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Malcolm Lindley
Last time I went to this Tolkien Art Exhibition in Moreton-in-Marsh I likened it to arriving in Bree, with buildings of stone and flag-stoned floors, and the visit to the second such Exhibition has only reinforced that experience.  This time Andy, the organiser, has surpassed himself with the location: Redesdale Hall.  Built in 1887 and originally the Market Hall, the large stone building with aworking clock-tower is found in the heart of Moreton-in-Marsh on the main thoroughfare (the old Fosse Way) with free car parking and such a short step to 3-4 nearby pubs! 
The signboards and hanging hoarding invite you into the Exhibition of Tolkien Art: “One Morning Long Ago…”   On entry you are directed up heavy wooden stairs, through a large panelled wooden door and into Middle-earth in Moreton.  Dave, the security guard, asks you to sign in with address and how you heard about the event, and Jonathan offers a selection of wine or soft and hot drinks with nibbles put together by Roz with some special sauces added by Charlotte.  This is a Hobbits delight but you shortly face your first dilemma: to view the selection of books from ADC or Daeron’s, read the boards about The Tolkien Society, pass straight through to the Art of Ted Nasmith and Ruth Lacon, or stop and wonder at the Upper Hall itself – a large space filled with blue panels containing the paintings but, lift your eyes above on any of the sunny days and the upper section of the windows have stained glass crests representing local families at the time of building and, above that, the dark oaken beams that form the high roof within.  Beorn’s Hall, or Meduseld is up to you, but with long colourful flags representing different parts of Middle-earth, verily, the Art Exhibition has found its home for these events: the setting is awesome.
The atmosphere is made up of several things.  The people organising and running the event:  all are friendly and helpful and many a comment was overheard regarding the “warmth of the welcome.”  And, hark! What is that sound? A light bell?  You spin around, searching for the source, and slowly raise your eyes to the wooden gallery above the entrance where a large eagle has spread her wings to settle more comfortably on her masters leather glove.  A delightful sight made more wonderful during the weekend when she mingles with the visitors, standing on their outstretched hand, to the scared delight of the youngsters who stare, wide-eyed, at their first “wild” representatives of Tolkien’s world, courtesy of the nearby falconry.  Yes.  Cries of “The eagles are coming” were occasionally heard and many a visitor felt the weight of 5.5 pounds of 12 month old Chilean Eagle as she clutched their hand-in-glove and looked around with sharp eyes and sharp beak, occasionally wafting cold air as she spread large wings to move from glove to glove.
Again, you become aware of another sound: singing floating gently over the low conversations.  Throughout the weekend we were treated to the voices and guitars and songs of Ted and Alex with excellent harmonies provided by Maddy.  Also Ted sang his own songs, an artist in more ways than one, and our collective breathe was held as the words of “Queen Beruthiel” with his nimble guitar playing drifted to silence on the Sunday.
The Art Exhibition itself was divided between Ted’s realism and Ruth Lacon’s flat no shadow style, reminiscent of Tolkien’s own if you compare her “The Mill, Hobbiton”, but going far beyond if you study “Passage of the Argonath”, with its various hues of blues and greys and the tiny boats in the chasm through which the Anduin flows.  Compare this with the brightness of Ruth’s other pictures: the vivid yellow of Glaurung and the deep royal blue of the soldiers trampled underfoot!  Ruth’s Oliphaunt is scared in flight and it is wonderful to stand in front of the new colourful original of “The Three Trolls” holding Bilbo upside down, with the purse putting in it’s two’penneth!  I long to see “The Hobbit” with Ruth’s excellent illustrations adding to Tolkien’s own – a worthy and complementary Hobbit that would be well received.  So open your eyes and hearts all ye at HarperCollins –visit in September and see for yourself!

