Christian Symbolism in Tolkien’s Song and Verse from The Lord of the Rings
“Among all men on the earth bards have a share of honor and reverence, because the muse has taught them songs and loves the race of bards.”  Homer--The Odyssey
An excerpt from an oft’ quoted letter by Tolkien to Robert Murray, a priest, says, “The Lord of the Rings is a fundamentally religious and Catholic work; unconsciously so at first, but consciously in the revision. . . . For the religious element is absorbed into the story and the symbolism. . . .”  Taken in the broadest sense of the word, Catholic means universal.  As we’ve discussed, The Lord of the Rings indeed abounds with universal appeal.  And perhaps one of the most universal forms of communication has been throughout the years and continues to be Song and Verse.  As Dr. Robin Reid has pointed out, “Tolkien’s theory of language was that sounds helped convey meaning, and the more beautiful the sound of the language, the ‘better’ it was” (my emphasis).  Example:  few people should disagree that the French language, spoken well and as it is intended, sounds beautiful.  {Demonstrate}  Spoken in a normal tone and without undue inflection, curses can be uttered in French and a non-French speaking person might just smile and nod.  But harsh tone and sharp inflection would allow the listener to discern that what was being directed toward them was in fact not very positive.  By the same token, rhyme, whether in song or poetic verse, for the most part, but certainly not without exception, is pleasing to the ear.  Music CD sales depend and rise when people want to hear the artists’ music.  And messages are propagated through those songs.  Likewise, while certainly not heavy-handed or overly didactic, Tolkien’s Christian based symbolism thrives and survives throughout the songs and verse of The Lord of the Rings.
Our first example is labeled “The Riddle of Strider”


All that is gold does not glitter,


Not all those who wander are lost;


The old that is strong does not wither,


Deep roots are not reached by the frost.


From the ashes a fire shall be woken,


A light from the shadows shall spring;


Renewed shall be blade that was broken:


The crownless again shall be king (167).

Thematic elements relating to scripture from the above verse include value, worth and riches—and that those are different in the world’s economy as opposed to God’s economy.  The Bible says that it is “the love of money [that] is the root of all evil:  which while some coveted after, they have erred [or have been seduced] from the faith. . .”       (I Timothy 6:10).  Furthermore, Jesus states in Matthew 10:39, “He that findeth his life shall lose it:  and he that loseth his life for my sake shall find it.”  So the glitter of the world:  fame (something that eluded even Frodo, much like the rejection of Jesus—for a prophet is without honor in his own country), fortune and those things seen as fortunate in the eyes of the world are not always those things we should seek out.  Strider/Aragorn does become King—but it is his upright character not his riches that carries him through.  

So as the verse continues it reminds one of Abram, before God changed his name to Abraham, and his journey.  “Now the Lord had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that I will shew thee: . . . .” (Genesis 12:1).  While this would be a daunting undertaking—to leave family, friends, country—(and for far more than five weeks) Abram can not (nor indeed was he) be considered lost—though he did wander.  God told him to go.  He just did not tell him where to go—except as he went.  {I suppose one of the keys here is that Abram had to have faith in God to ever leave in the first place.  Then he had to trust God to get him where He wanted him to be.}  Of course this comes about for Strider (and the others) throughout LOTR as well—even though God does not direct their steps, we get the sense that there is some sort of “goodness” concerned with and about their quest.  Consider also the account in the Bible of Moses, Aaron and the children of Israel.  They wandered for 40 years in the wilderness—a mere detour—necessitated by a lack of faith among the pilgrims.  But not all of those who were wandering were lost.  The new generation of faith did indeed rise up and they entered the land of promise, the land that flowed with milk and honey.  And so too—Strider/Aragorn keeps the faith, so to speak, and ultimately wins the prize. 
Moving to the next two lines of this riddle or verse a picture of a tree planted near water, sinking its roots deep, making it a symbol of solidity and permanence comes to mind, along with a corresponding scripture:  “And he shall be like a tree planted by the rivers of water, that bringeth forth fruit in his season; his leaf also shall not wither; and whatsoever he doeth shall prosper” (Psalms 1:3).  In effect, age, wisdom and life itself stems from the living water.  Naturally, frost can not harm this tree (its roots go too deep to be damaged by frost); symbolically, the strife of life will not win the victory over the well placed person.  Aragorn, then, should be seen as being well placed.  His character and his willingness to hold on and to rise up against evil—coupled with his longevity makes him a perfect example of a strong, old (remember, age is just a number), substantial tree.  {For a contrasting example, see “The Song of Durin” 308-09.}

