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Noms de Guerre:
T h e  Po w er  o f  N am ing  in  W ar

a n d  C o n f l ic t  in  M id d l e -e a r t h

J a n e t  B r e n n a n  C r o f t

J .R .R . T o lk ie n  s k il lfu l ly  d e p lo y s  a  d e e p  u n d e rs ta n d in g , of th e  m y th ic  an d  
psycholog ical p o w er of n am es a n d  n am in g  th ro u g h o u t h is  legendarium . 

A m o n g  o th er aspects of n am ing , h is  sto ries h ig h lig h t m a n y  w ays in  w hich  
nam es, nam ing , re-nam ing , a n d  u n -n am in g  can be u se d  as stra teg ies in  w ar 
an d  conflict.

N am es are, in  one sense, the  o u tw a rd  ind ica tion  of a p o w er 
nego tia tion . T he nam er, the  one w h o  bestow s a n e w  n am e  or u ses an  a lready - 
g iven  nam e, reveals, th ro u g h  the choice of n am e  th ey  use, the ir re la tionsh ip  to 
th a t w h ich  they  nam e. I t m a y  be  a m ore  or less equa l re la tionsh ip ; it m a y  be 
one of exerting  p o w er over som eone or so m eth in g  b y  im p o sin g  a n am e  on  it or 
b y  u s in g  a nam e  th a t w ill influence those  w ho  h e a r it; o r it m a y  be one of 
subo rd ina tion , u s in g  a n am e  to fla tter o r p laca te  som eone o r som eth ing  m ore  
pow erfu l. A  n am e  m a y  be u se d  in  a m ag ical sense, as a fo rm  of logizomai—th a t 
is, n am in g  som eth ing  as th a t w h ich  you  desire  it to be or b eco m e—or to  g ive 
som eth ing  g rea te r p o w er by  d is tin g u ish in g  it from  o th e rs  of its k ind . A  p erso n  
m a y  renam e h im - o r h e rse lf— o u t of a desire  for anonym ity , to  ind ica te  an 
alliance w ith  som eone or so m eth in g  else, o r o u t of p r id e  or h u b ris .1

H ere  I w ish  to  exam ine several exam ples of h o w  n am es an d  n am in g  
are  u se d  in  these w ays in  w a r an d  conflict in  T o lk ien 's  legendarium : w eap o n s 
th a t a re  n am ed , noms de guerre th a t a re  chosen  b y  or g iven  to  in d iv id u a ls , n ew  
n am es a d o p ted  for a va rie ty  of reasons, a n d  n am es th a t are tak en  aw ay. The 
u se  of n a m in g  as a m ag ical p o w er in  w a r u ltim a te ly  leads u s  to  S au ro n 's  g rea t 
an d  m agical act of nam ing .

N a m e d  W e a p o n s

W h y  m ig h t a w eap o n  be  n am ed ?  N o t all cu ltu res h av e  a trad itio n  of 
n a m in g  w eapons. The Iliad describes th e  appearance , w eigh t, sym bolism , an d  
lineage  of A chilles 's sh ie ld  a n d  spear a t obsessive len g th  w ith o u t n am in g

1 See m y "Naming the Evil One" for a further exploration of these concepts.
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th e m ;  n e i t h e r  is  O d y s s e u s 's  b o w , t h e  o n e  t h a t  p r o v e s  h i s  i d e n t i ty ,  n a m e d  in  The 
Odyssey ( G r in d le y  15 1 -5 3 ). B u t  in  t h e  N o r t h e r n  a n d  m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e  w i th  

w h ic h  T o lk ie n  w a s  p e r s o n a l ly  a n d  p r o f e s s io n a l ly  e n g a g e d ,  n a m e d  s w o r d s  

a b o u n d :  S ig u r d 's  G r a m ,2 B e o w u lf 's  N a e g l in g  a n d  H r u n t i n g ,  A r t h u r 's  

E x c a l ib u r ,  R o l a n d 's  D u r e n d a l ,  C h a r l e m a g n e 's  J o ie u s e ,  a n d  so  o n .3 W i th  a  

n a m e ,  a  w e a p o n  g a in s  i t s  o w n  id e n t i ty ,  e v e n  a  p e r s o n a l i t y  o f  s o r t s  ( P o u d r i e r  

3 5 ); a  n a m e  a ls o  m a r k s  a  w e a p o n  a s  a n  h e i r lo o m  ty i n g  g e n e r a t i o n s  to g e th e r  

a n d  l e g i t im iz in g  th e  h e i r  w h o  h o l d s  it. A  n a m e d  w e a p o n  m a y  b e  f u r t h e r  

d i s t i n g u i s h e d  b y  r u n e s  a n d  in s c r ip t i o n s  o f  p o w e r  " e n h a n c in g  th e  a b i l i t ie s  o f  

t h e  w a r r io r  w h o  b e a r s  i t "  ( B u r d g e  a n d  B u r k e  703), e n s u r i n g  v ic to r y  o r  

p r o t e c t io n  a n d  f u r t h e r  e n n o b l in g  i t s  b e a r e r  (B r ib o is  94), o r  b r i n g in g  " lu c k  in  

b a t t l e "  ( D a v id s o n  67); t h e  n a m e  i t s e l f  m a y  " e n d o w  [ th e  b e a r e r ]  w i th  [ . . .]  

s p e c ia l  p o w e r s "  (B liss  77). I n  s to ry ,  t h e  h e r o 's  p a r t i c u l a r  w e a p o n  p r o v i d e s  " a  

c o n c e n t r a te d  s y m b o l ic  f u n c t io n a l i t y "  ( G r in d le y  151), e v e n  m o r e  so  if  n a m e d ,  

a n d  th e  h e r o  a n d  h i s  w e a p o n  a r e  " in e x t r i c a b ly  l i n k e d "  (F lie g e r  147). L i t e r a r y  

s w o r d  n a m e s  o f te n  " e m p h a s i z [ e ]  t h e i r  p o w e r  to  d o  h a r m  [ a n d ]  to  t e s t  th e  

o p p o n e n t  [ . . . ] .  [T ]h e y  s h o w  im a g in a t iv e  p e r s o n i f i c a t io n  o f  t h e  w e a p o n "  

