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"Three Rings for the Elven-kings under the sky,
Seven for the Dwarf-lords in their halls of stone,
Nine for Mortal Men doomed to die,

One for the Dark Lord on his dark throne,

In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie.

One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them,
One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them

In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie.”
(The Lord of the Ringshook |, chapter 2)
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Introduction

Since his early age, John Reuel Ronald Tolkie®Z1B973) was fond of languages,
particularly those from Northern Europe (Old Engli©ld Norse, Old German, and Gothic).
He also studied many other languages such as AnGerek, Spanish, and Latin. As he
studied them thoroughly, Tolkien’s love for langeaged him to the culture surrounding
these languages, such as the “Northern Traditidnithvis full of myths and heroic epics.

Fascinated by them, he soon started to desigoviaislanguages and has created a
whole new world, Arda, populated of characters kiogathose. Once, as he got bored
correcting essays, and he wrote down the first svofdl he Hobbitpublished in 1937). That
story takes place in Middle Earth, the central w@mt of Arda. It then triggered another one,
far more big and sprinkling with more myths: Thad @f the Ringsit was published against
his will in 3 different books between 1954 and 195&ter, during his life, he created a whole
Cosmogony and History of Arda, narrating the coeatf Middle-Earth, the development of
elvish culture, historical facts... gathered alktmformation in a book project called The
Silmarillion. It was an ever-growing story as Tolkien took manel more time to embroider
and detail his huge world. Hence the long wait beefeeing published. In fact, Tolkien never
ended it, but his son Christopher published it9@ 7 after his father’s death.

Even though The Hobb#nd The Lord of the Ringsere published before, several of
the myths and historical facts narrated in The &illion are mentioned too in those two first
stories. Giving them this background, it may beeason for its initial and still lasting
commercial success. But are there any influencesTakien’s knowledge of Norse
cosmogonies and tales on his work? How far can theyesponsible for the success of
Tolkien’s novels?

My purpose in this essay is to show some simidsribetween Nordic literature -and
especially Icelandic literature- and the work ofKien. | will also go further in my analysis
in order to understand why Tolkien never liked egskes done on his sources. Certainly, as
he said, it would be a restrictive view to undendtéhose similarities as facts being copied
from other mythologies. | hope that my analyses stibw how written cultures are alive, in
exchanging important myths or relating in differatys human common thoughts.

In this essay, | will start from a global viewthie alphabets designed by Tolkien, the
creation of Arda. Then | will move towards a mogpedfic part related to the characters
acting in_The Hobbitand The Lord of the Ringsrinally, | would like to explore more
thoroughly the myths of Rings in both Icelandic dmkien-made cultures.
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I) The creation of a complete fictive world

As Norse languages played an important role inki€ols education and in the
beginning of his work, | would like to have a clodeok to the alphabets he created. He
designed two main alphabets: the Tengwar (lettestsew with a brush or a pen) and the Cirth
(Runic letters for carved inscriptions). In facglRien sought to maintain the fiction that The
Hobbit and_The Lord of the Ringsre manuscripts he translated and edited. Let/s hdook
to these alphabets he had to understand and sidtamefore editing those stories!

1) Comparisons between Scandinavian Futhark Runes and
Toalkien's alphabets

The original Runic alphabet travelled from EngldandScandinavia as some Anglo-
Saxons tribes invaded several places there. Ruees twen brought to Iceland by Vikings in
the early 8 century. Originally made of 24 letters, the numivaried from to 16 (in
Scandinavia where a lot of letters were dropped32olin its original spelling, the first six

letters (f, u, p, a, r and k) spell out the wordittrark”, which is often used when referring to
the Runes.

The figure below compares Roman alphabgi(te), Scandinavian Futharks
(2™ line) and the so-called Moon-Rune Cirth&® (fhe) designed and used by Tolkien to
comment maps in The HobpitAs we can see, 11 letters (9 in fact, becaus@lihNorse, |
and v are semi-vowels and have the same valueand u) are similar (circles and arrows)
and 5 others result from slight variations of theharks:

C
"
N

DEFGHIJKLMNOPQ 787TUVWXYZD

{IPPEIIPEY FIBPAR "INNN X A b
MMPXHITATINEFERRIMNN P Y RAR

Flg 1: Roman Scandmawan runic Futhark,and Tolkien's ane alphabets

Though Roman letters were not, Futhark lettereevgéven full names, meanings and
properties as a way to help people remembering :tinememonic poems were also written
(see Index 1The Icelandic Runic PogmCommon Speech is the main language used in
Middle Earth, the world where the adventures wmithg Tolkien take place. In thsppendix
E of The Lord of the Ringshe states that each of the Faenorian letterst(af she Tengwar
letters mentioned before) has a name, devised to @r describe the phonetic uses. As for
Futharks, names are actual words that contairetter lin question.

