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…Míriel was accepted by Vaire [the weaver] …and all tidings of [the Elves] 
down the years from their beginning were brought to her, and she wove them 
in webs historial, so fair and skilled that they seemed to live, 
imperishable…And still she is at work… (Tolkien 1993 p.250). 

 

Stepping through the portal, on the edge of the white hill, a rainbow appeared, and I was 

standing at its end. This is where faerie gold is found.  

Years later, one of the trees that had formed the portal fell. It was sad, evoking, 

somehow, the divide that lies between humankind and faerie. At the beginning of 

J.R.R. Tolkien’s ‘The Lord of the Rings’ the Hobbits have no apparent wish to move 

beyond the boundaries of the Shire, or even to wonder what lies beyond them.1 Maps 

of the world ‘outside’ the Shire are blank and the Hobbits scorn those who long for the 

Elves. But the Shire is under threat, and only saved, eventually, by those who dared to 

venture deep into faerie. By the time the tale ends, the Elves have sailed to Valinor and 

can no longer be physically encountered by mortals, but now they will be mourned by 

some in the Shire (Tolkien 1991).2 For good reason: Tolkien’s creation myth tells us 

that the fate of the Earth is dependent upon our alliance (Tolkien 1983). But he leaves 

only faint clues as to how this might be accomplished, as though this is for us to 

discover. I believed I had heard the call of faerie at the end of the rainbow, and this 

mattered. From a mythological perspective faerie remains essential to the material 

world, and Tolkien sees part of the answer to this as being because they offer a path to 

“a sudden glimpse of the underlying reality...” (Tolkien 1947 p.77). Psychologist Wilson 

van Dusen tells us: “People who have enjoyed mystical experiences want to aid the 

design of creation... to contribute something to the All.” (Van Dusen 1999, quoted in 

Anderson and Braud 2011 p.150). I wanted to try to answer the call I had heard, and I 

wanted this to count for something. 

Tolkien coined the term sub-creation that construes art as a participatory, dynamic 

process (Tolkien 1947). The scholar Becca Tarnas writes:  

Tolkien saw himself and other artists and authors as creators under God. 
Such artists are not the instigators of primary creation, but rather 
instruments through whom divine imagination can be channelled and 
shaped. (Tarnas 2019 p.27).  

In accord with this, he intended to leave his stories unfinished, so that this process of 

sub-creation could continue. This is creation in the context of relationship with the 

divine: 

I would draw some of the great tales in fullness, and leave many only placed 
in the scheme, and sketched. The cycles should be linked to a majestic whole, 

 
1 The Shire is the home of the Hobbits, a partial representation of man. (Tolkien 1951). Quoted in Carpenter, H. 
(1980) p.147. 
2 Valinor is where the gods live. It is removed from Middle-Earth, the material universe. (Tolkien 1983).  
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and yet leave scope for other minds and hands, wielding paint and music and 
drama. (Tolkien 1951 quoted in Carpenter 1981 p.144) 

What is the perilous realm? Tarnas says that the Mundus Imaginalis of Henri Corbin 

(1972): “…is a world which is not simply made up or invented but rather discovered 

through imagining perception or active imagination. [it] can be understood as being 

essentially synonymous with the realm Tolkien called Faerie.”  (Tarnas 2019 p. xiii).  

This place lies between the material and spiritual worlds and is not fanciful but 

requires a shift of perception. The scholar Angela Voss (2009) convincingly describes 

the necessity of this shift of perception in the study of the esoteric and Tolkien is 

likewise plain: to enter faerie it is not enough for us to suspend disbelief; an authentic 

desire is required:  

to hold communion with other living things...the primal desire at the heart 
of Faerie: the realization, independent of the conceiving mind, of imagined 
wonder. (Tolkien 1947 p.35). 

This was the quest that under-pinned my creative project.  

