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SYNOPSIS

This thesis deals with Martin Gale's portrayal of the Wicklow
Hills which appear in the background of many of his
paintings.




INTRODUCTION

In this thesis I propose to deal with the relationship of the
contemporary Irish painter Martin Gale to the Wicklow Hills which
appear in the background of many of his paintings. The aspect of the
relationship that I want to concentrate on is the sense of alienation

from the physical environment felt by the viewer of these paintings.

By portraying contemporary lifestyles in the Wicklow Hills, which seem
to bear no relationship to the physical environment there, we are
presented with what would at first glance seem to be two separate
realities, one imposed on the other, which seem to have no connections
between them. However, on closer examination it seems to me that
there is a relationship between the physical environment of Wicklow and
the lifestyles that Gale portrays taking place there. The nature of
this relationship is of interest to me consisting as it does of an
apparent lack of integration with, or a sense of alienation from the
lifestyle to the surrounding landscape in which it is lived. The
demands of a modern lifestyle actually having a direct effect on the
physical environment and, this spoilt environment then leads to an ever
increasing dependence on a more interior based lifestyle which
encourages us to believe that we are becoming more dependent on the
powers of the human mind such as invention and ingenuity for an ever
increasing number of labour saving devices and less dependent on the
natural powers of the land to provide us with what we need. (David

Brett, Gircad, Nosr4ssmpisy)

In this thesis I want to investigate this phenomenon of alienation from

the landscape, its history and its present form in Ireland today, and




finally I want to look

at some trends which are

developing 1in

contemporary Irish landscape painting which point to the possibility

for developing

a new kind of relationship with the landscape in the

future.

In the first chapter I will attempt to define what I mean by a
'relationship of alienation from the landscape'. This will lead on to
a description of French Realist and English Pre-Raphaelite painting

where I consider this strange relationship would appear to have begun.
I will briefly Ilook into the reasons for its occurrence at this
particular time. The relationship between Paris and Barbizon at that
time would seem analogous to the relationship between Dublin and
Wicklow. These similarities and differences will be assessed with
regard to the work of Gale. The relevance of the Pre-Raphaelite
movement will be examined, these paintings are of interest because they
were painted as a response to the industrial revolution. They seem to
have been painted by people who were alienated from the landscape,
having no day to day social contact with it, as opposed to the French

painters who were painting the processes which led to this feeling that

the English artists had for the landscape. (T. J. Clarke, 1973.)

In this regard Gale seems to belong to neither one camp or the other
but has taken on board the two apparently opposite approaches and shown

the connections.

In the second chapter I will Iook at Gale's relationship to the
economic and social climate of Ireland today. I will address the idea

of leisure and its increasing importance and influence with regard to

Contemporary Irisb landscape painting. il will look at the difference




between leisure

today and in the past and the effect this change has

had on the way we now look at landscape, and hence on the dominant

critical approach. I want to look at the problems caused by this

approach for landscape painting and the ways that Gale has found to

expose the limitations of this view.

In the third chapter I will look at Gale's position in contemporary

Irish landscape painting and assess how successfully he has dealt with
the 1issues which his work raises. I will also consider the

development of recent trends in Irish landscape painting which show the
possibility of developing a different type of relationship with the

landscape and thus combat the long standing link between the notion of

alienation and its hold on landscape painting up to the present day.




CHAPTER ONE

By choosing to portray contemporary life as it is lived in the Vicklow

Hills Gale comes up against an interesting problem in his paintings,

this problem is the apparent lack of a relationship between the

lifestyle portrayed and the physical environment in which it takes
place.  For example in such a work as 'Tennis in the Mountain's (1977)
there are two people playing tennis in flimsy white clothing on a well
defined, totally flat court in the middle of the mounteins on & cloudy
autumnal day, at the edge of the court are two heavily clad spectators
whose attention seems to have drifted from the game. 411 the people
seem to be entirely oblivious to their surroundings. Beyond the
tennis court there lies a Victorian felly and a flower bed of neatly
ordered flowers, beyond that Iies a lake and the whole scene is
encircled by mountains. The human element in the picture seems to jar
with the landscape. The lives of the people portrayed seem to have no
connections with the environment where they take place, such strange
Juxtapositions of urban values in the countryside exist in plenty all
around Ireland without any one seeming surprised or startled. No one
seems to notice or think it work remarking upon. Perhaps this is as a
result of a feeling of alienation from the landscape in people's lives.
The word alienation is here used to convey a feeling of estrangement,
in this instance from the landscape, which often seems to raise from a
series of problems related to ownership and management of the land,