Primary letters
I Il Il \Y%

1’) t-tinco P p-parma (,[ k-calma C[ kw-quesse

L metal i book s lamp . feather
1’)‘) nd-ando FD mb-umbar ((,[ ng-anga G:[ ngw-ungwe
s gate . fate , iron . spider’s web
ssule f-formen kh-harma khw-hwesta

b o spirit b 0 north d " treasure d " breeze
nt-anto mp-ampa nk-anca nkw-unque

]j) 13 mouth ]:D “ hook (.(1 5 jaws G:l 16 a hollow
™ n-nimen m m-malta (I Oﬂéngﬂﬂe I nw-nwalme

17 west 18 gold 19 Noldor 20 torment

D r-Ore i8] v-vala i y-anna a v-vilya

angelic . :
”n heart 2 po?/ver 2 gift 2 air or sky




Additional letters
2') r-romen y rd-arda C I-lambe ‘S Id-adla
» east % region »7 tongue 28 tree
. s-silme . r-are
é ssilme ? nuquerna rr-are (3 nuquerna
2 starlight 30 s reversed 31 sunlight 82 r reversed
hwesta
>\ h-hyarmen | sindarinwa A y-yanta O w-Ure
3 south " sindarin 35 bridge 36 heat
hwesta

Fig 2: The set of Faenorian letters, with their pronuricia, name and meaning

Icelandic culture, as a part of the Norse backgdpsurely belongs to the knowledge
that inspired Tolkien’s languages and some of theatures. Another characteristic of the
writing is the underlying relationship between @tetters and magic; but | will discuss that
later in this report, in the part devoted to thamwnf the ring. What about the world of Middle
Earth? How was it created? Are there any simikgitbetween its creation and Norse
cosmogony?

2) A flat round warld...

a) Arda

First of all, we should notice that Tolkien usedeay old and meaningful word to call
the inhabited world: “Middle Earth”. This term istaally from the High Middle Age to
present our world as a step between hell and saivathough in Norse myths the world also
has a central position, it is due to a more coecexplanation. According to Edd®din
describes the shape (see the end of the summdex &) of the material world where human
beings dwell from the flesh of a frost giant (Ymiand the sea surrounding it from his blood
(Edda Gylfaginning, chapters 8 and 9):

'How was the earth arranged?’
Then High [Odin] replied: ‘It is circular round the edge, and around it lies the deep sea’

[...]

They [Odin and his brothers] came across two logs and created the people out of them [...]. The
man was called Ask, the woman Embla, and from them were produced the mankind to whom the
dwelling-place under Midgard was given’

The whole originally flat world imagined by Tolkieis called Arda (see the map
below, Fig 3). The immortal Ilavatar first creatéet Ainur primordial spirits), and they all
together created Arda out of music (see indext33 surrounded by Ekkaidhe Encircling
Sea The two islands called Numenor and Aman existegt temporarily, but Middle Earth
still remains and is the main continent. Middle thawas created by Aulé the Smith, one of
the Ainur.

ENDOR
[Middle-earth)

Fig 3: A map of Arda, before the “bent”
We can see many similarities between the consbtnstthe shapes of Midgard and
Middle Earth:



- in both cases, the very first spirit did not ¢egshthe material world directly and
alone. Alfadr, through Odin, was helped by his beo$; and llivatar was helped by
his Ainur,

- the whole world is flat, surrounded by a huge sea

- the dwelling place of human beings is a centoatinent,

Nevertheless, Tolkien is a little bit more podterause “his” gods used music instead
of body components to make Arda. Another differeiscinat Arda was actually bent to be a
round world before the story in The Hobbiarted. The latter difference makes Arda truer to
our eyes, but the story of the bending really #iggsomething to our imagination. In Middle
Earth itself, there are also some places we canitcelandic literature.

b) Local places

= Mirkwood forest

Mentioned in both prose and poetic Nordic texts, $o-called “Mirkwood” forest is
more than a simple forest. As its meaning suggestark fores), Mirkwood is not easy to
cross because of its size or its entangling trees.

Myrkvidr showed up at least two times in the Icelandicdiigre | read, as a border,
and was every time at stakes in wars:

- in theKing Heidrek sagaafter the death of Heidrek, which was avengedty of

his son (Argantyr), his other son (HI6dr) come#tgantyr and claimed half of what

belonged to their father. This includedd'forét, la superbe, qu’on appelle Myrkvidr

(La_saga de Hervdr et du roi Heidrekhapter X), which refers to, according to Regis

Boyer, one of the dense forests that might have lbsed as borders during the wars

between the Germanic Goths and Huns tribes.

- Mirkwood’s scary side and fame are also mentiomedlifferent poems of The
Poetic Edda In the lay of Atlj it is again about Huns and Goths: Atli sends a
messenger (through Mirkwood, which plays again tble of a border) to invite
Gunnar and Hogni. Behind this nice invitation, Isidiee wish to capture them and to
get their treasure:

Stanza 3: ‘Atli sent me here, riding with a message,[...] through Mirkwood the unknown, to
invite you, Gunnar, you two, to come to our benches, [...] to visit Atli at home.’

Stanza 5: ‘He said too he would give you the plain of wide Gnita-heath, whistling spears and
gilded prows, great treasures, farms on the Dneiper, that famous forest which men call
Mirkwood .’

