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n  a  'o n a f t  letter* written in 195«i Tolkien denied that there 

was any 'religion’ in Middle-earth. However he was referring to the existence 

of an organised religion with buildings, priestly cults, etc.: In fact there 

Is much evidence of religion in The Lord of the Rings. In The Road Goes 

Ever On Tolkien wrote about Elvish songs in praise of Elbereth, "The E lv e s  

s in g  hymns to  h e r,"1 and then commented, " (T h e s e  and o t h e r  

re fe re n c e s  to  r e l i g i o n  in  T h ^  L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  a re  f r e q u e n t ly  

o v e rlo o k e d !" 1. In a small way I would like to remedy this 'overlooking'.

As a teacher of Religious Studies and as an avid reader of Tolkien's 

books I have often thought about studying the religious practices and beliefs 

of the peoples of Middle-earth by applying to them the techniques employed 

In the study of religion.

The study of religion has been transformed over the past few decades. One of the most 

Influential thinkers In bringing about this change has been Professor Ninian Smart of Lancaster 

University. He developed a method of studying the phenomenon of religion by categorising 

it in the six major ways in which all religion manifests itself. These ways he refers to as 

'dimensions'. They have become well known and are called Smart's Six Dimensions of Religion. 

Briefly, they are -

The teachings of a religion that are passed on as a series of beliefs.

The common sets of stories/presuppositions that act as a cohesive force 

for followers of a religion.

The behavioural standards o f  right and wrong,

The practices by which people express their beliefs.

The encounter with the 'divine'.

The interaction between one person or group and another.

ETHICS

RITUAL

EXPERIENCE

SOCIAL

This article, therefore, Is not a study of the origins of Tolkien's thought or an exploration 

of his own Christian beliefs and how they influenced his writings. Rather it is an attempt 

to look at these writings in order to see what the religious beliefs and practices were of 

the peoples of Middle-earth at the time of the Ular of the Ring (hereinafter referred to as 

the 'War'). With the limitations of space and the amount and type of material available I have 

restricted this article to a study of just one of the six dimensions (RITUAL) of one of the 

peoples (the ELVES) of Middle-earth.

Ule possess two types of material from Middle-earth. First, the hymns, invocations and

-su -
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other statements of the Elves (and of the other peoples 
influenced by Elvish culture) as recorded by Tolkien; 
secondly, the rest of the text of Tolkien's writings 
which can be taken as a kind of commentary or record 
of the events and thinking of the time.

Elvish culture in Middle-earth by 3020 T.A. was 
in decline but because of their life-span and life-style 
it can be assumed that many of their religious beliefs 
and practices had remained relatively unchanged over 
several millenia and therefore evidence from writings 
other that The Hobbit and LotR can be used.

There were four main centres of Elvish culture 
in Middle-earth at the time of the 'lilar': the Havens, 
Rivendell, Lothlbrien, and Northern Mirkwood. There 
are very few references to religious practice or belief 
at the Havens, and not many more to those at Lothlbrien 
or in Mirkwood but most of the basic ritual was probably 
common to all these centres. This article is based upon 
the culture at Rivendell, which was basically a combination 
of Noldorin and Sindarin. Where there are clear 
differences, these will be noted.

BASIC BELIEFS

The basic Elvish beliefs are expressed in the three 
major hymns recorded in LotR: the pilgrimage hymn of 
Gildor and company', the hymn in the Hall of Fire at 
the House of Elrond *, and the hymn of Galadriel (more 
personal than the others)4 on the departure of the 
companions from Lothlórien.

All of these hymns, called songs in LotR but hymns 
in RGEO [see note 21, are addressed to Elbereth and
they each refer to Elbereth's relation to the stars. 
They also speak of Elbereth's place far beyond Middle- 
earth, but the Elves clearly believed that their prayers 
could reach her. As such Elbereth is seen by the Elves 
as one whose power, although limited 7, could be used 
for protection, or to influence or change events.

” The Elves believed that there was only one God, 
Eru Ilúvatar, but in LotR that name is never used by 
Elves. It must be assumed that the name was too holy 
to utter and that, if misused, would bring about dire
consequences for the user, as for Feanor and his sons* 
As a substitute in blessing and in invocation therefore 
they used the name of Elbereth or referred to the stars
that she had kindled. Although the Noldor were taught
many of their skills by Aule, it is Elbereth as star-kindler 
who most attracted their devotion. There were 
opportunities, which will be referred to later (see under 
'pilgrimage') for Elves to obtain visions of Elbereth.

