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Quenti Lambardillion
JL Column on JVtiddle-earth Linguistics

Paul Nolan Hyde

A Phonetic Analysis of Tolkien's

Invented Languages: Consonants

Creating languages motivated by aesthetic tastes
as part of an artistic endeavor is a task which stag-
gers the imagination. Any languages so wrought must
add to and be consistent with the overall effect of the
artist’s conception. The languages must fit in with all
else in such a way so as not to draw undue attention
to themselves and still make a viable contribution to
the creation of the Secondary World. Tolkien says that
the artist has to make a world for the reader to enter
into rather than asking him to merely suspend his
disbelief:

[The artist] makes a Secondary World
which your mind can enter. Inside it he
relates ‘what is “true". it accords with the
laws of that world. You therefore believe it,
while you are, as it were, inside. The moment
disbelief arises, the spell is broken; the
magic, or rather art, has failed. You are then
out in the Primary World again, looking at
the little abortive Secondary World from the
outside.1

Tolkien, if he is to be successful, must provide
his languages with such credible vitality so as to
suspend the disbelief of even a fellow-student of lan-
guages. Actually, to be truly successful, Tolkien must
be able.to suspend his own disbelief. All language
claims in the fantasy works must therefore operate
consistently within the framework of the linguistic
laws established for Middle-earth.

Even though Tolkien’s orthographic systems have
give us some idea of what to expect in spoken ver-
sions of the various languages, a detailed phonetic
study is essential in order to observe the actual dif-
ferences between the languages and, thus, to deter-
mine the phonological basis of Tolkien’s linguistic
aesthetic

In order to fully appreciate the phonetic struc-
ture of each of the Middle-earth languages, the lin-
guist must determine the characteristic sounds in
each. Although the language utterances in the Middle-
earth volumes are limited, Tolkien provides enough
linguistic information in the Appendices to The Lord
of the Rings and in other writings to describe (at
least partially) several of the tongues spoken during
the Third Age of Middle-earth, including Quenya, Sin-
darin, Westron, Khuzdul, and Black Speech. Of great
help in the development of this analysis will be Tol-
kien’s own comments as to what he was attempting to
do with the languages, together with the obvious
insight that the usage of the various writing systems
provides.

Each of the languages will be considered using a
descriptive method patterned after that followed by A.
C. Gimson.2 Because Gimson is British, treats England’s
Received Pronunciation as standard, and implements

the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) as part of
his methodology, his text and method are more compa-
tible with Tolkien's than an American text and metho-
dology would be. Also, in order to avoid confusion in
the text of this chapter, three distinct bracketing
symbols will be used to distinguish phonetic values,
phonemic values, and spelling. Characters placed
between square brackets, [ ], are to be regarded as
the phonetic value for a linguistic sequence. Charac-
ters placed between slashes, / /, indicate the pho-
nemic value. Characters between pointed brackets, < >-
represent simple spelling

Table 1 lists the IPA symbols which will be used
throughout this article.

International Phonetic Symbols

\) voiced bilabial plosive
C voiceless palatal plosive
< voiceless palatal fricative
< voiced alveolar plosive
7 voiced dental fricative
wvoiceless labio-dental fricative
3 voiced palatal plosive
voiced velar plosive
voiceless glottal fricative
voiced glottal fricative
palatal unrounded semi-vowel
linguo-alveolar tap
voiceless velar plosive
voiced alveolar lateral continuant
voiced alveolar lateral continuant
with velarization
voiced bilabial nasal
voiced alveolar nasal
voiced velar nasal
voiced palatal nasal
voiceless dental fricative
voiceless bilabial plosive
linguo-alveolar roll
R voiced uvular roll
Uvoiced uvular fricative or frictionless
continuant
S voiceless alveolar fricative
J voiceless palato-alveolar fricative
= voiceless alveolar plosive
V voiced labio-dental fricative
w labio-velar semi-vowel
M voiceless labio-velar fricative
X voiceless velar fricative
voiced velar fricative
voiced alveolar fricative
voiced palato-alveolar fricative
glottal plosive (stop)
devoiced consonant
dental articulation
(Gimson, vii-ix)
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There are many sounds and consonant combina-
tions in Middle-earth languages which are not dis-
cussed by Gimson and are not included in the Table
above. Table 1 is not intended to be definitive, but,
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rather, a reference from which some kind of correla-
tion might be made between the sounds with which
English speakers are most familiar and those of the
Middle-earth languages.