In The Hobbit Mirkwood is one of the last and the biggest olsiéaat Bilbo and his
fellow the dwarves have to cross in order to géfrtebor, the mountain where lies the dragon
Smaug (see the Map of West Middle Earth, index@gographically, this dark forest
definitely plays the role of a border in the stoffere, they had to find their way through
intricated trees and venomous giant spiders. Midavds also the place where Sauron
recovered his shape after he had vanished wheadh®st the One Ring in which he had put
a lot of his power; and where Gandalf (a wizardpuwhactually one of the Ainur created by
llavatar) finally met Gollum (one of the Bearergesindex 3). Mirkwood has deserved its
“dark” name for all the creatures that dwell thexed for the events related to evil characters.

= Thrones
Even if many cultures and mythologies, castlegjets or thrones are symbols that
combine height with a representation of power, w loring out a striking similarity between
Odin’s residence and the Dark Tower (Barad-d(r,reap, index 4) of Sauron. Besides the
common representation of Power or divine rank, libgght of these places allows their
dweller to have a supernatural general view overr tiealms and even further.



Located in Troy (or Asgard, see index 2), the oftgods, the throne of Odin is called
Hlidskialf (Hlidskjalf in old Icelandic). According to a possible hypdatise this compound
word would mean “observation tower over a dooKely one of the many doors of Valhalla.
Then in the textHlidskialf is used to call either the throne or the towenta&iomg it. Here is
how are described the properties of Hlidskialf (&ddylfaginning, chapter 9):

In the city [Troy] there is a seat called Hlidskjalf , and when Odin sat in that throne he saw over all
worlds and every man’s activity and understood everything he saw.

Like Odin, Sauron is so powerful that he can watltfover Middle Earth. The way
the narrator often mentions this ability links iitlwthe fortress of Barad-ddr where Sauron
lives (The Lord of the Ringdook I, chapter 10):

... he [Frodo] saw it: Barad-ddr. All hope left him.
And suddenly he felt the Eye. There was an eye in the Dark Tower that did not sleep.

This never sleeping vigilance is materialised tigtothe symbol ofhe Eye referring
to Sauron himself. The amalgamation between thek Oawer and Sauron’s feature is
strengthened by the repetitive use of the expres#ie Eye of Barad-dar”.

Through the description of the languages imagibgdTolkien, and through the
creation of Arda and some places, we saw manyasitnds with the Nordic set of Runes and
the Nordic cosmogony. But we should also noticestight variations, or at least, underlining
Tolkien’s scope of knowledge about Nordic cult¢hat can we discover out of the acting
characters themselves? Dwarves, elves, warriorgenol wizards... they are also present in
Icelandic literature...

II) Characters

Before being more specific about the differentrabters, | would like to underline a
common taste that both Norse civilisations and pgkeeple of Middle Earth share: riddle
contests.

Nordic literature often confronts characters iddie contests: in the eddic poem
Vafthrudnir's Sayings(Vafpradnismal) and in chapter 10 of La saga devéteet du roi
Heidrekr (the chapter which includes a poem knowrHa&dreks géatuy, Odin challenged in
disguise respectively the giant Vafthrudnir and ideidrek in a long list of riddles about
Norse cosmogony. In The HobbRilbo got the One Ring from Gollum at the conabusof a
riddle contest. Also, the gates of the undergrocity called Moria can be opened only by
people who can solve the riddle carved on its dddus as the topics of the riddles have not
much in common, instead of a copy of Norse talesge should better consider riddles as
thrilling components of every tale.

1) Dwarves

Both in the Eddand in the creation of Arda, dwarves appear reatyn (index 2 and
3). It is also interesting to see that they weeatad, hidden and set free the same way. Let's
compare the following extract (Edd&ylfaginning, chapter 14) with the creation ofddie
Earth’'s dwarves (summarised in index 3):

The dwarves had taken shape first and acquired life in the flesh of Ymir and were then maggots,

but by decision of the gods they became conscious with intelligence and had the shape of men

though they live in the earth and in rocks. Modsognir was a dwarf and the second was Durin.

[...]

And the names of these dwarfs, says the prophetess are these :
‘Nyi, Nidi, Nordri, Surdri, Austri, Vestri, Althiof, Dvalin, Nar, Nain, Niping, Dain, Bifur , Bafur,
Bombor , Nori, Ori, Onar, Oin, Miodvitnir, Vig and Gandalf, Vindalf, Thorin, Fili, Kili, Fundin,
Vali, Thror, Throin, Thekk, Lit, Vitr, Nyr, Nyrad, Rekk, Radsvid.’

But these are also dwarfs and live in rocks, whereas the previous ones lived in soil :



‘Draupnir, Dolgthvari, Haur, Hugstari, Hlediolf, Gloin, Dori, Ori, Duf, Andvari, Heptifili, Har, Sviar.’
But hese came from Svarinshraug to Aurvangar on loruvelliur, and from then is descended Lofar ;
these are their names :

‘Skirvir, Virvir, Skafid; Ai, Alf, Ingi, Eikinskialdi, Fal, Frosti, Fid, Ginnar.’

- the “eddic-dwarves” were maggots, concealed enftesh of a Frost Giant, before
they were set free and conscious by the gods. dime story more or less happened to
Tolkien’s dwarves: llavatar finally kindled Auléwarves true life and ability to think,
hence their awakening from their long sleep unaergd.