combined with a lack of knowledge about how to interact with and learn

from the physical environment (Oxford English Dictionary, p. o

The idea of developing an integrated relationship with the landscape is

often disregarded, the landscape being seen more often as a kind of

10
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stage set against which the dramas of modern lifestyles are played out,

in which the landscape itself does not play any real part in the action

is not se :
ok en to have any major effect on people's lives. This

strange almost non-relationship will be examined more closely to see

what it consists of, where it came from and what choices it leaves for

us in the future.

In trying to develop any understanding of the contemporary situation it

1s necessary to know something about the history of this relationship.

The mid-nineteenth century art of France and Britain is chosen as my
starting point because during this time there were two very different
ways of looking at landscape, these evolving simultaneously stemming
directly from the growing sense of alienation from the land felt by the

two increasingly industrialised countries.

Throughout the nineteenth century, France was going through a period of
tremendous social, political and cultural upheaval. Following the
1848 revolution the second republic was established, a government was
set up under Louis Blanc. This government proceeded to hold elections

with, for the first time, universal male suffrege.

This period was a time of great uncertainty for artists and their
recently acquired patrons, the bourgeoise. fiie ifuneheriscroRaio R E

in June was supported by the workers and many artists who were

resentful of the new governments conservativeness which had led it to

close down the workshops which had previously enabled unemployed

people including artists to work for the state. The revolt was seen
’

by the majority of thel populationsineludingNcisNIdEts classes bl

terrifying, godless socialist revolt at a time when all most people
< ]
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wanted was a secure goveruuent (T. J. Clarke, 1973). A legislative

assembly was elected for four years. Its first president was Louis

Napoleon, elected for four years with executive powers. He proved to

be autocratic and anti-republican and presided over the gradual erosion

of citizens rights.

Many artists were in a poor financial position, their new patrons in
the bourgeois having taken a financial battering in the revolution and
their faith in the artists having been undermined by their involvement
in the June revolt. (T. J. Clarke, 1973, p. 49.) Thus it was by
these events that the artists sense of reality was being formed. This
is particularly evident in the work of Courbet who had arrived in Paris
in 1839, several years before the revolution but only seems to have
realised the political possibilities of his work around the time of the
revolts. It was in 1849-50 that he painted 'The Burial at Ornans'
which showed a small rural funeral attended by the local bourgeoise.
By painting the landscape and the costumes in a very detailed way he
places the event in a specific time and place, making the social and
political content of the painting quite explicit. (T. J. Clarke, 1973,
P. 81.) He painted a social ritual rather than a religious
experience. This new awareness of social position is also evident in
Millet's work where he developed in an interesting way, from his
earlier portrayal of the peasant as a monumental God like figure 1in
'"The Sower' of 1850 where he stresses the naw found importance of the
agricultural Ilabourer to his later work where he concentrates on the

grinding down effect of constant manual labour on this class. As
o

opposed to 'The Sower' of 1850, the man in 'Man with a Hoe' of 1860-62

no longer has any. sense of Strengthfoniporenic ool heddel ShodalEe
o

have given up, exhausted from the struggle for survival. 4s the

12



second republic grew older and its earlier aspirations seemed to change

. . 1
so did Millet's portrayal of the peasant existence. He began to paint

the new government policies which were driving people off the land.

Forests were now being fenced off from the Faggot gatherers, licences

were now required for gleaning and citizens had to live for three years

in one area before they could vote. Millet used his realism like

Courbet, to draw attention to the back breaking labour of the people

portrayed in his work rather than the emotions felt by them. (T. J.

