THE ELVES OF MIDDLE-EARTH





In the world of JRR Tolkien’s elves, comes alive a story filled with sorrow, great loss and ultimate triumph. Together, with Men and Dwarves, the elves battle a great Dark Lord, merciless and pitiless. This essay will talk about the elves of Middle-Earth; their history and future, their great accomplishments, and their stuggles with the Dark Lord. The light is fading, but not yet, as the elves have passed into the West and handed dominion to Men.


Before he created the elves, the one god, Eru, in elvish, called Iluvatar, created the Ainur (the holy ones) know as the Valar and Maiar. It was when the Valar put song together, that the world came to be and was named Arda. The elves were the children of Iluvatar and it was he who appointed their coming.


Iluvatar made the elves in the image of the Ainur and that is why they were fair to look upon.


Behold, I love the earth, which shall be a mansion for the Quendi (elves) and Atani (men)!  But the Quendi shall be the fairest of all earthly creatures, and they shall have and shall conceive and bring forth more beauty than all of my children; and they shall have the greater bliss of this world (the Blessed Realm) [Silmarillion; pp37,38]





However, it was foretold by Mandos (one of the Valar), that the children of Iluvatar should come forth into the darkness and should look upon the stars.





Great light shall be for their waning. To Varda (Elbereth Gilthoniel) ever shall they call at need. [Silmarillion; p47]





By this time, one of the Valar known as Melkor, had rebelled and he hated the creations of Iluvatar. He destroyed as the other Valar created.


Varda was one of the Valar and was the creator of many stars in the sky. Many of the elves’ songs and poems are prayers to Varda. Before the coming of the elves, she took great labour to create bright shining stars of silver dews in the sky for their coming. She set a crown of seven mighty stars to swing Valacirca, the Sickle of the Valar, which would be a sign of doom for Melkor.


It was Orome, when hunting, who found the elves. He also, was of the Valar, and befriended the elves. He was so much in awe of them that in their own language, he named the elves the Eldar, meaning ‘people of the stars’.  However, this was only the name of the elves who followed Orome back west.


There are three major factions of the elves who followed Orome. They were the Vanyar, the Noldor, and the Teleri elves. Those who didn’t follow Orome were called the Avari elves meaning ‘unwilling’. They are also called the Dark Elves and are lost forever.


The Vanyar were the first host of the Eldar who followed the westward road from Cuiviener (where Orome found them) to Aman, the Blessed Realm. They were led by Ingwe who was later named the High King of all the Eldar. Their name means ‘fair’ referring to their golden hair. They entered Aman and never left to come back to Middle-Earth.


The Noldor were the second host to travel for Aman. They were led by Finwe, father of Feanor, Fingolfin, and Finarfin. The name meant ‘the wise’. However they weren’t wise when it came to their judgment. Filled with doubt brought on by Melkor, the Noldor refused to listen to the Valar. They left Aman in pursuit of the Silmarils.


The Teleri elves were the last and greatest host to follow Orome west. However, many did not go to Aman, but stayed in the western part of Middle-Earth in Belariand. They were led by Elwe (Thingol), father of Luthien Tinuviel, and Olwe, Thingol’s brother. Thingol married Melian, a Maia, and lived in the forest of Doriath until his murder. The name they gave themselves was the ‘hindar’ which meant ‘singers’. But the name ‘Teleri’ was given to them before they started to head west. It meant ‘last’ or ‘late coming’. They were also called the ‘grey-elves’ by the returning Noldor. They were named the ‘grey-elves’ because they hadn’t been to the light (Aman) and they weren’t Avari elves.


The Teleri who stayed in Middle-Earth, split into two groups: the Sindar and the Nander.


The Sindar were the first elves found by the returning Noldor. Thingol was King of the Sindar. The Sindar called themselves ‘Edhil’ and plural, ‘Edhel’.


The Nander, meaning ‘those who turn back’ were the Teleri who did not cross over the Misty Mountains and resided in Ossariand.


