
LITERARY ANALYSIS TECHNICAL WRITING

A Technical and Literary Analysis of David Day's A Tolkien 
Bestiary: Mapping the Flora and Fauna of Middle-earth
Published: June 27, 2025  |  Index ID: #200

The literary legacy of J.R.R. Tolkien is not merely defined by its narrative depth but by its rigorous sub-creation—a 

term Tolkien himself used to describe the meticulous construction of a secondary world with its own history, 

languages, and biology. Among the various scholarly and encyclopedic attempts to categorize this world, David 

Day's A Tolkien Bestiarystands as a seminal, though often debated, contribution to Middle-earth studies.

Published originally in 1979, this work provides a systematic A-Z guide to the imaginary beasts, monsters, fauna,

and flora that inhabit the Undying Lands and Middle-earth. This article provides an in-depth technical breakdown of

the Bestiary's structure, its contribution to Tolkien scholarship, and a detailed analysis of the biological and

mythological classifications presented within its pages.

The Architectural Framework of the Tolkien Bestiary

David Day’s approach to the Bestiary is both chronological and taxonomic. Unlike a standard dictionary, the 

Bestiary attempts to frame its entries within the broader historical timeline of Arda (Tolkien's world). The technical 

execution of the book involves synthesizing information from The Hobbit, The Lord of the Rings, and The 

Silmarillion, as well as the posthumously published Unfinished Tales.

Methodological Classification

The work organizes the vast array of entities into several distinct categories of existence. From a technical writing

perspective, Day employs a hierarchy of being that mirrors medieval bestiaries, categorized as follows:

•  The Ainur (Deities): Including the Valar (the Powers) and the Maiar (lesser spirits).

•  The Races of the Incarnates: Elves, Men, Dwarves, and Hobbits.

•  The Bestial and the Monstrous: Dragons, Orcs, Trolls, and Wargs.

•  Flora and Botanical Lore: Detailed descriptions of unique vegetation like Mallorn trees and the White Tree of 

Gondor.

This classification is critical for researchers because it distinguishes between beings of spirit (like Balrogs) and

biological organisms (like the Great Eagles), though in Tolkien’s lore, these lines often blur through the process of

incarnation.

Core Concepts: Taxonomy of Middle-earth Entities

To understand the technical depth of the Bestiary, one must analyze how Day treats the evolution and corruption of 

species. A central theme in Tolkien’s mythology is the concept of Melkor’s Discord, which acts as the primary

driver for the creation of monstrous races. The Bestiary documents how these corruptions manifest physically and

behaviorally.

The Mechanics of Corruption

In the technical framework of Middle-earth, monsters are rarely original creations but are instead "mockeries" of

existing life. The following table illustrates the theoretical relationships between the "pure" races and their corrupted

counterparts as detailed in Day’s research.



Original Race Corrupted Variant Primary Mechanism of 
Change

Functional Attributes

Elves Orcs Torture and dark sorcery 
by Melkor.

Low durability, high 
breeding rate, photophobia.

Ents Trolls Mimicry in stone by the 
Dark Lord.

Immense physical strength, 
cognitive simplicity, 
petrification in sunlight.

Maiar (Spirits) Balrogs / Great Spiders Self-incarnation into 
terrifying physical forms.

Elemental manipulation 
(fire/shadow), high-level 
intelligence.

The Botanical Inventory

Beyond the beasts, Day provides significant technical data on the flora of Middle-earth. Plants in Tolkien's world 

often serve as symbols of political legitimacy or spiritual purity. For example, Telperion and Laurelin(the Two

Trees of Valinor) are treated not just as plants, but as the primary sources of light for the world before the creation

of the Sun and Moon. The Bestiary tracks the lineage of these trees down to the White Tree of Minas Tirith

(Nimloth), providing a genealogical record of botanical significance.

Technical Analysis of Key Species: Ancalagon and the Uruk-hai

Two specific entries in the Bestiary deserve deep technical scrutiny due to their complexity: Ancalagon the Black 

and the Uruk-hai.

Ancalagon: The Aerodynamics of Legend

Ancalagon was the largest of all winged dragons, unleashed by Morgoth during the War of Wrath. Day analyzes

Ancalagon’s scale and impact, noting that his fall crushed the towers of Thangorodrim. From a structural analysis

perspective, the Bestiary highlights the shift from the flightless "Urulóki" (Fire-drakes like Glaurung) to the winged

drakes. This represents a significant evolution in the biological warfare capabilities of the first Dark Lord.

Uruk-hai: Bio-Engineering in the Third Age

The Uruk-hai represent a later advancement in the technical mastery of biology by Saruman and Sauron. Unlike

standard Orcs, Uruk-hai possess several engineered advantages:

1.  Sunlight Resistance: They are not weakened by the sun, allowing for 24-hour operational deployment.

2.  Physical Stature: They possess human-like proportions, increasing their combat efficiency and equipment 

compatibility.

3.  Psychological Resilience: They exhibit higher discipline and tactical awareness than the snaga (lesser orcs).

Artistic and Visual Documentation: A Technical Review

A Tolkien Bestiary is renowned for its visual components, featuring over 100 black-and-white illustrations and 36 full-

color paintings. The technical challenge for the illustrators (including Michael Foreman, Ian Miller, and Lidia

Postma) was to interpret descriptions that were often poetic rather than literal.

Illustrative Styles and Interpretive Models

The Bestiary utilizes different artistic mediums to convey the "vibe" of various ages:



•  Monochrome Lithography: Used for the First Age and the creation myths to evoke a sense of ancient history.

