Review of the Lands of Enchantment Art Exhibition by Liz Stephen

   Weather at the beginning of April is notoriously fickle. Last spring an unexpected snowfall plunged the town of Moreton in Marsh in Gloucestershire into the depths of winter. At the same time this year, the sun shone brightly and it felt like summer. But whatever the weather of the world, the warmth of the welcome for all who venture to the Redesdale Hall in this corner of the Cotswolds can never be in doubt. This gathering of the Fellowship for the annual Tolkien art exhibition is, for many, an event not to be missed come rain or shine and literally brings together people from around the world, one intrepid traveller even making the journey all the way from Rio de Janeiro.

   And it is for good reason. There is so much to enjoy; this four day feast of fine art and Fellowship is rapidly becoming the highlight of many a Tolkien fan’s year. On arrival, it can be difficult to know where to turn first, such is the enchantment of being surrounded by the quantity and diversity of the art on display. Indeed, ‘Lands of Enchantment’ was the theme of the exhibition and nowhere was this expressed more beautifully than in Ted Nasmith’s fabulous ‘Fair Valley of Rivendell’, the centrepiece of his new works on display this year. His original epic scene, ‘Rivendell,’ has long been a favourite and this new interpretation, which thankfully is available as a limited edition print, must be a most irresistible companion to its now sold out counterpart. Also hot from Ted’s easel was another old favourite being given a new perspective. ‘The Glittering Caves’ is a far brighter and, to my mind, much more inviting version of Ted’s first treatment of this scene, ‘The Caves of Aglarond’. 

   In complete contrast to Ted’s high realism is the very stylised work of Ruth Lacon. During the last year, Ruth has experimented further with the use of acrylics which allow for a more three dimensional and fluid feel to her work. It was, though, in her more familiar gouache that she created her superb set of eight Roverdandom paintings which were widely considered her best works yet. Not surprisingly, these had all sold by the end of the four days. 

   The many vivid oils paintings of Jef Murray’s on display provided a veritable wall of vibrant colour. Most represent some of the quieter, more reflective moments found throughout the first three Ages, though there were dramatic scenes among them too; his ‘Landing of Elendil,’ a triumph of swirling green and yellow sea beneath a storm laden purple sky! 

   New to Moreton this year were the works of Peter Pracownik, whose unique style provided yet another interpretation of Middle-earth. Such is Peter’s fame in other fields, there is an inevitable feeling of ‘Rock ‘n’ Roll meets Tolkien’ about his work. His purples and greens are very different from those employed by Jef and I personally find his work to be darker and definitely more mysterious than that of the other artists.

   But wonderful art is not the only reason to attend this event.  On the ground floor, there is always a diversity of stalls selling a range of Tolkien memorabilia from books and CD’s to costumes and weapons, while upstairs there is a busy schedule of events. On the opening night, we were once again treated to a live performance of Tolkien inspired songs when Alex Lewis and Ted Nasmith took to the stage with their guitars. Ted sang old favourites from his album while Alex unveiled some recently composed ones. Throughout the weekend, the artists gave insightful talks on their art which, this year, were greatly enhanced by the addition of a power point presentation. By popular demand, Chloe of the Midnight Storytellers once again delighted audiences with her spell-binding tales, including an excellent rendition of how the nearby Rollright Stones came to be. 

   On Saturday, a highlight for everyone was Angie Gardner’s fascinating talk on the recently released ‘Black and White Ogre Country, the lost tales of Hilary Tolkien’. Angie not only edited this book but is also working on the forthcoming biography of the author of these delightful tales. We learnt that the publication of this eagerly awaited book has been somewhat delayed due to the recent unearthing of yet another box of source material relating to Hilary. Oh dear, what a delicious problem to have! I’m sure we can all forebear to wait a little longer and, having had a chance to peer into said box a few days after the exhibition, I can confirm that this is certainly going to be a one of the most fascinating Tolkien books to appear for some time. I happily confess to experiencing something of a fan girl moment when I actually held in my hand a pipe, inscribed with the letter ‘H,’ that the Professor had apparently given to his brother! The owner of this box of goodies, Chris Tolkien, attended the opening night again this year and I’m sure we are all most grateful to him for allowing his personal collection of family memorabilia to be made available in this way. The deluxe edition of ‘Black and White Ogre Country’ was on sale at the exhibition, as were all Jef’s original sketches and pencil drawings which so charmingly illustrate the text. These were selling like hotcakes, yet Jef still gave generously of his time to sketch the occasional willow or perhaps a rabbit on the first page of the book for anyone who asked.

   Sunday is traditionally the day of the costume masquerade and the quiz. The outfits on display were as exquisite as ever and this year the artist judges were confronted with two delightful Berúthiels to choose between, first prize ultimately being awarded to Ruth Hunt, a member of the Minas Tirith Seamstresses Guild. In the afternoon, five teams took part in the quiz, the questions most skilfully set by Angie to allow all to participate and yet none to score full marks [much to her evident joy!]

   The Monday is always less busy which allows those of us who have whiled away far too much time chatting during the previous three days a chance to wander around quietly and fully appreciate the art. Finally, it was time to say goodbye to friends who may not be seen until the next ‘Moretonmoot,’ but this time the sadness at parting was greatly offset by the news that we only have to wait until later in the year for another exhibition. 

   It is difficult to sum up precisely the lure of these events which compel so many of us to return time after time. In spite of this being the fifth of these exhibitions I have attended, I can only say that whenever I step across the threshold of the Redesdale Hall, it feels like coming home.  As a testimonial to how worthwhile a visit is, I can perhaps do no better than to mention our lone visitor from Brazil who enjoyed herself so much she is already planning a return trip next year! 