There was a general belief in the ability to go 
over the Sea to Eressea, indeed in the Noldor and Sindar 
it was a longing that could not be suppressed. Both 
Galadriel's lament* and Lególas' song1« express this 
concept, one in sadness, the other in expectation.

The CALENDAR and the LITURGICAL YEAR

The only calendar that is recorded in LotR is the 
Calendar of lmladris". However it is probable that this 
calendar is basically the same as that for other Elvish 
communities. It would be very unlikely for there to be 
different Days for the New Year0, or Midsummer Days. 
The length of the seasons differed and there may have 
been different festivals each according to local 
circumstances1*, for example the Elves at the Havens 
may well have celebrated a festival connected with 
the Sea that would have been inappropriate in northern 
Mirkwood.

The calendar of Imladris included a week of six 
days, enquie (pi. enquier), which, as Tolkien comments, 
existed for " r i t u a l  r a t h e r  than p r a c t ic a l  
purposes"1*. The numbers 6 and 12 held special 
significance and they observed six seasons throughout 
the solar year.

. The names of each of the days of the week were:

WEEK DAY QUENYA SINDARIN

the Stars Elenya □rgilion

the Sun Anarya Oranor

the Moon Isilya Orithil

the Two Trees Aldúya Orgaladhad

the Heavens Menelya Ormenel

the Valar Valanya Orbelain The High Day

These show whom and what the Elves revere. As 
the names are recorded in both major languages they 
were almost definitely common to all the Elvish centres. 
The enquie existed primarily for ritual purposes therefore 
it can be assumed that rituals took place on one or 
more of these days, and definitely on the last day which 
was, "th e  c h ie f  day o f  th e  week"“. Each day began 
at sunset, but it seems that the most important parts 
of the day were connected with the stars, 'tindbme' 
or star-fading and 'undbme' or star-opening1*.

The differences between Elves and Hobbits in the 
timing of the start of the day can cause confusion 
when comparing calendars. It is possible to draw an 
Elvish calendar and compare it, day for day, with the 
Shire Calendar in 1 otR't liie are told that the Elves' 
New Year, "co rre sp o n d e d  more o r  le s s  w it h  S h ir e  
A p r i l  6"1*. However, we do not know whether Yestare 
began at supset on April 5 or April 6, both of which 
are possible. The effect of this difference will be seen 
later in the dating of the feast to celebrate the victory 
at the Ford of Bruinen.

The liturgical year had six seasons and included 
at least three major festivals or periods of festival 
which lucre:

a) a two day festival incorporating the Last Day of 
the year, 'mettare', which concluded the winter, 
and New Year’s Day, 'Yestare'”, which heralded 
the spring;

b) Midsummer's Day, [which seems to have taken place 
on the 31st or 32nd day of Laire, not the 36thJ 
and

c) a three day festival, ’ enderi'10, at the end of 
Autumn, which was used as a day of thanksgiving 
(probably for the harvest).

There are no specific references to the last of 
these in LotR. but its existence and celebration can 
be inferred from the parallel on Numenor, where the 
three days of festival were the first days of Spring, 
midsummer and the end of autumnH Its existence can 
also be inferred from the fact that Elves usually called 
the year 'loa', meaning 'growth', for in these matters 
they were primarily concerned with, "th e  se a so n a l 
changes in  v e g e ta t io n " “. The Elves relied for food, 
other than by trading for it, on growing, gathering 
and hunting and would undoubtedly have had some form 
of harvest thanksgiving in common with all similar 
communities today.

The ritual year, giving both Quenya and Sindarin, 
can therefore be reconstructed as follows:

QUENYA S1NDAK1N TRANSLATION DAYS

NEW YEAR 
FESTIVAL

including the 
MID-SUMMER 

FESTIVAL (1 Day)

AUTUMN
FESTIVAL

LAST DAY 
FESTIVAL

unce again, as this calendar is recorded in both 
Quonya and Sindarin, it can be assumed that its basis 
was followed by all Elves.

FESTIVAL RITUALS AND PRACTICES

Elvish society was hierarchical and led by hereditary 
kings or lords whose authority was both secular and 
sacred; this too was paralleled by Numenbrean society. 
The senior Elvish line in Middle-earth was that of Finwe, 
represented by only two families at the time of the 
'Liar', that of Elrond and Galadriel. in each society 
in which they lived these two individuals, and their 
families, were the leaders.

