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In his famous lecture series On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History (1840), Thomas Carlyle proposed the theory that “the history of the world was but the biography of great men.” This became known as the “Great Man theory” – the idea that history has been directed and shaped by the will and ambitions of a few “great men” or heroes. It was a theory that enjoyed immense popularity in the Victorian Age, and has found its champions in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, too.


The history of Tolkien’s world is very much shaped by its heroes and heroines. Certainly, in The Lord of the Rings, Aragorn the future King of the Reunited Kingdom of Arnor and Gondor is a classic example of a Carlylean hero. By his bravery, strength, ambition and sheer will, Aragorn appears to direct the course of history and bring about the salvation of the Free Peoples of Middle-earth.


However, Tolkien heroes also differ in a number of ways from Carlyle’s heroes. Tolkien’s heroes are not simply larger-than-life men and women of genius and strength who independently decide the course of history, but are essentially agents of destiny. In Tolkien – as in most fairy-tales and myths – destiny is conveyed or passed on by “a strand of blood”. In Tolkien’s heroes, their bloodlines are immensely important and may be traced back over thousands of years to semi-divine origins. As we will repeatedly see in this book, the author’s heroes and heroines all have rich, deep backstories with frequently complex connections to hereditary ancestors that are ultimately linked to the fates of dynasties and nations.


One cannot entirely understand, for instance, the nature of Aragorn’s destiny or that of his eventual queen Arwen without understanding their ancestry. In The Heroes of Tolkien, the commentaries on these two lovers – combined with the “Elven Bloodlines of Aragorn and Arwen Evenstar” chart – trace their royal bloodlines back over seven thousand years of human history – and an additional ten thousand years of Elvish history – to the four original Eldar Kindred, and the High Kings of Eldamar and Beleriand.


Similarly, The Heroes of Tolkien is organized in such a manner as to place all of Tolkien’s major heroes and heroines – and their ancestors – in their appropriate historical context and chronological order. This has been done to provide readers – particularly those of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings – with insights into the deeper motives for the actions of many of their heroes and heroines, as revealed elsewhere in Tolkien’s writings.


Another focus of The Heroes of Tolkien is related to how the heroes of Tolkien’s world are perceived within the context of world literature, history and mythology. This was a perspective that was immensely important to Tolkien.


The opening essay in Thomas Carlyle’s On Heroes begins with “The Hero as Divinity” that the term “heroes” should also encompass mythological beings such as Odin and the rest of the Norse gods. Thus, in The Heroes of Tolkien, we begin with the divine heroes (and heroines) of Tolkien’s world – the Ainur (Valar and Maiar) – comparing them to those same Norse gods (Æsir and Vanir); as well as to that other great pantheon of divine “heroes”: the Greco-Roman gods of Olympus.


Thus, although Tolkien’s god-like Valar and Maiar are remarkable and original creations, they undoubtedly draw inspiration from the Norse and Greco-Roman gods and goddesses. For example, aspects of Tolkien’s Manwë as the king of the Ainur enthroned upon Taniquetil are comparable to those of the Norse Odin as the king of the Æsir enthroned upon Hlidskjalf as well as the Greco-Roman Zeus/Jupiter as the king of the gods enthroned upon Olympus.


Tolkien’s intent here was to create a pantheon of archetypal divine and earthly heroes that would place his cosmology of Middle-earth and the Undying Lands on equal footing with authentic mythological traditions of other nations. It was Tolkien’s belief that aside from Beowulf and a few surviving fragments of poems, the English (Anglo-Saxons) “had no stories of their own, not of the quality that I sought, and found in the legends of other lands”.


For beyond his wish to just tell very good stories, Tolkien’s greatest ambition was to create a mythology for England. “I had in mind to make a body of more or less connected legend, ranging from the large and cosmogenic, to the level of romantic fairy-story … which I could dedicate simply: to England; my country.”