I sat in the cave high in a sacred location, on a stone that I come to know as the Throne, 

and later still as the Giefstol.3  I closed my eyes. Arwen Undómiel appeared and took my 

hand before vanishing again.4   All was still. This is the bright black of the centre place. 

All spins, black and white, to and fro. I opened my eyes. I was utterly still, but the world 

turned about me. It was disorienting. Cold wind, treetops and black crows turned to the 

north, but the grey clouds turned to the south.  I felt in the presence of divinity.  

In Tolkien’s world, myth is inextricably linked to the land: “Dreams and legends spring 

to life out of the grass.” (Tolkien 1991 p.454). I decided to root myself a local place, 

where I had heard the call of faerie.  Tolkien’s Elves are inextricably linked to both the 

stars, under which they are created, and to the land: “Whether they’ve made the land, 

or the land’s made them, it’s hard to say…” (Tolkien 1991 p. 380). So I began with my 

feet upon the grass, and I immersed myself in stories. There is no folklore about the 

place itself, but I learned of two landscape zodiacs associated with Pendle Hill, each 

with associated mythology about the stars.5 Thomas Sharpe’s (2012) Pendle Zodiac 

places the constellations Lyra and Cygnus close to my location. Robert Lord’s (1976) 

places the feet of Taurus the bull, Leo the lion and Sagittarius the centaur overlapping 

on this exact spot. These figures turn in different directions: the bull and the lion anti-

clockwise, and the centaur clockwise. Although Lord’s zodiac places their feet here, 

when I look at the trees all I see is a crown: our imaginal perceptions form a link 

 
3 An Anglo-Saxon word meaning the throne, or gift-stool: the seat of an Anglo-Saxon King from which gifts 
were dispensed in return for service. It can also signify the throne of God, or Christ, with implications for 
reciprocal links and gifts between spirit and matter. (Kaske 1985).  
4 Arwen is a descendent of the divine being, named Melian. She is also an Elf but finally chooses to become 
human, thus having a threefold nature. 
5 Landscape zodiacs are poorly understood and there is little or no academic work on their nature or purpose. 
“[they are] a group of zodiacal signs or effigies inscribed upon the landscape.” (Pennick, N. and Lord, R. 1976 
P.6).  
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between spirit and matter: between the crown and the feet.  Aragorn, Tolkien’s sacred 

King, crowned due to the success of the quest, was also named Strider.   

The spinning images of Lord’s zodiac evoked Lancashire’s historic fabric industry, as 

well as my own experience of spinning, in the cave at my location. I endeavoured to 

maximise congruency between my imaginal perceptions, my purpose, my method, 

mythology, and the Pendle landscape. I chose to embroider a veil with symbols that 

arose from these. A veil is a liminal item, somewhat mysterious: it both conceals and 

reveals. Like the veil of Isis, the veil of the Temple of Jerusalem, or the veil of the 

Virgin Mary, it occupies the space between the physical and divine world, like faerie 

itself. It expresses the thin, delicate nature of that divide.    There is a subtlety to 

embroidery that somehow suits the faint call of faerie. 

Needlework, in our culture, in common with faerie, is somewhat devalued. My own 

attitude towards needlework was negative: I had no prior interest and was a complete 

novice. Cultural historian Kassia St. Clair (2019), in her study of the history of fabric 

and sewing, points out the hidden, underestimated nature of this art, partly as a 

predominantly female craft, but also because it does not survive well over time. We 

tend to take fabric for granted, yet it was the earliest form of technology, dating to 

Neolithic times (St. Clair 2019). Stories and mythology range from Rumpelstiltskin to 

Sleeping Beauty, from Penelope to the Three Fates, from the Wyrd Sisters to the Celtic 

Spinning Castle. These are arts of creation and metamorphosis, of cosmic and 

individual destiny, where matter and mind are created, measured, and recovered. 

