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1. Background



J.R.R. Tolkien

● English author & philologist

● The Lord of the Rings

● constructed languages

● paved the way for conlangs in 

modern fantasy & sci-fi 

(Tolkien 2020: 129-133)

Fig. 1. J.R.R. Tolkien.

4



“The invention of languages is the 

foundation. The ‘stories’ were made rather 

to provide a world for the languages than 

the reverse. [...] It is to me, anyway, largely 

an essay in ‘linguistic aesthetic’” 
(Tolkien 2023: 219-220)

“
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“giving expression to my 

personal linguistic ‘aesthetic’” 
(Tolkien 2023: 536)

“most interested perhaps in [...] 

word-form in relation to meaning”
(Tolkien 2020: 24)

phonetic fitness 

= sound symbolism

phonaesthetics

(Crystal 1995)
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Tolkien’ incentives



Tolkien on Quenya

“[a] language that has in the opinion of, 

or rather the feeling of, its constructor 

reached a highish level both of beauty 

in word-form considered abstractly, and 

of ingenuity in the relations of symbol 

and sense” (Tolkien 2020: 23)

Fig. 2. Fanart of Tolkien’s poem Namárië. 7



“beauty in word-form” “ingenuity in the relations 

of symbol and sense”

positive denotation = 
pleasant

negative denotation =
unpleasant

rated as pleasant
in previous research

on conlangs

(Mooshammer et al. 2023: 17)  
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Tolkien on Quenya



How are Quenyan words with either positive or negative 

denotations rated in terms of their aesthetic appeal?

Quenyan words with positive denotations are rated as more 

appealing than those with negative denotations.
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Research question & hypothesis 1



“Most conlangs are tailored towards a 

Western audience.” 
(Mooshammer et al. 2022)

“
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Liking in relation to novelty/familiarity 
continuum
(Sluckin, Hargreaves & Colman 1983)

Aesthetics in language

Phoneme inventory and phonotactics 
of L1 might influence aesthetic 
judgements
(cf. Mooshammer et al. 2023: 11)

Fig. 3. Favourability in relation to the novelty/familiarity continuum as an 
hypothesised inverted U curve (Sluckin, Hargreaves & Coleman 1983).
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Tolkien’s influences

● speaker & learner of Germanic languages

(Robbins 2013: 184; Tolkien 2023: 213)

● Quenya influenced by Latin, Greek, and Finnish 

(Tolkien 2023: 265)

● Finnish as the only non-Indo-European influence



How do the ratings differ in German L1 and Japanese 

L1 speakers?

The difference between the two conditions is more 

pronounced in German L1 speakers than in Japanese L1 

speakers.
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Research question & hypothesis 2



2. Methods
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Methods

OpenSesame
(Mathôt, Schreij & Theeuwes 2012)

audio stimuli

Jatos server MindProbe
(Lange, Kühn & Filevich 2015)

6-point Likert scale (Likert 1932): 
1 = not appealing at all
6 = very appealing
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Stimuli

20 Quenyan words chosen from 

Das große Elbisch Buch (Pesch 2009)

self-recorded

two conditions: positive & negative

10 words each

randomised



List of positive stimuli

Table 1. List of stimuli with positive denotations sorted alphabetically, including word class, 
transcription, German translation from Das große Elbisch Buch (Pesch 2009: 265-441), 
English translation, and valence rating (Warriner, Kuperman & Brysbaert 2013).
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beauty (e.g. vanimalda 
‘exceptionally beautiful’)

light (e.g. calima 
‘luminous’)

mean valence: 6.75 
(scale from 1 to 9)
(Warriner, Kuperman & Brysbaert 
2013)

condition stimulus word class transcription German English valence

positive calima adjective /ˈka.li.ma/ hell glänzend luminous  6.29

positive elenya adjective /eˈlen.ja/ sternig, zu den Sternen gehörig stellar, of the stars  5.95

positive ilvana adjective /il.ˈvan.ja/ vollkommen perfect  7.19

positive lindale noun /ˈlin.da.le/ Musik music  7.67

positive namarië interjection /naˈmaː.ri.e/ lebwohl, sei wohl farewell, be well  3.43

positive rilma noun /ˈril.ma/ schimmerndes Licht shimmering light  6.95 

positive tinde noun /ˈtin.de/ Funkeln sparkle/twinkle  6.55

positive vanimalda adjective /va.ni.ˈmal.da/ überaus schön exceptionally beautiful  7.61

positive varanda adjective /va.ˈran.da/ erhaben awe-inspiring/sublime  6.85

positive vilvarin noun /ˈvil.va.rin/ Schmetterling butterfly  7.23



List of negative stimuli

Table 2. List of stimuli with negative denotations sorted alphabetically, including word 
class, transcription, German translation from Das große Elbisch Buch (Pesch 2009: 265-441),  
English translation, and valence rating (Warriner, Kuperman & Brysbaert 2013).
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death (e.g. loico ‘corpse’)