The consonants and phonemic consonant clusters
of Quenya are presented in Grid 1 Grid itself
represents a compilation of all of the possible articu-
lations which are to be found in the known languages
of Middle-earth. By using the same format for each
language, it is possible to discern immediately the
differences in phonological patterns among the lan-
guages.

Grid 1

The compllalmn of the Quenya consonants was
Tolkien’s of some
of the phunetlc features of Quenya found in Appendix
E of The Return of the King (111, 391-401), the discus-
sion and transcription of *“Namarie” in The Road Goes
Ever On {Road, 58-62), together with observations
made in Chapter IV of my dissertation on this same
poem 3 and a cross-referencing with various articles
on the historical development of Quenya as proposed
by Jim Allen (and others) in An Introduction to Elvish
(Introduction, 6-7, 128-42). This Grid represents the
consonantal features extant during the Third Age of
Middle-earth.

One of the most striking things about the Quenya
phonological system is the preponderance of nasals.
There are three series of plosives, two of which are
nasal clusters. There are five phonemic simple nasals,
two more than modern English. In fact,, other than
the laterals and medials, plus the voiced labio-dental
fricative, all voiced consonants involve nasalization.
The nasal plosive clusters, though combinations of
consonants, function phonemically in Quenya much in
the same fashion as do affricates in English. This
strong nasal preponderance phonetically suggests that
the language might have been more "hummed” than
spoken. With the major distinguishing feature between
the voiced and voiceless stops being nasalization, the
voiceless stops would have a tendency not to rely on
plosiveness as much as they do in English. As was
indicated above, there is only one voiced fricative in
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Quenya, /v/. There are no affricates. These last two
observations strengthen the theory that the language
was meant to be softly spoken. The voiced laterals
and medials are paired phonetically. There are no
voiceless laterals or medials. The <Id> most likely
represents a light tap at the end of a long voiced
lateral. The <rd> is probably the linguo-alveolar tap,
[J]. The palatalized series of consonants are repre-
sented in the Tengwar orthography by the subscrip-
tion of the two dots, thus creating the “tylpetema"”
series in the main body of the Tengwar and in the
Addendum. Those consonant clusters given in the Grid
as labialized-velars are created by /w/ semi-vowel
labialization. The /w/ also causes the articulation of
these back consonants to regress and drop slightly

All voiced and voiceless consonants can appear in
any position in which they could appear in English,
with the following exceptions: the letter <f> is always
pronounced as a labio-dental fricative, /f/, unless it
is final, then it is voiced, /v/; the letter <v> never
occurs finally in Quenya (I11, 392); the velar nasal,
/NI, can be initial or final, but medially it is pro-
nounced as the voiced velar nasal cluster, /ng/.

The palatalized consonants /xj/ and /tj/ are asso-
ciated historically with the Westron /f/ and /tj/. They
have no voiced counterparts. The alveolar medial /r/
and the palatalized medial /rj/ are trilled in all
positions,

The consonantal system for Sindarin is presented
in Grid

The phonetic features for Sindarin were gleaned
from Tolkien’s commentaries in Appendix F of The
Return of the King and in The Road Goes Ever On
(Road, 62-67), the material discussed in Chapter IV in
my dissertation regarding the Sindarin use of the
Tengwar, and the proposed historical development of
Sindarin _in Allen’s work on Elvish (Introduction,
49-51). The system is that which used .in the Third
Age of Middle-earth

The most dramatic differences between Quenya and
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sindarin are also the most obvious. The two series of
nasal plosive clusters have been reduced to two
residual forms /mb/ and /gg/ which are almost
archaic in the Third Age. Most of these clusters have
either coalesced with the respective plosives or have
become the long nasals /mm/ and /nn/, an historical
development similar to that of English which reduces
the /mb/ of “lamb" to /m/. The velar nasal cluster is
found only in the medial position in Sindarin

Another significant distinction of Sindarin from
Quenya is the loss of the palatalized consonants and
the labialized series of velars. As a result, there are
only three series in Sindarin; "tincotema”, ™“par-
matema”, and “calmatema” (this last being orthographi-
cally represented by using the Series Il column of
the Tengwar). The palatalized fricative /xj/ has been
reduced to the glottal fricative /h/; the palatalized
plosive /tj/ changes to either /t/ or /s/

