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For the Wandering Companies,

servants of the Secret Fire.

Far from home,

surrounded by dark,

they see signs of light.

They adore the starry dome;

they hold in awe the sacred arc

and its seven stars that bind the night.
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elen sila lumenn’

omentielvo

“a star shines on the hour of our meeting”

So Frodo greets Gildor Inglorion’s Wandering Company

in Quenya, the Ancient Tongue of the High Elves. (94)
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As Gandalf instructed Frodo,

so we are instructed:

Keeping Ring things secret

is keeping them safe.

“so deep was the impression made by ‘astronomy’ on me”

(The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien, p. 197)

Here, significantly, Greek ‘astronomia’ is “star arrangement.”
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Look First Upon the Stars

The prophecy of the Vala Mandos,

also called Namo, the Ordainer and Judge,

on the coming of the Elves into the World,

the One’s Firstborn,

who “walked the world in wonder”:

“The Firstborn shall come in the darkness,

and shall look first upon the stars.

Great light shall be for their waning.

To Varda ever shall they call at need.”

(The Silmarillion, p. 44-5)
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From their coming into the World in the dark

beneath Varda’s newly kindled stars

“significantly arranged” in anticipation of that event,

the Firstborn, the Elves, the Eldar,

were the One’s “lovers of the lights of heaven.”

(The Lord of the Rings, p. 1171)

************************
[image: image]


In response to a letter asking when El- means “elf” and when “star,”

Tolkien wrote: “El. Difficult to distinguish ‘star’ and ‘elf’;

since they are derivatives of the same basic element EL ‘star’;

as the first element in compounds el- may mean (or at least symbolize) either.

As a separate word ‘star’ was elen, plural eleni in [ancient Quenya] Elvish.

The Elves were called eleda/elena ‘an Elf’ (High-elven Elda)

because they were found by the Vala Orome in a valley under the star-light;

and they remained always lovers of the stars.”

(Letters, p. 281)
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“Wilt thou learn the lore that was long secret

of the Five that came from a far country?”

(Unfinished Tales, p. 395)
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Lore Long Secret
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J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings hides secrets. The above question implying their existence appeared in published form seven years after his death, in an essay called “The Istari.” Olorin (Gandalf) is one of five self-materializing Maia spirits dispatched by the Valar to Middle-earth as Istari (“Wizards”) in order to watch for and stop Sauron’s return. He is one of “the Five” who, while in Valinor, knew secret lore; that is, he had “special knowledge” of a secret kind. The Lord of the Rings hides a particular kind of secret lore, but it also provides clues that enable readers to discover it. 

Why do Elves love stars as the “lights of heaven?” What, exactly, are those lights? When The Silmarillion says that “great light” accompanies the waning of the Elves who chose exile in Middle-earth over remaining on the Isle of Aman with the Valar and their Maiar servants, to what kind of “light” does it refer? Readers of “The Istari” in Unfinished Tales may wonder if secret Elven lore long known to the Maiar hides “great light.” Maiar spirits had, after all, taken on Elf forms and walked among and taught Middle-earth’s Elves for ages and had also invisibly inspired them during those ages. (S: 22) Gandalf calls the last of the High Elves exiled from Aman “the Elven-wise, lords of the Eldar.” (239) Against the command of the Valar, these Tareldar had left Eldamar, their home on Aman, in order to regain the Silmarils stolen by Melkor. Tolkien calls the High Elves who chose to remain on Aman Calaquendi, meaning “Elves of the Light.” What “Light” are we to associate with the “Elven-wise” who, before their exile, were High Elves while they lived on Aman in the West? (S: 393) What did the name Eldar mean before it became synonymous with “Elves,” and why was it given?

In service of Eru (“the One”), Varda, the Valar Queen, creates all of the bright stars of Arda (the “Realm”/the World). Her great act accompanies the One’s placing of the Elves there. Thus, when the first Elves “look first upon the stars” (S: 44), they see the “great light” that Varda created for them, which deed is deemed by the Valar themselves to be the greatest accomplished by any of them in Ea, the material universe. (S: 44). If Tolkien hides secret Elven lore of “great light” in The Lord of the Rings, then the High Elves’ “Light” must be that “first” light, their very own light, the light of the stars that Varda created to light their coming into the World. All Elves are lovers of “the lights of heaven” (1171) because Varda created the World’s bright stars for them.

The Silmarillion reveals that the “Light” of Aman’s Elves and the “great light” for the “waning” of the exiled Elves do not come randomly from all of Varda’s stars but from specific star “signs” that she “set” (S: 45) in the night sky for the Elves. Since the lower of these constellations seemed to encircle Middle-earth, Varda created a belting ring of star signs for the Elves in the “name” of the One. Each ring constellation signs a secret. The Elves’ “lore long secret” is star lore signed by the constellations of the One’s Ring, the existence of which is their ultimate secret. 

Because the Valar Queen creates all of the constellations that brighten the first Elves’ sunless night land in the far-off east of Middle-earth, Elves ever after not only hold sacred her stars and the signs they form but also honor her as their Star-queen and Star-kindler, respectively “Elentari” and “Tintalle” in the High Elves’ Quenya tongue spoken on Aman, and “Elbereth” and “Gilthoniel” in the Sindarin tongue eventually spoken by the Elves who chose to enter Middle-earth to regain the Silmarils. 