The Elf-lord had a number of ritual functions of 
which one of the most important was presiding at 
festivals. The president was sat in a chair“  whilst 
minstrels sang. In TH it is recorded1* that Thranduil 
sat, on a c h a i r  o f  c a rv e n  wood", wore crowns of

Yestare New Year 1

Tuile Ethuil Spring 54
Laire Laer Summer 72

Yávie lavas Autumn 54
Enderi Mid-year 3

Quelle Firith Fading 54
llrive Rhiw Winter 72
Coire Echuir Stirring 54

Mettare Year End 1



different flora for the different seasons, berries and 
red leaves in autumn and woodland flowers in the spring, 
and, "h e ld  a c a rv e n  s t a f f  o f  oak". This ritual 
decoration may only have been practised in Thranduil's 
realm but Galadriel at her last meeting with the Fellowship 
wore, "a c i r c l e t  of g o ld e n  f lo w e r s " «  in her hair. 
Given the Elvish love of trees and flowers it is most 
probable that similar rituals were performed in most 
Elf communities. In communities influenced by the Noldor 
prayers of praise and thanksgiving to Yavanna were 
likely. It also seems probable that in Thranduil's realm 
there were ceremonies at the New Year and at the enderi 
when the king put on a new crown to the accompaniment 
of feast, dance and song.

The normal festival ritual seems to have been a 
feast, followed by drinking, singing and, according to 
TH** dancing. These activities often took place in the 
open air. As the day started at sunset, the festival 
would presumably start in the evening and continue 
till dawn at least. 1 he fact that the day started at 
sunset is the reason for TH»T referring to Midsummer's 
eve and LotR«  to Midsummer's day. In Elvish terms it 
was one and the same day.

At the end of the feast there would have been 
some form of ritual liquid to drink, this is a normal 
conclusion to feasts. The Valar used such a ritual drink 
at their festival, the Eldar believed this to have been, 
"made from  the  honey o f  th e  u n d y in g  f lo w e rs  
in  th e  g a rd e n s o f  Yavanna, though i t  was c le a r  
and t r a n s l u c e n t ."** This drink was called 'miruvbre', 
which was the same name as that given to, "th e  c o r d ia l  
o f  Im la d r is " “? Galadriel gave each member of the 
Fellowship white mead as a cup of parting»!, the last 
and (only) meal that they had with Celeborn and Galadriel, 
and in her final lament she referred to miruv6re and 
posed the question, "who now s h a l l  r e f i l l  th e  cup 
f o r  me?"31

The singing would include hymns to Elbereth, other 
hymns (or songs) of the Blessed Realm, and epic poetry 
recalling the mythic deeds of the ancestors. Another 
of the major functions of the Elf-lord was to be the 
repository of Elvish lore. There was no sacred text, 
being immortal such a collection of ancient stories was 
probably not required, but there were lore-masters 
and some collections of ancient stories were written 
down. These stories, such as the story of Tinuviel sung 
by Aragorn to the Hobbits** to lift up their hearts, 
were inspirational and thought-provoking. Their recitation 
would be an important event. It is no accident that 
the greatest of the lore-masters at the time of the 
'War' was also one of the greatest Elf-lords, Elrond.

These celebrations did not take place only at the 
regular festivals but at any other time that was deemed 
appropriate, for example, the victory at the Ford of 
Bruinen. On that occasion a special room was used, the 
Hall of Fire. In Gandalf's words, 'H ere you w i l l  h e a r 
many songs and t a le s  —  i f  you can keep awake. 
B u t e x ce p t on h ig h  days i t  u s u a l ly  sta n d s  empty 
and q u ie t ,  and p e o p le  come h e re  who w ish  f o r  
peace, and th o u g h t. T h e re  i s  a lw ays a f i r e  
h e re , a l l  the  y e a r ro u n d , b u t  th e re  i s  l i t t l e  
o th e r  l i g h t . " 3'! From the reference to 'high days' 
it must be assumed that it was the place of the great 
festivals as well as the occasional celebrations such 
as the victory at the Ford of Bruinen.

On a comparison of calendars it can be calculated 
that, if Yestare began on the evening of April 6 S.R., 
then this feast took place at the beginning of the high 
day of the ritual week, Valanya. If so, it may be that 
entering the Hall of Fire and singing hymns to Elbereth 
and other of the Valar on Valanya was the regular 
practice. However, this is very slim evidence from which 
to draw such a conclusion as it could equally be that 
it was the nature of the feast that led to the Hall 
of Fire being used rather than the day.