Clarke, 1973, p. 80.)

It strikes me that during the early days of the Republic artists did
not feel alienated from society, they wanted to be part of the new
democratic order in which they and their patrons would have more power.
This hope for the future is reflected well in 'The Sower' of 1850
following the revolutions and the dramatic drop in living standards
artists felt great sympathy with those who had been betrayed by the
Republic. They felt an increasing identification with those who
worked the land rather than those who owned it, however they still
painted with the salon and the Paris art world in mind as the viewers

of the works, as if they were pleading a case. As T. J. Clarke says:

... it suggests that the differences in reaction to Courbet
in 1850-51 are not a simple matter; that they involve a
whole compiex set of differences between town and country

To . Glarke, l9¢ShSp 2 =28

Here Clarke touches on what I consider to be the central point in

relation to the beginnings of a concept of the role alienation played

inl GourbatshrelatienshipRtoREie landscape and the bourgeoise. Courbet,

by painting the countryside for buyers in the towns among the

bourgeoise, developed an understanding and awareness of the urban mind

15



and 1its relationship to the country that previously did not exist.

The newly developed bourgeois identity based on sharp definitions;
where country and town were considered different in every way, found it

hard to accept paintings which revealed the relationships between them,

often in an unflattering light. The same can be said of Millet's work

which was located specifically at Barbizon, not far from Paris. He

responds to both the physical environment and the working class who

were being driven off the land to work for the bourgeoise of Paris in
their factories. In the work of both Courbet and Millet there is a
sense of a tremendous struggle going on in the landscape reflected in
change both 1in its topography (e.g. fencing in of forests) and the
struggle the rural working class were having for survival. Their
landscape is a place where changing values come to the fore, where
issues of the day with regard to religion and politics predominate.
It is through these social changes, which were occurring across the
countryside at this time, that the conditions, which led to the
beginnings of feelings of estrangement from the landscape began to make
themselves felt. The kind of art that was going on in England at the
same time had interesting similarities to and differences form the
French approach. While the French set out to portray reality in a

social and political sense the Pre-Raphaelites vision of reality came

from a very different outlook.

English society had experienced its industrial revolution some years
earlier than France, so while the English Pre-Raphaelites were painting
during the same chronological time &s the French Realists, their
paintings, it would seem to me, show the results of the kind of the
ss of formetion in the works of Courbet

society that we see in the proce

cil e In the paintings of the Pre-Raphaelites the struggle

14



which 1s so obvious in t

he works of Courbet and Millet (e.g. Courbet's
'Stone Breakers' or Millets 'Man with g Hoe') seems to be over The
landscape is no longer looked at from a sympathy with the hardships of

those who work there or from an awareness of the relationships between

town and country. The Pre-Raphaelite view of reality came from a belief

in the ability of minute detail and apparent scientific observation to

convey a whole reality. They look at the physicalttroniial oy et

theoretical point of view, the landscape has become a museum full of

biologically accurately rendered specimens of plant life and odd curios
from past times for example John Everett Millias 'Ferdinand Lured by
Ariel' (1849), Edward Hopley's 'Puck and the Moth' (1853) and William

Shakespere Burton's 'The Cavalier and the Puritan' (1856).

The viewer is no longer expected to be involved with the landscape in a
political way. What the work seems to satisfy 1is the bourgeois
preference for a landscape one could escape to, within the comfort of
one's own home, which was apparently the opposite of city life and

denies all connections with it.

While the work they produced does have strong emotional effects, these
are somewhat negated by the safety of the fantasy land in which we are
allowed to experience them. When the landscape is a portrayal of a

specific place it is usually observed in an uninvolved topographical

way, rather in the menner of a tourist who takes note of spectacular

= } 7 2 ol -
spots or famous places in a purely visual aesthetic way e.g. Ruskin or

Holman. Hinteh L iheri Sohinx el Gize looking towards the Pyramids of

ir relatively secure financial
Saggara'. This may have been due to their y

positions in comparison to the French. Ruskin was the son of a

wealthy shipping merchant. Millias was a man of independent means from

: . Boyce was the son of a prosperous
an old Jersey family. George Price Do} prosp

15



pawn broker. William

Morris was the son of a wealthy bill broker.