The thesis of The One’s Ring confirms Tolkien’s history of the Elves: Conceived by the One but anticipated and keenly awaited by the Valar, they came into the World spiritually attuned to Varda’s simultaneous creation of night’s glittering new brilliants. The first Elves gleaned their star lore from this greatest of all Valar deeds by viewing Varda’s creativity in a particular way: as if she had designed their Ring’s star signs for them and their future in the World. Unsurprisingly, then, the shapes made by Varda’s Ring constellations were taken to be sacred ideograms by the Firstborn. As such, they became the foundational ideas of a belief system that the Elves chose to keep secret. 

The spectacular simultaneous creativity of the One and of Varda forms a people, lights their world, delineates their heritage by providing its foundational imagery, and gives them a secret faith symbolically configured by a constellated Ring. Thus Tolkien’s stars secretly center Elven lore and legends, secretly sign and organize the Elven faith’s spiritual beliefs, and secretly make The Lord of the Rings a star legend.

The One’s Ring will repeatedly show that the “great light” that accompanies the “waning” history of Middle-earth’s exiled Elves provides “the answer to all the riddles” (707) posed in The Lord of the Rings: Although the One Ring seems to answer them, really The One’s Ring and its constellated star lights sign and answer them.

Unfortunately, early readers of The Lord of the Rings, unaware of Tolkien’s proclivity to hide secrets and pose riddles designed to solve them, were inhibited from coming to this critical conclusion. Detailed information about “the Five” Maiar who become Middle-earth’s Istari Wizards appears only in Unfinished Tales, not published until 1980, and the simultaneous creation of the Elves and night’s bright stars appears only in The Silmarillion, not published until 1977. Nowhere in The Lord of the Rings foreword are readers told a critical fact with vast implications: that Tolkien had planned for The Silmarillion, his foundational cosmological work, to be published along with it and to be read first. Only there do we learn that the Firstborn of the One, the Elves, became the “Eldar” when the Vala Orome discovered these newcomers singing to Varda’s new stars (S: 46) and, then and there, in recently lit Middle-earth, aptly named them the Eldar, the “People of the Stars.” (1171) 

Because of the Elves’ unique connection to Varda as stellar Creatrix and their very own Lady of the Stars (S: 428)—her Valar name fits her high station among them, meaning both “Exalted” and “Lofty”—the Elves more than greatly honor her: To her they “ever call at need.” (S: 44) The name “Varda” and her identity as “the Queen of the Stars” (398) appears only once in The Lord of the Rings, when Galadriel names and entitles her in the song that she sings to the Questers as they depart Lothlorien. That the story’s Elves not only call on a Star-queen “at need” but also constantly sing praise to her should seem peculiar: Surely we are to conclude that she is a present force in their lives.

Tolkien does not deliberately hide Varda. He says nothing in The Lord of the Rings of her role in Elven history, of her new stars beloved by the Firstborn, or of the “Light” of the Valinor Calaquendi, because he intended that, before readers pick up The Lord of the Rings, they would have read the companion Silmarillion and been intrigued by Varda’s creativity recorded there, enough to wonder if it explained the “great light” that (secretly) accompanies the entire history of the Elves. As matters unfolded, however, Varda’s “lights of heaven” that illuminate Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings riddles could not be identified because The Silmarillion was not published simultaneously with it. Readers of the former who have not read the background histories in the latter find no reason to look beneath the surface of Tolkien’s masterpiece, beneath the story of the destruction of Sauron’s Ruling Ring. His riddled under-story, his secret “Riddle-game” (25) narrative that hides The One’s Ring and its constellated “great lights” created by Varda, remains a subtext highly unlikely to be detected. Lacking the information provided by The Silmarillion, uninformed readers miss the intent of the secret story’s multitude of star themes, all of which simultaneously both hide and reveal the secret Eldar belief system, the nolwe of the original “Star-folk” (LW: 395), their “wisdom” and “secret lore.” (LW: 420) The core Eldar secret lore is the “star-lore” (UT: 219) signified by The One’s Ring constellations. This lore, this secret knowledge, “rules” the Elves by providing them with a circle of ruling star “lights,” a ring of stellar ideograms, each of which signifies a single spiritual idea of a profoundly broad and deep belief system, a spiritual truth and a rule of its accompanying life-way. These guiding lights, these star signs, form the Elves’ very own, unmatchably precious Ruling Ring.

