God’s Names in Elvish

Petri Tikka

The subject of my essay is the names J.R.R. Tolkien invented to refer to God in Elvish and other
languages within his legendarium. Most of these names are in Quenya, because Quenya is the
“noble tongue” among Tolkien’s languages. After all, he called it called “Elf-latin”. The most
important of these divine names are /liivatar “Father of All”, which Tolkien came up with before
other designations and used the most, and Eru “The One”, which became a frequent theological
appellation in the 1950s." Besides these, there aren’t that many other names for God in Tolkien’s
languages, and they are very rarely used. That is why the main focus of this essay will be on the
names Eru and Iluvatar, but I will deal with the other designations as well. Divine names in
Tolkien’s languages are either proper names, like Eru, or common nouns used as proper names, like
Atar “Father”. There is no neutral word for “a god” in the Elvish languages, like “god” in English
that also covers the God of monotheism.” The only similar term is Vala in Quenya. It originally
meant “a god” but Tolkien changed its meaning to “angelic spirit”. In no instance does Tolkien use
Vala to refer to Eru Iluvatar, the monotheistic God, because the Valar are a specific group of
created beings within the legendarium. The theological implication of this is the otherwise attested
fact that Tolkien’s world is strictly monotheistic, there being no original confusion between created
spirits and God.

The divine name used most often by Tolkien is the Quenya [luvatar. He came up with
the name in the 1910s, during the early days of his legendarium, when its meaning was “Heavenly
Father”.® Another translation from those times is the more concrete “Sky—Father”.4 Iluvatar is a
compound word. The last part of the compound is atar, meaning “father”. This meaning stayed the
same through all the years, but the connotation of the first part, iliive, varied. Tolkien derives it
from ILU-, a root referring to “ether, the slender airs among the stars”, in Qenyagetsa, a Quenya

dictionary from the 1910s.” In the 1930s the meaning of this root had been changed from the merely
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heavenly to “universe™®, and so also Ilivatar went from “Heavenly Father” to “Allfather” (“Father
of All”).”

The first word in [luvatar is iluve “allness, the all”, which is an equivalent of Ed
(denoting “universe™) according to Quendi and Eldar, an essay written at the turn of the 1960s."
However, according to a note written at the end of that decade the root word i/iz- refers to
everything that exists, including Ed, but also spirits and God.” The earlier idea about God as the
Father of the universe is straightforward. But the later idea is somewhat problematic: how can God
be the Father of iliive or everything, if that includes himself? The reason for this problem is
probably the increasing complexity of the legendarium’s cosmology. If iluve is an equivalent of Ed,
Ilivatar couldn’t also be the Father of the Valar and other spirits. Ed refers to the physical world,
which Eru created after spirits. That is probably why Tolkien has felt it necessary to expand the
meaning of iluive to refer to everything, not just Ed. But the meaning has been expanded too widely,
so that a (certainly unintended) contradictory idea about God as His own Father is born.'® In the
language of the Bible, “everything” doesn’t seem to refer to God but only to everything created. If
iluve had the same meaning as the biblical idea, there would be no problem. But in the later years of
his life Tolkien changed the structures of his legendarium to make it more logical. However, these
sorts of changes were prone to unsettle the internal consistencies of Arda.

The second word in lluvatar, atar “father”, is relatively straightforward in meaning. It
refers to God as the Father and the Creator of the world. Nevertheless, according to Qenyaqetsa its
precise connotation is thus: “a more solemn word = father. Usually to 1st Person of the Blessed

Trinity.”"!

Even later atar is undoubtedly no everyday word, if not exactly solemn. Tolkien says
that atto is a familiar term for “father” in contexts where he also mentions atar, both in the 1930s
and 60s.'” It is to be noted that Tolkien does not use atfo when referring to God, in contrast to
Jesus, who uses abba, a familiar word for “father”, in the gospels. The connection of Atar to the
Trinitarian concept of “God the Father” is also found in the translations of Catholic prayers from
the 1950s (cf. also p. 11). For instance, “Our Father” is translated as Ataremma using this word. It
is nevertheless possible that Azar, as is the case in Christian language, may be used to refer to God

as the Father of the universe in addition to God the Father in the Trinity, because in Qenyaqetsa
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Tolkien says that it is “usually” used of the First Person of the Trinity. This may imply that God the
Father is not the only subject //uivatar can be used to refer to, the other likely subject being the
Trinity in relation to the world. /luvatar doesn’t give many angles for Trinitarian thinking; these
must be searched in Tolkien’s stories.