wrongdoings (e.g. 
ongwe ‘crime’)

mean valence: 2.45 
(scale from 1 to 9)
(Warriner, Kuperman & Brysbaert 
2013)

condition stimulus word class transcription German English valence

negative hloima noun /ˈɬoɪ.ma/ Gift poison  2.16

negative loico noun /ˈloɪ.ko/ Leiche corpse  2.45

negative mausta noun /ˈmaʊ.sta/ Zwang compulsion  3.95

negative Melkor proper noun /ˈmel.kor/ er, der in Macht/Gier steht he who arises in might/greed 2.48

negative nahtan verb (inflected) /ˈnax.tan/ ich erschlage I slay/beat someone to death 2.63

negative naraca adjective /ˈna.ra.ka/ harsch, gewalttätig harsh, violent 2.26

negative ongwe noun /ˈoŋ.ɡwe/ Verbrechen crime  1.95

negative rohta noun /ˈrox.ta/ Schuld, Sünde debt, sin 1.95

negative saucare noun /ˈsaʊ.ka.re/ Fehltat misdeed, violation 2.29

negative ulca adjective /ˈul.ka/ böse, schlecht, boshaft, falsch evil, bad, malicious, wrong 2.34



19

Preventing confounds

asked participants whether the stimulus 

reminded them of anything

asked participants whether they recognised 

the language
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Participants

fellow students, friends, family

excluded 3 due to little to no variety

46 participants completed testing session

43 participants for data analysis



Age

Fig. 4. Participants’ age ranges in percent.
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Gender

54%
FEMALE

41%
MALE

5%
OTHER/DIVERSE

Fig. 5. Participants’ gender identities in percent. 22

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1YZlD4Crs1BRs6HwCaV3MI5fsH7xNgMI4GLwBoSEJnBY/copy#gid=1392026033


Native language

Other
7%

Japanese
44%

German
49%

Fig. 6. Participants’ native languages in percent. 23

*

* one native speaker each of Bosnian, Hungarian, and Swedish

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1YZlD4Crs1BRs6HwCaV3MI5fsH7xNgMI4GLwBoSEJnBY/copy#gid=1728206522
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Data analysis

done in RStudio
(Posit team 2023)

mean rating per condition with 95% 

confidence intervals, lower and upper limits of 

confidence interval

precoded script by Theresa Matzinger 
(2022) 



3. Results



Overall rating

Fig. 7. Overall mean perceived aesthetic appeal of Quenyan 
words with positive (turquoise) and negative (yellow) 
denotations. Whiskers indicate 95% confidence intervals.
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positive mean 3.54 ± CI 1.28

negative mean 2.91 ± CI 1.17



Quenyan words with positive denotations were rated as 

significantly more appealing than those with negative 

denotations.
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Hypothesis 1 confirmed



German L1 vs. Japanese L1 rating 

Fig. 8. Mean perceived aesthetic appeal of Quenyan words with 
positive (turquoise) and negative (yellow) denotations by German 
L1 speakers. Whiskers indicate 95% confidence intervals.

Fig. 9. Mean perceived aesthetic appeal of Quenyan words with 
positive (turquoise) and negative (yellow) denotations by Japanese 
L1 speakers. Whiskers indicate 95% confidence intervals.
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The difference between the two conditions was more 

pronounced in German L1 speakers than in Japanese L1 

speakers.
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Hypothesis 2 confirmed



Tolkien seems to have been successful in his endeavour 

to design Quenya as a language that possesses 

phonetic fitness.

German L1 speakers tend to agree more with Tolkien’s 

judgements of aesthetic appeal than Japanese L1 

speakers.
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Interpretation



4. Implications 



Constructed languages …

as a growing research field

future research on nuance 

within one conlang

in sci-fi & fantasy

could take non-Western 

evaluations into account

Fig. 13. The Lord of the Rings: 
The Fellowship of the Ring 
(2001) film poster.
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“[I]t may happen that a new target 

language audience perceives, on the one 

hand, Tolkien’s [Elvish] tongues as 

phonaesthetically unpleasant and, on the 

other, [Orkish] as agreeable.”
(Honegger 2023: 150)

“
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5. Q&A



German L1 rating (excl. recognised)

Fig. 11. Mean perceived aesthetic appeal of Quenyan words with positive (turquoise) and 
negative (yellow) denotations by German L1 speakers excluding the ratings of participants 
who recognised stimuli language. Whiskers indicate 95% confidence intervals. 35



Overall ranking

Table 3.  Overall mean perceived aesthetic appeal of each Quenyan 
word with standard deviation and 95% confidence intervals. 36



German L1 vs. Japanese L1 ranking
German L1 ranking Japanese L1 ranking

Table 4. Mean perceived aesthetic appeal of each 
Quenyan word by German L1 speakers with 
standard deviation and 95% confidence intervals.

Table 5.  Mean perceived aesthetic appeal of each 
Quenyan word by Japanese  L1 speakers with 
standard deviation and 95% confidence intervals.
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