The only wedding involving Elves recorded in LotR 
was that of Aragorn and Arwen. This took place on 
the festival of Midsummer. It is not clear whether this 
great day was chosen as it was such an important event 
or whether or not Elvish weddings would normally be 
celebrated on festival days. As Elves were in no hurry 
they could probably have waited until the next festival.

DAILY RITUAL AND PRAGTICE

No Elf in LotR would, invoke the name of Eru Iluvatar, 
(although on the most important occasions the head 
of the exiled Numen6rean community was prepared to

do»*). Instead Elves both blessed and invoked using both 
the name of Elbereth and the stars. A common invocation 
at time of great peril was, " E lb e re th  G i l t h o n i e l  
used by Legolas»4 as he saw the carrier of the Nazgul, 
and by Hobbits like Frodo** under similar circumstances. 
Apparently such an invocation had great power, for 
even the Nazgul were troubled by it3?

Elbereth and the stars were also used in blessings, 
for example, Gildor's farewell to Frodo, "may th e  s t a r s  
s h in e  upon th e  end o f  y o u r ro a d !" 31 and "may 
E lb e r e t h  p r o t e c t  yo u "^  and Elrond's farewell to 
the Fellowship, "May th e  s t a r s  sh in e  upon y o u r 
fa ce s!"M

The Elvish love of the stars is reflected in what 
was probably a daily ritual. The Elves of Gildor's company, 
" a l l  b u r s t  in t o  song"'*3 when the evening stars 
appeared [this was not on Valanya]. This may have only 
been a Noldorin ritual as there is no record of Legolas 
doing this, or amongst the Elves of Lothl6rien. Ihe singing 
was followed by a meal around a fire.

The Silmarillion records that the returning Noldor 
under Fingolfin "blew  t h e i r  tru m p e ts  . . . a t  the 
f i r s t  r i s i n g  o f  th e  Moon"'*! It also records that 
before the Fifth Battle, "th e  tru m p e ts  o f  the  E ld a r  
g re e te d  the  r i s i n g  o f  th e  Sun . . . " "  and that 
"th e  p e o p le  o f  G o n d o lin  were upon th e  w a lls  
to  a w a it  th e  r i s i n g  Sun, and s in g  t h e i r  songs 
a t  i t s  u p l i f t i n g ,  f o r  th e  morrow was the  g r e a t  
f e a s t  t h a t  th e y  c a l le d  th e  G ates o f  Summer"'? 
However there is no mention in LotR of any ritual 
connected with either the moon or the sun, nor is there 
any mention of the blowing of trumpets. The Elves in 
the Third Age lived a quieter existence.

It may be that the end of the First Age brought 
about a change in Elf attitude and the Elves of Middle- 
earth returned to their earlier devotion of the stars 
and of Elbereth. However the Elves of Lothlbrien where 
the sun was very bright may well have continued such 
a practice. The other Valar are almost unmentioned 
in LotR.

As the Hall of Fire was a place where one could 
go for peace and quiet it is likely that the Elves 
practiced some form of quiet prayer or meditation, but 
probably not on a regular basis. They were able, through 
song, to bring their thoughts to life*** and were also 
able to ’sleep’ by ’resting their minds' in a kind of 
deep, but open-eyed, meditation'?

As far as 1 can calculate there is, with the possible 
exception of the celebration of the victory at the Ford 
of Bruinen, no record of the rituals concerned with 
the last day of the week hot it is most likely that there 
were hymns and prayers to the Valar after whom the 
day was named.

LITURGICAL LANGUAGE

Many people have used ancient or archaic languages 
with which to pray, but it seems that the Elves used 
Sindarin mainly. The only recorded exception of a prayer 
in (juenya is Galadriel's Lament.*» This was her birth- 
lafiguage but hardly her usual one as there would have 
been very few Noldor in Lothlbrien where a form of 
Sindarin was spoken. Galadriel may have used Quenya 
on this occasion as the particular prayer was so personal.