These arts tweak the web of wyrd, that ‘gleam’ which Tolkien calls ‘Ea’ in his creation 

myth (Tolkien 1983).6  He writes of magical ropes, banners, and cloaks, of spells cast 

with woven hair. These arts are subtle and understated. For example, Arwen, 

Aragorn’s Elvish Queen, creates a banner symbolising the unity of the mortal and faery 

kingdoms and this is handed to Aragorn shortly before the key events that enable his 

accession, but any causal link is unspoken. The mother of Fëanor, the Elf who created 

the Silmarils, which I shall discuss shortly, was Míriel Perinde: ‘the broiderer,’ who 

embroidered stories of the Elves.  

I was interested in the concept of faery gift, so central to faery lore, as discussed by 

Theologian Alison Milbank (2009). These gifts are reciprocal; an exchange between 

faerie and the material world which binds them together. Tolkien was a scholar of Old 

English, and faerie gifts evoke the Anglo-Saxon custom of peace-weaving: the purpose 

of the bride was to entwine people, ideally through love, but failing this, through 

diplomacy, as discussed by the author Kathleen Herbert (1997). Both Arwen and Míriel 

can be understood as peace-weavers. These exchanges resonated with my hope to be 

useful, but the stakes are high, and it is deeply personal. So it proved, and at first I was 

overwhelmed and did not know where to start. My head felt full of many-coloured 

tangled threads: landscape, stories, and imaginal experiences. I had determined my 

 
6 Ea means to be, or to become (Tolkien 1983). 
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quest and my rationale, but for now, just like the Hobbits in the Old Forest I had to go 

where I was led. 7 

During the season of Leo, I swam in the river, where the Ribble, the Hodder and the 

Calder, meet. In Lord’s zodiac, this spot is close to the heart of the lion. In turn, water 

from the cup of Aquarius flows upstream into the Ribble. There was a sense of wellbeing 

and joy in the glittering water.  

In its sense of joy, this experience evoked the Grail. Half a mile away lay another Grail 

symbol: the head of the lion. In its mouth lies Stonyhurst College, where it is said that 

Tolkien frequently visited his sons, writing and even teaching on occasion (Samantha 

Leach 2019). Tolkien’s imagination was active, right here in Pendle, his words flowing 

from the mouth of the king, reminiscent of the story of the head of Bran. This 

connection between the land, Tolkien and the Grail spun itself into an Ariadne’s 

thread, and I followed it into faerie.  

I sat in the circle of trees, meditating. I perceived the place where I sat as having a 

threefold nature: a portal, a crown of trees and a cave with its throne. Three zodiac 

figures overlap here. The Elvish being I meet here at times is Arwen Undómiel whose own 

nature is three-fold.   

According to the English scholar Verlyn Flieger (2012) one form that the Grail takes in 

Tolkien’s tales are the Silmarils: and there are three of them. They are jewels crafted by 

Fëanor, who filled them with the sacred light of the two trees of Valinor. Laurelin is 

the tree of man, and Telperion is the tree of the Elves and their light is blended in the 

Silmarils (Tolkien 1983). Trouble follows when, misled by the enemy, Fëanor and his 

sons turn against the gods, claim possession of the jewels, and swear a blasphemous 

oath: 

…vowing to pursue with vengeance and hatred to the ends of the World, 
Vala, Demon, Elf or Man as yet unborn, or any creature, great or small, good 
or evil, that time should bring forth until the end of days, whoso should hold 
or take or keep a Silmaril from their possession. (Tolkien 1983 p. 97-98). 