***
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“Speak No Secrets!”

How can readers be sure that the Elves really do have secrets, specifically, secret lore? What information does Tolkien reveal in The Lord of the Rings or its appendices that establishes this fact? Dwarves, so we are told in Appendix F, use “the languages of men among whom they dwelt. Yet in secret (a secret which unlike the Elves, they did not willingly unlock, even to their friends) they used their own strange tongue ... a tongue of lore rather than a cradle-speech, and they tended it and guarded it as a treasure of the past.” (1166) Surely readers are supposed to be more than just curious about this revelation: Since, unlike Dwarves, Elves did share their secret language with “their friends,” their Mortal allies, the Edain, what “secret” did Middle-earth’s Elves “willingly unlock” to the tribes of Men who stood with them against Melkor (Morgoth)? Surely we are to understand that the Elves unlocked their own “treasure of the past,” their own secret tongue of lore which they, too, had long tended and guarded. The Elven Quenya “tongue” itself, the original Elvish language, was not secret. They spoke it openly. Rather, their language’s 24 primary alphabet letters, its building blocks, were kept secret because their original forms served as The One’s Ring star ideograms. Middle-earth’s Noldor High Elves shared with their Edain allies the secret star lore that Rumil, a Calaquendi of Aman, had aligned with the ideogrammatic secret star signs of the original Quenya tongue from which Sindarin had developed over the ages.

The Lord of the Rings undoubtedly hides secret Elven star lore, but a question remains: Does this lore constitute a critical element of the story? 

Decide for yourself. Read on until you find the Elves’ “lore long secret” to be inconsequential or uninteresting, or until you feel an urge to return to The Lord of the Rings having forgotten that it overflows with stars and rings not made of gold that are consistently associated with lights and secrets.

The secret matters implied in Appendix F of The Lord of the Rings are openly stated in the third chapter, “Three is Company.” When Gildor Inglorion and his Wandering Company sing to their beloved Star-queen as they walk the road home near a special hill above Woodhall, their favorite place in the Shire from which to view the slow rise of their favorite star signs, they do not know, as they pass, that three hobbits listen from off the road. The Elf Company’s intersection with Frodo, Sam, and Pippin in Woodhall Lane introduces the secret stars of Tolkien’s star legend. Frodo is amazed to hear Gildor’s company singing “the name of Elbereth” (93) in Sindarin because he knows that High Elves have secrets connected to their Lady of the Stars, secrets that should not be revealed to strangers who understand their language. Gildor admonishes the company to “Speak no secrets!” around Frodo because the latter’s traditional star greeting spoken in Quenya to Gildor reveals him to be at least aware of the “Ancient Tongue.” (94) 

Readers are thusly invited to grasp something essential here: If members of a Wandering Company of the Kindred speak of secrets while in his presence, then Frodo might confirm for himself the secret role played by the stars in the Elven Faith; he might confirm that it is a star faith. The capitalized “Ancient Tongue” specifically mentioned in reference to secrets hints that both Middle-earth Sindarin and Valinor Quenya are not only ancient but also secret tongues of lore. Readers who miss the significance of this scene and the stellar matters that follow it miss the intent of Tolkien’s thereafter frequent references to stars. They do not discover the theme around which he builds his tale’s hidden dimension, his secret under-story: For the People of the Stars, the constellations that Varda/Elbereth Gilthoniel created for them sign their star faith’s secrets. 

“Gildor” and “Inglorion” taken together convey a stellar message. In Sindarin, gildor means “starland” (gil is “star” and dor is “land”). In implies “dweller” and glorion means “gold” (glor) (BLT 1: 296-7) “descendant” (-ion) (BLT 1: 351). A descendant of Finarphir, founder of the Eldarin House of Finwe noted for its golden-haired members, Gildor is a “golden dweller in starland,” and so are his kin, Glorfindel and Galadriel. Thus, when Gildor reveals that the Ancient Tongue of the Elves comes with secrets, riddle solvers aware of Tolkien’s under-story grasp what most needs to be known, what to expect thereafter: that mysteries with stellar implications will appear throughout it. 

Both the appendices of The Lord of the Rings and the beginning of The Silmarillion suggest that Tolkien finds ancient lore fascinating. They hint that readers should watch for significant references to lore in both works. For example, note the broad hint to do so that introduces the appendices: “The legends, histories, and lore to be found in the sources are very extensive.” (1070; my emphasis) The “sources” of Tolkien’s vast legend extend far beyond the appendices to The Lord of the Rings and its prequel, The Hobbit. As already established, The Silmarillion is utterly essential; and the first two books of Christopher Tolkien’s The History of Middle-earth (The Book of Lost Tales 1 and The Book of Lost Tales 2) offer revealing early versions of later tales. The latter are especially important because Tolkien seemingly did not begin his literary career knowing that he would eventually learn about secret historical lore from his visions and dreams, star lore that had to be kept hidden. The Unfinished Tales essays include valuable additions to the Tolkien canon, and other works contain stellar matters as well. All of his published and unpublished sources invite readers of The Lord of the Rings to look in a specific direction for indications of the secret knowledge that the Elves shared with their mortal Edain allies: They are to look up on clear and moonless nights. 

The history provided in the first appendix of The Lord of the Rings invites a particular approach to the star lore hidden in Tolkien’s legend. It records that the Numenoreans not “estranged from the Eldar and Valar” during the long approaching fall of Numenor called themselves not only “Elf-friends” but also “the Faithful.” (1073) Although it may seem that Tolkien merely notes that “the Faithful” retained their faith in the goodness and helpfulness of the Eldar and Valar, the capital “F” reveals the existence of a particular Numenorean Faith. We already know what to do with this revelation: The Faithful among the descendants of the Edain steadfastly adhered to the Faith “unlocked” by the Elves. The “Faithful Companies” (BLT 1: 35) in “Kortirion Among the Trees” are the Elven Faithful. We are, then, to look for star lore that takes the form of a star Faith. 