This security enabled them to travel to exotic places where they had no

social involvement, they painted as individuals separated from their

view, rather than relating their own experiences to what they saw. By

painting from nature they did draw attention to the new scientific way

they approached nature but paradoxically the more realistic they tried

to become the more artificial and contrived their paintings looked;

take for example Ford Maddox Brown's 'A Pretty Bad Lamb', or John

Everett Millia's 'A BlinG Girl' (1854-56) or 'Ferdinand Lured by Ariel'
(1849-50). Nature was being interpreted in a second-hand way by means
of books etc., received ideas of the landscape became more influential
than what was to be seen at first hand. The influence this had on

younger painters is to be seen in Philip Gilbert Hamerton's statement

I perceive now having learnt to distinguish between the
scientific and artistic spirits that the proper expression
for what I learnt in the highlands ... would have been not
pictures but a book with coloured illustrations. .
Allen Staley, 1973, p. 174

Again this can be linked to the fact that most of the Pre-Raphaelites
spent the majority of their time in the city. Although they claimed
that observation was the basis of their work, their concept of
observation was quite different from the French day to day social

involvement with their subjects. The Pre-Raphaelite observation of

the landscape was 1in oeneral rather like the modern day travel brochure
o

which concentrates. on'speetaculas sights and places of historical

interest rather than an examination of the less obvious but often more

important forces at work in the landscape. At fizst glancelitimight

SEe T the English and French approaches to a realistic

representation of the countryside are split dm o Ewoss cheSRANCREk

objective and the English subjective: approaciy (HOXSHEINE R IR

17
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nly up to a [ .
only D point. What the two schools of painting have in common

15 that paradexica LivEcicREzenCiomlby approaching the landscape on the

2 Of = . . £
Dazis their own subjective éxperiences, ended up with a more

objective ordered view of the landscape while the Pre-Raphaelites who

set out with the aim of being scientifically objective, ended up

producing work which was more subjective, often verging on the

fantastic. Thus, because of the clash of opposites of what was

represented and how it was represented, it is not surprising that we

get such a sense of struggle and tension from the works. At this time

there was a great confusion between the new 'scientific' urban values

and the traditional rural ones. This is reflected in the difficulties

which artists seem to have encountered in finding an adequate language

to express their complex position.

Now that I have outlined some of the problems that have occurred 1in
past attempts to deal with a landscape whose role 1is undergoing
dramatic change, I think it will be easier to understand the
difficulties facing Gale, painting contemporary Irish lifestyles in the
countryside. Though there are similarities it is perhaps the

differences that will prove more interesting.

Martin Gale's time studying in the National College of Art and Design,

from which he graduated in 1973, spanned two decades in a country which

; 1 in
then underwent change more rapidly than at any other period since

. t amounted to our version
Independence. The 1960's in Ireland saw what an

of an industrial revolution. The changes which occurred in peoples

- oo 7 ra v
lives as a result of this were reflected 1in & similarly dramatic way on

the Jlandscape and it Was accompanied by changing attitudes of

Tt was only recently that electrification

Irish people to the land.
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had come to all rural parishes apg throughout the 1960" .
S it
revolutionised rural Ilife,

It favoured large farms over small

holdings, and generally narrowed the gap between rural and urban 1if
ife.

In 1961 it enabled country people to watch television for

the first

time in their own homes. Television was to be an important factor in

luring the young away from the land to the new jobs in the growing

industrial sector.  For those that remained on the land it meant great

changes 1in their lifestyles. As well as a huge increase in

mechanisation on  the farm the car meant that shopping  and

entertainment, as well as trade, could be done in far off large towns

which led to the demise of many small villages.