War follows. Fëanor perishes, leaving his seven sons bound by the oath, though 

Maedhros and Maglor rue it. We are warned: “…the Silmarils are cursed with an oath 

of hatred, and he that even names them in desire moves a great power from 

slumber…” (Tolkien 1983 p.203). Each Silmaril has a different fate. One is named the 

Star of High Hope after Eärendil, a man, and Elwing his Elvish wife return it to 

Valinor. The second joins the life-giving flame at the heart of the Earth when 

Maedhros, holding it, casts himself into a chasm. The final Silmaril was cast into the 

sea by Maglor, who then wandered the seashore, longing for it. Flieger’s view is that 

despite their sacred light, the Silmarils cause darkness: “…they generate more heat 

than illumination.” (Flieger 2017 p.111). They are perilous. But having chosen this 

thread my choice was either to follow it or remain searching for others. There is no 
 

7 The Old Forest is the first place the Hobbits must cross when they leave the Shire. There are no paths, and 
the trees force them into the deepest part of the forest. 
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safe path in the perilous realm. This was the one I had chosen, and I placed the 

Silmarils at the heart of my design. Once this was decided, the subjective experience 

was that there was no other possible course. I had made my commitment and that 

same week a synchronicity occurred: a new footpath opened from my village towards 

the place where I had been working. 8 In the words of the Elven Lady Galadriel, “[you] 

have chosen and the tides of fate are flowing.” (Tolkien 1991 p.385).  

 

Figure 1. The first veil.  

I began to sew. Accompanying my choice of the Silmarils, my perception of the crown 

at my location was foremost in my mind so I embroidered the crowns of those linked 

to the fate of the Silmarils. I worked for a month, but I did not like the veil. Although 

my fabric was objectively robust, I was besieged by a worry that it would not endure. 

The images lacked the life and dynamism of my experiences. I wondered whether I 

was simply frustrated by my lack of skill but realised that something enduring was 

missing from the veil: divinity. Thus far, divinity had remained beyond the veil. I 

started again. This was a pivotal moment, from here the veil progressed smoothly.  

There was another synchronicity: I had been previously unaware of what, in retrospect 

must have been a long-standing problem with the drains from my house: this 

suddenly came to light and was quickly repaired. 

As an example of how the various threads of myth, experience and landscape were 

intermingled on the veil, Figure 2 depicts the Silmaril which became the star Gil-Estel, 

the Star of High Hope (Tolkien 1983). There is no rainbow in Tolkien’s story, but this is 

a familiar symbol of hope. In the distant past of Tolkien’s world, all roads were bent 

and Valinor removed from the physical world. A straight road remained, which the 

Elves could follow. Elwing is pictured here as the white bird she transformed into 

during this journey, which also reflects Cygnus in Sharpe’s Pendle Zodiac, and 

Swanside Beck. This place is in the Forest of Bowland, an ancient royal hunting 

ground, corresponding to the connection with Sagittarius the bowman in Lord’s 

zodiac. Sagittarius the centaur, bridges the natures of human, and animal, eventually 

 
8  “Synchronicity [is] the simultaneous occurrence of a certain psychic state with one or more external events 
which appear as meaningful parallels to the momentary subjective state” (C.J. Jung 1955 p.36). 
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becoming a constellation. Eärendil began as mortal but became an Elf and like the 

centaur, became a creature of the stars. The Silmaril is depicted within Eärendil’s 

rainbow crown of light. 

 

Figure 2: Eärendil’s Crown. 

 

The task then was simply of quiet devotion. The veil was time consuming, requiring 

several hours of sewing each day over the next two months. My negative attitude to 

needlework had turned to love, but not love for needlework for its own sake. It was 

love for my purpose, peace-weaving between faerie and humanity. I experienced no 

insights or even many thoughts while sewing. My mind was still and quiet. The 

experience was oddly timeless: hours seemed to pass without notice. Although the veil 

is now finished, it is as though part of me still embroiders it, as though it is eternal.  
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Figure 3. The Finished veil. 

I felt it was necessary to consecrate the finished veil to mark its offering it as a sacred 

gift. To this end I took it to my location, later conducting a small ceremony. The 

subjective experience was that the veil was accepted.  

 

Figure 4. Consecration. 
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The day following consecration, in December, I walked towards my location. A swirl of 

golden autumnal leaves fell around me. I looked up: simultaneously, green buds were 

appearing.   