Consequently, in The Heroes of Tolkien, the reader will discover that the High Elven hero Fëanor as the creator of the Silmarils was linked in Tolkien’s mind to the supernatural smith, Ilmarinen, as the creator of the Sampo in the Finnish epic, The Kalavala. Likewise, in the Noldor King Fingolfin, we may recognize elements of the Dagda, the Irish King of the immortal Tuatha Dé Danann.


Certainly, as Tolkien himself acknowledged, the tale of the star-crossed lovers Beren and Lúthien in The Silmarillion was inspired by the ancient Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice. And Tolkien’s dragon-slayer, Túrin Turambar, in many aspects of his life and adventures is comparable to the Norse dragon-slayer Sigurd, the hero of the Völsunga saga.


Then too, the lives of Tolkien’s Peredhil (half-elven twins): the immortal Elrond and mortal Elros were in part inspired by the Greek Dioscuri (divine twins): the immortal Castor and the mortal Pollux. While another pair of brothers, Isildur and Anárion, as the founders of Gondor, are comparable to the brothers Romulus and Remus, as the founders of Rome.


In The Lord of the Rings, we have many elements of the Arthurian theme of the “return of the king” embodied in the actions of the heroes Aragorn and Gandalf that are foreshadowed in the tales of King Arthur and his mentor Merlin the Wizard.


Other heroes and heroines were inspired on the lesser “level of romantic fairy tales”. As readers of The Heroes of Tolkien may be surprised to discover, the origin of Dwarf King Durin the Deathless, along with Tolkien’s three greatest queens – Arwen Undómiel, Galadriel of Lórien and Varda Elentári – may be discovered in the fairy tale of “Snow White and the Seven Dwarves”.


Still other heroes were inspired by historic figures. King Théoden of Rohan was in large part inspired by the historic fifth-century-BCE King Theodoric the Goth; while King Helm Hammerhand (builder of Helm’s Dike) can be linked to the historic Offa of Mercia (builder of Offa’s Dike). And certainly, Tolkien himself observed that Aragorn’s rise to High King of the Reunited Kingdom was comparable to that of Charlemagne’s rise to Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire.


It is interesting to observe that in The Silmarillion and the annals of Middle-earth and the Undying Lands before the appearance of the Hobbits in the second half of the Third Age, Tolkien’s heroes were largely in tune with the Carlylean ideal – the “great men”. However, by the time of the Quest of the Lonely Mountain and the War of the Ring, the real agents of destiny were not always the most obvious of heroes.


Although there is a bounty of heroes in the classic mode in The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, the real agents of destiny were not all to be discovered among those usually considered “the good and the great”. As Tolkien observed in his fiction, as in life, courage was often to be found in the most “unlikely places”.


In The Hobbit, it is the “original” Hobbit, Bilbo Baggins, who becomes the reluctant hero, triggering the events that end the terror of Smaug the Golden Dragon. In The Lord of the Rings, the destruction of Isengard by the Ents is the result of the interventions of Meriadoc Brandybuck and Peregrin Took. It is Merry Brandybuck, again, who plays an essential role in the slaying of the Witch-king, and Samwise Gamgee who mortally wounds Shelob the Great Spider. And, ultimately, it is the humble Frodo Baggins – not the mighty, “conventional” hero Aragorn – who stands on the edge of the Cracks of Doom and brings the War of the Ring to its cataclysmic end.


Just as Tolkien’s vision of heroes is finally broader than Carlyle’s, so is his vision of heroism itself. Tolkien’s personal perspective on heroism can be deduced from his observation that (though he could not claim his bravery) the character in The Lord of the Rings he most resembled was Faramir, the Captain of Gondor. So, if we see Faramir as a cypher for the author, Tolkien’s opinion might best be summed up in that particular hero’s eloquent statement: “I do not love the bright sword for its sharpness, not the arrow for its swiftness, nor the warrior for his glory. I love only for that which they defend.”