( D a v id s o n  1 0 2 ).4

O f  th e  n a m e d  w e a p o n s  in  T o lk ie n 's  w r i t in g s ,  t h e  v a s t  m a jo r i t y  a re  

s w o r d s ;  t h e  s w o r d ,  a s  E w a r t  O a k e s h o t t  a r g u e s ,  p o s s e s s e s  " a  p o t e n t  m y s t iq u e  

w h ic h  s e ts  i t  a b o v e  a n y  o t h e r  m a n - m a d e  o b je c t"  ( q td .  in  W h e t t e r  a n d  

M c D o n a ld  5 ).5 6 T h e r e  a r e  o n ly  a  f e w  s in g u la r  e x a m p le s  o f  o t h e r  t y p e s  o f  n a m e d  

w e a p o n s .  Aeglos6 w a s  t h e  s p e a r  o f  G i l - g a la d ,  b r o k e n  w h e n  h e  fe l l  in  c o m b a t  

a g a in s t  S a u r o n .  Belthronding , b o r n e  b y  B e le g , is  t h e  o n ly  n a m e d  b o w , a n d  Dailir 
i t s  p a r t i c u l a r  s p e c ia l  a r r o w .  (B a rd  d i d  u s e  h i s  Black Arrow  in  c o m b a t  a g a in s t  

S m a u g , a n d  th e  Red Arrow  w a s  a  t o k e n  o f  t h e  a g r e e m e n t  o f  R o h a n  to  a id  

G o n d o r  in  w a r  if  n e e d e d ,  b u t  th o s e  a r e  n o t  n a m e s  o n  th e  s a m e  le v e l;  t h e y  fa ll  

s o m e w h e r e  b e tw e e n  n a m e s  a n d  s im p le  d e s c r ip to r s . )  Dramborleg w a s  th e  g r e a t  

a x e  f a v o r e d  b y  T u o r  in  b a t t le ;  D urin ’s A xe  is  a  s p e c ia l  h e i r l o o m  w e a p o n ,  b u t  a s

2 Which makes an appearance in  "On Fairy-stories": "By the forging of Gram cold iron 
was revealed" (68).
3 Davidson, writing in 1962, knows of approximately 200 sword names in  literary sources 
of the period (102). On the other hand, as is mentioned in the TV Tropes entry on 
"Named Weapons" in  m yth and legend, the Norse poets had a habit of naming 
practically everything, down to each of the rocks to which the chains binding Fenris 
were attached and the thread that laced Loki's lips together.
4 Though many literary names were also simply inspired by the "appearance or 
characteristics of the blade"; see Davidson 167, 177.
5 Brisbois points out that "[t]heir effectiveness as a weapon and their high cost of 
manufacture have made them the most elite of arms in  most cultures" (97).
6 Or in the earlier spelling, Aiglos.
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w i t h  t h e  B la c k  a n d  R e d  A r ro w s ,  t h e  n a m e  is  n o t  a  t r u e  n a m e  l ik e  D r a m b o r le g .  

Grand w a s  th e  b a t t e r i n g  r a m  u s e d  a g a in s t  t h e  g a te s  o f  M in a s  T i r i th  in  t h e  B a tt le  

o f  t h e  P e l e n n o r  F ie ld s ,  n a m e d  in  i t s  t u r n  a f te r  M o r g o t h 's  m a c e  Grand, t h e  

H a m m e r  o f  t h e  U n d e r w o r ld .  A ngris t b r i d g e s  t h e  g a p  b e tw e e n  s w o r d s  a n d  

o th e r  w e a p o n s — it  is  t h e  k n i f e  u s e d  b y  B e re n  to  p r y  tw o  o f  t h e  S i lm a r i l s  f r o m  

M o r g o t h 's  c ro w n .

B u t  o th e r w is e ,  a l l  t h e  n a m e d  w e a p o n s  in  T o lk ie n 's  l e g e n d a r i u m  a r e  

s w o r d s ;  t h i r t e e n  n a m e s  a r e  g iv e n ,  t h o u g h  o f  th e s e ,  tw o  a r e  n e w  n a m e s  fo r  

p r e v io u s ly  n a m e d  w e a p o n s .

I n  t h e  F i r s t  A g e , A nguirel a n d  Anglachel w e r e  f o r g e d  b y  th e  d a r k  e lf  

E o l f r o m  a  m e te o r i te ;  t h e  l a t t e r  w a s  g iv e n  to  K in g  T h in g o l  o f  D o r ia th ,  b u t  h e  

p r e f e r r e d  a  s w o r d  c a l le d  A ranru th . Ringil, c a r r ie d  b y  F in g o l f in ,  w a s  p o w e r f u l  

e n o u g h  to  w o u n d  M o r g o th .  Dagmor w a s  th e  s w o r d  t h a t  B e re n  c a r r ie d  in  

a d d i t i o n  to  h i s  k n i f e  A n g r is t .

I n  t h e  T h i r d  A g e  in  R o h a n ,  E o m e r  c a r r ie d  Guthwine a n d  K in g  

T h e o d e n  u s e d  H erugrim . I t 's  n o t  u n e x p e c t e d  t h a t  in  th i s  c u l tu r e ,  w i th  i t s  e c h o e s  

o f  B e o w u l f 's  w o r ld ,  n a m e d  s w o r d s  w o u l d  b e  c o m m o n . W e  k n o w  Glamdring, 

t h e  F o e - h a m m e r ,  c a l le d  B e a te r  b y  th e  G o b l in s ,  a s  t h e  s w o r d  c a r r ie d  b y  

G a n d a l f ;  a n d  Orcrist, t h e  G o b l in - c le a v e r ,  c a l le d  B ite r , w a s  c a r r ie d  b y  T h o r in  

O a k e n s h ie ld .  B o th  w e r e  o r ig in a l ly  a s s o c ia te d  w i t h  K in g  T u r g o n  o f  G o n d o l in .  

