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The tales of The Silmarillion contain within them the history of the body of legend of J.R.R.
Tolkien. The epic, tragic, and grand-in-scale backstory of The Silmarillion, the multiple invented
languages, the voluminous notes of a lifetime of effort comprise the huge underground caverns,
tunnels and molten subterranean rivers of a gigantic volcano of which the trilogy Lord of the
Rings is but a visible above-ground peak. Some might say that there is no central character in
The Silmarillion, but one could argue that Fëanor, the eldest son of Finwë, the first King of the
Noldor, is the star of the backstory. One of world literature’s great heroes/anti-heroes, Fëanor is
Tolkien’s supreme character.
Fëanor is a Sindarinized version of his mother-name Fëanáro (Spirit of Fire). (The correct
Sindarin form, never used, would be Faenor.) Fëanor’s father-name was Curufinwë (Skillful
Finwë). Born in Tirion on Túna in Aman, the eldest and the most loved of the sons of Finwë,
Fëanor would come to be called the greatest of all the Noldor and the best remembered and
most notorious of any of the Firstborn in all the tales of the Elder Days. When Fëanor was born
to King Finwë and his first wife Míriel Þerindë, she said, “Never again shall I bear child; for
strength that would have nourished the life of many has gone forth into Fëanor.” Míriel was
never to recover from the birth of Fëanor but was to languish until her spirit left her body and
passed into the Halls of Mandos. Fëanor’s loss of his mother and Finwë’s decision to abandon
his first wife and take a second were to have a lasting and dramatic effect upon the fate of the
Noldor.
Tolkien spared no adjectives or superlatives when he wrote of Fëanor. His description of Fëanor
in his youth is that "[He] grew swiftly, as if a secret fire were kindled within him. He was tall, and
fair of face, and masterful, his eyes piercingly bright and his hair raven-dark; in the pursuit of all
his purposes eager and steadfast. Few ever changed his courses by counsel, none by force. He
became of all the Noldor, then or after, the most subtle in mind and the most skilled in hand" (1).
High praise, indeed, when Tolkien had pronounced the Noldor of all the Elven kindred the most
gifted and especially devoted to knowledge.
Precocious in craft and achievement Fëanor is credited already in his youth with the creation of
his Tengwar alphabet, an improvement based upon the earlier Sarati script invented by Rúmil of
Valinor. Fëanor’s system was first used by the Noldor for writing Quenya in Aman and later
used for Sindarin and other languages throughout Middle-earth. He was still in his early youth
when he married Nerdanel, daughter one of the great smiths of the Noldor named Mahtan, who
was himself close to Aulë and contributed to Fëanor’s training in the use of metal and stone. His
wife was recognized in her own right as a craftsman and artist and known as “Nerdanel the
Wise.” Not only did she bear Fëanor an unprecedented seven sons but is said to have been
strong enough of will and intellect to have restrained his rashest impulses until the point of their
eventual estrangement.
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The beginning of Fëanor’s unrest dates back to his dissatisfaction with his father’s rejection of
his union with Míriel and his taking of Indis of the Vanyar as his wife. Despite the fact that Finwë
always acknowledged Fëanor as his best-loved son and heir, his eldest son was unable to
accept his half-brothers with unanimity. That discomfort and his anxiety about their relationship
to his father were to profoundly affect political affairs within the ranks of the Noldor.
After years of enhancing his reputation among the Noldor by his unmatched accomplishments,
Fëanor was acknowledged to be not only the chief craftsman and scientist of his people, but
their principle linguistic loremaster as well (2). It is said that among his endeavors in art and
craft was the invention of the Palantíri, the great seeing stones, some of which were gifted to the
men of Numenor and feature so principally in The Lord of the Rings. (Both Tolkien and writers of
fanfiction delight in crediting Fëanor with a whole series of Elven scientific and technological
inventions—like the blue-shining lamps of the Noldorin Elves, called Fëanorian lamps (3). An
essay on that subject alone could be interesting.) Fëanor reached the pinnacle of his creative
genius when he crafted the three great Jewels, the Silmarils, made of crystalline matter which
he called silima. The best description of this substance is the one given by Tolkien himself:
Like the crystal of diamonds it appeared, and yet was more strong than adamant, so that
no violence could mar it or break it within the Kingdom of Arda. Yet that crystal was to
the Silmarils but as is the body to the Children of Ilúvatar: the house of its inner fire, that
is within it and yet in all parts of it, and is its life. And the inner fire of the Silmarils Fëanor
made of the blended light of the Trees of Valinor, which lives in them yet, though the
Trees have long withered and shine no more. Therefore even in the darkness of the
deepest treasury the Silmarils of their own radiance shone like the stars of Varda; and
yet, as were they indeed living things, they rejoiced in light and received it and gave it
back in hues more marvellous than before (4).