The Appendices record that, previous to the fall of Numenor, the Elves of Middle-earth who had been allies of the Numenoreans since the war against Morgoth gave Amandil, Elendil’s father, the Seven Seeing Stones (palantiri) “for the comfort of the Faithful of Numenor in their dark days.” (S: 350) It also notes that “the remnant” people who escaped to Middle-earth when Numenor was submerged were “the Faithful.” (1074) Again, the capital “F” in both instances implies a specific faith based on the Elf-given spiritual beliefs shared with Numenoreans. Thus, Tolkien thrice implies that the secret lore of the Elves hides essential spiritual knowledge and secrets held sacred by the Eldar Faithful from their inception onward, secrets eventually shared with their Edain allies. 

Hints of the Eldarin and Numenorean star Faith appear throughout The Lord of the Rings, from “A Long-expected Party” to Elanor put upon Sam’s lap in Bag End. Tolkien presents the critical star lore when Frodo, Sam, and Pippin meet Gildor’s Elves in “Three is Company.” “Many Meetings,” set in Rivendell, confirms the Elves’ obsession with stars. These two chapters establish The Lord of the Rings as a star legend. They anticipate the magnitudes that we are to expect its foremost stars to secretly display. They bid us seek additional indications (from the “sources”) that the Queen of the Star’s night gems gleam as brightly in Tolkien’s tale as Varda shines in The Silmarillion, which declares that the light of the One “lives still in her face.” (S: 16) 

***
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In the Midst of Innumerable Stars

Tolkien says nothing about the spiritual beliefs of the Elves because they must be kept secret. Curious readers who suspect that such beliefs exist find indications of them in what he riddles but cannot state. The critical hint that secret star lore exists in The Lord of the Rings appears in The Silmarillion: It names the Elves “the People of the Stars” because they have a special relationship with Varda’s stars. If the Elves view the stars in the same way that we view them, as mere glittering points of light in the blackness of night, then why call them the Eldar, the People of the Stars? 

The arrival of the Elves in the World recounted in “The Ainulindale” portion of The Silmarillion presents the stars in a deliberately puzzling way. After Tolkien introduces his Creator, called both Eru (“the One Alone”) and Illuvatar (“All Father”), and also his Valar Great Powers and their Maiar servants, together the Ainur (“Holy Ones”) who serve the One, he describes the birthplace of the Elves, the One’s Firstborn:  


Amid all the splendours of the World, its vast halls and spaces, and its wheeling fires, Illuvatar chose a place for their habitation in the Deeps of Time and in the midst of innumerable stars. And this habitation might seem a little thing to those who consider only the majesty of the Ainur, and not their terrible sharpness ... or who would consider only the immeasurable vastness of the World, which still the Ainur are shaping, and not the minute precision to which they shape all things therein. But when the Ainur had beheld this habitation in a vision and had seen the Children of Illuvatar arise therein, then many of the most mighty among them bent all their thought and desire towards that place. (S: 7) 


Since Tolkien shapes “all things” in The Silmarillion with “minute precision,” why does he tell us that the place in the World (in the material Universe) prepared for the arrival of the Elves, the place that draws all “thought and desire” of the Ainur, is located “in the midst of innumerable stars?” This question needs to be asked because The Silmarillion later states that, before the Elves arrive in Middle-earth, all of the World’s stars appear as dim points of far distant light: The “innumerable stars”—he uses the same phrase to describe them—are “faint and far” in the “darkness of Middle-earth.” (S: 44) They are faint because night’s “innumerable stars” do not yet include any of the bright ones that make up the constellations that we know, the ones that Varda creates specifically for the coming of the Elves. So why does Tolkien note that, previous to their arrival in the World, the place where the Firstborn will enter it is “in the midst” of “innumerable” faint points of light rather than in the midst of the “darkness” that reigns over all Middle-earth at this time, before the Moon and Sun are created by the Valar? 

Put in another way, since Varda’s new, bright and near stars and the People of the Stars come into existence together—in the “hour” in which she created these stars, “the Children of the Earth awoke” (S: 45)—why twice call attention to the World’s faint and faraway stars and declare that the Firstborn will appear in their “midst?” Tolkien’s dim “innumerable stars” pose the riddle designed to introduce would-be solvers of it to all of the stellar riddles posed in his Lord of the Rings star legend. Its solution identifies the particular numerable stars, the 24 secret star signs, that he must keep hidden, which appear when the Elves become the Eldar, the People of the Stars, when they arrive in the World in the midst of (and seemingly encircled by) the new and bright One’s Ring constellations that Varda had just “set as signs” (S: 45) especially for them.