T h e  p o l y o n o m y — th e  m u l t i p le  n a m e s — o f  th e s e  s w o r d s  is  a n  in t e r e s t i n g  p o in t :  

a  r h e to r ic a l  t r ic k  T o lk ie n  p l a y s  e l s e w h e r e  in  h i s  w o r k s ,  t r a n s l a t i n g  a  h ig h -  

s o u n d i n g  n a m e  in to  t h e  c o m m o n  t o n g u e  a n d  th e n c e  in to  t h e  v u lg a r .  7

A s  n o t e d  a b o v e ,  tw o  o f  t h e  s w o r d s  in  t h e  l e g e n d a r i u m  w e r e  r e f o r g e d  

a n d  r e n a m e d  a n d  a r e  e s p e c ia l ly  i n te r e s t in g .  A r a g o r n 's  N a r s i l / A n d u r i l  is  th e  

m o s t  f a m i l ia r ,  b u t  t h e  F i r s t  A g e  h e r o  T u r i n  s im i la r ly  b e a r s  a  r e n a m e d  s w o r d :  

A n g la c h e l /G u r th a n g .  T h e s e  s w o r d s  a r e  p r a c t i c a l ly  " l i v in g  p e r s o n a l i t i e s "  

( W h e t te r  a n d  M c D o n a ld  7); in d e e d ,  G u r t h a n g  s p e a k s  in  a n s w e r  to  T u r in  a t  th e  

v e r y  e n d  o f  h i s  s to ry .

F o r  b o th  o f  th e s e  h e r o e s ,  t h e i r  s w o r d s  a r e  e m b le m a t ic  o f  t h e i r  l ife  

p a th s .  A s  F l ie g e r  p o in t s  o u t ,  in  t h e  s to r y  o f  S ig m u n d  a n d  o th e r  m e d ie v a l  

r o m a n c e s ,  " [ t ] h e  f a te s  o f  s w o r d  a n d  m a n  a r e  l in k e d ,  a n d  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  o n e  

s ig n a ls  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  o th e r "  (147). T h in g o l ,  a s  m e n t i o n e d  a b o v e , r e f u s e d  to  

c a r r y  A n g la c h e l ,  s e n s in g  i t s  u n d e r l y i n g  m a l ic e ,  b u t  B e le g  S t r o n g b o w  to o k  i t  

w h e n  h e  w e n t  to  r e s c u e  T u r in  f r o m  c a p t iv i ty .  T u r in ,  h o w e v e r ,  m i s t a k in g  h i m  

f o r  a n  O r c  in  t h e  d a r k ,  to o k  th e  s w o r d  a n d  s le w  h i s  f r ie n d .  A f te r  t h a t  T u r in  h a d  

i t  r e f o r g e d  a n d  r e n a m e d  i t  Gurthang , I r o n  o f  D e a th .  Y e t t r o u b le  s t i l l  f o l lo w e d ;  

T u r i n  l a t e r  s l e w  a n o th e r  f r i e n d ,  a n d  th e n  a s k e d  G u r t h a n g  to  t a k e  h i s  o w n  life .

7 Outside of the legendarium we have Farmer Giles of Ham and his sword Caudimordax, 
translated into the vulgar Tailbiter; note that his blunderbuss is not named.
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G u r t h a n g  b r e a k s  in  th i s  s l a y in g  a n d  is  b u r i e d  w i t h  h i m  ( Children o f H urin  257). 

" Y o u  c a n n o t  c h a n g e  t h in g s  s im p ly  b y  c h a n g in g  th e i r  n a m e s "  (B liss  18), a la s :  

th i s  is  t r u e  o f  b o th  T u r i n  a n d  h i s  w e a p o n .  T h e  r e n a m e d  s w o rd ,  s t i l l  e s s e n t i a l ly  

m a le f ic ,  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  i n t e r n a l  d i l e m m a  o f  th i s  f l a w e d  h e r o ,  w h o  c a n n o t  

e s c a p e  h im s e l f  n o  m a t t e r  h o w  m a n y  t im e s  h e  c h a n g e s  h i s  o w n  n a m e :  i t  g iv e s  

h i m  " t h e  p o w e r  to  m a k e  t e r r ib le  m is ta k e s "  ( P o u d r i e r  36). F o r  T u r in ,  i t  c o u ld  b e  

s a id  t h a t  h i s  " a b i l i t y  to  m a i n t a i n  c o h e r e n c e  is  c o n s ta n t ly  t e s te d  b y  [h is ]  f l a w e d  

u s e  o f  t h e  s w o r d "  f o r  t h o u g h t l e s s  v io le n c e  (B r isb o is  9 5 ) .8

A r a g o r n 's  s to r y  o f te n  p a r a l l e l s  T u r i n 's  in  w a y s  t h a t  s h o w  w h a t  T u r in  

c o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  if  h i s  c h a r a c te r  h a d  b e e n  d i f f e r e n t .  Narsil, f o r g e d  in  t h e  F i r s t  

A g e  b y  th e  d w a r v e n  s m i th  T e lc h a r ,  w a s  b r o k e n  in  t h e  S ie g e  o f  B a r a d - d u r  a t  th e  

e n d  o f  th e  S e c o n d  A g e , a n d  th e  s h a r d s  b e c a m e  h e i r l o o m s  o f  t h e  K in g s  o f  

A r n o r .  T h e  r e m a k in g  a n d  r e n a m i n g  o f  N a r s i l  a s  A nduril, F la m e  o f  t h e  W e s t ,  is  

" a  m e t a p h o r  [fo r] M i d d l e - e a r t h 's  m i l l e n n ia l  r e n e w a l ,"  p a r a l l e l i n g  A r a g o r n 's  

" t r a n s f o r m a t io n  f r o m  r a n g e r  to  r e t u r n i n g  k in g "  (B r isb o is  97); i t  c a n  b e  r e a d  a s  

p e r h a p s  t h e  f i r s t  f o rm a l  a c t  o f  t h e  W a r  o f  t h e  R in g .9 T h e  s w o r d 's  s to r y  is  

A r a g o r n 's  o w n .  " T h e  b r o k e n  s w o r d  e s ta b l i s h e s  h i s  i d e n t i t y  [ a t  B re e ] . I ts  

r e n e w a l  r e t u r n s  h i m  to  h i s  r ig h t f u l  p la c e  in  t h e  w o r ld .  T h e  s w o r d ,  in  e ffe c t, 

s t a n d s  fo r  t h e  m a n "  ( P o u d r i e r  37). W h e n  h e  d i s p l a y s  t h e  s h a r d s  a t  t h e  C o u n c i l  

o f  E lr o n d ,  " A r a g o r n  p u b l ic ly  p u t s  o f f  S t r id e r ,  a s s u m in g  h i s  r ig h t f u l  i d e n t i t y  