The Dark Elves did not follow Orome because they believed lies from Melkor who feared and despised them. The elves who came to him were imprisoned and tortured. They were corrupted and enslaved and Melkor used them to breed Orcs, the bitterest foe of the elves. Because of this, the Valar went to war against Melkor. He lost and was put in chains for three ages (three ages within the first age of time).





The history of the elves is a long and sad one filled with loss, defeat, betrayal, and ultimate victory…and it revolved around one thing: the three jewels known as the Silmarils in the first age, and the Rings of Power in the second and third ages.


It was Feanor, son of Finwe, who made the Silmarils. Melkor, who, after being released, lusted for the Silmarils and spread lies and unrest and rumors within the Noldor elves to turn the elves against the Valar and to turn the Valar against the elves. When he thought everything was falling into plan, he took the giant spider named Ungoliant, foremother of Shelob from the Lord of the Rings, and used her to poison the two special trees of the Valar and stole the Silmarils and fled to his stronghold in northern Middle-Earth. The Noldor, in their rage, did not heed the advice of the Valar, and vowed to get them back.


Some of the Teleri elves had become ship builders. Feanor demanded some boats to take him to Middle-Earth, but he was denied. Feanor led his sons in what is known as ‘the Kinslaying’ where the Noldor killed their Teleri kindred and stole the boats. Because of this, they were cursed by Mandos and were sent into Exile. They were led by Feanor. In his rage, Feanor renamed Melkor, Morgoth. The wrath of the Valar on  Feanor and his sons was that they would die and be never be allowed back.


Between the time when the Noldor went into exile to the time when the Valar rescued them, there were many battles and skirmishes with the minions of Morgoth and even with Morgoth himself when Fingolfin confronted him in single combat. Five major battles were fought. Many elves died, but the fifth battle, The War of Wrath, was Morgoth’s last, when the Valar came.


During the Noldor’s exile, Iluvatar brought forth Man. Some men fought with the elves, but other men were tricked by Morgoth and worshipped him as god, even though he hated and despised them, and yet other men fled.


Dwarves also had been brought forth. They did not meddle in the affairs of the elves but delved into the earth and built great halls of stone.


Near the end of the exile, Beren son of man, met Luthien daughter of the Elf King Thingol, and fell in love with her. He named her Tinuviel, meaning ‘nightingale’ and in the grey-elven tongue, ‘daughter of twilight’. Together, they stole back one of the Silmarils from Morgoth’s crown in which Morgoth had set them. Thingol asked the dwarves to make a locket for the Silmaril. They betrayed and murdered  him for the jewel. It was later found and given to Dior, Luthien’s and Beren’s child. Dior was the father of Elwing, who was the wife of Earendil the Mariner.


In the end, when all looked bleak and Morgoth was about to conquer the elves, Elwing and Earendil sailed to the Blessed Realm with the Silmaril in hand, to sue for peace and forgiveness representing the two kindreds, the elves and men. The Valar agreed and answered Earendil’s plea, and they gave Earendil and Elwing the choice of being judged as  mortals or as elves. Elwing chose to be of the elves and so did Earendil in fear of being separated from her in the afterlife. The choice was also given to their family, their sons Elrond and Elros. Elrond chose to be of the elven kind and Elros chose to be of the mortals. Elros later became the first king of Numenor in the second age.


Because Earendil and Elwing had been to the Blessed Realm and as mortals, they were never allowed to go back to Mortal lands. The Valar built them a ship named Vingilot with the Silmaril that Beren and Luthien had recovered, and Earendil sailed into the sky to be a light to those on Middle-Earth forever.





Now when first Vingilot was set to sail in the seas of heaven, it rose unlooked for, glittering and bright and the people of Middle-Earth beheld it from afar and wondered, and they took it for a sign, and called it Gil-Estel, the Star of High Hope. And when this new star was seen at evening, Maedhros (son of Feanor) spoke to Maglor, his brother and he said: “Surely that is a Silmaril that shines now in the West?” Then the elves looked up, and despaired no longer; but Morgoth was filled with doubt. [Silmarillion; p310]





The Valar answered Earendil’s prayers and the Valar went to war for the last time against Morgoth.