The following passage describes Arwen’s death:   

There at last when the [golden] Mallorn leaves were falling, but spring had 
not yet come, she laid herself to rest upon Cerin Amroth; and there is her 
green grave, until the world is changed, and all the days of her life are utterly 
forgotten by men… (Tolkien 1991 P1100). 

In the story, this moment is impossible, because these leaves fall only when spring 

comes. The moment in my walk, presumably a product of climate change, resonant of 

Arwen’s death, had been depicted on the veil as shown in Figure 5. This event was 

ambiguous, somewhat bittersweet. Arwen’s death marked the end of the age of Elves 

in the material world, and during my walk, this moment appeared to manifest through 

the medium of climate change, almost as if to imply a link between the two. The 

subjective experience was simultaneously sad and enriching. I felt the loss of the Elves 

both as a human, but also as if from the perspective of the Elves, perhaps as 

experienced by Arwen herself, with her mixed nature. Our mutual loss seemed, for a 

fleeting moment, to both eclipse loss and to keenly heighten it. In the story Arwen 

bequeaths her place on the ship to Valinor, which she has relinquished to Frodo, from 

where humanity was previously barred. Although our natures remain separate, the 

possibility for each is to know something of the other.    

 

Figure 5.  

Weeks later, during a guided meditation, an Elf appeared. He called himself Gildor 

Inglorion. He bowed and asked me to dance before taking my hand and leading me 

swiftly, effortlessly, up a steep hill.  At the summit were two divine beings: A God and 

Goddess. Everything was light. We bowed before them. The air was of joyful reunion. 

Whilst I had been aware of following flashes of insight during the project, such as that 

which helped me connect the river first to the Grail and then the Silmarils, I had not 
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been aware of any individual faery presence. When Gildor Inglorion appeared, I was 

not expecting it. Gildor plays a small part in the action in Tolkien’s stories, but I 

learned he is of the House of Fëanor. Furthermore, Flieger (2012) believes that his role 

is to bestow the title ‘Elf-friend.’ This title awards membership of a special company; 

earned through acts of service and mediation between the Elves and humanity.  This 

encounter left me feeling full of light. When I presented the veil to my cohort several 

participants commented that it emanated an air of sanctity. I was asked what I 

thought the source of this was. It will be apparent that there was much that was 

carefully considered in this project, but in hindsight, something had occurred which 

had not been rationalised or planned. 

Placing the Silmarils within the crowns of Maedhros and Maglor has implications.  

The crown is a symbol of connection with spirit, and here the brothers can hold the 

jewels and simultaneously return them to the gods. As described by Voss (2009) at this 

anagogical level, the distinction between the individual and the divine is removed, 

resolving all paradox and conflict in spiritual unity. The restoration of the Silmarils 

and the release from the oath represents the victory of love over the desire for power 

and possession. It transmutes what Flieger called ‘heat’ to spiritual illumination.   

Iluvatar, as God, remains beyond my veil. At its centre is the Imperishable Flame, 

which he sent to give life, to all: Earth, humanity, and Elves, arising from the darkness 

I had seen in meditation. From here emanate the crowns of Arwen and Aragorn. The 

implications of this too, had not been planned, but now I recognise the divine flame, 

shining and expressed through the entwined crowns of faery and human 

consciousness. The crowned, restored Silmarils spin, or dance, and the leaves and 

flowers of nature emanate from this dance. This does not necessarily imply any 

mechanics of causality in the making of the pattern, and this point is worthy of further 

discussion and debate. If it is a dance, it raises the question of where the invitation 

came from? From where comes our wish to dance? These are enormous theological 

questions which I cannot hope to do justice to here. But my subjective experience was  

of something beyond myself, something ‘other’ to which I was relating. I am reminded 

of the remarks made by Gandalf when Bilbo the Hobbit ‘accidentally’ found the evil 

Ring that had been made by the enemy. This ‘chance’ moment led to its ultimate 

destruction: 

It was the strangest event in the whole history of the Ring…there was 
something else at work, beyond any desire of the Ring-maker…Bilbo was 
meant to find the Ring, and not by its maker… (Tolkien 1991 p. 69). 9 

Gandalf’s implication is that this is a divine intervention. 