[ . . . ] .  T h e  s w o r d  p r o c la im s  th e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  t h e  h e r o "  (F lie g e r  148). W h i le  n o t  

a s  p o l y o n o m o u s  a s  A r a g o r n  h im s e l f ,  t h e  r e n a m e d  A n d u r i l  w a s  a ls o  r e f e r r e d  to  

a s  The Sword That Was Broken o r  The Sword Reforged, a c k n o w le d g in g  i t s  p a s t  

i n c a r n a t io n  in  a  w a y  t h a t  w a s  n e v e r  d o n e  fo r  G u r t h a n g .10

A ll  o f  th e s e  w e a p o n s  s im p ly  have n a m e s ;  t h e y  a p p e a r  to  h a v e  b e e n  

" b o r n  n a m e d ,"  a n d  th e  n a m e  is  p a r t  o f  w h a t  t h e y  a r e  f r o m  th e  s ta r t ,  p a r t  o f  

t h e i r  f o r g in g  a n d  i n h e r e n t  p o w e r .  W h ic h  b r in g s  u s  to  t h e  s p e c ia l  in s ta n c e  o f  

S ting . S t in g  is  n o t  " b o r n "  n a m e d ,  u n l ik e  t h e  o th e r  s w o r d s  in  t h e  l e g e n d a r iu m ;  

r a th e r ,  B ilb o  g iv e s  i t  a  n a m e .  T h e  m o m e n t  w h e n  h e  n a m e s  h i s  w e a p o n ,  a f te r  

t h e  f i r s t  v ic to r y  in  h i s  s o l i t a r y  b a t t l e  w i t h  t h e  S p id e r s  o f  M i r k w o o d  (V I I I .208), 

p o in t s  u p  th e  a n a c h r o n i s t i c  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  H o b b i t s  in  t h e  m i l i e u  o f  M id d l e - e a r t h  

a n d  d e m o n s t r a t e s  h i s  " a c c e p ta n c e  o f  a d v e n t u r e "  ( W h e t te r  a n d  M c D o n a ld  25). 

I n  t h e  c o z y , d e m o t ic ,  b o u r g e o i s  w o r l d  o f  t h e  S h ire , i t  is  d o u b t f u l  a n y o n e  w o u l d  

e v e n  t h in k  o f  n a m i n g  a  w e a p o n .  A  p o n y  o r  a  p u b  o r  p e r h a p s  a  s m ia l ,  y e s , b u t  a

8 Though Brisbois is speaking here of a society that constantly uses swords as tool of 
violence, this observation resonates w ith Turin's flaws on an individual level.
9 At least in  the book, when the sword is reforged in  Rivendell before the Fellowship sets 
out; in  the movies, the sword is not reforged and given to Aragorn until late in  the third 
film, in time for him to take it on the Paths of the Dead.
10 See m y "Turin and Aragorn: Embracing and Evading Fate" for a further study of the 
contrasts between the characters' fragmented and fractal natures.
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n a m e d  w eap o n  w o u ld  be  as rid icu lous as a w alk in g  tree  on  the  N o rth  M oors. 
B ut th is act of n a m in g  show s th a t Bilbo is n o w  com plete ly  a t ho m e in  the 
hero ic  w o rld  o u ts id e  th e  Shire a n d  com fortable a d o p tin g  its  na tiv e  practices, 
an d  th a t h e  h a s  sufficient confidence in  h im se lf to  take  on  the sym bolic p o w er 
of n am ing . T his is a fo rm ative  ev en t in  h is hero ic  deve lopm en t; here , " the  
sw o rd  does n o t m ak e  th e  hero , b u t th e  h e ro  m ak es th e  sw o rd "  (G rind ley  160).11 
W hile  S ting  s ta rts  o u t as a n icknam e,11 12 it ev en tu a lly  becom es an  "official" 
nam e. L ike the  n a m e d  sw o rd s of N o rth e rn  legend , Bilbo ev en tu a lly  p asses it 
on  to  h is  h e i r—notab ly , h is nep h ew , a m o tif com m on in  m ed iev a l epic, th o u g h  
th e  tone  of th e  sw o rd -g iv in g  scene itself is "an y th in g  b u t epic," an  u n d e rs ta te d  
an d  dom estic  rep lay in g  of hero ic  sw ord -in -the-stone  (-tree, -anvil, -lake) scenes 
from  m ed iev a l lite ra tu re  (Flieger 151-2). But u n d e rp la y e d  as it is, the  
p rev io u sly  anon y m o u s b lad e  h a s  ga in ed  a h is to ry  a n d  lineage, an d  th e  sw ord  
"[serves] as a b rid g e  be tw een  th e  h obb its  a n d  th e  hero ic  w o rld "  (W hetter and  
M cD onald  24).

N a m e s  o f  P e o p l e  a n d  P l a c e s

T he p o w er to n am e  a n d  u n -n am e  strikes a t th e  h e a rt of id en tity  an d  
can be a p o w erfu l rhe to rica l too l for bo th  defense  a n d  offense. W h a t you  call 
y o u r enem y, w h a t you  call yourself, an d  w h a t you  call y o u r ba ttles a n d  w ars  
are  all im p o rtan t w eap o n s  in  conflict.

T he layering  of p lace-nam es in  T o lk ien 's  leg en d a riu m  is often  v iew ed  
p rim arily  as a m e th o d  of crea ting  a feeling  of d eep  tim e; rivers, regions, 
m o u n ta in s  are ren am ed  b y  th e ir successive occupan ts a n d  users, often 
peacefully . But ren am in g  can also be a stra teg y  of occupation : th e  W atch- 
to w ers  of M o ran n o n  ren am ed  Carchost a n d  Narchost, th e  T eeth  of M ordor, by  
th e  occupy ing  forces of Sauron , for exam ple, o r A m on  Lanc, th e  B ald H ill in  
G reenw ood  th e  G reat, b ecom ing  Dol Guldur, th e  H ill of Sorcery in  th e  n o w  
o m inous Mirkwood.