The voiceless alveolar fricative /s/ still functions
under the same conditions as Quenya, but many /0/
consonants in Quenya articulate further back in Sin-
darin and become /s/, even though the same ortho-
graphic character from the Tengwar is retained. Thus
the difference between the Quenya and Sindarin words
for “moon*, <isil> and <ithil>, respectively

Another conspicuous change has to do with the
introduction of the voiceless laterals and medials
(actually, to be historically accurate, the Sindar
probably retained the voiceless laterals and medials
from an earlier Proto-Eldarin; ancient Quenya had
these voiceless consonants but they were lost, for the
most part before the formalization of the Tengwar)
There is also the noticeable absence of the retroflex
1*s

The overall effect of the differences would seem
to be that Sindarin was more “whispered” than
"hummed"” as was Quenya.

Grid 3
Black Speech:
Consonants and Consonantal Clusters

Although there is very little of the Black Speech
given in the Middle-earth works (The Ring Inscription
(1, 267), the Mordor orkish curse on the Isengard ores
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(I, 47; Letters, 178), and as Jim Allen suggests
(Introduction, 166), a few ore names), a simplified idea
about the nature of the consonantal system can be
constructed. Grid 3 represents what is known about
the language of Mordor.

The prominent feature of Black Speech is the ple-
nitude of velar consonants. Velar <I> /\/, is used
exclusively, combining as it does with back vowels.
Tolkien asserts that the Orcs "used a back or uvular
r", a sound which the Eldar found distasteful (111,
392). Allen suggests (Introduction, 166) that this was
probably the essential value for all <r>s in the lan-
guage. /Q k/is a speculation on Allen’s part given
without explanation, but I feel that he is correct and
that it undoubtedly replaces the /ng/ nasal cluster
that would normally be in this position. I also suspect
that there are no /t/’s, /J/'s, or /s/'s. The presence
of /©/, /SIi /z/ is a kind of symmetrical arrangement
within the fricatives and, to my ears at least, Tolkien
has chosen the three most serpentine-sounding frica-
tives in this articulatory plane.

The almost complete absence of nasal plosive clus-
ters, together with the emphasis on back consonants
and “serpentin fricatives, Tolkien has created a
phonic base which conveys a darker, more hollow
articulation than either of the two Elven tongues.

Although Adunaic is seldom presented in its pure
form in the Middle-earth works, some of its phonologi-
cal structure is given in the Appendices to The Lord
of the Rings in conjunction with the discussions on
Quenya. Most of what appears on Grid 4 has been
compiled from Numenorean references in The Lord of
the Rings, The Silmarillion, and Unfinished Tales,
primarily from proper names both personal and geo-
graphical. This compilation cannot begin to pretend to
be definitive, but it does suggest the probable
frequency with which phonological elements appear
and, without too much speculation, put the Adunaic
language into a kind of perspective.

Grid 4

Although it is difficult to tell from the Grid, the
preponderance of the plosives in the corpus are
voiced: /p/ does not occur; /t/ appears once as a
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geminate in “Abattarik"; /k/ appears three times; /b/
appears five times; /A/ is used six times; and /g/
occurs six times. The effect of the frequency is to
place Adunaic phonetically somewhere between Elvish
and Black Speech. There are no voiced fricatives
except for /z/. There is no indications as to whether
there were affricates. The significant aspect about the
configuration is that as Black Speech placed great
emphasis phonetically on the velar series, Adunaic
appears to make its phonetic base the alveolar series
with a secondary emphasis on the velar plosives and
voiceless fricatives. This fronting of the bulk of the
consonantal structure tends to lighten the language,
but not to the degree as Elvish. It is more plosive
than Elvish because of the absence of the nasal clus-
ters, but it does not rumble like the Black Speech

Westron, the daughter language of Adunaic, dif-
fers phonetically so much from *her mother” that it is
appropriate to treat it separately. Westron was the
"lingua franca™ for most of Middle-earth and, as such,
borrowed and adapted from other languages as the
need arose. More than any other, it is this one aspect
of its historical development that probably relates
Westron to English. In a letter to Richard Jefferey,
Tolkien says that Westron was a language about as
mixed as modern English (Letters, 425).

