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In this course we will studied how Tolkien used actual ancient and modern (for his time) science 
to “flesh out” Middle-earth, and explored where he got the science right, and where he got it 
wrong. We drew connections to many other aspects of his writings, but always tied it back to 
the science (since students are getting Natural Science credit for general education for this 
course). Hopefully this course gave students a greater appreciation for not only Tolkien, but 
how a knowledge of science is important to poets, artists, historians, novelists, and generally 
everyone. 
 
Required text: 
 
J.R.R. Tolkien, The Silmarillion (any edition) 
Excerpts from other texts and journal articles posted online 
 
Students were graded as followed: 

Take home midterm (essay questions): 15% 
Take home final (essay questions): 15% 
Creation myth paper and analysis: 15% (see below) 
Reading questions from assigned texts (collected at each class meeting): 40% 
Geomyth paper and presentation (final project): 15% (see below) 

 
Daily syllabus 
 

Date Topic and Readings 

8/28 Who was JRRT and what did he write?  

9/4 Science, Myth, and Religion Readings: Tolkien on Fairy-stories, pp 50-72 

9/9 Creation Myths Readings: The Silmarillion  “Ainulindale”, “Valaquenta”, Chapters 
1 and 2 

9/11 Cosmology: Medieval to Modern Readings: Kristine Larsen, "Behold Your 
Music!: The Themes of Iluvatar, The Song of Aslan, and the Real Music of the 
Spheres." In Music in Middle-earth, ed. Heidi Steimel. Walking Tree Press 11-27, 
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2010. 

9/16 Constellations Readings: The Silmarillion Chapters 3 and 4 

9/18 Planetarium show: meet in planetarium  Readings:  Kristine Larsen, "'That Sickle 
of the Heavenly Field' : Celestial Motifs in ‘The Lay of Leithian’." Mallorn: Journal 
of the Tolkien Society 54: 38-40, 2013. 

9/23 Science and Ethics Readings: The Silmarillion Chapters 5-7; “The Tale of Adanel” 
(Morgoth’s Ring, 344-9) 

9/25 Technology versus the Environment Readings: The Silmarillion Chapter 8; The 
Two Towers “Treebeard”; The Return of the King “The Scouring of the Shire” 

9/30 Geomythology Readings: The Silmarillion Chapter 9 

10/2 Genetic Engineering Readings: The Silmarillion Chapter 10; “Myths Transformed” 
(Morgoth’s Ring 408-24) 

10/7 Moon phases and eclipses Readings: The Silmarillion Chapter 11 

10/9 Calendars Readings: The Silmarillion Chapter 11; The Return of the King Appendix 
D; The Hobbit Chapters 3 and 11 

10/14 Light Pollution Readings: The Silmarillion Chapter 12; Kristine Larsen, "And the 
Stars Were Hidden: Middle-earth as a Canary in the Light Pollution Coal Mine." 
Amon Hen: Bulletin of the Tolkien Society #229: 16- 

10/16 Creation of the moon Readings: Morgoth’s Ring 39-44, 369-91 

10/21 Volcanoes Readings: The Silmarillion Chapter 13, The Return of the King “The 
Land of Shadow” and “Mount Doom”; Kristine Larsen, "The Historical Discovery 
of a New Element, Orodruinium." APS News Zero Gravity column, April 2004, 6-7. 

10/23 Meteors and meteorites Readings: The Silmarillion Chapter 21 

10/28 Observing planets  Readings: The Silmarillion Chapter 24; The Fellowship of the 
Ring “Many Meetings” 

10/30 Prehistoric animals Readings: “Father Christmas Letter” for 1932; The Two 
Towers “Of Herbs and Stewed Rabbit”; The Return of the King “The Battle of the 
Pelennor Fields” 

11/4 Evolution Readings: The Silmarillion Appendix - Family trees; The Fellowship of 
the Ring “Prologue: Concerning Hobbits”; The Return of the King “The Ride of the 
Rohirrim” 

11/6 Catastrophism Readings: The Silmarillion Chapters 1, 3, 24 



11/11 Immortality and Life Extension Technologies Readings: The Silmarillion 
“Akallabeth” and “On the Rings of Power” 