The form of the name /luivatar is undoubtedly taken from the Finnish national epic, the
Kalevala, which was one of the main inspirations for both Quenya and Tolkien’s mythology,
especially in their early stages. In the first runo (“poem”) of the Kalevala there appears a spirit
called I/matar, who is (as her name means) a “daughter of the air”. As a character she is hardly
reminiscent of /litvatar. Ilmatar is a spirit among others, while [luvatar is the only God. The
similarity of their names is not restricted to their forms, however. Despite their differences, a
significant connection between //matar and Iluvatar is that they are both involved in the creation of
the world. Of course, I/matar does this in a manner common to many polytheistic myths, moulding
the world of ready materials. Nevertheless, she does this moulding mostly by herself, making her a
principal creator goddess in Finnish mythology. /luvatar, being the same as the Creator God of
Judeo-Christian writings but in a different context, is in a roundabout way an equivalent to //matar.
They are both the principal Creators in their worlds. In addition to this connection, one must also
note that the first components of both names were originally identical in meaning: i/u- meant
“ether, the slender airs among the stars” in the 1910s, as I’ve said, and i/ma simply means “air”
or, archaically, “sky”. However, the second components of the names have practically opposite
meanings: -far in llmatar is a shortening of the Finnish word #ytdr “daughter” and is a feminine
ending, while atar means “father”.

The early meaning of /luvatar as “Heavenly Father” is undoubtedly taken straight from
Christian language. The expression “Heavenly Father” appears six times in the King James Bible."?
In Qenyaqetsa, where this expression is used to translate //uvatar, there are some references to
Christian terms, such as aimaktu “martyr”, evandilyon “gospel” and tarwe “a cross, crucifix”.'* In
the 1910s Tolkien didn’t yet avoid such straightforward links between the legendarium and real
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However, in itself the meaning of this translation for //uvatar is not necessarily pagan. It is, for
instance, reminiscent of the Finnish expression Taivaan Isd, which means “Heaven’s Father””, in
addition to Heavenly Father, the practical synonym in English that was already mentioned.

“Allfather”, a translation of Iliivatar from the early 1930s (at the latest)'®, may be
borrowed from Scandinavian mythology. One of the main names of Odin, the supreme god in the
cosmology , is Alfodr “All-Father”. John Lindow’s Handbook of Norse Mythology tells us that
Alfédr appears frequently in the Prose Edda of Snorri Sturluson. Lindow refers to a study by Walter
Baetker, Die Gotterlehre der der Snorra-Edda (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1950), according to
which Snorri uses the name A4lfodr for Odin to make him a more monotheistic figure, fitting for a
natural religion.'® Thus using “Allfather”, the English translation for Alfédr, for Ilivatar is not
improper in the monotheistic world of Tolkien’s legendarium. The connection of the expression to a
pagan god is sufficiently “universalized” already in the original context, to refer to the one and only
Father of All.

Nevertheless, Tolkien changed the translation of //iivatar to the form “Father of All” in
the end.” It is composed of the same elements as “Allfather” but doesn’t refer directly to that name
of Odin. The new translation appears once in The King James Bible: “One God and Father of all,
who is above all, and through all, and in you all.” (Eph. 4:6) Thus the expression “Father of All” is
likely loaned from the Bible or Christian language in general. Because it nevertheless appears in the
Bible only once in this exact form, “Father of All” doesn’t immediately associate itself with
Christian imagery. That is why it also fits into the Pre-Christian environment of the legendarium.