- but though they awoke from their undergroundslelvarf people still like to live “in
earth and rocks”. And so are the dwarves in Middéth: they made the biggest
underground city ever dug (Khazad-dim, also caledMoria, see map index 4) that
Frodo and his Company crossed (The Lord of the iBgok 2, chapter IV and V).

- | put in bold letters the names of eddic dwartlest are used in The Hobkand in
The Lord of the Ringsin bold and italic letters are three importantes:Durin, the
eldest of the Seven Fathers of the Dwarves, tiedirthat race to be created by Aulé;
Gandalf, is not a dwarf in Tolkien’s world but a WizardHigh is the meaning of the
old norse wordyand and gand stands forveandin Tolkien’s Elvish), whatsoever, in
both literatures, the suffixealf (which means EIf) is not respected for these dtars;
Eikinskialdi, spelled Oakenshield, is the second name of Thirihe king of the so-
calledDurin’s peoplebranch of dwarves in The Hobbit

Another feature shared by eddic and Tolkien's dwesris their skills and their
easiness in creating elaborated or useful thingm ftough working or forging. A good
example is the skills contest organised by Lokiween two dwarf teams in_ Edda
Skaldskaparmal, chapter 5. At the conclusion ofcihetest, the first team (the lvaldi’'s sons)
had created a gold wig that grows like natural ,hine Skidbladnir foldable (so it can be
stored in one’s pocket!) boat which always havewire blowing in the right direction, and a
spear that never stops in its thrust. The secam (éhe brothers Brokk and Eitri) brought out
the Draupnir, gold ring from which drip eight newld rings every nine nights, a gold-
bristled boar that shed light, and a battle-hamtimer never miss its target ones thrown.

Tolkien himself describes the dwarves this waygTbrd of the RingsAppendix F):

They are a tough, thrawn race for the most part, secretive, laborious [...], lovers of stone, of gems,
of things that take shapes under the hands of the craftsmen rather than things that live by their
own life.

Due to all these obvious similarities, one cowlg that Tolkien’s imagination did not
go very far. But we have to be aware that, evewdfcan find them out, resemblance is
orchestrated in different ways, following differeztintexts; and it therefore gives Tolkien’s
mythology a consistent and independent style wHads not have this tasted#ja-vuand so
spoiling so many heroic fantasy novels.

Also,before focusing on a very important characgauron, | would like to present
some examples that can be seen as coincidencemsro$ inspiration between Icelandic and
Tolkien’s characters and stories. | will not spaed much time speculating on what is
coincidence nor what really inspired Tolkien frame tNorse culture.

2) Various comparisons and differences

= Tdrin Turambar - Sigurd
Tarin is not a character who acts in either Thélbioor The Lord of the Ringshut
he is an important character of one tale in Then&iillion (chapter 21), for he slew Glaurung
the Father of Dragons. Turin somehow used the dankeas Sigurd did to kill the dragon
Fafnir (Edda Skaldskaparmal, chapter 40):




Then Sigurd dug a trench in Fafnir's path and got into it, and when Fafnir crawled down to the
water and he passed over the trench, Sigurd thrust the sword through him, and this killed him.

One can also notice that both Glaurung and Fafeidescribed as wingless dragons.

The third common aspect of Tarin and Sigurd’sistois that a curse caused their
death. But the “coincidence” does not go furthevalnse the curses have nothing in common.
Tarin was cursed by Morgoth (another name for Melkoe Ainur who betrayed llGvatar, see
index 3) for the death of Glaurung, one of hisirses. Sigurd was cursed by the treasure
after stealinf it from Fafnir.

= Ildvatar - Alfadr
The most striking and complex similarity betwedéivatar and Alfadir is the same
scheme of indirect process of creation of the nalterorld they followed (see Fig 4 below).
They both first created people or spirits to hékn for building up the earth. Even if Alfadir
and Odin are the same character, Odin needed theohdis two brothers to fashion the
material world.

1ced river . — Alfadir Ildvatar
Ve |

i 15 powerful Ainur

Odin  Vé { /" (Aule the Smith,...

Vili

Ymir the frost giant

(Ginnungagap)

Fig 4: Scheme of creation of the material wc
(Midgard and Middle Earth

But the more Nordic roots of llivatar may remairhis nameslltvatar is the name
the Elves gave him, and it meaather of All which is also one of the many names Norse
people gave to Odin. But llGvatar called himd#ifi, which is the Icelandic verb foo be

= Aulé the Smith - Alfadir

Aulé was responsible of the substance of MiddlglEahen it was created. As the
Father of the dwarves, he gave them skill and sastesmithcraft and stoneworking, arts in
which he was a master, hence his nickname “the iBmih the Edda(Gylfaginning,
chapter 3), Snorri Sturluson used a particular vergay that Alfadir “made heaven and earth
and the sky and everything in them”: he used thahdic verbsmida which meango
fashion to forge

Moreover and surprisingly, forging, which is a gbuwork and could be seen as a
rather violent and rough activity, carries here pieture of a sharp act of creation. And the
last two comparisons (llGvatar — Alfadir and AutétSmith — Alfadir) figure out an important
symbol: the fire required to forge does not onliphgu to create, it also helps you to give
life to your creation. Tolkien used that metaphohew IlGvatar granted true life and
consciousness to the Ainur and to the beings tmeirAand him created: lldvatar “kindled
them withFlame Imperishablée’, also called Secret Fire’. An example of a similar property
of fire is shown when the god Thor asked the pagasaho were having dinner with him to
throw the bones of the goats they ate over the fiive following day, the goats were alive
again (EddaGylfaginning, chapter 44).