Then seeing that his hosts were overthrown and his power dispersed, Morgoth quailed, and he dared not come forth himself. But he loosed upon his foes the last desperate assault that he had prepared, and out of the pits of Angband (his stronghold) there issued the winged dragons, that had not before had been seen; and so sudden and ruinous was the onset of the dreadful fleet that the host of the Valar was driven back, for the coming of the dragons was with great thunder and lightning, and a tempest of fire.


But Earendil came, shining with flame, and about Vingilot were gathered all the great birds of heaven and Thorondor was their captain, and there was battle in the air all day and through a dark night of doubt. Before the rising of the sun, Earendil slew Alcalagon the Black, the mightiest of the dragon host, and cast him from the sky; and he fell upon the towers of Thragorodrim, and they were broken in his ruin. Then the sun rose, and the host of the Valar prevailed, and well-nigh all the dragons were destroyed; and all the pits of Morgoth were broken and unroofed, and the might of the Valar descended into the deeps of the earth. There, Morgoth stood at bay, and yet unvaliant. He fled into the deepest of his mines, and sued for peace and pardon; but his feet were hewn from under him and he was hurled upon his face. Then he was bound with the chain he had worn aforetime, and his iron crown was beat into a collar for his neck, and his head was bowed to his knees. And the two Silmarils which remained to Morgoth were taken from his crown and they shone unsullied beneath the sky; and they were guarded. [Silmarillion pp311,312]





Of the other two Silmarils, the two remaining sons of Feanor (Maedhros and Maglor) claimed the jewels, but when they touched the Silmarils, they were burned. In agony, one threw himself with the Silmaril into the Deep Sea.  The other, threw himself in a deep chasm in the earth with his Silmaril. And so it was fated that the Silmarils would become as the elements: sky, water, earth. Also, by this time, Feanor and his sons were now all dead. Only did Curufin have a child. His name was Celebrimbor.


The Valar sent Morgoth into the timeless void of space and he was never allowed back. But his lies and seeds of evil could not be destroyed. In this, the first age ended and the second age began with the prosperity of the Numenoreans.


Sauron was a Maia who was seduced by Morgoth in the first age and was the most terrible and most trusted servent of him. After the defeat of Morgoth, he assumed a fair form in fear of the Valar. After the first age, the Valar created an isle for the men who had fought against Morgoth. This isle was named Numenor. Sauron presented himself to the Numenoreans and after time, had turned them against the Valar. The Numenoreans sought the Blessed Realm where they weren’t allowed to go. They sought endless life. The Valar were enraged and drowned the Isle of Numenor along with Beleriand. Only Elendil and his sons escaped. They were of the line of Elros. Elendil and his sons landed in Middle-Earth and founded the realm of Gondor. In secret, after the drowning of Numenor, Sauron had also come back to his former stronghold in Mordor. By this time, Sauron was named the Enemy and Dark Lord. He was not defeated until Frodo destroyed the Ring at the end of the third age. Sauron hated the elves and wanted to control them. In a pleasing form, he persuaded the elves of Eregion to make rings of power. The elves made the Rings of Power guided by Sauron. The last three rings made, known as the Three. They were made by Celebrimbor alone and Sauron never touched them. Sauron betrayed them by forging the One Ring, The Ruling Ring, inside of Mount Doom in Mordor. Sauron found out that he couldn’t control the elves by the One Ring so he demanded that he be given the rings back. Sauron recovered all but the Three, the rings that the elves managed to hide. Of the other Rings, he gave the Dwarves seven rings. It is said that the foundation of the seven great hoards of treasure of the dwarves were a single golden ring. To men, he gave nine because they were most susceptible to Sauron. The men who wore the Nine, became the Ring-Wraiths. Sauron made war with the elves and closed the doors to Moria against the Dwarves. The wars lasted many years until the ending of the second age when Elendil created the Last Alliance between elves and men with Gil-galad, one of the last elven kings, against Sauron. Not since the War of Wrath of the Valar against Morgoth had that many elves been to war. And never again shall there ever be.