In any case, understanding the nature of God to be specifically “Father” is quite a
Judeo-Christian characteristic. In other religions it is often just one among many of God’s or other
supreme deity’s attributes — if even that. For instance, in Islam the “oneness” of God is such an
important issue that people aren’t considered to be the “children” of God but the “slaves” of God.
In polytheistic religions the supreme god is indeed often called “father” but usually just “sky-
father”, not “father of all” (with the exception of the abovementioned Alfodr, possibly influenced
by Christianity). Christianity, both in the Apostolic and the Nicene Creed, confesses God to be
“Father Almighty” and the Creator of everything. The principal prayer of Christianity is “Our
Father”. The “fatherhood” of God is an essential part of understanding God in the Bible and the
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historic Church. It is no wonder, then, that in the legendarium of the Catholic Tolkien, /luvatar
“Father of All” is the most common name of God. As it seems that few religions put such an
emphasis on the “fatherhood” of God as Christianity (and possibly Judaism), the position given to
the name //uvatar lends the Pre-Christian world of Tolkien’s legendarium a very Judeo-Christian
atmosphere.

Internally, in the world of Tolkien’s stories, /luvatar is a name the Elves came up with,
and used by them more often than Eru.?' The reason for this name must be that Elves are Eruhini
“Children of God” — as after them also Men. [liivatar is also used more often than Eru externally,
by Tolkien in his writings, as it was practically the only name used for God from the 1910s to the
beginning of the 1950s. Other names, such as Enu, were used rarely if ever. Even after Eru, the
other common name for God, appeared, //uivatar remained the most used term. For instance,
according to the index of the edition of The Silmarillion 1 use, Eru is used on 22 pages and [luvatar
on 42 pages of the book.”” Both internally and externally, the frequency of Iiivatar is probably due
to its mediacy. The name doesn’t refer to God’s essence directly, as does Eru “The One”, but in
relation to the world. Because [luvatar doesn’t plunge into the deepest holiness of God, it is
possible to use it more often (though certainly not in an everyday fashion).

Thus lluvatar was the only primary name for God in the legendarium from the 1910s all
the way to the year 1951 when Tolkien started to use Eru in his Silmarillion mythology.” There
was a preceding form for Eru in the 1910s, namely Enu “God Almighty, the creator who dwells
without the world.”**, but Tolkien didn’t use this term much at all. I will talk about the Enu name
later. As for Eru, Tolkien came up with it for a story called the The Notion Club Papers in the
middle of the 1940s. In that story it is told how God drowned Numenor (Tolkien’s Atlantis) into the
sea because of the iniquities of its inhabitants. As a name, Eru was originally Ad{naic, the language
of the Namenodreans.” Surprisingly enough, before becoming a name eru was a word in Quenya
with the meaning “world”. This eru was a replacement for i/u, which, stranger still, had also been
used to refer to God at one point.”® But Tolkien replaced eru with arda, which remained the regular
word for “world” in Quenya.?’ So eru was free to be used as a name for God in Addnaic in the form

Eru with a capital E. Nevertheless, Tolkien further changed it into Eru with a long E.*® It is said in
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The Notion Club Papers that Iliivatar is the Quenya equivalent of the Addnaic £ru.” Even though
eru with a small e meant “world”, it must be that Eru or Eru (with a capital initial) is based on Enu,
an earlier name for God in Quenya, because the form and the meaning are so similar. £ru as a
divine name became a part of Quenya vocabulary in the form Eru, now again with a short E.*
From the 1950s until Tolkien’s death one cannot avoid encountering this word in his writings.

The meaning of Eru is “ ‘The One’, ‘He that is Alone’ ” (“’Yksi; Ainoa™).>! It is derived
from er “one, alone”, the root of which is ERE- “be alone, deprived”.3 2 Thus Eru refers to God as
absolute, as the only one of His kind. The root of miné, the regular numeral for “one”, is MINI-
“stand alone, stick out”.*® Er is better suited than miné to describe the uniqueness of God, because
miné is less absolute in its connotation. As a name, Eru goes straight to the heart of the matter, to
God’s essence: He alone is pure Being, and the one source of all.

