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The Plants  of  Middle-earth  is  a  gorgeous l i t t le  volume on a  neglected branch—

forgive the pun—of Tolkien s tudies .  A sl im hardcover ,  the book looks l ike i t  wil l  

s tand up to  many years  of  reading,  and i t  is  a  pleasure to  hold  such a  sol id  book,  to  

turn  i ts  heavy pages (sewn together  in  s ignatures ,  not  g lued) ,  and to  enjoy i ts  two 

dozen or  so  beaut ifu l  i l lustrat ions.  The layout,  typography,  and other  design 

elements  are  qui te  a t tract ive,  more the k ind you would  f ind in  a  coffee table  book 

than a  scholar ly monograph.  I t  is  a  p leasant  surpr ise  to  f ind that  books are  

sometimes s t i l l  made th is  wel l .  

So much for  judging a  book by i ts  cover ;  what  of  i ts  contents?  At  a  g lance,  the book 

is  loosely organized in to  f ive  chapters ,  two appendices ,  p lus  the usual  f ront  and back 

matter .  The f i rs t  chapter  surveys some of  the many f lower-names to  be found in the 

Shire.  The choices  are  arbi trary and there  would  have been ample room for  more,  but  

perhaps i t  doesn’ t  matter ;  we know next  to  nothing about  most  of  the hobbit- lasses  

d iscussed,  so  Hazel l—so apt ly named herself—could  not  have found much more to  

say.  The second chapter  is  presented almost  as  a  kind of  guidebook to a  country 

walking tour .  I t  roughly fo llows the path  of  the Fel lowship  of  the Ring on their  

journey,  th is  t ime s topping to  smell  the roses .  The th ird  chapter  is  devoted ent irely 

to  I th i l ien,  and Hazel l ’s  detai led  descr ip tions br ing i ts  ‘d ishevel led  dryad 

lovel iness’  (Tolkien,  LotR ,  650)  in to  sharper  focus.  Chapter  4  deals  with  the major  

forests  of  Middle-ear th  and roots  out  the  role  and s ignif icance of  t rees  in  The Lord 

of  the Rings .  The f inal  chapter  touches on ‘Restorat ion and Recovery’ ,  a t tempting 

(al l  too  br ief ly)  to  reach some conclusions about  the importance of  f lora  to  Tolkien 

and their  narrat ive purposes in  h is  f ic t ion.  

Fol lowing the book proper ,  there are  two appendices .  Appendix  A offers  a  very shor t  

h is tor ical  pr imer  on plant  lore ,  f rom ancient  t imes through the Middle  Ages and 

reaching in to  more recent  per iods.  Appendix B is  a  s imple  l is t  of  p lants  and t rees  

mentioned by Tolkien.  The author  does  not  say whether  these  are  drawn from al l  of  

Tolkien’s  wri t ings on Middle-ear th  or  are  l imited  to  The Lord of  the Rings  and 



perhaps  The Hobbit ,  though I  suspect  the la t ter .  She fur thermore admits  the l is t  may 

be incomplete  but  c leverly invi tes  ‘observant  t ravelers’  to  note  omissions and ‘add 

them to  the l is t ’  (103) .  I  th ink I  can add a  few that  Hazel l  did  not  include:  f lax,  

s t rawberry,  sorrel ,  rockrose,  and ‘[e]special ly  there  was clover ,  waving patches of  

cockscomb clover ,  and purple  clover ,  and wide s tre tches of  shor t  white  sweet  honey-

smell ing clover’  (Tolkien,  Hobbit ,  103) .  

In  most  of  the chapters ,  Hazel l  a l ternates  between expounding on the lore  of  real-

world  p lants  (she has  l i t t le  to  say about  Tolkien’s  invented f lora) ;  offer ing banal  

summaries  of  episodes from The Lord of  the Rings and occasional ly  The Hobbit ;  and 

making meager ,  abort ive at tempts  a t  cr i t ical  analysis .  The f irs t  is  the  real  reason to  

read th is  book.  For  that—and for  that  a lone,  I  am sorry to  say—it  is  a  rewarding 

read.  Hazell  has  many fascinat ing th ings to  share about f lowers ,  shrubs,  t rees ,  and 

their  uses  and lore .  She touches on subjects  as  d iverse as  runes,  medicine,  and 

superst i t ion,  a l l  of  which is  wel l  worth  reading.  But  her  p lot  summaries  and cr i t ical  

analyses are  usual ly a  b i t  too obvious,  lacking any real  insight ,  as  well  as  making 

almost  no effor t  to  engage with  the larger  body of  scholarship  on Tolkien.  There are  

one or  two except ions ,  but  for  the  most  par t ,  anyone even moderately wel l  read in  

Tolkien cr i t ic ism has seen bet ter .  