3) Sauran

a) The lost hand

Some times after Sauron’s plans to dominate MidkHeth were discovered by the
elves, he lost the One Ring of which he could hawarolled the mind of the other 19 Ring-
bearers (see index 3). Isildur cut the One Ringf@auron’s hand, escaped and lost it in a
river. Losing the One Ring prevents Sauron to fftiie slavery of Middle Earth.

One can compare this mutilation with the sacritice God Tyr did. The Asir (the
most famous family of gods in which Odin belonggjrevfrightened by Fenrir the wolf,
which grew so strong and so threatening that tleeyded to bind it. Thus, they made a very
strong ribbon and challenged Fenrir to be bounth witnd to free himself from it. Feeling
that something sly was going on, the wolf asks @ tggput his hand in its mouth as a pledge
of good faith. Among the gods, only Tyr acceptedfinitely sacrifice his hand for the sake
of the world, as they all knew that the wolf woutdt be free (EddaGylfaginning,
chapter 34). As it could not escape, Fenrir bit @untdTyr’s hand.

In both cases the act of losing a hand could ke as a symbol of keeping peace in
the world. But if it is more or less a punishmeunt the evil Sauron, it is a sacrifice for the
brave Tyr.

b) Sauron and Odin

= The Eye of knowledge
Besides the similar features between the towersreviOdin and Sauron live
(Hlidskialf and Barad-dar, from where they have idewiew over the world), other parallels
can be drawn between Odin and Sauron. One of tkethei underlying link between the
concept of knowledge and its representation. Te@imecomniscient, Odin had to give one
eye as a pledge (Eddaylfaginning, chapter 15):

‘He [Odin] is full of learning because he drinks of the well from the horn Giallarhorn. All-Father
went there and asked for a single drink from the well, but he did not get one until he placed his eye
as a pledge.’

Even if Sauron is not really omniscient, his gneaiver is shown through the ability
of watching the whole world through the Eye, one eyt two. This “Eye - symbol of
knowledge” coincidence could be explained by ttet fhat, far before reading, watching the
surrounding environment has always been the firdtemsiest way to acquire knowledge.

= Sauron's ravens
The similarity between Odin’s throne and Saurde@ of Barad-dir is just partly
true. If it seems that Odin has an instant andailetew of the whole world, Sauron can only
focus his attention at one place at the same time:

"His Eye is round but it attends more to some places than to others. He can't see all at once, not
yet.” (The Lord of the Rings, book IV, chapter 3)

'The Eye was busy elsewhere, | suppose,’ (The Lord of the Rings, book IV, chapter 10)

This difference is really important for the now#l Tolkien and the way the story is
told. A lot of suspense arises from the fact thaidb and his fellows have to hide from the
Eye during their journey frorthe Shireto Orodruin (see map index 4) where they have to
drop and destroy the One Ring, the one that Saageks and desires so much. Therefore it
was necessary for the story itself that Sauron masas omniscient as Odin was, otherwise
Sauron would have recovered the ring very soon.

In fact, the Eye of Sauron should be compared Witin and Munin, the two ravens
who “sit on his [Odin] shoulders and speak intodas all the news they see or hear” (Edda
Gylfaginning, chapter 38). Because of them, Odimfbout about many events.
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== Sauron the shape changer
Among the Asir, Odin is the one who had changedhiman” shape to an animal’s
one the most often. Also, he could choose the sbhjpegreat variety of different animals.
Sauron had also changed his shape many times, @muther Ainur had held as many
different shapes than he did. During the greatidatjainst Huan, he successively held the
shapes of a wolf when he started to fight, of gemr when he unsuccessfully struggled to
escape and of a vampire when Huan finally relehged

Among the characters that Tolkien put on staglisnstories, some are obviously
borrowed to Icelandic literature, either for thesrmes or for their characteristics (appearance,
dwelling place, temper, occupations...). But Saursraivery composite one, gathering
different features from many eddic gods, which nsakee comparison very interesting.
Moreover, even if he somehow shares similaritieh v@din the All-Father and Tyr the
peacekeeper, Sauron remains an evil characteyptiong elves and willing to control minds
to slave Middle Earth. Inspired or copied from &elic tales, these facts are not the
achievement of Tolkien’s work but part of the compnt of huge mythology and stories. In
the next part of this essay, | want to put inttnligome concepts that appear in both Icelandic
lore and stories written by Tolkien around the Mgftihe Ring.

III) Around the ring

Nowadays, rings carry different meanings. Fromga ®f beauty or wealth to the
symbol of union for wedding, rings can either digtiish or gather people. Can we find out
any sources of these meanings in Icelandic oldhlitee and in Tolkien’s mythology?