The effect of mechanisation on the farm was enormous both for the
farmer and the landscape. Fields were amalgamated and rectangular
ones were favoured over the more traditional square shape. Hedges
were giving way to electric fences and haymaking was turning to the
somewhat less romanticised pursuit of silage making. Marshy land was
being drained and reclaimed and in general it could be said that the
landscape was becoming more of a place for the interaction of man and

machine as opposed to man dealing more directly with nature. During

. ! - :
the seventies this trend accelerated with Ireland's entry to the EEC in

1972, This membership was to prove enormously beneficial iIn many

1 < < d thus encouraging farmers to
ways, opening new venues .or exports an

modernise still furtaer. For a long time the EEC seemed to be an

; n [ industrial
endless sourcel of Financelionsasiculeiety educational and

[ [ o The
purposes as well as improvement of the national infrastructure

i al to an urban one.
population was in the throes of changing from a rur

Dubli : 1971 contained over & third of the whole population of
1, in ’

noe meant the intensive planting
(=]

Ireland. For Wicklow, all of this cha

19
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of conifers in state

forests whic; ;
which had breviously been areas of

wilderness and bog, and the construction of g

. hydro-electric power
station which involved the flooding of ap entire valley, includi

’ uaing a
village.

The 1increased population of Dublin and greater mobility of the

workforce meant that nearby Wicklow became an increasingly attractive

place to live in or to visit, This is in contrast to Paris or London

where a move to the city tended to decrease the relationship with

nature. It now had tue effect of not ending but altering that
relationship. Vicklow with its great natural beauty became a
playground for urban Dublin. For the better off it meant they could

live there and commute to Dublin and for the rest it became somewhere

to escape to on the weekend.

In Wicklow, in contrast to the situation which existed in England
or France of the last century, it iIs possible to see the visual
imprints of the conflict between urban and rural values on the actual
landscape. Martin Gale succeeds in creating an air of unease and
conflict by portraying the clash between these old and new values, they

refuse to harmonise and thus produce a pleasing effect to the eye.

In, for example, 'Waking Up' (1986) or 'At the Landing' (1986) the

. 1
separate realities remain cuite distinct. In 'Waking Up' (1986) where

he separation
he shows his two children in the woods, we can sense t D

; : d
between the children dressed in their bright red and blue clothing an

the dark dead look of the woods The boys stands motionless and the
a

j 1 f the wood
girl has turned her back on the boy and is walking out o©

towards them are attemptin to play with or
e .
int act h t e i SO they have been
] erac th ea h other or he' enVernmeﬂt. Al ) v e
W1l (€

is/her position by the
S5 ted £ the viewer, who is made aware of his/her po
parated from

21
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of the b ;
stare Oy and by a barrier of fallen branches and a lope 13 £
c g ne o
grass that stretches across the Picture. We are not allowed int th
ed 1nto He
painting in contrast to the work

of someone like Millet who draws us

into his works intentionally so that we can identify with the hardships
of his figures, e.g. 'Two Mep Turning Over the Soil’ (1866). The
struggle for a reconciliation of Opposites which was so evident in the
works of both the French Realists and the Pre-Raphaelite painters has

been abandoned and we have been removed from the landscape allowed only

to experience it at a distance.

In his work, it is as if Gale has taken on the problems of the French

and the English approaches and has shown the connections between them.
He has done this by painting in an almost Pre-Raphaelite style by using
large amounts of detail while combining this with the French approach
of day to day social involvement, thus he manages to get a full picture
of the Wicklow landscape and its inhabitants, the tension in his work
not coming from an unresolved clash in what is represented and the
means he has chosen to represent it, but from the evidence of the clash
between traditional rural values and the recent urbanisation of the
countryside. While I am not claiming that this is a conscious
deliberate approach he has taken I think it has come about by a simple

effort on his part to understand and represent truchiully b dumcoiges

environment and the people who live in it.




CHAPTER T30

Now that I have shown how Gale has united the styles of Pre-Raphaelit
S Eohaelie

and French Realist painting in order to create his own interpretation

of the landscape, it is necessary to look at an aspect of his work

which differs substantially from any other landscape painter, that is

in his portrayal of leisure. Unlike even the Impressionists who

portrayed a great deal of leisure in their work. The difference

between them being that while they portrayed leisure, and thedr

technique was very apt for that; they did not give any clues as to the

meanings and implications of this new relationship with nature.