For  one example of  the k ind of  cr i t ical  depth  I  feel  the book is  lacking,  I  would  have 

l iked to  see some discussion of  the tension between natural  and cul t ivated  f lora.  The 

Old Forest  and Fangorn are  wild  in  every sense,  while  the  gardens and orchards of  

the  Shire  are  a  del iberate  act  of  control l ing,  order ing,  and direct ing the course of  

nature.  Lothlór ien  is  probably somewhere in  between.  Gardens may be beaut ifu l ,  but  

they are  not  natural .  I  would  have enjoyed reading Hazel l ’s  thoughts  on th is ,  and 

any guesses she  might  have ventured as  to  why Tolkien chose  one or  the  other  at  

each point  in  h is  ta le(s) .  A reference to  Ver lyn Fl ieger’s  essay ‘Taking the Par t  of  

Trees’  would have been a welcome addi t ion.  

These par ts  of  the book,  the summary and cr i t ical  sect ions,  are  a lso  r iddled with  

errors .  These are usual ly  smal l  mis takes,  but  they tend to have a  cumulat ive effect  

and could  have been so easi ly  avoided.  A few examples  wil l  suff ice .  I t  was Bungo 

Baggins who bui l t  Bag End,  not  the Old Took as  claimed (19) .  The Orcs’  a t tack on 

the Fel lowship  occurs  at  Par th  Galen,  near ,  yes ,  but  not  ‘a t  the Fal ls  of  Rauros’  (37) .  

Minas Anor means Tower  of  the Set t ing,  not  the Rising,  Sun (91) .  And so  on.  Nor  

are  errors  and misreadings l imited to  Tolkien;  Hazel l  mischaracter izes a  pivotal  plot  

device in Shakespeare as  well .  ‘Macbeth [ is  as tonished] to  f ind that  the 

prognost icat ion of  a  f iend could  fai l ’ ,  she wri tes  (79) .  But  the prognost icat ion did 

not  fa i l .  That’s  just  the point :  i t  succeeded.  The prognost icat ion would have fai led i f  



Macbeth  had been vanquished and a  wood had not  come to  Dunsinane.  The fact  that  

the weird  s is ters’  words were misleading or  that  the Scot t ish  King s imply heard  what  

he wanted to  hear  doesn’ t  make their  prophecy untrue.  What  else  should  one expect  

f rom ‘ juggl ing f iends […] that  pal ter  with us in  a  double sense’  (V.vi i ,  l l .  49–50)?  

I t  feels  a  bi t  unkind to  dwel l  on such errors ,  s ince Hazel l  c lear ly  does not  mean the 

book to  be r ig id ly academic ( read,  ‘s tuffy’) ,  and i t  is  qui te  enjoyable to  read 

otherwise.  Perhaps inveterate ni tpickers  l ike  me weren’t  Hazel l’s  target  audience,  

though I  daresay we make good reviewers!  But  her  more conspicuous mistakes wil l  

assai l  a t tentive readers ,  l ike weevils  in  the garden.  The book is  semi-scholar ly in  i ts  

presentat ion—footnotes ,  b ib l iography,  appendices ,  quotat ions in  Middle English,  

and so  for th—which makes me wonder  whether  Hazel l  wasn’t  qui te  sure exact ly  what 

sor t  of  book she wanted to  produce,  or  whether  her  reach perhaps exceeded her  

grasp.  The same could  be said  for  the publ isher .  Kent State’s  o ther  Tolkien t i t les—

notably Verlyn Fl ieger’s  four  books and Diana Pavlac Glyer’s  The Company They 

Keep—have aspired  to  and at tained a much higher  cr i t ical  s tandard  than The Plants  

o f  Middle-earth .  Judging by i ts  product ion and design,  the book is  in tended to  be 

more a  p icture-book and keepsake,  a lmost  an  objet  d’art ,  than a  scholar ly 

monograph.  I  say th is  not  to  cr i t ic ize Hazel l’s  work so  much as  to  guide readers’  

expectat ions for  i t .  The Plants  o f  Middle-earth  is  a  discursus :  not  in  the academic  

sense,  but  in  the or ig inal  sense of  i ts  under lying Lat in meaning: ‘ running about,  to  

and fro’ ,  s topping now and then to admire the v iew.  

So read The Plants  o f  Middle-earth  for  i ts  herb- lore  and i ts  beaut iful  i l lustrat ions,  

not  for  the p lot  summaries  and cr i t ical  analyses .  I t’s  not  real ly  a  scholar ly book,  in  

ei ther  the good or  the bad connotat ions of  that  word.  What  i t  is ,  and real ly  al l  i t  

ought to  have aspired  to  be,  is  a  l i t t le  handful  of  f lowers  brought inside from the 

garden and placed on our  bookshelves.  Whose l ibrary couldn’t  use a  l i t t le  color?  

Jason Fisher  
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