***
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A Secret Story

The Lord of the Rings hides an integral theme: Both the cosmological and spiritual backgrounds of Tolkien’s Middle-earth reality require a Valar presence in them. The Valar must be participants there because “they are its life and it is theirs” (S: 10); and they are active there because their Maiar servant spirits labor unseen there for them. Tolkien did not have to say anything about the critical unseen presence of the Maiar in Middle-earth in either The Lord of the Rings or its appendices because The Silmarillion established the cosmological and spiritual dimensions within which the Maiar labor. Because it provides both of these critical backgrounds but The Lord of the Rings does not, the former should not only have been published at the same time as the latter but also, as Tolkien definitely intended, should have been read first.

Tolkien had another reason to not name the Maiar in The Lord of the Rings or refer overtly to any act that they perform in it: Their omnipresence and their ongoing unseen and mostly unnoted labors for the Valar among Middle-earth’s Elves and Mortals creates a subtext, an under-story within it, a hidden and therefore secret story to which Tolkien did not want to draw attention. He did not want to make it obvious that the Questers receive aid in the form of Maiar inspirations that occur at crucial moments in the Quest. Instead, he invited readers to discover his under-story for themselves. Not reminding readers of The Lord of the Rings what they would already know about the Maiar from having read The Silmarillion first was critical for another reason: Deliberately and carefully underplaying both the invisible presence and the inspiring activities of the Maiar in the secret story that he hid within his star legend created his cosmology’s essential spiritual theme: Varda, his Star-queen, has spirit helpers whose labors include inspiring renewals, over the ages, of the Faith that she anciently founded. 

The Silmarillion not being published completely muddled Tolkien’s well-laid plan. In a 1952 letter to Rayner Unwin written three years after he had submitted The Lord of the Rings to Rayner’s father’s firm for publication, an obviously frustrated Tolkien says of The Silmarillion and The Lord of the Rings, “Although to me [they] are one, and The Lord of the Rings would be better far (and eased) as part of the whole, I would gladly consider publication of any part of the stuff.” (HC: 216) Eventually, Allen & Unwin refused to publish The Silmarillion simultaneously with The Lord of the Rings as Tolkien had insisted that it should be. The publishers concluded that the former’s cosmology was not relevant to what seemed to them to be a stand-alone epic. Twenty-five years after Tolkien’s 1952 letter, three years after Tolkien’s death, Allen & Unwin published The Silmarillion as edited by Christopher Tolkien. 

Since The Silmarillion was unfinished when Tolkien insisted that it be published, Tolkien himself was not blameless in the unfortunate muddling of his intent. It became obvious to him that The Lord of the Rings would need additional appendices, ones that would replace crucial Silmarillion histories. Assuming that its critical introductory cosmologies, the “Ainulindale” and “Valaquenta,” would surely be published not long after The Return of the King, Tolkien did not include them as essentially background appendices to his vast story. It is highly unfair to readers that he did not add the seventeen pages of “Ainulindale” and “Valaquenta” cosmologies to the appendices of later editions of The Lord of the Rings. The “Valaquenta,” after all, includes the labors of the Maiar in Middle-earth and notes Gandalf’s past there as the Maia Olorin, both of which must be known if one is to detect and grasp Tolkien’s secret story’s spiritual dimension. How could anyone be expected to detect the secretly spiritual side of The Lord of the Rings without knowing that Maiar spirits labor unseen in Middle-earth as enabling inspirers of Valar designs? How could anyone recognize that The Silmarillion’s initial chapters introduce Middle-earth as Tolkien intended that it should be seen: as a world inhabited not only by Elves, Mortals, Dwarves, and Hobbits but also by unseen Maiar spirits who, in serving the ever subtly presented “other powers at work” (424) in the story, the Valar Great Powers, act as inspirers of the worthy and Faithful among them? Gandalf’s early reminder that active “other powers” exist is not nearly enough to carry the depth and weight of Tolkien’s secret story. 

Only a single repeated observation variously stated suggests that spirits are active in The Lord of the Rings and, therefore, that, as stated, mostly unnoted spiritual matters as well are in play as Tolkien’s legend unfolds: We are told that “strange chances” (361) are to be expected in Middle-earth; as if an unseen Power works behind its scenes and manipulates essential events, thusly taking randomness out of them and thereby making them noticeably “strange.” (Sign-reading Gandalf and Aragorn notice them.) This telling theme will be thoroughly explored later in The One’s Ring. 

Leaving The Lord of the Rings’ appendices unchanged in later editions, Tolkien spent his last two decades expanding all of its background lore, but he never completed the task of collating and condensing The Silmarillion manuscripts that he last worked on in 1951, which would have encouraged Allen & Unwin to publish it in his lifetime. It seems, then, that Tolkien was either impossibly busy for twenty years as an Oxford professor and retiree or that he was an eccentric writer unconcerned with what his readers knew or did not know—let alone needed to know—about The Lord of the Rings. Another possibility exists, however, one that does not eliminate the other two: Tolkien decided to deliberately allow certain themes in The Lord of the Rings to remain unclear. With The Silmarillion left unpublished, he knew very well that his avoidance of any mention of the Maiar in the appendices of later editions of The Lord of the Rings would mean that few readers would recognize the subtleties of his legend; that fewer would see that it hid both carefully disguised secret star lore and a secret story peopled by powerful spirits who serve the ever-overseeing, offstage Valar. Apparently, Tolkien eventually decided that making his secret story harder to detect would make it more special and more rewarding when discovered. The One’s Ring makes this argument plausible. Its sequel, Lore Long Secret, is a detective story, a curious quester’s hunt not only for secret Elven star lore but also for indications that, by way of their inspirations, unnoted Maia spirits create the specific “strange chances” that make The Lord of the Rings not only a brilliantly profound tale and meticulously crafted and riddled star legend but also a secretly spiritual world treasure. 