Even though the predecessor of Eru is Enu, it also bears similarities to two Finnish
words: eri and herra. Er, the root of Eru, is reminiscent of the adjective eri. The meaning of eri is
“separate; different; various”. Both the Finnish eri and the Quenya er “one, alone” refer to
exceptionality, eri in a descriptive and relative sense, er on the numeric and absolute level. Er
existed already in the 1910s>*, when Tolkien was still loaning words directly from Finnish. That
there might be a connection between eri and er is thus not out of the question. Be it as it may, when
Tolkien actually did appropriate er for use as the root of the name Eru in the 1940s, Tolkien was
probably just thinking about its theological connotations, not the possible connections to Finnish
that er could have had. Another Finnish word that might have had an influence on Eru is
herra/Herra, which is actually a fossilized form of an old Germanic word. It is related to German
der Herr “lord, master, mister” and has the same meaning. As to the theological connotations of
German Herr or Finnish Herra, “Lord” with a capital L, they are quite similar to Eru both in
meaning” and form. The probability of influence grows when one considers the Quenya word heru
“Jord”, which Tolkien also uses with a capital H to refer to “The Lord”.*® Tolkien came up with this

word in the 1910s, too (like er).37 Thus it must be that Quenya heru is based on Finnish herra or its
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Germanic equivalents, and it might be that Enu was turned into Eru due to the influence of heru. So
it is that both eri and herra, or either of them, could have influenced the form and meaning of Eru.

The theological depth of Eru inside the story is explained in part by the fact that it is a
calque (loan translation) from Valarin, the language of the Valar.*® The Valar know God better than
anybody else in Tolkien’s world. Before the creation of the world they were like the angels,
mentioned by Jesus, who “...always behold the face of my Father which is in heaven.”*® Other
creatures are in contanct with E7u mainly through the Valar, because the Valar have a direct line of
communication with Eru. Tolkien doesn’t mention whether the Valar heard the name Eru (or its
meaning) from God Himself or whether they came up with it through the wisdom granted to them.
If the second option is true, the authority of the Valar (given by God) might explain the high honour
granted to the name Eru. But the option that the original (Valarin or otherwise) form and meaning
of Eru comes straight from God Himself is at least as likely, due to the special relationship between
the Valar and [luvatar. If this is true, both the special reverence and depth owned by the name Eru
might be well explained. This would be similar to the special prominence of the name Yahwe in the
Old Testament. Moses heard this holy proper name from God Himself (Exodus 3:14-15). More on
that in a moment.

The use of the name Eru is “...reserved for the most solemn occasions.”*® This applies
to the world and customs inside the legendarium, while from the perspective of the story’s narrator
Eru is a relatively common term. The disparity is explained by the fact that the stories where
Tolkien mentions God by name have a solemn and serious nature. It is also to be noted that in
theological contexts Eru can be even more common than //uivatar. For instance, there is essentially
a theological essay called Athrabeth Finrod ah Andreth, “The Debate of Finrod and Andreth”,
which has the form of a discussion between an Elf and a mortal woman, and includes a
commentary. In the Athrabeth and in its commentary Eru appears on nearly every page, while
Ihivatar isn’t used once.”!

The function of Eru as a solemn name describing his essence recalls the name of the
Lord in the Old Testament: Yahwe. Both Eru and Yahwe are the only proper names for God in their
overall context. As I said, the special position of the name Eru stems from its origin as a name
conveyed by those who have a special relationship with God. The Valar had this kind of a
relationship, and so did Moses in the Old Testament. Moses heard Yahwe, the holy name of God,
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with an explanation of its meaning directly from the Lord (Exodus 3:14-15). This kind of revelation
might have been the case with Eru, too. Both Yahwe and Eru are rarely-spoken, hallowed names.
The name Yahwe was so revered that as the ages passed it ceased to be spoken aloud. Instead, Jews
said either Adonai “my Lords” (in reverential plural) or Elohim “God” where the name was written.
That is why the original pronunciation of Yahwe is no longer known for certain. There were
originally no vowels in the Hebrew alphabet, which means that Yahwe is an approximation of the
now-lost pronunciation of the Tetragrammaton: YHWH. This sequence of four letters is apparently
a third-person imperfect of the verb haja “to be”, based on to the interpretation given in the Bible:
“I am who I am.” Thus the meaning of Yahwe is “He is” or “He will be”. In traditional Christian
theology this has been interpreted to refer to God as the One who exists in Himself. The existence
of God is independent, while the existence of creatures is dependent upon Him. The meaning of
Eru also refers to God’s essence, this one to His uniqueness and solitude as the One God.