•  Surrealist Illustration: Ian Miller’s work, in particular, uses intricate, chaotic linework to represent the madness 

of Morgoth's creatures.

•  Romantic Realism: Used for the descriptions of the Undying Lands and the High Elves to emphasize their 

ethereal nature.

This multidisciplinary approach makes the book an essential visual companion for those studying the aesthetics of

high fantasy. It provides a blueprint for how technical descriptions in literature can be translated into visual media.

Comparative Evaluation: Day’s Bestiary vs. Other Tolkien Guides

In the ecosystem of Tolkien reference literature, A Tolkien Bestiary occupies a specific niche. It is more visual than 

Robert Foster’s The Complete Guide to Middle-earthbut is sometimes criticized for its interpretive leaps. The

following matrix compares the Bestiary with other core reference texts.



Metric A Tolkien Bestiary (David 
Day)

The Complete Guide to 
Middle-earth (Robert 
Foster)

The Atlas of Middle-earth 
(Karen Wynn Fonstad)

Primary Focus Biological and Mythological 
Entities

Etymology and Contextual 
Definitions

Cartography and 
Geopolitical Movement

Visual Integration High (Illustrations and 
Paintings)

Low (Mostly Text-based) High (Maps and Diagrams)

Source Adherence Interpretive (Includes Day's 
Synthesis)

Strict (Directly cited from 
Tolkien)

Strict (Geographical 
evidence)

Technical Detail Focuses on descriptions 
and lore

Focuses on page 
references and chronology

Focuses on distance, 
elevation, and geology

Practical Implementation: Using the Bestiary for Creative Research

For writers, game designers, and scholars, the Bestiary serves as a functional framework for world-building. To

utilize this text effectively, one should follow a structured analytical process:

Step-by-Step Research Workflow

1.  Identify the Entity's Origin: Determine if the creature belongs to the First, Second, or Third Age. This dictates 

their power level and mythological significance.

2.  Analyze the Etymological Root: Day often provides the Quenya or Sindarin names. Understanding the 

linguistic root (e.g., "-dagnir" meaning bane) provides insight into the creature's role in the narrative.

3.  Cross-Reference with the Chronology: Use the chronological charts at the beginning of the book to see 

which Dark Lord (Morgoth or Sauron) influenced the creature's development.

4.  Visual Assessment: Study the illustrations to understand the physical scale—especially important for 

colossal entities like the Kraken (Watcher in the Water) or Great Spiders.

The Authorship of David Day: Context and Critical Reception

David Day is a Canadian author with a prolific output of over 50 books. His expertise in ecology and natural history

provides a unique lens through which he views Tolkien's work. Unlike many literary critics who focus solely on the

philological aspects of Tolkien’s writing, Day approaches the texts as a naturalist would approach an unexplored

continent.

Technical Criticisms and Scholar Perspectives

While A Tolkien Bestiary is a commercial success with over 3 million copies sold, it is important to address the 

technical criticisms from the Tolkien Estate and hardcore scholars. The primary critique is that Day occasionally 

conflates different versions of Tolkien's myths (e.g., merging early Lost Tales concepts with later Silmarillion 

concepts) without explicitly noting the changes in Tolkien’s own writing process. However, for the general reader 

and the technical writer, this synthesis provides a more cohesive "unified field theory" of Middle-earth’s biology than 

the fragmented notes often found in the History of Middle-earth series.

Troubleshooting Common Misconceptions in Tolkien's Biology

When using the Bestiary, readers often encounter complex biological contradictions. Here are solutions to common



interpretive challenges:

•  Problem: The "Wings of Balrogs" Debate.

    Technical Solution: Day’s Bestiary illustrates Balrogs with wings. In the text, the description of shadow 

"reaching out like wings" is often debated. When using the Bestiary as a source, acknowledge that it follows the 

"physical wings" interpretation which has become standard in visual media (including the Peter Jackson films).

•  Problem: The Origin of Orcs.

    Technical Solution: Tolkien changed his mind on this multiple times (corrupted elves vs. corrupted men). Day’s 

Bestiary primarily presents the "corrupted Elf" theory as it provides the most dramatic mythological symmetry.

•  Problem: The Nature of the Eagles.

    Technical Solution: Are they birds or Maiar? The Bestiary treats them as "Great Eagles," high-intelligence 

beings granted speech by Manwë, distinguishing them from common avian species.

The Broader Implications of the Bestiary on Fantasy Media

The technical documentation provided by David Day has had an outsized influence on the fantasy genre as a 

whole. By providing a structured, A-Z categorization of a fantasy world, Day set the template for later works like the 

Dungeons &amp; Dragons Monster Manualand various "World of..." guides. The Bestiary proves that for a fantasy

world to feel "real," it requires more than just a plot; it requires a detailed ecosystem, a clear taxonomy, and a

sense of evolutionary history.

Ultimately, A Tolkien Bestiaryserves as a bridge between the high-literary world of Tolkien’s Oxford scholarship and

the modern demand for comprehensive, encyclopedic world-building. It remains a vital tool for anyone seeking to

understand the sheer scale of the imagination required to build the Undying Lands and the world of Middle-earth.

Whether used as a scholarly reference or a creative inspiration, the Bestiary’s technical breakdown of Tolkien’s sub-

creation ensures that the monsters and meadows of Arda remain as vivid today as they were when they first

appeared in the pages of Tolkien’s manuscripts.
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