The hymn heard by Hobbits in the Hall of Fire was 
in Sindarin but of a form much influenced by Quenya^ 
however this seems to have been the normal language 
of the singers if in rather archaic form. The pilgrimage 
hymn of Gildor and company was also in Sindarin, the 
name Elbereth is used rather than Varda. One difference 
between liturgical and vernacular Sindarin was the use 
of archaic pronouns such as 'thee'3“ whereas the word 
'thee' is not used in normal speech. Although there 
is no evidence it is quite likely that the Noldor would 
use Quenya on very important occasions and a 'high' 
Sindarin for other rituals. Sindarin Elves would probably 
have used 'high' Sindarin for all rituals.

PLACES OF WORSHIP

Buildings built specifically for worship did not exist. 
As Eru Iluvatar alone was worshipped (the Valar were 
understood as intermediaries) any such building would 
have been thought blasphemous. This practice was 
paralleled by the Numenbreaos»1, both in Numenor and 
in Middle-earth. However this dio not prevent any race 
from having sacred or hallowed places. These places 
were left open to the sky and there were no buildings.



Among their holy places the Dunedain had Amon Anwar, 
the Hill of Awe at the centre of Condor where Elendil 

was buried*} and other places such as the hallow on 
Mount Mindolluin where Gandalf led Aragorn to the sapling 
of the White Tree“.

There is no mention of any such hallow for Elves, 
although by implication the burial places of Bluish kings 
and lords mentioned in The Silmarillion were treated 
in a similar way*} Eluos probably regarded the whole 
of Middle-earth as holy and were prepared to worship 
under the open sky wherever they were. This would 
have been especially appropriate as their devotion was 
expressed in hymns and prayers to the stars and other 
celestial objects and any building would have obscured 
this.

However there are two buildings mentioned in LotR 
that are associated with Elvish religious rituals. First, 
the Hall of Fire at Rivendell which has already been 
mentioned. This was a place both for private thought 
and public celebration. Secondly, the tower, Elostirion, 
built by Gil-galad for Elendil for him to put a Palantir 
inK The Palantir itself became a cause for pilgrimage.

Given the intense dislike of buildings for worship, 
the place and role of the Hall of Fire is not clear. 
It contained no images of any kind nor any cult object, 
only a fire there all the year around. It can only be 
assumed that such a building was not deemed to have 
contravened what was otherwise a strict prohibition.

PILGRIMAGE

Gildor's company was returning from a pilgrimage54 
to look into the Palantir on Emyn Beraid when they 
met Frodo, Pippin and Sam. This was a regular, if 
infrequent, event for the Noldorin exiles, especially 
those living in the area of Rivendell, it would have 
been a very difficult journey for any Noldo living in 
Lothl6rien. On such a pilgrimage the pilgrim expected 
to see Eressea and the Shores of Valinor and also hoped 
to have, "a v i s i o n ,  c l e a r  b u t rem o te, o f  
E lb e r e t h , as a m a je s t ic  f ig u r e ,  s h in in g  w h ite , 
s ta n d in g  upon th e  m ountain  O io lo s s e " 57. From 
the text of the hymn of the returning pilgrims it seems 
that they had been granted such a vision which may 
account for Gildor's comment about the Elves being, 
" . . .  l i t t l e  co n ce rn e d  w it h  the  ways o f  H o b b its , 
o r  o f  any o th e r  c r e a tu r e  upon e a rth "  and for 
immediately following this by saying, " In  t h i s  m eeting 
th e re  may be more th a n  chance . . . " * '

G0IMCLUS1GN

As Tolkien indicated, there is indeed much reference 
to religion in LutR although many of the references 
are not immediately clear. The Elves were monotheists 
with angelic intermediaries who were the focus of their 
devotions, intercessions, supplications and thanksgivings. 
They had a well-constructed ritual calendar which, both 
weekly and seasonally, provided them with rituals and 
festivals to enable them to focus their thoughts and 
to celebrate. The rituals that they followed, daily, weekly 
and seasonally, had a discernable pattern, although 
much is still obscure.

They also undertook pilgrimages upon which they 
hoped to have an 'experience' of one of their angelic 
powers. They had no scriptures as understood by the 
term in Judeo-Christian-Islamic tradition, but did have 
a large collection of poetry that was used for inspiration 
and reflection, rather like the great Viking and Hindu 
epics. Their leaders were leaders in both sacred and 
secular matters, in both war and peace and in festival 
and as repositories of lore.

They had a fully developed set of religious beliefs 
and practices similar in many ways to peoples in our 
world today, and it should not be thought otherwise.

NOTES
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the various published editions of LotR as far as this article 
is concerned, references will not be to (Book, Chapter, part 
and paragraph), as is usual in these pages, but simply to the 
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