Grid 5
Hobbitish Westron:
Consonants and Consonant Clusters

Grid 5 has been compiled with the information
given in the standard works of Middle-earth, The Let-
ters of JR.R. Tolkien, and additional surmises found
in Allen’s Introduction. 1 have opted to describe the
Hobbitish form of Westron as it was the native tongue
of the Shire in the Third Age. Tolkien says that

there is no record of any language
peculiar to Hobbits. Thus they quickly
adopted the Common Speech after they
entered Eriador, and by the time of their
settlement at Bree they had already begun to
forget their former tongue. (111, 408)

Of this former tongue there is only a handful of
words extant. Another reason for chosing to explicate

MYTHLORE 52: Winter 1987

Hobbitish Westron is that although most Westron
vocabulary has been Anglicized (111, 412-132), Tolkien
reveals that

Hobbit names in the Shire and in Bree
were for those days peculiar, notible in the
habit that had grown up, some centuries
before this time, of having inherited names
for families. Most of these surnames had
obvious mennings (in the currant language,
being derived from jesting nicknames or from
place names, or (especially in Bree) from the
names of plants and trees. Translation of
these presented little difficulty; but there
remained one or two older names of forgotten
meaning, and these | have been content to
anglicize in spelling: as Took for “Tuk", or
Boffin for “Bophin”.

have treated Hobbit first names, as
far as possible, in the same way. To their
maid-children Hobbits commonly gave the
names of flowers or jewels. To their man-
children they usually gave names that had
no meaning at all in their daily language;
and some of their women's names were simi-
lar. (111, 413)

It is these "non-sense” names which, linguistically
speaking, give the Hobbitish flavor to Westron and, at
the same time, demonstrate the phonetic option avail-
able to the speaker of Westron. Although the Marish
Hobbitish names will also help to define Westron, the
Fallowhide families (like the Tooks and Bolgers) used
first names which Tolkien translated into Frankish and
Gothic.

The similarity of Hobbitish Westron to Adunaic is
not surprising but some of the additional features are
interesting. The palatal series is not as prevalent in
Adunaic as it is in Westron. /tj/is present in the
corpus, but /f/ and /dj/ are on the Grid because
Tolkien indicates that they were sounds in Westron
(111, 398). The use of <v> and <ph> for /f/ comes
from the Marish and is a reflection of the Dunlending
dialect of the Stoors. Genuine Hobbitish contributes
the voiceless alveolar lateral, /]/, to the Westron Grid
as illustrated by “hlothram” and "hlothran” (I1l, 416)
There is no indication of the retroflex /))/.

The inclusion of the palatal series weights the
language more toward Black Speech rather than Adu-
naic and makes it a more sibilant, serpentine speech
which Gollum exaggerates in his linguistic depravity.

According to Tolkien, Khuzdul, the language of the
Dwarves, was a language used in secret

changed little by the years; for it had
become a tongue of lore rather than cradle-
speech, and they tended it and guarded it as
a treasure of the past. Few of other race
have succeeded in learning it. (111, 410)

Aule, the great smith of the Valar, devised the
language of the Dwarves (Letters, 287). In a letter to
Naomi Mitchison, Tolkien explained that the

warves are represented as keeping
their own native tongue more or less secret,
and using for all ‘outer’ purposes the lan-
guage of the people they dwelt near; they
never reveal their own ’'true’ personal names
in their own tongue. (Ibid., 175)
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One of the reasons why the language of the
Dwarves was secret was explained to the editor of the
Observor in 1938:

Dwarvish was both complicated and
cacophonous. Even early elvish philologists
avoided it, and the dwarves were obliged to
use other languages except for entirely pri-
vate conversations. (Ibid., 31)

As a result of all this, there is a very small
corpus of genuine Khuzdul language extant. Grid 6 is
compiled from Tolkien's description of the language,
Gimli’s utterances in the narrative of The Lord of the
Rings, and Dwarvish place names in The Silmarillion
and Unfinished Tales.