11 This is handled quite differently in The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey and The Desolation 
of Smaug. Upon first giving Bilbo the short sword he finds in  the troll-cave, Gandalf tells 
Bilbo the blade will glow because it is of Elvish manufacture. The blade does not then 
have characters on it, just a decorative swirl. In a later scene where Bilbo and Balin talk 
about names, Balin disparages the weapon as "more of a letter opener." In Desolation 
Bilbo takes the weapon's name from something one of the spiders says, rather than 
coming up w ith it entirely on his own. In The Fellowship of the Ring, w hen Bilbo gives 
Sting to Frodo, it is engraved in  Sindarin "Sting is m y name, I am the spider's bane." 
Presumably he had it engraved after his adventures.
12 See the TV Tropes entry "I Call It Vera" for a discussion of the differences between 
official names and nicknames of weapons.
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P la c e - n a m in g  c a n  a ls o  r e f le c t  n a t io n a l i s m ,  r e in f o r c in g  n a t io n a l  

i d e n t i t y  a n d  p u r p o s e :  M in a s  I th i l ,  T o w e r  o f  t h e  M o o n , w a s  c a p t u r e d  b y  th e  

N a z g u l  a n d  r e n a m e d  M inas M orgul, T o w e r  o f  D a r k  S o rc e ry  b y  th e  G o n d o r ia n s ,  

in  o p p o s i t i o n  to  t h e i r  o w n  M in a s  A r n o r ,  T o w e r  o f  t h e  S u n , w h ic h  th e y  

r e n a m e d  M inas Tirith, T o w e r  o f  t h e  G u a r d .  I n  The Silmarillion, in  t h e  a f t e r m a th  

o f  t h e  B a tt le  o f  S u d d e n  F la m e , t h e  r e g io n  o f  A r d - g a l e n  is  r e n a m e d  A nfaug lith— 
b y  w h o m , th e  te x t  d o e s  n o t  s a y , b u t  t h e  w o r d  e le m e n ts  a r e  E lv is h  a n d  th e  

n a m e  s e rv e s  a s  a  r e m i n d e r  o f  t h e i r  lo s s e s  in  b a t t l e  (Silmarillion [S] 151). E v e n  in  

t h e  S h ire , p la c e s  r e n a m e d  in  t h e  a f t e r m a th  o f  w a r  s e rv e  to  c e m e n t  H o b b i t  

i d e n t i ty .  S h i r e - h i s to r ia n s  l e a r n  t h e  n a m e s  o f  t h e  f a l l e n  b y  h e a r t ,  a n d  lo c a t io n s  

a r e  r e n a m e d :  t h e  Battle P it w h e r e  t h e  o c c u p y in g  r u f f i a n s  a r e  b u r i e d  (The Lord o f 
the Rings [LotR ] V I.8 .1 0 1 6 ), New Row  fo r  t h e  r e s to r a t i o n  o f  o ld  B a g s h o t  R o w  " in  

s e n s ib le  h o b b i t - f a s h io n ,"  r a t h e r  t h a n  Battle Gardens o r  Better Smials, b u t  

r e f e r r e d  to  in  a  lo c a l  jo k e  a s  " S h a r k e y 's  E n d "  (V I.9 .1 0 2 2 ), c o m m e m o r a t in g  th e  

fa l l  o f  S a r u m a n .

N e x t  le t  u s  c o n s id e r  noms de guerre, p s e u d o n y m s  u n d e r  w h ic h  

c h a r a c te r s  f ig h t .  A  nom de guerre m i g h t  b e  t a k e n  to  h i d e  o n e 's  i d e n t i t y  fo r  

v a r io u s  p u r p o s e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  p r o t e c t in g  o n e 's  f a m ily ;  to  d i s a m b ig u a te  p e o p le  

w i t h  t h e  s a m e  r e a l  n a m e ;  o r  to  b r e a k  w i th  t h e  p a s t ,  a s  w i th  t h e  F r e n c h  F o re ig n  

L e g io n .  I n  m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a tu r e ,  a  k n ig h t  m i g h t  jo u s t ,  f ig h t ,  o r  g o  o n  aventures 
u n d e r  a  nom de guerre in  o r d e r  to  m a k e  a  n a m e  f o r  h im s e lf .  A t  t im e s ,  " [ t ] h e  

g r e a t e s t  k n ig h t s ,  in  o r d e r  to  g e t  m o r e  r e n o w n ,  m u s t  q u e s t  o r  t o u r n e y  in c o g n i to  

so  t h a t  le s s e r  k n ig h t s  ( k n o w in g  th e i r  p r o w e s s )  w i l l  n o t  r e f u s e  to  f i g h t  w i th  

t h e m "  (B liss  29).

E o w y n 's  nom de guerre, Dernhelm, is  a  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  e x a m p le .  S h e  

d i s g u i s e s  h e r  t r u e  i d e n t i t y  b o th  a s  a  w o m a n  a n d  a s  t h e  n ie c e  o f  t h e  k in g , 

b e c a u s e  s h e  w o u l d  n o t  o th e r w i s e  b e  a b le  to  r i d e  to  w a r .  S h e  c h o o s e s  a  n a m e  

e v o c a t iv e  o f  h e r  s i t u a t i o n — D e r n h e lm  m e a n i n g  'h i d d e n  p r o t e c t o r '—b u t  n o t  so  

o b v io u s ly  a  f a k e  n a m e  a s  to  a r o u s e  s u s p ic io n .  The Necromancer is  a ls o  a  ty p ic a l  

nom de guerre; in  S a u r o n 's  c a se , th i s  w a s  b o th  a n  a t t e m p t  to  k e e p  h i s  i d e n t i t y  

h i d d e n  u n t i l  h e  w a s  r e a d y  to  r e v e a l  it, a n d  to  f r i g h t e n  p e o p le  a w a y  f r o m  

in v e s t ig a t in g  w h a t  h e  w a s  d o in g  in  D o l  G u ld u r .

T h o r in  O a k e n s h ie ld  is  a  s p e c ia l  t y p e  o f  nom de guerre— a n ic k n a m e  

g iv e n  f o r  p e r f o r m a n c e  o n  th e  b a t t l e f ie ld ,  l ik e  T h e  R e d  B a ro n . T h o r in  e a r n e d  h is  

n a m e  in  t h e  B a tt le  o f  A z a n u lb i z a r  w h e n  h i s  s h ie ld  w a s  c lo v e n  a n d  h e  c a u g h t  

u p  a n  o a k  b r a n c h  to  u s e  i n s t e a d  (LotR  A p p .A .1 0 7 4 ) .13 M e r r y  B r a n d y b u c k  is

13 We don't know how Bullroarer Took got his name, but given his performance at the 
Battle of Greenfields and his juxtaposition w ith Thorin, this might also be a battlefield 
nickname (Hobbit I.48).