***
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Who Is Gandalf?

Tolkien’s secret story cannot be discerned without two recognitions, both of which stem from his conception of the World’s spirit reality and spiritual history presented in The Silmarillion. The first has been noted: Inspiring Maiar spirits are active participants in all Middle-earth events that are part of special Valar designs. The second recognition perfectly complements the first: Gandalf the Grey is really Olorin, a Maia spirit of Valinor who, because he is sent by Manwe and Varda on a special mission to Middle-earth by the Valar, must assume a physical form. Only The Silmarillion’s “Valaquenta” recounts Olorin’s life as an embodied spirit in Valinor and as both a visible and invisible laborer in Eldamar and Middle-earth: “Though he loved the Elves, he walked among them unseen, or in form as one of them, and they did not know whence came the fair visions or the promptings of wisdom that he put into their hearts. In later days he was the friend of all the Children of Illuvatar [Elves] and took pity on their sorrows; and those who listened to him awoke from despair and put away the imaginations of darkness.” (S: 22) In moving and acting in Eldamar while visible in an Elven form and while unseen in his form as an Ainur, and, “in later days,” in moving and acting while both seen and unseen among the exiled Noldor and the Mortals of Middle-earth, Olorin has, for ages, inspired both peoples. 

Except for Gandalf’s admission to Faramir that “Olorin I was in my youth in the West” (697), The Lord of the Rings contains none of this information. 

Not knowing who Gandalf really is, or that powerful Maia spirits who look like old men and act as wizards walk among the peoples of Middle-earth, or that unseen Maia spirits labor among them, resulted in a huge gap in every pre-1977 reader’s awareness of Tolkien’s World presented in The Lord of the Rings, a gap big enough to engulf its entire spiritual background. Readers need to know that Gandalf the Grey is a Maia spirit who took the form of an Istari (“Wizard”) while in Valinor in order to secretly enter Middle-earth on a special assignment as one of “The Five that came from a far country.” 

Clearly, then, readers who begin The Lord of the Rings without having first read The Silmarillion have an insurmountable problem. They cannot know what they must know in order to be able to recognize Tolkien’s secret story: that Gandalf’s service as a Maia spirit who had previously labored unseen in Middle-earth as an inspirer of Elves and Mortals provides the essential revelatory entrée into that story. Recognizing this fact, in 1954 Tolkien wrote “The Istari,” which draws maximal attention to Gandalf. Christopher Tolkien included it in his father’s Unfinished Tales. In it, J. R. R. Tolkien himself purposefully poses and thoroughly answers the single question that, as he knew very well, readers of The Lord of the Rings most need to ask and answer: “Who is Gandalf?” (UT: 395) As Tolkien admits, in his epic “I have severely cut Gandalf’s account of himself.” (L: 201) “The Istari” reveals that, in the ages before he becomes the foremost wizard of Middle-earth, Gandalf was not just any Maia servant of the Valar: He was the favorite and most trusted servant of Manwe and Varda, the World’s Elder King and Queen. When the High Elves of Eldamar who dwelled on the east side of that island first encountered him in Valimar on its west side, he was neither “Gandalf” nor “Mithrandir”; he was “Olorin,” (Dreamer). “The Istari” reveals that Olorin reluctantly self-incarnated (UT: 394) as an Istari only after Manwe commanded him to do so. (UT: 393) It also reveals why he was reluctant, and much more besides.

An essential matter becomes increasingly clear: Discerning Tolkien’s secret story requires, at a minimum, knowledge of the cosmology laid out in The Silmarillion. That story cannot be fully appreciated by anyone unfamiliar with specific attributes of the Ainur of Valinor; that, for example, the Valar and Maiar together constitute the “angelic powers” (S: xvii) who actively serve as “Guardians of the World” (1072); that they are the Great Powers who serve Eru, “the One,” also called Illuvatar, “Father of the Whole, the All” (S: 435), Tolkien’s “Almighty Creator.” (BLT 2: 351) 

The Valar and Maiar are two orders of immensely powerful “spirits” (S: 21) who took on visible forms when they created the World and chose to dwell within it. Together they are the “Holy Ones” (Ainur) who created Ea, the World (the material Universe); who everafter maintain and oversee it; who came into existence as the direct “offspring” of Eru’s thought, and “who were with him before aught else was made.” (S: 3) Olorin is a Maiar spirit older than the World, but Tolkien “thought it best ... to leave the question” of “what wizards are ... a mystery, not without pointers to the solution.” (L: 190) In his Gandalf form, then, Olorin is a very ancient spirit who has taken on a physical body, which act and material form, according to “The Istari,” make him no longer wholly “angelic.” He has become an incarnate spirit subject to everything that he experiences during his long sojourn in the body that he creates. After being dispatched to Middle-earth to watch for Sauron’s inevitable return and lead the forces that can defeat him, he slowly forgets much of his previous life, as his fellow Istari Saruman surely had. 