The last stanza of this verse can be taken as a whole.  Out of darkness, the fall of mankind, good will arise.  Out of the evil, dark cloud of doom, Aragorn does arise—no longer Strider, but rather King Aragorn.  The evil lords have fallen.   A new age begins.  And out of the fall set in motion by Eve and Adam, good will also arise.  The thought that Jesus, both human and God, will spring forth from the ashes of Eden to redeem (buy back something that was lost) the world is one way to see a “crownless man,” Adam, be crowned “again,” in the person of Jesus—just as Aragorn too regains the crown.  So—let us rejoice.  
Another example of similarity to Christian themes is found in “The Eagle’s Song” (942).


Sing now, ye people of the Tower of Anor,


for the Realm of Sauron is ended for ever,


and the Dark Tower is thrown down.


Sing and rejoice, ye people of the Tower of Guard,   {tower of God}


for your watch hath not been in vain,


and the Black Gate is broken,


and your King hath passed through,


and he is victorious.


Sing and be glad, all ye children of the West,


for your King shall come again,


and he shall dwell among you


all the days of your life.


And the Tree that was withered shall be renewed,

and he shall plant it in the high places,


and the City shall be blessed.


Sing all ye people!

The Psalms, in essence a book of songs, proclaims much the same message as the song above.  In particular Psalms:  81, 89, 95, 96, 98, 100, 101 (as well as others) all exhort “us” to sing—to sing praises to the Lord.  And, too, in the third stanza of the song Tolkien comes very close to the spirit and the wording of the 23rd Psalm—“and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever”.  Also, Tolkien’s use of King James English:  “ye” and “hath” also lends a biblical feel to this otherwise secular song.  {A further note, while not specifically discussed in this paper, “The Hobbits Battle Song” is also quite like the Psalms in its theme of praise.}
Turning now, for a moment at least, from praise and joy to lamentation and sadness, there is a Christian theme, often ignored by modern Christians, but definitely skirted in LOTR, which is speaking in tongues—which, in effect, Sam does on page 712.  The language Tolkien uses to set up the scene once again is quite like that of the King James Bible.  “And then his tongue was loosed and his voice cried in a language which he did not know. . .”  Sam’s cry came from sadness—as did Frodo’s when he laments the loss of Gandalf on pages 350-51.   This example is a two edged sword, in that Tolkien believed in the inherited language of one’s forefathers, that would allow Sam to speak in a language he had “not learned in a natural setting”—it just so happens that the Christian manifestation of speaking in tongues matches this rather well.  The Christian, “inspired” by the Holy Spirit, speaks in a language “not learned in a natural setting.”  (See the book of Acts.)  {Another example is an Elven song—in a language invented by Tolkien (368)—spoken by Elves—in an “unknown” language—although this is somewhat different than Frodo’s and Sam’s cases.  One would imagine that all the Elves “learned” their language—much like we, as teachers, sometimes imagine that students “learn” their lessons.}  Although, this still corresponds to the biblical notion of speaking in an unknown language, or in a “heavenly tongue,” which is what the Elven song would be closest to.  {Remember, if the language sounds beautiful, then it must be “better” and might even be “heavenly.”}