The depiction of leisure is one of the most important aspects of Gales
work 1in relation to his portrayal of the Wicklow landscape. His
work shows evidence of the causes which have led to a growing sense of
alienation .from the landscape. The causes lie in the changing
relationship with nature from one of work to one of leisure for the
majority of the population. This is particularly true in the case of
expanding Dublin's growing relationship to Wicklow. For most people
in Dublin a relationship with nature consists of going for walks in the
Wicklow Mountains or along the seafront at weekends. What this change

c D !
means 1is that nature has become increasingly marginal to people’s

lifestyles. People have ceased to believe that it is having an effect

on their lives, it has beea relegated to & colourful backdrop which is

1 ] try.
a weekend diversion and good for the tourist industry

] 1 '« representations of Wicklow where
This attitude comes through in Gale's I€P

he portrays family outings (e.go AL The Landing' (1986)), people

- oardens ('Fathers Day (1983
waiting for buses ('Bus Stop' (1981)) in 8
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i e Sy,
and Hide and Seek (1981)), PLaying cowboys and indians ('My Heroes
have always been Cowboys' (1978)), or tennis ('Tennis in the M tains'
e Mountains

(1977)) ete. Gales photographic Style further comments on the famil
amily

snap shots  often taken on such outings. He shows us that thi
1S

casual formation of our sense of reality from such images is a more

serious process than we might like to imagine
gine.

When preparing to make

a painting Gale usually starts by taking some photographs of the place
o 3

and people he is interested in, then he does several small watercolour

studies in order to see how the photographs can be translated into

paint. Having done this he will 80 out again and take more relevant

photographs which enable him to build up the areas of detail which

jnterese hins Throughout this process his idea of a finished image is
developing all the time. By devoting this amount of time, and the
precise labour that this kind of realism demands, Gale demands that we
give more attention to his paintings than we would normally give to a
snapshot of Wicklow. Then, 1if we give our attention .we can see
the photo-style images are not as random as we previously would have
thought. For example in 'Tennis in the Mountains' or 'Bus Stop'
(1981) he puts a series of barriers between the viewer and the work.

We are invited to look at the work by a series of zigzags which allow

one's eye to roam across the picture but conversely barriers such as

the bicycle, fences or in other works trees and flowerbeds, keep us

b tly made
from a physical involvement with the painting, Wwe are constantly

p : art of. It
aware that we are watching something we which are not D

: where 1in order
illustrates well our present urban idea of nature

i ide we must kee
to maintain our cosy escapist notions of the countrysi p

ing, otherwise our
the tour bus or car window between Uus and the real thing,

jal realities of what
Preconceived notions might be disturbed by the socid

ow it relates to US and our

is really happening on the land and?

Present lifestyles.

27




The kind of leisure that most people enjoy today i
is

not as prolonged as

that of the landed gentry who in the bPast were the creat
7 S Supporters of

landscape painting. Leisure is now seen

more as being a diversion

from the real business of life than as beipg itself a lifestyl
= yle.

hus the sense of the ' ' i
T ’ moment ' seems to pe Significant in Gales work.

There 1is always the sense that something is about to happen, the
i Lo | i

" ; s
stillness of the work is threatened, about to be interrupted, an event

is about to occur, We are placed in a time when nothing is happening

and yet we are made to feel that this space is important. How he

achieves this is by taking a moment, and contrary to photography, he
puts everything in focus so that we are allowed an unusually intense
vision which enables us look all around the painting, for example,
'Fathers Day' (1983) from which we draw out its different layers of
meaning, from Gales own personal symbolism of objects and family
relationships to the depiction of a wider social reality at our
leisure. This would seem in total contrast to the way the French

Impressionists  saw 'the moment's &S something fleeting  and

insubstantial. He succeeds in making the moment seem to go oOn

forever, timeless, and by doing this manages to connect it to the rest

of our lives. He thereby counteracts the concept of leisure as being

: i [ hing to do
a mere distraction from life which 18 [ think an important thing