Being present when Varda created the World’s new bright stars in celebration of the Elves’ coming into the World, Gandalf knows what we need to know: She had not simply created random bright stars: She had created constellated shapes “set as signs” for the Elves not just to everafter adore but to keep secret as star lore. Gandalf knows that these star signs had been given their particularly significant shapes when Varda arranged them in the foreground of the World’s previously created stars “innumerable, faint and far.” Gandalf knows very well that Varda’s newly constellated signs include a specific sub-set: the seemingly Earth-belting ring of secret ones that signify and hide the belief system of the Elves, called simply “the Faith.” All Elves are, as a result, “of the Faith” and members in good standing of “Faithful companies” (BLT 1: 35) that live and travel as such. As an Ainur present at Varda’s creation of the World’s new and bright stars, and thereafter as a Maiar teacher and inspirer of Elves everywhere in the World, Gandalf more than merely knows their secret star lore: He has surely used it throughout the entire history of the High Elves of Aman and the Exiles of Middle-earth. The “visions” and “promptings of wisdom” (S: 22) by way of which, for ages, he had inspired both peoples no doubt displayed and featured Eldar star lore and star signs.

Tolkien invites readers intrigued by the revelations in The Silmarillion and Unfinished Tales to begin a dual quest: They are not only to identify the secret star lore hidden in The Lord of the Rings but also to discern the critical inspirations delivered in it by unseen Maiar, Gandalf’s companions of old, who are present in its critical scenes and whose invisible but active presence is subtly indicated throughout it. 

As Lore Long Secret thoroughly establishes, Frodo’s dreams and visions and Sam’s, Pippin’s, Merry’s, and other Questers’ various “promptings” are inspirations given to them by unseen Maiar spirits in accord with the grand design of the Valar.

No one in Middle-earth knows that Gandalf is really an embodied Maia spirit. The three ring-bearers among the Noldor Exiles, Elrond, Galadriel, and Cirdan, who “saw further and deeper than any other in Middle-earth,” know only what Cirdan learned when he alone greeted Olorin at the Grey Havens when the latter arrived in Middle-earth from the West: that he is a wizard sent from Valinor to “contest the power of Sauron, and to unite all those who had the will to resist him.” (1122) As such, Olorin arrives in Middle-earth “in the shape” of a man who was “never young and aged only slowly.” (1121) Unfinished Tales reveals far more about Olorin than the three Wise Ones among Middle-earth’s Elves know: Having passed two thousand years there by the time The Lord of the Rings begins, he remains the most trusted servant of Varda. But he is also a self-limited servant due to his Ainur faith, which forbids him to match Sauron’s dark power with any like power “or to seek to dominate Elves or Men by force or fear.” (1121) Olorin must lead by inspiring Elves, Men, and Dwarves to defeat Sauron without using his own powers but, acting as “the Kindler” (L: 390), by mostly relying on theirs. 

Tolkien’s star legend begins in medias res, with Olorin’s arrival in the Shire as Gandalf the Grey on a pivotal errand of great import to the Valar. If, as Gandalf strongly suspects that it will, Bilbo’s Ring of Power proves to be Sauron’s Ring, then the Valar must oversee and, through their Maiar servants, inspire its destruction by the best means available in Middle-earth. Unfortunately, only one of the other four Istari sent there, Radagast the Brown, master of herb- and beast-lore, still serves the Valar and stands ready to implement and advance their design to defeat Sauron. Fortunately, many Maiar spirits, including those already laboring in Middle-earth, are fully ready to inspire not just Olorin, their fellow Maia, but also any and all individuals who might be brought forward by the Valar to take on the huge task of defeating Sauron by destroying his Ring, including—as events surprisingly transpire—several courageous hobbits of the Shire. 

***
[image: image]


The Istari

“The Istari” defines Gandalf’s status as a particular kind of wizard. We learn little about them in The Lord of the Rings, which names them as such only in its appendices. (1121-2) 


“Wizard is a translation of Quenya istar (Sindarin ithron): one of the members of an ‘order’ (as they called it) claiming to possess, and exhibiting, eminent knowledge of the history and nature of the World. The translation, though suitable in its relation to ‘wise’ and other ancient words of knowing, similar to istar in Quenya, is not perhaps happy, since the Heren Istarion, or Order of Wizards, was quite distinct from the ‘wizards’ and ‘magicians’ of later legend; the [Order] belonged solely to the Third Age, and then departed, and none save maybe Elrond, Galadriel, and Cirdan discovered of what kind they were and whence they came.” (UT: 388) 


In his Letters, Tolkien calls Gandalf an “incarnate ‘angel’” [emphasis Tolkien’s] and an Istari, defined as one of “those who know” rather than as a “wizard,” stating “There are naturally no precise modern terms to say what he was.” (L: 202) Gandalf’s “eminent knowledge” of the “history and nature” of Varda’s creation of Arda’s “new stars and brighter” (S: 45) makes istari a doubly noteworthy word. More than simply meaning “wizard,” it subliminally reads as “I star I.” It therefore significantly indicates what readers may “wisely” learn that Gandalf already “knows” very well: Varda’s stellar creations “set as signs in the heavens of Arda” (S: 45) created a star faith kept secret by Elves, the Mortal Faithful, and the “I-star” Olorin.