Here Tolkien’s tale takes the path of many similar stories of myth and legend. The creation of
such incomparable objects resulted in both in the criminal envy of a villain and dangerous
arrogance on the part of their creator. Melkor, the Vala-turned-bad and the arch villain of
Tolkien’s entire canon, who had been given a second chance by his fellow demigods, envied
Fëanor his talent and his wondrous jewels and was able to sow discord among the Noldor
based partially upon Fëanor’s increasingly protective obsession with Silmarils and his jealousy
of his half-brother Fingolfin’s influence with their father. Fëanor, who was more concerned with
craft than politics, feared that Fingolfin would attempt to supplant him as Finwë’s heir and
Melkor knew exactly how to nurture such seeds of conflict.
In the face of lies, rumors and mistrust fostered by Melkor which spread among the Noldor,
Fëanor threatened his brother at sword point. Rather than leaving the governance of the Noldor
and the resolution of the strife within his own house to King Finwë, the Valar stepped in and
insisted upon judging Fëanor. Despite the fact that even Fingolfin insisted he was willing to
forgive his brother his aggression, the Valar banished Fëanor from Tirion for twelve years. He
retreated to a fortress in the hills of Formenos, followed by his sons. No doubt distraught at
Fëanor’s railing against the Valar and his increasing descent into irrationality rooted in his
fixation upon the Silmarils Nerdanel stayed behind. However, Finwë, in a demonstration of
support and loyalty to his beloved son, insisted upon accompanying Fëanor to Formenos and
leaving Fingolfin to rule his absence.
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After settling in the mountains to the north of Tirion, Fëanor built a stronghold for the Silmarils
and the other jewels and weapons he carried with him into exile. Meanwhile Melkor’s role in the
strife among the Noldor had been revealed at the time of the judgment of Fëanor. Melkor fled
Tirion and went into hiding. The first years of Feanor’s exile passed without event except for the
ominous signs of growing darkness. Melkor approached Fëanor in Formenos in an attempt to
intersect his growing mistrust of the Valar and protectiveness of the Silmarils. Fëanor, who
among all of the Noldor hated Melkor most, cursed at him and sent him away. But Finwë
alarmed sent a messenger to Manwë warning him of Melkor’s activities. Threatened and
pursued by Tulkas and Oromë, Melkor withdrew from Valinor entirely for a time and the
shadows receded.
Choosing the time of festival as an opportunity to attempt to restore peace among the Noldor,
Manwë commanded Fëanor to appear. Fëanor came, but did not dress in festive finery for the
celebration, nor did he bring the Silmarils with him. King Finwë, who had vowed he would not
return as long as Fëanor was restricted by the rule of banishment, along with Fëanor’s sons and
his other followers, remained behind in Formenos. High princes of the Noldor and eldest sons of
Finwë, Fëanor and Fingolfin came together before the Valar and all of their people. Fingolfin
promised to accept his brother’s precedence, uttering the much-quoted lines: “Half-brother in
blood, full brother in heart will I be. Thou shalt lead and I will follow.” And Fëanor responded “I
hear thee. So be it" (5). Yet even as they stood before Manwë and the majority of the Noldor,
Melkor in a conspiracy with the ancient monster-in-giant-spider-form Ungoliant crept up
unnoticed to the Green Mound of Ezellohar and destroyed the Two Trees.
The significance of the destruction of the Two Trees which lit the whole of the so-called Blessed
Lands with their incomparable golden and silver light is emphasized by Tolkien in his paragraph
describing their destruction by Melkor:
. . .with his black spear he smote each Tree to its core, wounded them deep, and their
sap poured forth as it were their blood, and was spilled upon the ground. But Ungoliant
sucked it up, and going then from Tree to Tree she set her black beak to their wounds,
till they were drained; and the poison of Death that was in her went into their tissues and
withered them, root, branch and leaf; and they died (5).
After destroying the Trees, Melkor and Ungoliant fled to Formenos to steal the Silmarils. With
the Darkening of Valinor, the Valar realized that now Fëanor’s precious Silmarils, which they
had always regarded as scared and incomparable among all the designs or inventions of either
the Valar or the Eldar except perhaps for the Trees themselves, contained the only remaining
fragment of the light of the Trees.
Not even Fëanor himself could replicate them for a part of his life force was spent in their
creation. Nonetheless, the Valar begged Fëanor to give the Silmarils to Yavanna so she could
use them attempt to restore the Trees. But Fëanor refused to relinquish them. Only Aulë
appeared to understand the breaking of the Silmarils would result in the destruction of Fëanor.
In the midst of dissension, darkness, fear and overwhelming uncertainty, the news came that
Melkor had killed King Finwë at Formenos, broken into Fëanor’s stronghold and fled with the
Silmarils. It quickly became evident that Melkor had slipped out of the reach of the Valar and
fled Valinor entirely. He returned to Angband, his fortress in the north of Middle-earth, carrying
the Silmarils with him, which he would wear in his crown.
