atanamir and thus actually predates the found-
ing of  Pelargir. In another note he claimed Dol 
Amroth was settled by ―a family of  the Faithful 
who had sailed from Númenor before the 
Downfall‖ (10). All of  this agrees with our 
identification of  the Fell Folk as Númenórean 
westward colonizers, which—knowing the story 
takes place during Sauron‘s captivity—would be 
impossible if  Dol Amroth was founded after the 
Downfall. 

If  the Fell Folk are in fact Númenóreans 
(especially of  the Faithful), it makes even more 
sense that the ambush of  a ―great host‖ of  
them was accomplished by the ―army of  the 
North King‖—whom Tolkien recognizes ―is 
Sauron‖. It seems that he had held sway over 
Men in the southern White Mountains since at 
least the time of  his war with the Elves, and 
possibly as early as 1200 SA (11). 
As for the ―narrow place‖ where the slaughter 
took place, there are no clues towards its loca-
tion, but we do know that—although it doesn‘t 
appear to do so on the map—the river Ciril is 
said to have ―flowed westward for some way in 
a deep rocky channel‖ (12). It is somewhat out 
of  the way for settlers heading west from Dol 
Amroth, but could hardly be avoided by those 
coming from Pelargir! 

A Final Surprise 

While Tal-Elmar is not the best source for un-
derstanding the wider world, the suggestion 
that the Fell Folk‘s weapons were not made by 
them but by ―fiery demons‖ is especially intri-
guing. Given the apparent skill in metallurgy the 
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Númenóreans already possess for themselves, 
one wonders who these ‗demons‘ might refer 
to, and an early version of  LR Book II contains 
a telling clue. Originally, the name of  one of  the 
rivers of  Gondor was first used for what would 
become the river Silverlode (Celebrant) of  Wil-
derland. What‘s more, given the proximity to 
Moria, Tolkien gave this river a name not only 
in Sindarin and Westron, but also in Khuzdul! 
The river in question was none other than the 
Morthond, aka Blackroot, aka Buzundush! (13)!  

The question then becomes: if  the location of  a 
river changes, but the name is retained, is the 
associated cultural etymology retained with it? 
While we have no other signs of  Dwarves living 
or working in the area, the linguistic detail—
combined with Tal-Elmar‘s fear of  terrifying 
metalworkers in the hills—is too good to over-
look.  
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Movie Review: Iceman (2017): Written and directed by 

Felix Randau, starring Jürgen Vogel. 

Despite its 90 minute runtime, Der Mann aus dem Eis packs a serious 

punch. In a similar vein as Annaud‘s Quest for Fire, this ‗science fan-

tasy‘ adventure presents us with one possible depiction of  the final 

days of  the life of  Ötzi, the Alpine wet mummy discovered in 

1991.  The plot is simple but effective: a bare-bones revenge story 

that feels like a gritty, bloody Western in Chalcolithic disguise, re-

volving around the recovery of  a mysterious McGuffin. This takes 

the form of  a sort of  religious artifact (?), whose revelation elicited 

a gasp from me (and which I will not spoil). If  we pretend this film 

is set in the Second Age, it may provide some insight into why 

Isildur made the King of  the Mountains swear his Oath upon the 

Stone of  Erech specifically. While short on dialogue, what little exists is given in Rhaetian, an ex-

tinct non-Indo-European language related to Etruscan and once spoken in the Alps (which, of  

course, map very neatly onto Middle-earth‘s White Mountains). This makes it exceedingly easy to 

imagine as a local drama taking place among some feuding clans of  pre-Númenóreans (or Men 

and orcs!), for whom rudely-fletched, flint-tipped arrows whistling from behind boulders must 

have been a common peril.  Highly recommended. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J%C3%BCrgen_Vogel
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f  many throughout the Lord of  
the Rings, one of  the most visu-
ally-memorable scenes takes 
place at the end of  Journey to the 

Crossroads (Book IV: Chapter 7), in which Frodo 
and Sam discover the ―huge sitting figure‖ of  a 
former Gondorian king, whose decapitated 
stone head is recrowned with flowers at the set-
ting of  the sun. While perfectly evocative on its 
own, this scene creates a frustrating problem. 

In the published text, we read that the Ozyman-
dius-like statue‘s ―eyes were hollow and the carv-
en beard was broken‖. Normally, the question 
would then become: with what style of  beard 
should we picture this king? While the beard of, 
for example, Antoninus Pius (2nd century CE)  
would not project enough to break off, thinking 
of  the apparent ancient inspirations for 
Númenór and Gondor (see page 14), might we 
take our cues from archeology and picture the 
king with a beard of  an earlier period, one 
aligned with the cultures generally suggested by 
the texts and Tolkien‘s comments?  In compari-
son, a Mesopotamian or Persian-style projecting 
beard, translated into a three-dimensional stone 
statue, could likely be broken off  fairly easily by 
vandalizing orcs. Or perhaps  we should take 
Tolkien‘s own comments to their extreme con-

clusion and picture the crossroads king with 
one of  the various iconic ‗false beards‘ worn by 
pharaohs of  ancient Egypt (though the nemes 
headdress is probably unnecessary)? 