Grid 6

Tolkien’s statement about the cacophony of Khuz-
dul is almost an understatement in light of the conso-
nantal features of the language. There are four series
of plosives; a voiced series, a voiceless series, a
heavily aspirated voiceless series, and a series of
voiced nasal plosive clusters much like the one in
Quenya. Khuzdul also had a glottal stop which is
unique in Middle-earth languages. It has a full compli-
ment of voiced and voiceless fricatives, together with
a series of voiceless affricates, a voiced affricate, and
a voiced nasal affricate cluster. Tolkien indicates that
some khuzdul speakers also had the uvular rolled <r>,
JR/. Notwithstanding the phonological complexity of the
language of the Dwarves, it is striking to note the
similarities between Khuzdul and Quenya. This gives
some support to the theory that the languages of Mid-
dle-earth ultimately all come from a common source
and were adapted in the beginning to fit the racial
personality of each type of inhabitant of Middle-earth
This is particularly true of Quenya and Khuzdul for
they, of all the languages, were the most ancient and
were preserved as languages of lore.

As was mentioned above, the complexity of the
phonological system of Khuzdul is reminiscent of Que-
nya. Likewise, the strong alveolar series relates it to
the languages of Men. The palatals, the affricates, and
the abundant fricatives weight the language more
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heavily than the language of Mordor. The presence of
the nasal plosive clusters together with the regular
voiced plosives brings the Quenya "hum” into the lan-
guage. This, coupled with the other variations of nas-
als, makes Khuzdul sound heavily resonant. Consider-
ing that the Dwarves dwelt beneath the mountains and
hollowed them into great halls, the resonant quality is
to be expected.

Although the language of the Dwarves is close to
Black Speech in some respects, yet overall the entire
articulatory system is more fronted in its features
than Sauron’s tongue.

There are two other rather fascinating aspects of
the consonantal systems of the languages discussed
above which correlate, in part, with Tolkien’s linguis-
tic aesthetic: the prevalence of nasals and nasal clus-
ters and the varieties of <r>,

Tolkien’s predilection for nasals and nasal clusters
is not clearly demonstrated above, but what can be
discerned indicates a tendency which is made quite
clear with the <r>’s. In a letter to Stanley Unwin in
September of 1950, Tolkien says of Quenya and Sin-
darin:

to those creatures which in English 1
call misleadingly Elves are assigned two
related languages more nearly completed,
whose history is written, and whose forms
(representing two different sides of my own
linguistic taste) are deduced scientifically
from a common origin— (Ibid., 143)

One aspect of that linguistic taste is clarified in
his article "English and Welsh"4, Speaking of the
linguistic pleasure he received.from Welsh, he reveals:

If 1 were pressed to give any example
of this style, not only as an observable fea-
ture but as a source of pleasure to myself, |
should mention the fondness for nasal con
nants, especially the much favored “n
(Angles, 40; Monsters, 193)

If | may once more refer to my work,
The Lord of the Rings, in evidence: the
names of persons and places in this story
were mainly composed on patterns deliber-
ately modelled on those of Welsh (closely
similar but not identical). This element of the
tale has given perhaps more pleasure to more
readers than anything else in it. (Angles, 41;
Monsters, 197)

I think it is most interesting that those languages
which are the most ancient and unchanging (the most
stable) have the most nasals and nasal clusters. Chart
1 summarizes the relationship.

Chart
Hierarchy of Nasal Consonants and Clusters

Language +Consonants ~ #Nasals Attitude

Quenya 21 15 Highly
Favored

Sindarin 21 7

Khuzdul 19 7

Hobbitish 17 6

Adunaic 15 3

Black Speech 13 3 Least
Favored



The Elves and Dwarves are long-lived and slow to
change; Men and Hobbits are short-lived and ephem-
eral; speakers of the Black Speech live negative lives
and degenerate. It is possible that because of the-
longevity, certain races have the time to learn to
distinguish such subtle distinctions like those which
exist in Quenya and Sindarin

Laurence J. Krieg was asked by Jim Allen to use
the facilities of the Phonetics Laboratory at the Uni-
versity of Michigan to make a detailed analysis of the
recordings made by JR.R. Tolkien reading his own
works.s The thrust of the study was to discover if
Tolkien’s pronunciations of Quenya and Sindarin dif-
fered from the description of those languages given in
The Lord of the Rings. One of the by-products of that
study was the “"Note on Tolkien’s Reading Styles" in
which Krieg asserts that Tolkien had several reading
styles depending on the tone of the material being
read. Although the stylistic differences show up in
rhythm and intonation, Krieg says;