G ] hi of
if we are trying to gain any understanding of ~ our relationsiip

i nd the landscape.
alienation to nature and what effect it has on us a

i 1y has a great deal to
Gale's Wicklow, though outwardly passive: actually

y ] SS-
communicate with us through this passivene

e landscape

t of leisure and th

Deeply connected with any modern concep

28




oo e role of the tourist, someone who
takes a breagk from their usual
1ife to visit another area of the country or tp
e

W r .
orld, In his work

Gale paints the relationship between th ]
€ tourist and the 1a
ndscape, and

by doing this he shows us also the System which produces the tourist

and why it does so. The tourist is more often than not someone who i
wWNno 1S

and thus it becomes very easy to thrust pre-

conceived 1deas about a country or place at them (Bord Failte 1966)

Such pre-conceived ideas wusually contain clichees which exaggerate

national characteristics and cultural differences which not only serve

to make holidays more appealing but also they make it increasingly

difficult to connect hew lifestyles and events in one country

indirectly affect the lives of people in other countries.

Thus the tourist mentality is more inclined to see the differences
rather than the similarities between things. When the tourist is
looked at in this Ilight it becomes easier to see why the idea of
tourism is officially approved of and actively encouraged by those 1in
power. It encourages a mentality which finds difficulty in connecting

ones own life with events and places, which in order to develop a sense

. ; 5 ; i j f
of either individual or communal identity 1S essential. This kind o

i 1. As regards
confused mind is far easier for those in power to contro g

: ; 1 in the present
landscape this confused state of mind manifests itself in t P

ds nature
day relationship of alienation vhich many people feel towarcs

this state of affairs will

and the landscape. Howevers I do not think

i or looking at the
80 on indefinitely because within the tourist system £ :

: or in a country such
landscape lie the seeds of its OWR destruction. E

it economically

: ; making
as TIreland, with its vast tourist industry

. ious to
_ . .« it becomes obvio
dependent on the diversions Of gl GOMTIREE

important economic

uite an
US that these diversions actually form q
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Function and once we begin to gee thin f
&S from this angle all sorts

of

contraddciions and connections begin to emerge d
S ANy SN o NN i iy

appreciate the ironies of the present situation wh
ere

hoteliers are

g 3 L .
giving out about the pollution caused to the environment by 1
t by large

multi-national industries hut yet are only too willing to accept th
g P tiie

money from their foreign guests that the salaries from such companies

enable them to pay for their Irish holidays. 4lso we can begin to

see the de-stabilising influence that looking at the landscape might
have, leading people to question in a new way the government policies

of industrialisation which have so radically changed our country in the

last thirty years.

With this «clash of interests; traditional versus modern, national
versus international etc. it is little wonder that many of our artists
such as Martin Gale, Brian Bourke, Gwen O0'Dowd, Trevor Geoghegan,
Barrie Cooke, Paddy Collins, Cecily Brennan, Willie Doherty, Jill
Dennis etc. have been drawn towards the confusion of the Irish
Iandscape. Tt offers fertile subject matter for anyone interested in

trying to develop their own personal interpretation on the social

upheaval Ireland has been going through in the last few decades. From

t th
the 1960's through to the 1990's there has been a long debate abou e

1 j [ i 7ol it
Irishness of Irish art, how Irish of how international

it 1 Brian
Evidence of this debate lies in the writings of, for examplé,

80), David
O'Doherty (1971), Frances Ruane (1980), Robert Ballagh (1980)

inti i tion of
Brett (1984) etc Wwith regard to landscape painting this gquestio

This was because with better

' ' jmes .
national identity was raised many time
d ideas of modernism,
communications and easy access to the forms an

ample in the semi-abstract

familiars for ex

Camille Souters they never

With which artists were now

r
works of Paddy Collins, TonYy 0'Malley ©
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vented

Frances Ruane, 1980, A
( 7 / The works which resulted from this

mixture of approaches have made younger landscape painte
I'S very aware

of the problems involved in the vay we view and critici
ise art.