110   Mythlore 127, Fall/Winter 2015



Noms de Guerre: The Pow er of N am ing in  W ar and  Conflict in  M iddle-earth

g iv e n  a  n e w  n a m e  w h e n  h e  is  m a d e  a  k n i g h t  o f  t h e  M a r k — H o l d w i n e  o f  th e  

S h i r e — th o u g h  th e  s a m e  d o e s  n o t  h a p p e n  fo r  P i p p i n  in  M in a s  T ir i th .

T h e  c a s e s  o f  A r a g o r n  a n d  T u r in  a r e  m o r e  c o m p le x ,  a n d  a g a in ,  l ik e  th e  

n a m e - s to r i e s  o f  t h e i r  s w o r d s ,  r e f le c t  t h e i r  o w n  c h a r a c te r s .  T u r i n  g o e s  b y  a  

s e r ie s  o f  n a m e s ,  o n e  a f te r  a n o t h e r — N e i t h a n  th e  W r o n g e d ,  T h e  D r e a d  H e lm ,  

A g a r w a e n  s o n  o f  U m a r th ,  T h e  B la c k  S w o r d ,  W i ld m a n  o f  t h e  W o o d s ,  a n d  

f in a l ly  T u r a m b a r — a n d  th i s  l i s t  d o e s  n o t  i n c lu d e  a  f e w  n a m e s  t h a t  o th e r s  g iv e  

h im .  B u t  h e  d o e s  n o t  i n c o r p o r a t e  a ll  o f  th e s e  n a m e s  in to  a n  i n t e g r a t e d  s e lf 

im a g e ,  r e m a in in g  f r a g m e n te d  a n d  c h a o t ic  to  t h e  e n d .  A r a g o r n 's  n a m e s ,  in  

c o n t r a s t ,  a r e  m o r e  l ik e ly  to  b e  g iv e n  to  h i m  b y  o th e r s ,  a r e  n o t  s t r i c t ly  s p e a k in g  

noms de guerre, a n d  a r e  m o s t ly  v a r i a t i o n s  o n  a  c e r ta in  g r o u p  o f  a t t r ib u t e s  

a s s o c ia te d  w i th  h im .  Strider is  a  s o r t  o f  nom de guerre, a  n i c k n a m e  A r a g o r n  h a s  

a c c e p te d  a s  h i s  o w n .  U n d e r  th i s  n a m e  h e  is  " in  m e d ie v a l  r o m a n c e  t e r m s  th e  

'f a i r  u n k n o w n ' [ th o u g h  o f  c o u r s e  h e  lo o k s  f o u l  a n d  fe e ls  f a i r ,  a s  h e  a d m i t s  in  

B ree ]  w h o  s te p s  f r o m  th e  s h a d o w s  in to  t h e  l im e l ig h t  w h e n  h i s  m o m e n t  c o m e s "  

(F l ie g e r  143). T h e  o n e  u n e q u iv o c a l  nom de guerre w e  k n o w  o f, Thorongil, w a s  

o n e  h e  u s e d  in  y o u t h  a s  a  s o r t  o f  k n i g h t  e r r a n t ,  l e a r n in g  th e  c r a f t  o f  w a r  in  th e  

s e rv ic e  o f  R o h a n  a n d  G o n d o r — a n d  i t  f i ts  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  h i s  o th e r  n a m e s ,  

m e a n i n g  'E a g le  o f  t h e  S ta r ' a n d  r e f e r e n c in g  th e  E lf s to n e  t h a t  G a la d r ie l  k e e p s  in  

t r u s t  f o r  h i m .14

R e n a m in g  p e r s o n s  m a y  s e rv e  a s  a  f o r m  o f  p r o p a g a n d a .  W o r m to n g u e ,  

f o r  e x a m p le ,  c a lls  G a n d a l f  Stormcrow , a n d  g iv e s  h i m  a  n e w  n a m e ,  Lathspell, 1ll- 

n e w s ,  in  a n  a t t e m p t  to  d i s c r e d i t  h im .  G a n d a l f  g iv e s  a s  g o o d  a s  h e  g e t s  in  th is  

e n c o u n te r ,  m a k i n g  a  p o i n t  o f  u s i n g  G r i m a 's  n i c k n a m e  Wormtongue i n s t e a d  o f  

h i s  a c tu a l  n a m e .  B u t  r e n a m i n g  c a n  a ls o  b e  a  f o r m  o f  logizomai, a  s o r t  o f  

s y m p a th e t i c  m a g ic  t h a t  r e n a m e s  s o m e o n e  to  g iv e  t h e m  a  n e w  ro le . F r o d o  d o e s  

th i s  w h e n  h e  c a lls  G o l lu m  Smeagol, c o m p l ic a t in g  h i s  w h o le  q u e s t io n  o f  s e lf 

w o r t h  a n d  i d e n t i t y  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  b o o k .

R e g n a l  n a m e s ,  o r  t h e  n a m e s  k in g s  t a k e  u p o n  a s s u m in g  th e  t h r o n e  o r  

a d d  to  t h e i r  n a m e  l a t e r  in  t h e i r  r e ig n ,  a r e  a  s p e c ie s  o f  p r o p a g a n d a .  T o lk ie n  

u s e d  n a m i n g  p a t t e r n s  to  u n d e r s c o r e  tw o  in s ta n c e s  o f  in c r e a s in g  h u b r i s  a m o n g  

r u le r s .  F ir s t ,  in  N u m e n o r ,  t h e  k in g s  i n i t i a l ly  to o k  n a m e s  in  H ig h - e lv e n ,  b u t  a s  

t h e y  b e g a n  to  g r o w  in  p r i d e  a n d  c h a fe  a g a in s t  t h e  'B a n  o f  t h e  V a la r , ' i n s t e a d  

to o k  n a m e s  in  t h e  A d u n a ic  t o n g u e .  T a r - P a l a n t i r  ( 'T h e  F a r - S ig h te d ')  w e n t  b a c k  

to  H ig h - e lv e n ,  b u t  h i s  n e p h e w  u s u r p e d  th e  t h r o n e  f r o m  h i s  d a u g h t e r  a n d  to o k  

th e  n a m e  Ar-Pharazon the Golden ( a n d  c h a n g e d  h i s  u n w i l l i n g  w i f e 's  n a m e  to  