Another type of song is Frodo’s dirge (if you will) which elevates Gandalf to a lordly state and utilizes several Christian elements (350-51).  On a long journey “he walked at will” with “mortal and immortal,” able to converse with all of creation—wielding a “sword” and a “healing hand” with “a back that bent beneath its load,” and a “trumpet voice, a burning brand” a “lord of wisdom” on his throne, “swift in anger, quick to laugh” defying both “Fire and Shadow.”  All of the qualities ascribed by Frodo to Gandalf are examples that can transpose just as easily to Jesus.  Jesus, of course, walked at will; He is both mortal man and immortal God; He is who was with God the Father, known then as the Word, at the time of creation and therefore has the ability to converse with creation in its entirety; He has a healing hand, as witnessed throughout the New Testament (healing the sick, raising the dead); He will wield a sword, albeit through His speech, as cited in the book of Revelation; His trumpet voice will be heard on resurrection day; His back was indeed bent under its heavy load of the cross; His burning brand can be likened to the cloven tongues of fire which sat upon the believers in the upper room in the book of Acts; of course He sits on His throne (of wisdom) at the right hand of the Father; but slow, not swift to anger—and surely, He is quick to laugh.  As Jesus descended to the center of the earth to “set the captive free,” He defied and defeated both fire and shadow (darkness) for Jesus is indeed the light of the world.  

Another connection to Jesus can be made with the burial song of Theoden.  

Out of doubt, out of dark, to the day’s rising 


he rode singing in the sun, sword unsheathing.


Hope he rekindled, and in hope ended;


over death, over dread, over doom lifted


out of loss, out of life unto long glory (954).

This then describes Theoden, his life, and his leaving it.  Theoden ended his life in victory—he died an honorable death—with a song in his heart and on his lips—sword flashing in the light of the sun.  He, like Jesus, gave his people hope, something to live for.  He turned the thing that looked bad, his death, into something good—a victory for his people.  This ties to Jesus, as discussed in the paragraph above, as well, as He dispels the darkness; for once again, He is the light of the world and has defeated death and the grave eternally.  
The theme—or yet another theme—“Fear not,” usually connected with Jesus, can in LOTR be shared with Tom Bombadil.  (You didn’t think I’d leave out ol’ Tom, now did ya?)


Hop along, my little friends, up the Withywindle!


Tom’s going on ahead candles for to kindle.


Down west sinks the Sun: soon you will be groping.


When the night-shadows fall, then the door will open,


Out of the window-panes light will twinkle yellow.


Fear no alder black!  Heed no hoary willow!


Fear neither root nor bough!  Tom goes on before you.


Hey now!  merry dol!  we’ll be waiting for you!  (118)

Tom can be seen as a mixture of having Jesus-like traits as well as being similar to John the Baptist.  Like John, Tom lives apart from society.  And as Tom went ahead to prepare the light, so too, did John go ahead—before Jesus, to prepare for the light.  And as Jesus tells His followers even today to fear not, so too, did He dispel John’s fears by affirming that He was/is the Messiah.  (This affirmation takes place shortly before John is to lose his head.  John wanted to make sure that he was not giving his life for a fake or a fraud.)  Tom, too, says not to fear.  Then on page 138 Tom’s verse gives hope, much like the resurrection.  The poem sounds dark, but the key is to see the light in the darkness.  The pivotal word here is “till.”  It is implied that the dark lord will be made to lift his hand.  Tom also lends himself to verse on page 124 and reminds one of the Old Testament book, The Song of Solomon in his praise of Goldberry.  Tom uses the terms, “pretty lady,”  “fair” and “young,” and “sweet” to describe her voice, and it’s a real good thing that “her heart was beating!”  But perhaps the most amazing complement Tom pays his lady fair is to say that she has “pretty feet.”  (Just look around—how many pretty feet do you see and just how many Hobbit feet are in dire need of Nair?)  The Song of Solomon is a very passionate and sensual passage—worthy to be applied to those who an individual cares deeply for.  Just a few examples will suffice.  He calls his love “fairest among women” in chapter 1 verse 8.  He goes on in verse 10 to say that her “cheeks are comely” or lovely, as is her “neck.”  She returns in verses 12-14 telling him basically how good he smells to her, and how she intends to reward him.  In chapter 5 it tells of the torment of separation.  Then in the 7th chapter he says, “How beautiful are your feet in sandals. . . The curves of your hips are like jewels. . . Your navel is like a round goblet. . .  How beautiful and delightful you are, My love, with all your charms. . .”  (KJV, NASB).  There’s much, much more, but I’ll leave you to research the passage yourselves.  So, as of yet we have not given consideration to the use of numbers in Christianity as compared to LOTR.       (I don’t know a surer way to “kill a mood” than to bring up numbers!)  