11/13 Tsunamis and the Atlantis myth Readings: The Silmarillion “Akallabeth” 

11/18 Time Travel Readings: Sauron Defeated “The Notion Club Papers” (excerpts) 

11/20 Extraterrestrial Life Readings: Sauron Defeated “The Notion Club Papers” 
(excerpts); Kristine Larsen, “A ‘Perilous, Lonely Venture’: Tolkien, Lewis and the 
Theological Implications of Extraterrestrial Life.” Lembas Extra: Journal of the 
Dutch Tolkien Society, 2015 edition, 273-92 (preprint) 

11/25 Math Anxiety and Science Phobia Readings: Kristine Larsen, "We Hatesses Those 
Tricksy Numbers: Tolkien, Lewis and Maths Anxiety." Mallorn: Journal of the 
Tolkien Society 52: 33-5, 2011. 

12/2 Impact of Tolkien on modern science Readings: Kristine Larsen, "SAURON, 
Mount Doom, and Elvish Moths: The Influence of Tolkien on Modern Science." 
Tolkien Studies 4: 223-33, 2007. 

12/4 Putting together final presentations (posters) 

12/9 Final presentations 

  
Creation Myth Assignment: Design Your Own Creation Myth 
 
In class we discussed the basic elements of most creation myths. For your first major 
assignment in this class you will design your own creation myth. Imagine you are the member 
of some non-technological culture on an earth-like planet far away. See points below for 
clarification on what "earth-like" means. Exercise your creativity and invent a detailed creation 
myth for this culture. Your myth should include the first three items discussed in class as parts 
of a creation myth but only the sub-categories listed below: 
 
1) Explains how the universe comes into being 
2) Establishes a model for the creative process 

 Creation comes from acts such as ________ (you fill in the blank!) 
3) Describes creation of specific pieces of the cosmos 

 Creation of sun, moon, stars (be explicit!) 

 Creation of “humans” (or whatever your intelligent beings are called) 

 Creation of animals and plants (if different from above) 
 

Although your myth should include all these items, it should not read like a list but flow 
naturally like a good myth should. Read your story aloud and see if it would make a good 
bedtime story – let that be your litmus test. The length may vary widely from student to 
student, but it will probably be difficult to complete the assignment in less than three pages. 



Provide two (2) copies, one of which does NOT have your name on it. At the end of class you 
will be given the anonymous copy of a classmate’s myth, which you will analyze in light of the 
seven categories discussed in class. You will clearly identify each element in your classmate’s 
myth. You may use a checklist as part of your analysis but it should contain a critical, well-
written analysis portion as well. Your grade for this assignment will be 2/3 from your own paper 
and 1/3 from your analysis of your classmate’s paper. Note that there are many websites with 
sample creation myths from various cultures. Your myth, however, must be completely original. 
You will be graded on originality, completeness, and usage of proper spelling and grammar.  
 
The following is information concerning your planet. Items 2 and 3 must be explained as part of 
your myth: 
 
1) Its size, structure, features, and life forms are very similar to earth. You are free to make any 
unique changes in these items if you wish to do so. 
 
2) It has two moons. They appear very different. One is larger in size and has lots of large 
craters visible to the eye. The other is half its size but has no visible craters or surface features 
of any kind. 
 
3) It is at the edge of a star cluster. Your culture would not understand this, and instead have 
some creative explanation as to why a few dozen stars, haphazardly arranged across the sky, 
appear MUCH brighter than the rest of the stars. Note that if you wish to include the color of 
these stars (not necessary) they should be a range of colors (blue, white, yellow, orange, red).  
 
Final Project: Create a Geomyth 
 
The assignment has 3 parts: 
 
1) a short (2-3 page) summary of the science behind a deadly earthquake, volcanic eruption, or 
tsnami (who what when where why sort of questions), especially why so many people died. 
 
2) a short (2-3 page) myth that people in that area might tell about the event (in other words, 
relate it to gods, demons, etc.). 
 
3) a poster presentation to be done on the last day of class in the foyer of the science building 
that summarizes your event and your myth (I will provide a template as a single powerpoint 
slide later). 
 
 
 