Tolkien merely notes in “The Istari” what he more revealingly states in The Silmarillion: that while seen and unseen Gandalf long wandered “in various guises ... exploring the hearts of Elves and Men.” (UT: 397) Thereafter, as if glancing back to this Gandalf, to the Maia Olorin before he was dispatched to Middle-earth to await the return of Sauron, Tolkien warns readers that Gandalf’s seemingly simple statement to Faramir in The Lord of the Rings—“Olorin I was in my youth in the West”—is “in any case not fully understood.” (UT: 397) We now fully “know” what, in every “case,” must be fully understood about Gandalf’s identity as Olorin, what Tolkien intimates but does not state: that he is a self-incarnated Maia-spirit servant of the Valar with all of the powers and capabilities of an Ainur dwelling in a material body. This critical fact needs to be “fully understood” because it invites the conclusion reached above, the relevancy of which cannot be overstated: If, as The Silmarillion says, Olorin labored invisibly among Elves during peaceful times, then surely Maia spirits labored invisibly among the Elves, Men, Dwarves, and Hobbits who had to defeat Sauron and so save Middle-earth in a dangerous time. The Lord of the Rings must, then, tell a specific kind of secret story: The matter “not fully understood” in The Lord of the Rings is its omnipresent spiritual dimension frequently hinted but “not fully” stated. Since “The Istari” depicts the Valar as actively engaged in overseeing Middle-earth events, it invites readers to seek evidence that their unseen Maia helpers inspire the decisive acts and actors of Tolkien’s legend, from Bilbo’s (“strange chance”) finding of the One Ring to Gollum’s (“strange chance”/“accidental”) stumbling with it into the Crack of Doom. 

“The Istari” also reveals that Tolkien wants readers of The Lord of the Rings to avoid another conclusion too easily arrived at because “not fully understood”: that Galadriel and Elrond, two of the three Wise among the Eldar, and White Council members besides, are the great powers in his legend. They are not. Only the appendices of The Lord of the Rings account for what seems to be the peculiar fact that ancient and powerful Elves like Elrond and Galadriel more than allow Curunir and Mithrandir to join the White Council: They acknowledge them as leaders and they know them to be as The Silmarillion portrays them. They are not simply powerful Wizards dispatched by the Valar to save Middle-earth from Sauron; they are Holy Ones of Valinor; they are Ainur who have been alive since the beginning of time, who chose to embody themselves in material forms in order to accomplish this task. Galadriel and Elrond do not provide the power that counters the movements of the Dark Lord. “The Istari” states that the Valar actively oversee unfolding events and that “the five,” their Maiar servants, were sent to Middle-earth to lead its races and peoples against Sauron. Elrond and Galadriel know very well that no High Elf is as powerful as any lowly Maia. As representatives of the Maiar order of angelic spirits, Mithrandir and Curunir are far more powerful and knowledgeable than any Elf of Middle-earth. The following account from Unfinished Tales clarifies Middle-earth’s power structure and places Gandalf within it. Tolkien provides the parentheses and italics; the bracketed additional comments are mine:  


In Sauron’s final overthrow, Elves were not effectively concerned at the point of action. Legolas probably achieved least of the Nine Walkers. Galadriel, the greatest of the Eldar surviving in Middle-earth, was potent mainly in wisdom and goodness, as a director or counselor in the struggle, unconquerable in resistance (especially in mind and spirit) but incapable of punitive action. In her scale she had become like Manwe with regard to the greater total action. Manwe, however, even after the Downfall of Numenor and the breaking of the old world, even in the Third Age when the Blessed Realm had been removed from the ‘Circles of the World’, was still not a mere observer. It is clearly from Valinor that the emissaries came who were called the Istari (or Wizards), and among them Gandalf, who proved to be the director and coordinator both of attack and defence [against Sauron]. 

Who was Gandalf? It is said that in later days (when again a shadow of evil arose in the Kingdom) [that is, in the Middle-earth of the late Third Age, over which Sauron once again strived to rule], it was believed by many of the ‘Faithful’ of that time that ‘Gandalf’ was the last appearance of Manwe himself, before his final withdrawal to the watchtower of Taniquetil [on Mount Everwhite, the highest mountain in Valinor, whose summit holds Ilmarin, the mansions of Manwe and Varda, also called Elerrina, “Crowned with Stars.”]. (That Gandalf said that his name ‘in the West’ had been Olorin was, according to this belief, the adoption of an incognito, a mere by-name.) I do not (of course) know the truth of the matter, and if I did it would be a mistake to be more explicit than Gandalf was. But I think it was not so. Manwe will not descend from the Mountain until Dagor Dagorath, and the coming of the End ... To the overthrow of Morgoth he sent his herald Eonwe. To the defeat of Sauron would he not then send some lesser (but mighty) spirit of the angelic people, one coeval and equal, doubtless, with Sauron in their beginnings, but not more? Olorin was his name
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