A r - Z i m r a p h e l ) — a n d  fe ll  u n d e r  t h e  s p e l l  o f  S a u r o n ,  t r i e d  to  b r e a k  th e  B a n , a n d  

b r o u g h t  a b o u t  t h e  s i n k in g  o f  N u m e n o r .  L a te r  w e  s e e  a  s im i la r  p a t t e r n

14 See my "Turin and Aragorn: Embracing and Evading Fate" for more on these 
characters and their naming-patterns.
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o c c u r r in g  in  t h e  n a m e s  o f  t h e  K in g s  o f  G o n d o r ,  a s  t h e y  s p r e a d  th e i r  d o m in io n  

t h r o u g h  M id d le - e a r th  a n d  ta k e  n a m e s  i n c o r p o r a t in g  th e  su f f ix  - dacil, v ic to r :  

Romendacil o r  'E a s t - v ic to r , ' Hyarmendacil 'S o u th - v i c to r , '  Umbardacil, 'V ic to r  o v e r  

U m b a r . '15 T h is  s t r a in  o f  h u b r i s  e n d e d  w i th  E a r n u r ,  w h o  a c c e p te d  a  c h a l le n g e  to  

s in g le  c o m b a t  w i th  t h e  W i tc h - k in g  a n d  w a s  n e v e r  s e e n  a g a in .  I n  r e s u m i n g  th e  

b r o k e n  l in e  o f  k in g s ,  A r a g o r n 's  p o l y o n o m o u s  n a t u r e  s e rv e s  to  r e f le c t  a n d  

in t e g r a t e  t h e  m a n y  c u l tu r e s  o f  M id d le - e a r th .  A r a g o r n  a v o id s  h u b r i s ;  h e  f ig h ts  

n o  " w a r s  o f  a g g r e s s io n  o r  e x p a n s io n "  (B r isb o is  9 9 n 2 )  a n d  t a k e s  t h e  r e g n a l  

n a m e s  Elessar (E lf -S to n e )  a n d  Evinyatar (R e n e w e r ) ,  a n d  th e  h o u s e  n a m e  

Telcontar (a  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  h i s  n i c k n a m e  Strider).

E v e n  m o r e  i n t e r e s t i n g  h o w e v e r ,  is  a  t h e m e  T o lk ie n  r e t u r n s  to  a  

n u m b e r  o f  t im e s :  u n - n a m i n g  a s  a  ta c t ic  o f  p o w e r .  A s  R a g u s s i s  s a y s , t h e r e  a r e  

" th o s e  w h o  r u l e  b y  n a m i n g  a n d  th o s e  w h o  a r e  r u l e d  b y  b e i n g  n a m e d "  

(R a g u s s is  1 3 ) — a n d  I  w o u l d  a d d ,  th o s e  w h o  r u l e  b y  t a k i n g  a  n a m e  a w a y .  B lis s  

p o in t s  o u t ,  in  h e r  s t u d y  o f  n a m e s  in  m e d ie v a l  r o m a n c e s ,  t h a t  " [ t ] h e  a b s e n t  

n a m e  h a s  i t s  o w n  p o w e r "  (B liss  81). W e  s e e  th i s  in  t h e  r e a l  w o r ld  a s  a  s t a n d a r d  

t e c h n iq u e  o f  c o n q u e s t ;  N a t iv e  A m e r ic a n s ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  w e r e  f o r c e d  to  a d o p t  

W e s te r n  n a m e s  a n d  n a m i n g  s t r u c tu r e s  a s  p a r t  o f  U .S . g o v e r n m e n t  p o l ic ie s  to  

" c iv i l iz e "  th e m .  I n  T o lk ie n ,  w e  d o  n o t  s e e  th i s  w i d e l y  u s e d  o n  a  s o c ie ta l  o r  

s y s te m a t ic  le v e l ,  b u t  t h e r e  a r e  s o m e  k e y  i n d i v i d u a l  e x a m p le s .

T u r i n  T u r a m b a r 's  s is te r ,  N ie n o r ,  f o r g e t s  h e r  n a m e  u n d e r  th e  s p e l l  o f  

t h e  d r a g o n  G la u r u n g .  T o lk ie n 's  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  t h e  e f fe c t  o f  th i s  s p e l l  a r e  

e v o c a t iv e  a n d  c h il l in g :  " s h e  c o u ld  r e m e m b e r  n o t h i n g  t h a t  h a d  e v e r  b e f a l le n  

h e r ,  n o r  h e r  o w n  n a m e ,  n o r  t h e  n a m e  o f  a n y  o th e r  t h in g "  (S  218) a n d  s u f f e r e d  

" a  m a d n e s s  o f  f e a r "  a n d  a  f e e l in g  t h a t  " d a r k n e s s  w a s  o v e r t a k in g  h e r "  (S  219). 

H e r  n a m e le s s n e s s  is  t h e  c a u s e  o f  h e r  t r a g ic  e n d ;  h a p p i l y  w e d  to  T u r in  a n d  

e x p e c t in g  th e i r  c h i ld ;  s h e  a g a in  e n c o u n te r s  G la u r u n g ,  w h o  c r u e l ly  r e t u r n s  th e  

m e m o r y  o f  h e r  n a m e  to  h e r  a n d  d r iv e s  h e r  to  s u ic id e .