A clue to the path that results in the restoration of the Silmarils can be found in the 

story of Gil-Estel. Gil-Estel was successfully restored by the alliance of Eärendil and 

Elwing: a man and an Elf. They did not attempt to keep it but restored it to the gods.  

Míriel Perinde, the mother of Fëanor, is a complex character with her own desire for 

 
9 Gandalf is an incarnate immortal being (Tolkien 1991). 
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recovery, which she approaches eventually through her embroidery. In my opening 

quotation Tolkien describes her threads both as historial, and conversely as alive, and 

imperishable. The implication is that their nature is that of Imperishable flame that 

gives life: they are of spirit. She records and she recovers: she practises sub-creation, 

weaving perhaps, the luminous threads of wyrd, the gleam of what Tolkien calls Ea, 

given by Iluvatar.  The threads Míriel chooses, the patterns she embroiders, the 

meanings she makes of them, have implications. The same applies to each of us. 

I knew enough about the Silmarils and, potentially at least, could have either worked 

this out in advance, or recovered it from my own mind. From the perspective of some 

researchers these images are simply the reflection, albeit an enriched version, of the 

contents of my own mind.  Anderson and Braud warn that: 

…it is unwise to reify what is responsible for…sources of inner guidance… 
although they give the appearance of being autonomous beings or entities, 
these are other aspects of ourselves—other modes of our own knowing, 
doing, and being... (Anderson and Braud 2011 p. 240). 

Conversely, if we do not believe in, or acknowledge the autonomous nature of the 

Elves, then the restoration of the Silmarils is doomed to failure before the quest 

begins. To see the Elves as part of my own mind would be experienced in the perilous 

realm as an attempt to possess the Silmarils, thus activating the oath. Whilst my 

experience can be explained in different, and potentially contradictory ways 

dependent upon the framework used, the experience itself can only be inextricably 

linked to its framework. As Robert Romanyshyn (2007) quoted in Andersen and Braud 

(2011) states: 

No, my point is not that this [empirical] method is incorrect. Rather, I am 
arguing that method is a way of making some things count while discounting 
other things. Method is a perspective that both reveals a topic and conceals 
it. (Romanyshyn 2007 P. 311.) 

The methodological frameworks we employ might, too, be said to be veils, and we 

must carefully consider how we make them, and how we wear them. If we cannot 

imagine that something may lie beyond them, we will at best gain knowledge, at worst 

heat, but we will not gain illumination. As Voss says, in this instance the consequence 

is that esoteric insights remain “opaque” (Voss, 2009 p.2). Tolkien’s participatory 

framework of sub-creation invites us to embroider with Miriel’s luminous threads. 

Finally, what of the faint glimmers of illumination I experienced during this project, 

and will they last? Tolkien says:  

The fairy gold (too often) turns to withered leaves when it is brought away. 
All that I can ask is that you, knowing all these things, will receive my 
withered leaves, as a token at least that my hand once held a little of the gold. 
(J.R.R. Tolkien 1947 p. 207). 
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As Voss (2009) indicates, the fate of faerie gold depends upon how we make meaning 

of our experiences. Faerie gold is an inheritance, and if we are fortunate enough to be 

given it, we can nurture it as we choose. A final clue lies in the observation made by 

Van Dusen (1999) I began with: to experience faerie gold we must give it back. This is 

another paradox that can only be resolved at the anagogical level.   

Each choice, and each unanswered question leads to discoveries still waiting to be 

made. For instance, what was the role of the consecration of the veil? What were the 

nature and origin of the flashes of insight that led me further into faerie? What is the 

nature and role of the mysterious landscape zodiacs, whose stories helped me to 

choose a thread to follow? What of the land itself?  Many gleaming threads remain to 

be followed, but these must wait for another day. 
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