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Fëanor’s fury at the Valar for their incapacity to cope with the evil wrought by one their own was
surpassed only by his hatred for Melkor. He renamed him Morgoth, the “Dark Enemy of the
World.” The majority of the Noldor, faced with the loss of their King and the theft of the greatest
treasure of their people, had also lost all confidence in the Valar who had brought them to this
supposedly safe and deathless land and had then shown themselves completely unable to
protect them.
After it became know that Morgoth had fled the Valar and the Maiar, with the Vanyar at their
side, stayed and wept for what had passed. The Noldor, however, although they mourned as
well, returned to Tirion and considered what they should do next. Overwhelmed with sorrow at
the murder of his father and tormented by the rape of the Silmarils by his arch enemy, Fëanor
asserted his right to the kingship of all the Noldor. Despite scorning the Valar, Fëanor, in his
rage and eloquence, convinced the overwhelming majority of the Noldor to take their fate into
their own hands and abandon Valinor to return to Middle-earth. Only Fëanor’s sons joined him
in his infamous oath to fight to the death anyone who attempted to prevent them from regaining
possession of the Silmarils.
Fëanor, his sons and their closest allies hurried first to Alqualondë, with Fingolfin’s host led by
Fingon following more slowly behind them, and the rear of the Noldor being taken up by Finarfin
and Finrod. When Fëanor reached Alqualondë he argued with the Teleri and their king that they
should join with the Noldor in their flight and when he was refused asked for their ships in name
of past friendship and favors rendered. Again the Teleri refused to aid the Noldor and compared
their great white ships to Fëanor’s creations. Unwilling to accept any delay, Fëanor gathered his
host together and boarded the Telerin ships with the intent of taking them by force if necessary.
The Telerin mariners defended their ships and began to throw the Noldor into the sea at which
time Fëanor and his company drew their weapons. The first kinslaying among the Eldar ensued
resulting in the slaughter of the majority of the Telerin mariners.
When the rebellious Noldor came to the far northern reaches of the Guarded Realm at the
border to the wastelands of Araman, one last messenger of the Valar, which was said to be
Mandos himself, uttered the final and most chilling commentary upon their rebellion and flight,
the curse which Tolkien called the Prophecy of the North or the Doom of the Noldor, which
begins, “Tears unnumbered ye shall shed; and the Valar will fence Valinor against you, and shut
you out, so that not even the echo of your lamentation shall pass over the mountains.” While
Fëanor’s youngest brother, Finarfin, returned at that point to Tirion to beg forgiveness of the
Valar and assume the leadership of the small minority of the Noldor remaining in Aman,
Fingolfin and the rest of Finwë's descendants continued in the trek out of Aman into selfimposed exile in Middle-earth.
Fëanor’s flight began the long, heroic and heartbreaking First Age of Middle-earth. In retribution
against those who had protested against Fëanor’s assumption of the kingship and argued in
favor of Fingolfin, he had burned the remains of the white ships of the Teleri as soon as his
smaller vanguard crossed into Middle-earth at Losgar. Morgoth’s host saw the lights of the
burning ships and prepared a surprise attack upon Fëanor’s camp at Mithrim. This was the
Second Battle in the Wars of Beleriand, the first having been fought by Thingol and his people
before the arrival of that first wave of the Noldor.
Dagor-nuin-Giliath it is named, the Battle-under-Stars, for the Moon had not yet risen;
and it is renowned in song. The Noldor, outnumbered and taken at unawares, were yet
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swiftly victorious; for the light of Aman was not yet dimmed in their eyes, and they were
strong and swift, and deadly in anger, and their swords were long and terrible” (6).
Yet, despite their decisive victory, Fëanor was not to survive his first battle against Morgoth in
Middle-earth. His pride and rage compelled him to pursue Morgoth to near the gates of
Angband itself, where he was slain by Gothmog, Lord of the Balrogs.
Although the prophecy of Mandos was fulfilled--tears unnumbered were indeed shed by the
Elves and Men of Middle-earth--Fëanor’s words were prophetic as well.
“We are threatened with many evils, and treason not least; but one thing is not said: that
we shall suffer from cowardice, from cravens or the fear of cravens. Therefore I say that
we will go on, and this doom I add: the deeds that we shall do shall be the matter of
song until the last days of Arda” (6).
The valor and heroism of the rebellious Noldor is unquestionable. Both the sons of Fëanor and
his half-brothers built and ruled vast kingdoms in Middle-earth and prevented Morgoth from
triumphing for the whole of the First Age until the Valar finally relented and came to join the
forces of resistance in the final destruction of Morgoth.

Footnotes
1: The Silmarillion, “Of Fëanor and the Unchaining of Melkor”
2: The History of Middle-earth, Volume 12, The Shibboleth of Fëanor
3: Unfinished Tales, “Part One: The First Age, Of Tuor and his Coming to Gondolin,” Footnote 2
4: The Silmarillion, “Of the Silmarils and the Unrest of the Noldor”
5: The Silmarillion, “Of the Darkening of Valinor”
6: The Silmarillion, “Of the Flight of the Noldor”
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