As with all the books in this series, The Heroes of Tolkien is written and illustrated in a way that is both informative and accessible to the general reader. All the illustrations, charts and commentaries in The Heroes of Tolkien are meant as guides and aids to the reading and comprehension of Tolkien’s works. These are handbooks that attempt to give new and entertaining perspectives on Tolkien’s world, but are, of course, no substitute for the reading of the works themselves.
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IN THE BEGINNING
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In J. R. R. Tolkien’s tale of the creation of Arda (the world), the Ainulindalë, included as the first part of The Silmarillion, we can see biblical language and themes that add undeniable grandeur to the events. In this creation tale we also see that, behind the multiplicity of appearances, Tolkien’s conception was of a single divine entity, not far removed from the Judeo-Christian god, the Hebrew Yahweh (often Latinized as Jehovah in the English-speaking world).





Tolkien’s Eru “the One” – known to the Elves as Ilúvatar, “the Father of All” – is certainly comparable to Yahweh/Jehovah. In the beginning, Tolkien tells us, Eru Ilúvatar’s “thoughts” took the form of entities known as the Ainur, “Holy Ones”. These vastly powerful spirits are comparable to Judeo-Christian angels and archangels. In the Timeless Halls before the creation of the world, Ilúvatar commanded the Ainur to sing in a celestial choir. And, we are told, this angelic music revealed Eru Ilúvatar’s vision of “what was, and is, and is to come”.


The contribution of the Judeo-Christian tradition to Tolkien’s imaginative writing is profound in its moral implications. However, in most other respects, the early Judeo-Christian world is very unlike Tolkien’s. For, although the inhabitants of Tolkien’s world do not quite worship “gods”, their beliefs are very much closer to the pantheism of the ancient Greeks, Romans and Germanic peoples than they are to the fierce monotheism of the ancient Israelites.
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THE “POWERS OF ARDA” AND THE CLASSICAL PANTHEON
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In the second part of The Silmarillion, known as the Valaquenta, the early history of the heroic lives of the great and the good among the Ainur is revealed in the wake of their entry into the dimensions of time and space and their taking on of physical forms in the newly created world of Arda. These newly transformed entities were made up of two orders – the Valar and the Maiar. These, as Tolkien fully acknowledged, strongly resemble the gods and demigods of pagan European mythology, most especially those of ancient Greece and Rome.





The Valar and Maiar are the ruling “Powers of Arda”, and, in describing their arrival, Tolkien attempted to lay the foundations for an entire mythological system. His hope was that this system, which he described as “ranging from the large and cosmegonic, to the level of romantic fairy-story”, would be convincing enough to be comparable to the mythological traditions and literatures of European nations.


Tolkien left somewhat conflicting estimates of the period of time during which the Valar and Maiar were the sole or primary occupiers of Arda, but certainly the span between the creation of Arda and the awakening of the Firstborn race of the Elves was not less than twenty thousand years, as humans now measure time. These Valarian Ages saw the Valar and Maiar work tirelessly to shape the physical world of Arda and to bring forth and nurture many new life forms.


The king of the Valar is Manwë, the Lord of the Air, who rules from his throne and palace (Ilmarin) on the top of Taniquetil, the tallest mountain in the world. Manwë is very like Zeus – whom the Romans equated with Jupiter – the king of the gods who ruled from his throne and palace on the top of Mount Olympus, the tallest mountain known to the early Greeks. The eagle was sacred to Zeus, as it is to Manwë, and both are fierce, bearded storm gods.


Manwë’s mightiest brothers, Ulmo, the Lord of the Waters of Arda, and Mandos, the Lord of the Halls of Mandos (or Awaiting), had direct counterparts in Greco-Roman mythology. Ulmo shares most of his attributes with Poseidon, the mighty Greek god of the sea, whom the Romans knew as Neptune. Both take the form of giant, bearded ocean lords who are also masters of earthquakes and ride foaming horse-drawn chariots on the crests of tidal waves.