If  we take Tolkien‘s comments in Letter No. 
211 (cited elsewhere in this issue) literally, then 
per the published Lord of  the Rings text, a 
Gondorian statue with an Egyptian false beard 
could be a valid interpretation! However, in light 
of  a comment written at the end of  his life, for 
Númenórean and Gondorian kings, beardless-
ness should be a sign of  rightful kingship and 
royal pedigree: 

While the quote in question has been widely 
available for forty years (a reduced form ap-
pearing as a footnote in Unfinished Tales), its 
inclusion in full in  last year‘s The Nature of  
Middle-earth has caused increased awareness of  
the idea of  the ‗beardless Gondorian‘. In this 
late note (dated December 1972), Tolkien stated 
that “Any element of  an elvish strain in human ances-
try was very dominant...the royal house [of  Númenór] 
was half-elven, having two strains of  elvish race in their 
ancestry through Luthien...and Idril...the effects were 
long-lasting...probably most lasting in beardlessness... 
thus none of  the Númenórean chieftains of  descent from 
Elros (whether kings or not) would be beard-
ed” (NoMe (Part 3:Chapter V—Beards). 

Dilemma of the Crossroads KingDilemma of the Crossroads King  
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Put simply: royal Númenórean blood should 
equal no facial hair.  Since this is quite literally 
Tolkien‘s last word on the subject, we believe it 
should be given more weight than the passage 
in Book IV, written more than twenty years ear-
lier.  

Tolkien frequently tinkered with his writing, of-
ten returning years afterwards to refine or re-
frame earlier pieces: witness his 1960 attempt to 
rewrite The Hobbit in the style of  The Lord of  
the Rings, and The Nature of  Middle-earth 
showing his clear attempts to bring his Silmaril-
lion stories out of  the ‗legendary register‘ and 
into the ‗historical romance‘ style of  the LR. In 
light of  his impulse, it is not unreasonable to 
imagine Tolkien eventually reworking his trilogy 
to bring the published version into line with his 
later ideas. If  so, the Crossroads king's carven 

beard seems a perfect candidate for removal*. 
In light of  his most recent thoughts on the 
matter, the most accurate crossroads king 
would simply be beardless. 

 
*Another ideal candidate for recontextualiza-
tion: the ‗old man‘ sitting before the Paths of  
the Dead (mentioned in LR V:3). In light of  
their guttural voices, association with Dunhar-
row, and ability to sit for long periods without 
moving, he would clearly seems to have been 
one of  the Drúedain…except for his description 
as being once ―tall and kingly‖—while the 
Drugs were ―stumpy‖. As the Drúedain had not 
yet been ‗discovered‘ by Tolkien when he wrote 
the passage in question, this seems to be anoth-
er great candidate for revision in light of  his lat-
er, more detailed conceptions. 
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Tolkien's works are for everyone, but not all entities take the same ap-

proach to them. The official stance of  the Middle-earth Reenactment So-

ciety is that we do not actively pursue the storylines, cultural art forms, or 

other possible influences from any derivative works that have been—or 

will in the future—be brought to light in popular culture and media. 

Films, TV shows, and other ―inspired by‖ works will continue to be just 

that, and will not—for us—be brought to bear on an authentic (based on 

Tolkien‘s texts) re-creation of  Middle-earth. We would refer readers to our 

2017 Society Standards published in Volume 2, Issue 4—in particular sec-

tion 5—in which we indicate the Appropriate Sources used in our re-

search. 

Of adaptations in the Seventh AgeOf adaptations in the Seventh Age  MERS Staff 

http://edgeofthewild.org/volume-2/
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To see our kits up close and personal, 

please subscribe to the MERS Youtube channel, 

where our ‗Unpacked‘ series is currently breaking 

down member kits month by month. Whether 

you‘re interested in historic textiles, flint & steel, 

trail rations, ‗pocket trash‘, or sharp stabby things, 

there‘s something for everyone! 

Image credits:  Wedjat: Jon Bodsworth; Dromond: Carole Raddato; Trireme: Ioannis Houvardas; Gladius: Rama; Darius: 

Peter.zn1; Xerxes: Darafsh; Amenhotep III: James Kemp; Tutankamun: ال روسا 
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The Middle-earth Reenactment Society is dedicated to the furthering of  J.R.R. Tolkien cultural studies, within the 

framework of  „historical‟ reenactment. We exist to recreate the cultures of  Middle-earth in both form and function, 

and to mold ourselves into peoples fitting to associate with and live as members of  these fully-realized cultures. 

A part of  the middleearthrangers.org Tolkien re-creation community, the Society publishes the online periodical 

Edge of  the Wild, showcasing new research, methods, materials, and instructional articles, while meeting through-

out the year at various sites deemed „wild‟ enough to still capture the reality and imagination of  the wild lands envi-

sioned within the pages of  Tolkien‟s works.  

To subscribe to the newsletter and receive future issues of  Edge of  the Wild sent directly to your inbox, 

contact us at Middleearthreenactmentsociety@gmail.com or 

find us on Facebook as „Middle-earth Reenactment Society‟, or 

on Instagram @middleearthreenactments! 

For those interested in joining us, we‘ve streamlined the 

process - please consider our new membership application! 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCN9TSNXoRY8JYMX_3kZVqRQ
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=3803752
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=65155993
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=54287750
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=6774806
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=90691343
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=41965467
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=121598382
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=51119085
mailto:middleearthreenactmentsociety@gmail.com
http://www.facebook.com/MiddleearthReenactmentSociety
http://www.instragram.com/middleearthreenactments
https://forms.gle/Kv1AJfubFDjLaUow8