Numbers, as you all know, are extremely important and significant in both Christianity and Tolkien’s great work.  For example:


Tall ships and tall kings


Three times three,


What brought they from the foundered land

Over the flowing sea?


Seven stars and seven stones


And one white tree.

Three is of course representative of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  As in the verse above, three times three equals the number in the fellowship, too.  Seven is the number of completion, and represents God, Himself; on the seventh day God rested.  By contrast six, being the number of man, is one shy of seven and thus incomplete.  Then there is the number one.  One God and One creator of all.  In Letter #183, Notes on W. H. Auden’s review of The Return of the King, Tolkien writes:  “In The Lord of the Rings the conflict is not basically about ‘freedom’ . . . . It is about God, and His sole right to divine honour.  The Eldar and the Numenoreans believed in The One, the true God, and held worship of any other person an abomination.  Sauron desired to be a God-King and was held to be this by his servants. . . (243).  Sauron’s being worshipped and his his self proclamation of being King, with god soon to follow, is of course in Tolkien’s eyes directly against the One true God, and certainly demanded his defeat.  Another use of numbers occurs a little over half way through “the Song of Earendil (227-30).   The seven lights can be likened to the seven churches found in the book of Revelation, which is also referred to as the seven golden candle sticks.  (Some of these “churches” produce more light than others.)  These are but more examples of light being brought to the world by both LOTR and Christianity.  But as we look at numbers, let’s not forget the verse (long known in Elven-lore) of the Ring.

Three Rings for the Elven-kings under the sky,


Seven for the Dwarf-lords in their halls of stone,


Nine for Mortal Men doomed to die,


One for the Dark Lord on his dark throne


In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie.


One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them,


One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them


In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie.  (49)
The same numerical representations can be made to this verse as to the ones above.  But this verse can also represent, on the side of evil, the anti-Christ.  The one false god, who like Sauron, would desire to bring, bind and keep human kind in darkness.  Consider also, Mordor as a place that not only contains shadows, but as a place where even shadows can not tell the truth.  Turning to a more pleasant topic, but still dealing with numbers, it is interesting to note that Hobbits come of age at 33, precisely the age when Jesus went to the cross.  It is also important to note that not one character in LOTR fits as a single archetype or stands alone as a definitive allegorical representation.  By writing in this manner Tolkien has truly invented a most universal and unique way to see “God and His sole right to divine honour” (Letter 183).  

So let us, like the walking song, progress like life itself—not linger in the darkness—for the “Road” does indeed go on forever.  And like Bilbo who begins with “eager feet,” so too must we with eager feet search the paths of life—and perhaps, working together in fellowship, we can help each other to not become “weary” travelers as Frodo became, wondering as he wandered if he could follow—but let us instead remember:


The Road goes ever on and on       

Out from the door where it began.

Now far ahead the Road has gone,


Let [US] follow it who can!


Let [OUR] journey new [BEGAN]     (35, 72, 965).


. . . . 

CARRY ON.     It’s the way things are. . . guys!