Then Gil-galad and Elendil passed into Mordor and encompassed the stronghold of Sauron; and they laid siege to it for seven, and suffered grievous loss by fire and by the darts and bolts of the Enemy, and Sauron sent many sorties against them. But at last the siege was so straight that Sauron himself came forth; and he wrestled with Gil-galad and Elendil, and they both were slain, and the sword of Elendil broke under him as he fell. But Sauron also was thrown down, and with the hilt-shard of [the sword] Isilder (Elendil’s son) cut the Ruling Ring from the hand of Sauron and took it for himself. [Silmarillion p 365]





Sauron for that time was vanquished and did not assume any form for many years. Isilder lost the Ring in the River Anduin which was found by Gollum, and many years later, was stolen by Bilbo Baggins the hobbit. Bilbo gave the ring to Frodo, his nephew, who in the Quest for Mount Doom, threw the Ring into the Crack of Doom.


It wasn’t until after the defeat of Sauron when the Ruling Ring was destroyed, did the  Three rings come out of hiding. They had been secretly worn by Master Elrond, son of Earendil, Lady Galadriel of Lorien, and Gandalf the Grey (White). Because the power of the One Ring was intertwined the power of the Three Rings, and all the other Rings of Power, and they failed when the One Ring was destroyed, many beautiful things were then to fade.





As said before, all the events in Middle-Earth during the first age revolve around the Silmarils. The Silmarils were the greatest jewels ever conceived. They were made by Feanor, son of Finwe. No one without a pure heart could behold the Silmarils and not desire them.


The Silmarils caused the Noldor to go willingly into exile who wanted to get them back from Morgoth. They were the cause of  battle and many deaths and it was the final doom of Morgoth when the Valar came to save Iluvatar’s children.


In the end, the Silmarils were lost.


One life on Middle-Earth didn’t have to be one’s last. When an elf died, it could be reincarnated.


The elves knew much of their life after death because of their long stay in the Blessed Realm and what they learned from the Valar.


The elves see themselves as two different parts: the Fea (spirit) and Hroa (body). They are not bound to each other, but the Fea is rendered powerless without the Hroa, and without the Fea, the Hroa will disintegrate.  


Elves have the life-span of the world. Because once an elf is born, his Fea is bound to the continuity of the world. This, however, does NOT mean that elves are immortal. That is a totally different thing.


An elf may die of wounds and grief, and may lose the will to live. An elf cannot die of disease. When the Fea leaves the Hroa, it is summoned to the Halls of Mandos to be reincarnated if it wills. All Fea stay a time in the Halls of Mandos and the amount of time depends on its previous life. Some elves were never allowed to be reincarnated. An example would be Feanor because of his treachery and part in the Kinslaying.


The future of the elves is very sketchy because the elves did not leave behind much of what their future contained. Of their future, we know that after the War of Wrath by the Valar in the first age, the Teleri elves and the exiled Noldor were welcome to come to Aman, and many elves did go to the Blessed Realm, but some elves fell in love with  Middle-Earth and stayed and later, battled Sauron. If all the elves had left, the light would have faded. After the War of the Ring in the third age with Sauron, most of the elves remaining left in ships from the Grey Havens to Aman along with some non-elves. The non-elves to pass into the West were: Bilbo and Frodo Baggins, Sam Gamgee, Gimli the Dwarf, and Gandalf who was a Maia. Along with them went Elrond and Galadriel.


After the War of the Ring, the dominion of elves passed to Man. The light is beginning to fade, but not yet, and the true-hearted Men of Numenor still live on.


Elves were wonderful creatures spawned in the mind of JRR Tolkien. Tolkien is a fantasist of great accomplishment. Elves were fair to look upon and would still be, if they had not left. The elves fought against a Dark Lord that wanted to destroy them. They lost many battles and lost many of their kind, but they won the war. The world is at peace, but for how long?…
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