As Eru is reminiscent of the name Yahwe, so is Iluvatar similar to Elohim, the common
name for “God” in the Old Testament. Elohim is descended from a root meaning “power”. Thus the
name refers to God’s power and his position as the overseer of all things, and so does lluvatar.
Elohim is not a proper name, but a common noun in pluralis maiestatis, and it can be used to refer
to a god other than Yahwe. However, this occurs rarely, and it usually refers to either God Himself
or many gods. [luvatar is used as a proper name, but it is composed of common nouns and does not
have a personal suffix. Thus it is rather a description of God than a proper name of Him. YaAwe and
Elohim often appear together in the Bible as Yahwe Elohim “LORD God”. In a similar manner,
Tolkien sometimes conjoins Eru and Iliivatar as Eru Ihivatar “Eru Allfather”.** This combination is
a lot rarer than Yahwe Elohim, though. The expression “LORD God”, which is a translation of
Yahwe Elohim, appears 519 times in the King James Bible. In contrast, Eru lluvatar only appears
four times in Tolkien’s published writings.*’ The similarity of the name pairs might be too obvious
for Tolkien to put Eru and Iliivatar together too often.

In addition to Eru and [lluvatar, there are some other names of God in Quenya. They are
but rarely used. Enu is the original form of Eru, but it seems to appear only three times in the
Tolkienian corpus.** According to Qenyaqetsa the meaning of Enu is “God Almighty, the creator

who dwells without the world.”* The name is derived from the verb enyé- “think out, plan,
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devise”.*® Thus Enu refers to God as the Creator and designer of the world. As a relative
designation, Enu is similar to //uvatar “Father of All”, both referring to God in relation to world,
not in an absolute way. Because of their functional similarities as descriptions of God’s relation to
the world, it is no wonder that one of them, namely Enu, was neglected in favour of /luvatar.

Qenyagetsa also mentions Ainatar: “llitvatar. God.” It is transparently a compound
word consisting of aina “holy, revered” and Azar “father”.*’ In the 1940s, Tolkien Tolkien mentions
Sanavaldo “the Almighty” in a sketch for The Drowning of Anadiiné. The name is listed after Eru
and lluvatar as if it were as significant or important as those names, although it appears nowhere
else in the corpus.* It is apparently a compound composed of #sana “all”, #valda “mighty” (cf.
Vala “Power”), -o masculine suffix. I surmise that #sana would mean “all” from the context; I have
been unable to find any other attestation of such a form with a similar meaning. In any case, it is no
surprise that Tolkien would consider a name meaning “the Almighty” important. The concept of
“the Almighty” is clearly taken from the terminology of Abrahamic religions. That God is
“Almighty”, or “omnipotent”, is an important part of these monotheistic religions, including
Christianity. The word movtokprmp “almighty” appears 10 times in the New Testament™, and is
also mentioned in the Apostolic Confession as one of God’s attributes. Though not names per se,
Tolkien mentions three related adjectives in another context: iluisa “omniscient”, iluvala
“omnipotent” and ilukara “omnificent”.”® These are some of God’s attributes, defined in ancient
and mediaeval philosophy. The understanding of God in the legendarium is rooted in the history of
primary world theology.

There are only a handful of names for God in other Tolkienian languages than the
different forms of Quenya. Fru in Adiinaic was already mentioned. As I said, it was originally Eru,
but it was changed to Eru, and Tolkien made Eru a Quenya word. Tolkien said that £ru in Adnaic
was derived from the root IR “one, alone”.”' But as Tolkien made Eru an important Quenya word
with a Quenya root word, one can assume that £ru was changed into a loan word. Eru can also be
found as a loan word in Sindarin. In a poem with no authorial translation, Tolkien uses the word

Eruchin’ that is clearly an equivalent of the Quenya term Eruhini “Children of Eru™’. Because

Eru is a loan translation from Valarin, it must be that Sindarin *Eru is a loan word from Quenya
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spoken by the Noldor who had been in Valinor. It cannot be a Sindarin formation because there is
no suffix —u in Sindarin and final short vowels were at one stage dropped. Even though *Eru is a
loan word in Sindarin, it is the only Sindarin name for God to be found in Tolkien’s published
writings.