Turn the corner and you are in Ted’s world where several new pictures abound.  The favourite, sold to a buyer from Hong Kong over the phone had to be “The Blue Wizards”, a subject long ignored and now pride of place.  This is a wonderful original that had to be stood in front of many times.  Two blue wizards striding towards the East may represent the title of the piece, but to me and many others it was the mountains themselves that made the picture.  Ted has surpassed himself here.  You can see the torrent of a mountain stream flowing over a long drop and I swear I could hear the thunderous roar of the water as it falls, and the clouds of spray is hundreds of feet high as it drifts eastward.  You could simply stand there and feel the realism of this piece and the buyer, with a substantial hole burnt in the vaults of his bank account, should feel honoured to own such a piece of original work.  Add to this a new view of Gondolin, a new print of the Black Riders attacking Gandalf on horseback at Weathertop, and views of the Green Hill Country, and many an hour could be spent taking in all the breathtaking scenes and tales.  It is long overdue but we all sorely need “The Art of Ted Nasmith” in book form so that those of more modest means can reach into our pockets and take Ted’s illustrations home to study at our leisure (Are you listening HarperCollins??).  Until then, visit the next Exhibition.  While large size original pieces went for double the value of my own sturdy white charger, you could purchase smaller original studies for £140-350, and there were 19 different limited edition prints at £250, though my favourite: The Gathering of the Rohirrim (yup, more mountains!!) was £450.
This was more than just an exhibition though.  It was Fellowship and family too.  The Friday night party introduced the paintings to locals and invited guests alike and on the Saturday, after closing, Andy had arranged a meal for all helpers courtesy of The Bell Inn – an establishment where Ted, Alex and I discovered “Doom Bar” and, strangely, the ale soon ran out!  The Inn did us proud and provided “Herbs and Stewed Rabbit” and also “Seed Cake” for hungry hobbits and dwarves.  We later retired to a corner and while the Eurovision Song Contest entertained the public at one end of the pub, Alex, Ted & Maddy were soon entertaining us with songs at the other.  Keith, the landlord, afterwards commented that many of the locals preferred us to Eurovision!  Maddy, once again, made tears spring to my eyes with her rendition of “Bilbo’s Last Song”, using the full vocal range of her voice and her own tune.  Ted enthralled us with “Queen Beruthiel”, a song I now know the chorus to but eagerly await Ted’s long-wanted CD so that I can play the song again and again without the need to ply Ted with ale!
The weekend included readings from Tolkien’s stories and poems, including a very dramatic rendition of Riddles in the Dark.  On Sunday the  Tolkien Quiz had many teams taking part, with three high scoring ones, two of whom tied for first place, so that a play off was required.  As it was a three person team against one person, and the latter won, all I can say is that Gary’s Tolkien knowledge is encyclopaedic.  In true Gary fashion, after winning the limited edition print of his choice he then donated it to the Tolkien Society to auction at Oxonmoot.  Well done for such a close fought competition and our thanks to Gary’s generosity of spirit!
The two weekdays brought a slightly different tone as the Exhibition was visited by a 30 strong crowd of 10 year old red-jumpered children from St.David’s School in Moreton, who came back after school dragging their parents and friends!  A-Level art students from St.Peter’s School in Solihull also joined us and, after talks by both Ruth and Ted, proceeded to study in details and ask many questions.  One young lady was an artist in the 3D ceramic format and was studying Ted’s new painting of Gandalf and the Balrog on the mountaintop.  I so hope to see a 3D version of this in the future, and advised her of the Oxonmoot Art Show!  
The event added 13 new members, signing up there and then but with the number of leaflets handed out by the ever pro-active security guard, Dave, I am sure our new MemSec will be inundated with many more.  This is just the sort of event I feel the Society should be supporting whole-heartedly, as it shows those who like Tolkien at their best: artistry, singing, fellowship, warmth, food and cheer.  Many members turned up from far and wide to take advantage of Ruth and Ted’s versions of Middle-earth and I hope that more will join us “the weekend after Oxonmoot as is!”, to celebrate Bilbo & Frodo’s Birthday at The Long-Awaited Party.  When?  Sept 22nd of course!