1) Maaic Rings

They appear twice in the Eddislentioned before, Draupnir was a gold ring, made
during a skill contest by Brokk and Eitri. It hauetproperty of making eight new gold rings
every nine nights. The second one is Andvarana@hdvari's gift’) and has the same
property of increasing wealth. In fact, it is not‘@ft”, as it was stolen by Loki_(Edda
Skaldskaparmal, chapter 40):

The dwarf [Andvari] asked him [Loki] not to take the ring from him, saying he could multiply wealth
for himself from the ring if he kept it.

Witchcraft and magic are more widespread in Midgketh. Magic rings were made
by the skilled elves of Eregion, even before Sawame and teach them to forge the much
more powerful Rings of Power (see index 3). The imaf these rings is not to increase
wealth, but to control natural elements, or to mineebearer invisible,...

2) Means of unification

Sigurd,the dragon slayeris qualified as a “ring spoiler” or “ring destey in the
different texts where his story with Fafnir is teld (Poetic Eddalhe Lay of Fafnir):

‘There sits Sigurd, splattered with blood, roasting Fafnir's heart on a spit; the destroyer of rings
would seem wise to me if he were to eat the shining life-muscle.’

The Icelandic idionspillir bauga (translated by “ring spoiler”) is a metaphor that
stands out for a generous man. Especially chiedsl tis break up arm-rings to distribute to
their followers, more or less buying them their fidence. Besides the fact of sharing gold,
this act is a proof of a will of to unify.

Even without being shared, gold rings were alsslss a way to gather strength, and
buy services from somebody. And it seems that & wagreat way to request the help of
somebody: when Argantyr the Goth heard about thethdef Hervor (his sister), he
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complained about the strength of the Huns (La SdgaHervor et du Roi Heidrek
chapter 13):

‘Je ne vois pas homme dans ma troupe qui, méme si je le lui demandais ou le payais en anneaux
d’or, enfourcherait son cheval et porterait le bouclier pour se porter a I'attaque de I'armée des
Huns.’

Gold rings were also used as a way to corruptlpeapd in that way, Sauron’s Rings
of Power had the same purpose and effect. Nines nvere forged to control the people of
Men in Middle Earth (see index 3), seven for Dwaread three for Elves. Though elves’
kings and dwarves’ kings were respectively smad stnong enough to struggle, the nine
men’s kings were swiftly corrupted by Sauron’s povemd became dark and deathless
servants (callethe Nazgdl “the ring-wraiths”). Here, and globally in Saui®mplans, rings
are means of gathering Middle Earth people as laved people.

3) Curse bearer

Definitively obvious in The Lord of the Ringthe myth of a cursed ring is not really
widespread among Icelandic tales. The most famaesi©the curse spelled by Andvari on
his ring (the Andvaranaut mentioned before) andswee, fully narrated in The Saga of the
Volsungs The ring passed through Loki's and Odin’s handsd &nally decimated the
Volsung family, in which Sigurd the dragon slayetdngs.

The parallel drawn before between Sigurd and TUarambar (who slew the dragon
Glaurung) can be extended to the characteristiteoturse itself. In both cases it affected 3
types of persons:

- the persons directly cursed or bearing the cursed: Sigurd was betrayed and

murdered, Turin committed suicide,

- the relatives (the parents and the lovers) ofctireed persons suffer: Brynhild (was
in love with Sigurd and planned his murder) and GadSigurd’'s wife), Finduilas
died without believing that Turin actually loved abe was still a prisoner of
Glaurung,

- the persons who are aware of the curse but catmanything to help their cursed
friends. It is one of the most tragic side of curseyou want to harm somebody,
harm the people he likes”.

Rings, curses and carved inscriptions
Being both the symbol and the way to carry itgsiare clearly entangled with curses.
But the way they are linked is slightly differentlcelandic lore and in Tolkien’s stories.

In The Lord of the Ringsthe curse is carved
on the One Ring itself (see illustration fig 5 e teft).
As this ring is the most powerful one, we can imagi
that carving on an item really brings it some poviasr
putting it into fire, Gandalf revealed to Frodo sthi
usually invisible inscription (The Lord of the Rs)g
book I, chapter 2), carved in very thin letters ehi

: : . means that it must have required a lot of work tibew
One RL“‘EFL;DDE;':EEE;E GETn;'Liﬁt::: "™ the curse. Another curse is skilfully carved in shene
gates of Moria (The Lord of the Ring€Book 2,
chapter IV), and keeps the gates closed to every
unfriendly person who wants to enter the city.

Fig 5: The One Ring and its carved curse

But in Icelandic tales, curses do not need todread to become effective, or at least,
they do not have to be carefully carved. Andvatydrad to pronounce the curse to trigger
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the downfall of the Volsung family. And in otherelandic sagaEgil’'s Saga which is a
partly fictive true story of the first settlers @ifeland, Egil quickly carved curses or short
spells on wood to show his anger, or to cure people

The actual relationship between Runes and magiceatandic culture lies in the
origin of the Runes themselves. The waid is used in Norse in two different senses:

- a letter of the native alphabet which was in ubetbre the introduction of the
Roman alphabet,

- a secret or a mistery, which is the original niegrf the word since this meaning is
also found in Gothic, Gaelic and Welsh

This is symbolised in the way Norse civilisatioasvgiven the Runes. The stanzas
138-142 of the poem Havamahrrate how Odin wounded himself with his spead tren
hung himself for 9 nights, offering him to himsétb be able to find the Runes and the
intelligable letters, letters of great power andynti. This and the eye-pledge | mentioned
before show that power is not free. This is alse fior Sauron: he put so much of his power
in the One Ring that he vanished from Middle Edotha couple of time when Isildur cut the
ring away from his hand.