The earliest predecessor of Sindarin is Goldogrin, which Tolkien invented in the 1910s
simultaniously with Qenya. According to the original conception, Goldogrin was a language
descended from Qenya, spoken by those Elves who returned to Middle-earth. En is the equivalent
and evidently direct descendant of Enu in Goldogrin. The equivalent of /liivatar is Ilathon
(replacing Ad Il6n).>* In the Gnomish Lexicon, there are two additional equivalents of livatar:
Tlon and Ilador.> Ad Il6n seems to be a genitive construction consisting of ad, probably meaning
“father”, and ilon, possibly “heaven”: thus “Father of Heaven”. llador and Ilathon are evidently
direct descendants of Iivatar, and their second elements are ador “father” (attested) °® and *athor
(unattested) respectively. The first element, *il, evidently means “ether”, like the first part in
Iluvatar. Ilon is glossed as “Ilivatar. God”, and marked as an equivalent of a Qenya word called
Ilu. But in the Qenyaqetsa, the root ILU refers to “cther, the slender airs among the stars.”’ These
things might not be contradictory, however. It is likely that Qenya //u, with its Goldogrin equivalent
llon), is a religious euphemism corresponding to the Judeo-Christian way of referring to God with
the word “Heaven”. This can also be compared to the development of the Indo-European root dyeus
from meaning “heaven” or “sky” to “god”.

In addition to names referring to “God” in general, there are some Quenya names for
the three Persons of the Trinity. We will examine these briefly. In the Qenyaqetsa these names
appear:

“Atar (-d) a more solemn word = father. Usually to 1st Person of the Blessed Trinity."*®

“ION (form of Yon.) mystic name of God. 2nd Person of Blessed Trinity.” %

“*8a Fire, especially in temples, etc. A mystic name identified with Holy Ghost.” ®°

Even though these are direct references to the Persons of the Trinity, a specifically
Christian doctrine, it is likely that they are intended to be names used inside the legendarium. It is
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kalimbardi “the Germans” in the Qenyaqetsa.®’ Nevertheless, the glosses of the names connect
them to things inherent in the legendarium. For instance, Sa “Fire” as a name for the Holy Ghost is
clearly similar to the Secret Fire or Flame Imperishable present in Ainulindalé and in Gandalf’s
words to the Balrog: “I am a servant of the secret fire!” Also, the fact that they are glossed as
“mystic” names might mean that they are hidden names known only by the wise in Valinor and
elswhere. One must also notice the short forms of Jon and Sa, and the asterisk attached to Sa. This
could mean that they are archaic in form, thus not likely to be loan translations from Old English or
whatever language Aelfwine or some such Christian from our world-age spoke to the Elves.
Delving more deeply into the presence of the Trinity in the legendarium would last too long for this
essay, but Athrabeth Finrod ah Andreth “The Debate of Finrod ah Andreth” in Morgoth’s Ring
includes indirect or “mystic” references to both the Son and the Holy Spirit.

Lastly, there are a few names for the Trinity that appear in Tolkien’s translations of
Catholic Prayers from the 1950s. They are Atar for “Father”; yondo, lo, Yon and Eruion for “Son”;
and Aina Fairé, Faire Aista and Airefea for “Holy Spirit”. yondo is a straightforward word for
“son”, while fo and Yon are reminiscent of the old “mystic” name from the Qenyagqetsa. Eruion
means either “Son of God”, or possibly “God the Son” (with Yon attached). The names for the Holy
Spirit simply mean the “Holy Spirit”. The only name for the Holy Trinity in any of Tolkien’s
languages is Aina Neldie in Quenya. Neldie is an abstract formation from nelde “three”, formed in
the same manner as 77initas in Latin.

I would like to conclude this essay with a short Tolkienian benediction in Quenya: “Nai

Eru lye manata!”

8! evandl “Christian missionary”. QL, 36. kalimbardi “the Germans”. QL, 44.