It is in the pronunciation of "r* that
the difference is most noticeable. There
appears to be a set of /r/ pronunciations
ordered according to degree of elevation of
style;
Trilled 1 Most Elevated
Tapped
Approximate r
Lengthen preceding vowel  Least Elevated

In his ordinary pronunciation, syllable-
initial /r/ is an alveolar approximate, while
syllable-final /r/ simply makes the preceding
vowel longer, as in most speech of England
at the present time. But the more elevated
the style, the more likely the /r/ is to be
tapped or mlled (Introduction, 155-6)

Quenya has four types of <r>: /rd/, /r/, Iryl, and
131. Sindarin has two, a voiced and a voiceless rolled
<r>. Black Speech has only the rolled uvular <r>
which the Elves despised. Hobbitish Westron and Adu-
naic have only the rolled <r> Khuzdul has both the
alveolar and the uvular rolled <r> but the use was
dependent upon the individual speaker as to which
one was used. A possible ranking of the languages
based on the elevation of speech discovered by Krieg
in Tolkien’s speech patterns could be:

“-Based Elevation of Speech

Quenya Most Elevated
Sindarin
Khuzdul
Hobbitish Westron
Adunaic
Black Speech Least Elevated
What are we to conclude by the foregoing? I bus-
pect that when JRR. Tolkien suggests that the lin-
guistic systems of Middle-earth are based on scientific
principles that we ought to whole-heartedly accept his
declaration. He was first a philologist, then a story
teller. The framework of the linguistic material as
developed for the Third Age is extraordinarily detailed
and wonderfully elaborated upon with etymologies and
narrative. The tales delight the heart; the philology
illuminates the mind. The mind and the heart jointly
experience a profound awe.
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Angles and Britons: ODonnell Lectures (Cardiff:

University of Wales Press, 1963). Also in The

Monsters and the Critics and Other Essays (Bos-

ton: Houghton Mifflin, 1984),

5 J.R.R. Tolkien Reads and Slngs hls “The Hobbit"
and "The Fellowship of the Ring” (New York:
Caedmon Records, No. TC1477, 1975); J.R.R. Tolkien
Reads and Sings his “The Lord of the Rings":
“Two Towers" and "The Return of the King" (New
York: Caedmon Records, No. TC1478, 1975).

Tolkien Reader (New York:

N

Become Involved in The
Mythopoeic Tantasy and
Scholarship Awards 1988

Committees

The Mythopoeic Fantasy Award and Scholarship
Award Committees Chairperson would like to remind
members that it is time to think about nominations for
the 1987 awards — and about volunteering to serve
on the selection committee. Eligibility requirements for
nomination of books for the Scholarship Award and for
serving on the selection committee are the same as for
the Fantasy Award: you must be a member of the
Society; for nominations, no more than five books; for
serving on the committees you must state your will-
ingness to read or reread all finalists. Members may
nominate books for both awards, and may serve on
both committees.

Criteria for book selection: for the Fantasy Award,
a fantasy work published during 1987 that best exem-
plifies “the spirit of the Inklings.” A work reissued in
paper during 1987 that was published earlier may be
nominated whether or not it has previously been nom-
inated, as long as it did not make the finalists’ list.
At the nominations level, and at the finalist level, a
majority of "no award” votes (if the committee mem-
bers feel none of the choices should receive the
award) will require we make no award for the year.
The scholarship award is given for a book on Tolkien,
Lewis, and/or Williams that makes a significant contri-
bution to Inklings scholarship. Books published during
1985-7 are eligible for the award; books may be
renominated

Nominations for both awards, and for selection
committee volunteers, should be sent to Christine Low-
entrout, 1017 Seal Way, Seal Beach CA. 90740, by Feb-
ruary 20, 1988. Committee members, please state your
willingness to read all the finalists, and also state
whether or not you are willing to have your name and
address included on a list to be distributed only
among the members of your committee for purposes of
intercommunication. There will be a preliminary vote
due May 1, and the final vote is due July 15. The
awards will be announced at the XIXth Mythopoeic
Conference in Oakland. Let your voice be heard!
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