Once again, the similarities between realities lsylsed through rings in Icelandic
lore and Tolkien’s mythology found their roots iollective representation. A ring is an easy
scheme either to describe a union, a sign of pawéhe loop of an unavoidable fate. Using
these means, Tolkien built up his own tales. Fasicig because they mean something, or
because they imply meaningful pictures.
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Conclusion

Hitherto, no other writer has written such a cogtglcosmogony and depicted such
an acceptable untrue world than Tolkien has. Ifpfedave found it so fascinating and so
realistic, it may be because Tolkien knew so mubloud Indo-European and Norse
mythologies that he could pick up the essentiatadeents, collective thoughts and myths to
trigger our imagination. Therefore it is not justpale copy of facts read in the Icelandic
literature that were included in his novels, buhesymbols that really mean something.

And as we saw, whenever we find a similarity bemvé olkien’s world and stories
and other literature, the deeper we go in it, treerdivergent details appear; presenting
common myths in a different way.

Therefore, it is really a singular work that Telkiwrote thanks to his passion for old
civilisations’ literatures. It would also be restive to limit Tolkien's knowledge and sources
of imagination on Icelandic literature. Parallencbe drawn with other sources: the Old
Testament the christian poem Christ of Cynewuthe Finnish_Kalevalathe Old English
poem Beowulfand the German song Niebelungenlied
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Index

1) The Icelandic Rune Poemin Modern English, From Runic and Heroic PodmiBruce
Dickins (the first column contains the names of the Flkihar Old Icelandic).

fé Wealth  Source of discord among kinsmen, and fire of ttee ard path of the serpent.

ar Shower  Lamentation of the clouds, and ruin of the hay-katyand abomination of the
shepherd.

purs Giant Torture of women, and cliff-dweller, and husban@dfiantess.

0ss God Aged Gautr, and prince of Asgardr, and lord of Kalla.

reid Riding Joy of the horsemen, and speedy journey, andfttileosteed.

kaun Ulcer Disease fatal to children, and painful spot, anaialnf mortification.

hagall  Hail Cold grain, and shower of sleet, and sicknessrpiesgs.

naud Constraint Grief of the bond-maid, and state of oppressiod,tailsome work.

iss Ice Bark of rivers, and roof of the wave, and destarcf the doomed.

ar Plenty Boon to men, and good summer, and thriving crops.

sél Sun Shield of the clouds, and shining ray, and destrof/ee.

Tyr Tyr God with one hand, and leavings of the wolf, aridgar of temples.

bjarkan Birch Leafy twig, and little tree, and fresh young shrub.

madr Man Delight of man, and augmentation of the earth,adatner of ships.

l6gr Water Eddying stream, and broad geysir, and land ofifiie f

yr Yew Bent bow, and brittle iron, and giant of the arrow.

2) A summary of the Norse cosmogony, from the dggon made bySnorri Sturluson in
the Edda

Alfadir (“All-Father”, eternal, 12 other namesjdi created a world where lie a dark
region in the north (Niflheim), a flaming and burgiregion (Muspell) and the Ginnungagap
gulf in the middle. In the centre of Nilfheim lighe Hvergelmir spring, from which the
Elivagar poisonous river flowed so far that thespoi got solid, and ice formed from the
water.

Then the ice flowed in Ginnungagap where warmfram Muspell thawed a Frost
Giant (Ymir) and a hornless cow (Audhumla) outtoDwarves were born as maggots in the
flesh of Ymir and were granted human shape andcoouns from gods. Audhumla sucked
salty rime stones and shaped Buri, the grand fathéddin (who has plethora of names,
including those of Alfadr, making him the same ettder of Alfadr).

Odin and his brothers (Vili and Vé) killed Ymithaged his body into pieces which
became the components of Earth and its sky. Inrtidelle of Earth, surrounded by a huge
sea, lies Midgard where human beings were createdf@ logs and now live. The gods then
built their palace: Asgard where the slain are eeled in Valhalla and where stands
Hlidskialf, the throne of Odin.

3) A brief survey of Middle earth History from tloeeation of Arda until the forging of the
Rings of Power.

llavatar (“Father of All”, eternal) created thendir, the primordial spirits, who were
of different kinds. Among them we can quote Melkdro betrayed llGvatar and the other
faithful Ainur, became the master of the dark ferasm Middle Earth and ruled the evil
character of Sauron; Aulé the Smith who was matiegponsible of the creation of Middle
Earth; on a lower rank stand Gandalf (the wizarad Wwhlped Bilbo in The Hobhiand Frodo
in The Lord of the Ringsand Sauron.

