Castles in the Mist: A review of the Tolkien and fantasy inspired art exhibition at The Redesdale Hall, Moreton-in-Marsh, 4th - 7th April 2008

The bustling Cotswolds hamlet of Moreton-in-Marsh is certainly worth visiting in its own right but as home to a series of Tolkien-inspired art exhibitions it has become a key destination for Tolkfolk from all over the UK and far beyond.

Truly this exhibition was the finest yet; offering an incredible array of Tolkien and fantasy related art, activities and artefacts spread across both floors of the glorious and wheelchair-accessible Redesdale Hall (and even, on occasion, spilling out into the street and local hostelries).
Let’s start with the original art that is absolutely the living heart of the exhibition: this year veteran exhibitors Ted Nasmith and Ruth Lacon were joined by Jef Murray. In addition to the wonderful originals, representative pieces of all three of these artists were also available as limited edition prints and limited edition prints of Roger Garland’s work were also on display.
As a regular visitor to this exhibition, it is quite incredible to see the continual growth in Ted and Ruth’s art, and what particularly struck me this year was the way in which working intensively for a big commission or exhibition seems to act as a crucible that refines artistic talent.

This ‘refinement of excellence’ was shown in Ted Nasmith’s Castles series of 13 paintings, commissioned by Random House, to illustrate the guide to George RR Martin’s Fire and Ice universe. Looking at Ted’s work, with its photorealistic yet still movingly interpretative, atmospheric style, can often provoke a sense of wonder and the ubiquitous response of, ‘How does he do that?’. But when one considers the artistic and practical demands of producing 13, different, major, fine-art paintings - each in accurate accord with the author’s vision and all in a period of around ten months – then that wonder turns to awe.
I suspect that there will never be another opportunity in which to see the Castles series exhibited in the majesty of a complete entity again; once the book is published, Westeros fans are sure to snap them up. But Tolkien enthusiasts, whilst appreciating this series as amongst Ted’s finest work, have Ted’s artwork for the 2009 Tolkien calendar to look forward to.
Ruth Lacon’s work also continues to evolve and this year saw the exhibition of surely her finest piece yet: Niggle’s First Sight of the Tree. I am a longtime fan of Ruth’s art and it does not surprise me that this piece sold, at its first unveiling, for record price. It absolutely captures all that is magical in her oeuvre – glorious detail, humour, jewel colours and a graceful composition – and all executed in that curious blend of creativity, humility and child-like wonder that is unique to Ruth.
Several more of Ruth’s major pieces were sold at this exhibition (including another major and ‘definitive’ work, The Battle of the Five Armies), and though we will be sorry not to see them exhibited at Moreton again, we can look forward to what will come next and delight in the fact that this talented artist is gaining the recognition that she deserves, despite not yet being published by Harper Collins. Although clearly Ruth’s work is in contrast to the high realism currently favoured by the Tolkien estate, exhibited alongside Ted’s it illustrates that the richness of Tolkien’s work can engender diversity of artistic approaches.

Jef Murray’s art further reinforces this diversity and it was particularly valuable to see a large volume of it exhibited en masse in order to appreciate its distinctive style. Having recently featured - strikingly - on the covers of Amon Hen and Mallorn, there are many people interested in seeing Jef’s work ‘in the flesh’ so to speak and I would say that his approach seems to express a very personal and spiritual connection to those aspects of Tolkien’s work which are themselves a conduit to that which is ‘other’ and which recognise the artist’s role as sub-creator.
Although Jef’s style sits outside of the high realism and illustrative schools of Tolkien art, his elegance and simplicity of composition, his strange, Gaudiesque, melting organic forms and his rich oil colours all draw the viewer in and engage a profound sense of mystery.
And the creativity and diversity didn’t stop there because every item from the programme of events celebrated Tolkien in a different way: from storytelling and reading, topical talks, archery, the incredible ‘Middle Earth Furniture’ – to lots more besides – books of course, weaponry, costumes, live eagles, live music and a unique opportunity to see personal artefacts on loan from the Tolkien family. 
It is perhaps unfair to pick out individual items from the programme but I think that it would be harder to find a more fitting demonstration of shared fellowship than the costume masquerade at which the judging panel of Jef, Ruth and Ted appeared quite moved by the level of dedication, skill and love evident in each of the many participants’ costumes and to which a necessarily brief description here could not possibly do justice.
But I must mention another item too, because the ensemble performances of Maddie Anderson, Alex Lewis and Ted Nasmith are so very special and a very precious part of the Moreton experience. It’s high time someone invested in a decent live recording of these beautiful and often spontaneous moments that we all enjoy so much. 

Which brings me to my final reflection on this year’s exhibition and that is the overwhelming sense of shared joy and open, generosity of spirit present. Yes, there is ‘something for everyone’ on offer but never is there any pressure to buy;  instead just by turning up and enjoying yourself you become a valued contributor and participant in a unique forum of fellowship. So whether you take home a valuable painting or just a bellyful of complimentary food and wine, you will certainly be taking home with you happy memories of a wonderful experience.
Report by Lynn Whitaker