Mandos, the Doomsman of the Valar – who is also known as Namo – shares many characteristics with Hades, the Greek god of the Underworld, whom the Romans knew as Pluto. Both ruled over a place in which the dead or awaiting spirits abided in a confined kingdom, and both had foreknowledge of the fate of mortals and immortals alike.


Among the Valarian goddesses, Yavanna, who is the queen of all growing things, and her younger sister, Vána, who is the queen of the blossoming flowers, have direct parallels in the Greco-Roman pantheon. The Greek goddess of the harvest and agriculture is Demeter (the Roman Ceres) while her daughter is the goddess of the spring, Persephone (the Roman Proserpina).


Varda Elentári, as spouse to Manwë, is primarily comparable to the Greek goddess Hera, wife of Zeus (the Roman Juno) because of their rank as queens. However, they are dissimilar in that Hera is the goddess of marriage and family, while Varda is the Vala of starlight; Hera is jealous and vengeful while Varda is loving and merciful. In this respect, she actually shares more attributes with Asteria, the Greek deity of the stars.


In Tolkien’s Valarian god Aulë the Smith, we have a counterpart to the Greek Hephaestus and the Roman Vulcan. Both are capable of forging untold wonders from the metals and elements of the Earth. Both are armourers and jewellers to the gods. Other Valar comparable to Greco-Roman gods are Tulkas the Strong, who shares many characteristics with the Greek strongman Heracles (the Roman Hercules), and Oromë the Hunter, who bears a partial resemblance to the Greek hero and huntsman Orion.
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THE NORSE DIMENSION
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Although the influence of the Greco-Roman gods is most obvious in terms of the hierarchical structure and attributes of Tolkien’s Valarian pantheon, in appearance and temperament the Valar and Maiar have far more in common with the gods of northern Europe – of the Norsemen and other Germanic peoples.





A wild and dark sense of doom pervades Norse mythology, making it seem far removed from the sunlit Mediterranean world of the Greek and Roman gods, among whom, despite their fits of jealousy and rage, reigns a certain spirit of wisdom and reason. By contrast, the heroes of Norse myth and most of the heroes of Tolkien’s tales share a philosophy of stoic fatalism and a stubborn code of personal honour that (usually) encourages the pursuit of a fearless warrior’s death. Both the Norse heroes and Tolkien’s heroes await a doom wherein a supreme cataclysm will end the world. This is the great conflict of elemental forces that the Vikings called Ragnarök and Tolkien called the World’s End.


Tolkien’s vision of the World’s End is deliberately veiled, but there are clear similarities between the Viking Ragnarök and Tolkien’s cataclysmic Great Battle in the War of Wrath. Ragnarök will be a battle between the gods and the giants and will commence when Heimdall, the watchmen of the gods, blows his horn. Similarly, Tolkien’s disastrous Great Battle begins with a trumpet blast from Eönwë, the Herald of the Valar.


Tolkien’s inspiration is drawn from a far wider range of sources than a brief comparison of cosmologies might suggest. However, the influence of Norse myth in the shaping of Tolkien’s world is deep and undeniable. One might begin by looking at the complex nature of the king of the Norse gods and comparing him to Tolkien’s Manwë, the king of the Valar.


Manwë, the Lord of the Air, is, of course, far more obviously similar to the Olympian Zeus. However, he does share some of the characteristics of the Norse King of the Gods in his guise as Valdr Vagnbrautar, “Ruler of Heaven”. Both Manwë and Odin are stern, grey-bearded and of gigantic size, and both wear blue-mantled cloaks. Both are considered the wisest and most terrifying of the gods. Manwë, the king of the Valar and Maiar, is enthroned on Taniquetil, the highest mountain in the world, from where his all-seeing eyes can survey the entire world. Odin, as king of the Æsir, is enthroned on Hlidskjalf, the Watchtower of the Gods in Asgard, where his single all-seeing eye can stare out over all the Nine Worlds.
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