The elves and the men were the first people engated to dwell in Middle Earth.
llavatar kindled them with Flame Imperishable, whigranted them free will and true life.
Aulé had created another people before, the dwarkes llGvatar made them sleep
underground in Middle Earth before the creationtted elves was complete. They finally
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awaked free and conscious in proper time. Otheplpelike the nice small and peaceful
hobbits or the ugly cruel orcs were then createdhabit Middle Earth.

The main goal of Melkor was to destroy every dogabf the Ainur. Therefore he
corrupted Sauron to slave all the elves, the mehtlae dwarves. Sauron disguised himself in
Annatar(“The Lord of the Gifts”) to meet the best smithise elves of Eregion (see the map,
index 4). He bought their friendship, taught thesarsts so they could forge 19 rings: 3 for
elves, 7 for dwarves, 9 for men. In secret, Safiooged the One, putting a great deal of his
power in it in order to rule the 19 other onessthuling the kings bearing them.

But his plans for dominion were guessed at thé¢ hamute by the elves who
immediately removed them from their fingers andthiein. Later, a man called Isildur cut the
One Ring from the hand of Sauron. The ring was doloy Gollum, stolen by Bilbo (in The
Hobbif), and born back to Orodruin (a volcano) by FradoTte Lord of the Rings All the
people who bore the One Ring are catlegl Bearers

4) The West of Middle Earth
(picture fromhttp://perso.wanado

s

o.fr/tolkien.mornim/tolkienmaarhe.htn

] AL Z T

Original names in Common Speech and their meaning:

Barad-dor = Dark Tower

Erebor = Lonely Mountain

Eregion = Land of Holly (famed for its Elven smiths whowittingly helped Sauron in the making of the Rirafs
power)

Eriador = Lonely Land

Hithaeglir = Misty Mountains

Khazad-dim = Dwarf Mansions (deserted by the dwarves durlmg War of the Ring, the place became an evil place
inhabited by Sauron’s forces and was recalled Moria

Mirkwood = Dark forest

Mordor = Black Land

Orodruin = Mountain of Fire (also called Mount Doom)

Shire = Land granted as a Fiefdom (from an Old Englisindyscir)

16



Bibliography and Fiqures

* Internet pages in English
http://home3.inet.tele.dk/bek/tolkien/tolk.hijMorten Beck)
http://www.geocities.com/TimesSquare/4948/runegknidtm(Dane Smith)
http://members.aol.com/cbsunny/
http://hjem.sol.no/ugronnes/main.htm
http://www.glyphweb.com/arda/default.htiiark Fisher)
http://members.nbci.com/pulmae/Tolkien.htm
http://www.geocities.com/Colosseum/5460/tolk. {dan Naglia Villagenet)

* Internet pages in French

http://www.geocities.com/Area51/Cavern/9443/tolktaml (Didier Willis)
http://www.jrrvf.com/(Cedric Fockeu)

http://www.chez.com/tolkienvf{Guibold, J.R. Lecoq)
http://www.multimania.com/lafee/indexfr.htr(fEdouard J. Kloczko)
http://perso.wanadoo.fr/tolkien.mornim/tolkienmaarhe.htm(Jérdme Gautier, Nimwendil)

* Printwares

John Reuel Ronald Tolkien The Hobbit The Lord of the RingsThe Silmarillion

Snorri Sturlusson, L’Edda-récits de mythologie nordiguaduit du vieil islandais,
introduit et annoté parFrancois-Xavier Dillmann Editions Gallimard “L’Aube des
Peuples”. 1991.

Snorri Sturlusson, Edda translated and edited b&nthony Faulkes University of
Birmingham. Everyman. J.M. Dent, London; C.E. Tejt¥ermont. 1987.

La saga de Hervor et du roi Heidretraduit de I'islandais ancien et présenté par
Régis BoyerBerg International. 1988.

The Poetic Edddranslated with an introduction and notes Garoline Larrington.
Oxford’s World Classics. Oxford University Pres88T. The poems | mentioned:

The Lay of Atli (Atlismal),
The Lay of Fafnir (Fafnismal),
Vafthrudnir's Sayings(Vafpradnismal).

The Saga of the Volsungs: the Norse Epic of SignedDragon Slayeintroduction
and translation bylesse L. ByockUniversity of California Press. Berkerley — Losgeles —
Oxford. 1990

Eqgil's Sagatranslated byHermann Palssonand Paul Edwards Penguin Classics
Editions. 1977

The Havamalwith selections from other poems of the Eddastitating wisdom of
the North in Heathen TimeEdited and translated By.E. Martin Clarke sometimeMarion
Kennedy student of Newnham College, Cambridge. CambridgleeaUniversity Press. 1923.

* Figures

Fig 1, adapted fromMorten Bek (http://home3.inet.tele.dk/bek/tolkien/tolk.htrand Dane
Smith (http://www.geocities.com/TimesSquare/4948/indexIhitm

Fig 2, fromTolkien, The Lord of the RingAppendix E

Fig 3, from http://www.glyphweb.com/arda/default.higrindex>Arda)

Fig 4 Scheme of creation of the material world

Fig5 adapted from http://members.nbci.com/pulmae/Tolkien.htrand Dan Naglia
Villagenet (http://www.geocities.com/Colosseum/5460/tolk.htm

17