I n  th e  f i r s t  c h a p te r  o f  The Hobbit, G a n d a l f  r e v e a l s  t h a t  T h ra in ,  T h o r in 's  

f a th e r ,  f o r g o t  h i s  o w n  n a m e  a s  a  p r i s o n e r  in  t h e  d u n g e o n s  o f  t h e  N e c r o m a n c e r  

(I.57 ). T h is  is  n o t  d w e l t  u p o n  h e r e  e x c e p t  a s  a  p l o t  p o i n t  to  e x p la in  h o w  

G a n d a l f  c a m e  b y  th e  k e y  a n d  m a p  b u t  d i d  n o t  g iv e  i t  to  T h o r in  r i g h t  a w a y .  T h e  

a p p e n d i x  to  The Lord o f the Rings a d d s  t h a t  h e  w a s  t o r m e n te d  a n d  th e  D w a r v e n  

r i n g  t a k e n  f r o m  h i m  (A p p .A .1 0 5 1 );  in  " T h e  Q u e s t  o f  E r e b o r "  h e  d ie s  r a v in g ,

15 In the primary world, models for this sort of victory title are plentiful—Scipio Africanus, 
for example, or Charlemagne Dominator Saxonorum, or Alexander Nevsky (for his victory at 
the Battle of Neva). Tolkien's lengthy string of rulers adopting agnomina mirrors the 
growing number of victory titles (some earned but many simply inherited) taken by 
Roman emperors after Caligula made his grandfather's title Germanicus part of his own 
name, an example of increasing military and personal pride of which Tolkien w ould 
have been well aware. Justinian had seven such titles attached to his name.
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rem em b erin g  on ly  th a t h e  h a s  a son to  w h o m  th e  m a p  a n d  key  sh o u ld  be  g iven  
(Unfinished Tales 324).

U n -n am in g  is a tactic S au ron  u ses  on  h is  o w n  su b o rd in a tes  as w ell, to 
b in d  th em  m ore  closely to  h im  b u t also to  strike fear in to  h is  enem ies. "The 
absence of n am e  can be  m yste rious an d  frigh ten ing" (Bliss 81); the  M en  of 
G ondor often  refer to  S auron  h im self as "T he N am eless O ne" (LotR  IV.5.653, 
662; V.4.804). O f th e  M o u th  of Sauron, a ren eg ad e  Black N u m en o rean  w ho  
served  as S au ro n 's  lieu tenan t, it w as said  th e  "h is  nam e  is rem em b ered  in no  
tale, for h e  h im se lf h a d  fo rgo tten  it" (V.10.870). A n d  h e  in  h is  tu rn  does n o t 
speak  A rag o rn 's  n am e  in  h is  p a rlay  before  the  Black G ate. The N azgu l, too, are 
nam eless  in  The Lord o f the Rings save for th e  W itch-king, w h o  keeps h is  title 
A n g m ar (as in  K ing  of A ngm ar) b u t n o t h is  o rig inal n am e.16 T he R ingw ra ith s  
are  anonym ous, collective; th ey  are  described  as "sh ad o w s" of th e ir fo rm er 
selves (I.2.50) w ho  "fade ,"  becom e "invisib le, " an d  "[w alk] in  th e  tw iligh t 
u n d e r  the  eye of the  d a rk  p o w er"  (46), a n d  excep t for th e  W itch-k ing , th ey  are 
in d is tin g u ish ab le  from  each o th er by  nam e or ap pearance . T hey  are, in  R oger 
Sale 's w o rd s, "cu t off from  o th er m en , w ith o u t lo re  or an y  vita l re la tion  
be tw een  p re sen t a n d  p ast"  (212).

In  these exam ples, w e can see th a t "[t]o  be b o u n d  is to  h av e  the  p a r t 
of oneself th a t is u n iq u e " —the  n am e  b e in g  a p rim a l ind ica to r of u n iq u en ess  — 
"d es tro y ed "  (Sale 209). A s Sale p o in ts  out, "A n  in te rest in  n am es an d  th e  p as t 
th ey  evoke is one m ajo r sign  of th e  goodness of the  'g o o d ' characters, ju s t as 
evil is th e  effort to  a lter o r d estro y  the rig h t re la tion  of nam er to  nam ed , 
p re sen t to  p a s t"  (201). T hus ex p u n g in g  an  earlie r nam e, as in  these  exam ples, is 
evil a n d  a tactic of aggression ; it d en ies th e  p a s t an d  th e  va lu e  of n am es as 
ind ica to rs of id en tity  a n d  connection  w ith in  a social g roup . R em em bering  
earlie r nam es, as in, for exam ple, th e  list of T om  B om bad il's  n am es g iven  a t the 
C ouncil of E lrond  (LotR  II.2.58), is a lingu istic  sign  of goodness, com m unity , 
an d  to lerance, of acceptance of all facets of an  in d iv id u a l 's  character an d  past.

B ut S auron  can also nam e as w ell as un -nam e, u s in g  nam e-m ag ic to 
h is  ad van tage :

O ne R ing to rule them all, O ne R ing to fin d  them,
O ne R ing to bring them all and in the darkness bind them.

16 In "The Hunt for the Ring" in  Unfinished Tales, one of the Black Riders is given the 
name Khamul and the titles "Shadow of the East" and "The Black Easterling" (338, 
352n1). The derivation of the name is not glossed; I speculate that it may be more along 
the lines of a title than a name on Jason Fisher's blog entry on Khamul.
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In  effect, th is  is a spell of nam ing ; it trea ts  th e  w o rd s  "O ne R ing" as a p ro p e r 
nam e, sta tes th e  p u rp o se  for w h ich  th e  R ing  w as m ad e , a n d  n am es it the  
m as te r of all th e  o th er rings to ld  of earlie r in  the  rhym e. "O u t of th e  Black 
Y ears cam e th e  w o rd s  th a t the Sm iths of E reg ion  h ea rd , a n d  k n ew  th a t th ey  
h a d  been  b e tray ed "  (LotR  II.2.248).

C o n c l u s i o n

Tolkien, as a read e r of fo lk lore a n d  m ed iev a l lite ra tu re , d ev e loped  a 
b ro a d  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of h o w  n am es w o rk ed  in  th is ty p e  of li te ra tu re —h o w  
th ey  could  be  u se d  to  re inforce them es, reveal character, a n d  d rive  p lo t. In  the 
case of w a r a n d  conflict, techn iques of n am in g  an d  u n -n am in g  un d ersco re  
them es of p o w er im balance, reveal characters to  be  frag m en ted  or in teg ra ted , 
a d d  p o w er to  o r take  it aw ay  from  peop le  a n d  objects, a n d  d rive  p lo t th ro u g h  
th e ir u ses  in  p ro p a g a n d a  a n d  logizomai. If T olk ien  co nsidered  ev ery  w o rd  he  
u se d  w ith  g rea t care, h e  a rg u ab ly  th o u g h t even  m o re  carefu lly  ab o u t nam es 
an d  h o w  th ey  w o rk  in  story.
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