In Ireland  this conflict between national interests and a
; n

international art style had led to the evolution of a style of art

iticism which tries g
GRAUE LS to tackle this problem. It's answer is to look

at subject matter (in the case of this essay, landscape) from a stance

which 1s based on the importance of economic and social structures.

Examples of this approach can be seen in the work of David Brett, Sean

McCrum, Joan Fowler, Christopher Coppock, John Robberts, etc.,
However it is seldom that the dangers of such an approach are pointed
out, for reasons which will become evident after I have shown what I
consider these dangers to be. The dangers are that when such emphasis
is given to human activities of a social and economic nature the
criticism of landscape suffers. The land gets relegated to a backdrop
for human activities of a social and economic nature. It often

becomes a pretext for critics to expound on their favourite topics.

The landscape is not seen as having an identity of its own, independent

of humans, which is just as capable of influencing the course of human

: hangin the
history as social and economic circumstances, are of changing

; ino pOd riticisin
landscape. Joan Fowler raises an interesting point when ¢ g

0 y ays.
the critics of German Neo-Expressionisis she say

to Kuspit highlight 1s
ich manifestly 1imits the
that Kuspit's recent
th defining his

s from Buchlin
ter wh
1d be said tha
re to do Wi

What these example
fixation with national charac
art criticism, indeed it col
writings on the subjeCt.areGmoman Neo
political position than with Ger

No. I5, pp. 7 - 12.)°

_Expressionism (Circa,
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jjhcRse s statement, i olmySopinion could pe applied with
1L accuracvy to
puch Of EHS anCREElE neten contemporary Irish land
scape  work. For
example, @ similar problem arises ip Chri 2
1Stopher Coppock' ;
k's review of
; ! gy W
Hortin Part s exitilicionios photographs and the book version with
n wi text

] ! { S
by Fintan O Toole. He spends at least two-thirds of the review

establishing the importance of the critic, he says 'photography with
g w1
the support of con/text has the power to educate - photography alone

offers no way forward' (Circa, No. 18, pp. 30-31) and he Speaks of tho
o

- el B : 7. it
desirability of having a given 'critical framework' with which to view

the works. The he goes on to praise the dialogue between the artist,

Parr and the critic, O0'Tecle. While I can understand how, because

Coppock 1is a critic he will undoubtedly be greatly interested in a
dialogue between an artist and a critic, it smacks in this case, a bit

too obviously, of self-justification.

Coppock does not seem to realise that a work itself can set up the
framework in which it is viewed. There is a danger that in this area
the visual content of the images can be passed over, just as the

realities of the landscape can be neglected by the artist from a

: A% 5 iRkt
marginal country who attempts to place his/her work within the confi

of the language of a dominant culture. The work usually suffers as a

i [ xpress the
result; because the languagé used is not appropriate to exp

j be seen to occur
reality of a dominated or marginal country. This can

i k of Gale
in the work of T. P. Flanagan or indeed in the very early work o

i abstraction. For
where he mixes landscape and animals with hard edge

example in 'The Master Rabbit'.

the
when one observes
The importance of this 1sSu€ becomes apparent

Martin
'+ to devote to
dmount of time that our critics have seéen fit t

I would argue because,

'his 1S
Gale's work - virtually mnone: T.
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though in terms of conte [ [ h
nt his paintings deal wit ects which are
| sub j 1
gctually of great interest to conte |
nporary Irj such as
sh art critici
| | ' iticism s
ation an industrialj [ 5 c
d rialisation and the radical ch
changes whi
h  have

bsequentl occu 27 g :

suvseq Y rrec. ik our lives; el e f
= € ailed ¢

0 notice

G el -"Jtelesti”g ] ]_J’ e
I pOlntS becaUSE When they look at h ]
1S Work a th
al =3 d y

] a aint 4 i ] [

America about thir 2
ty years ago and because he is working in I
in Ireland it

is sim 1 ‘ L ]
ply presumed that he is behind the times and they inv a
estigate no

further.

.[an\f Of ] i L
Man) our critics have tied themselves up in the propagati
gation or

denigration of various ideological systems e.g. Sean McCrum (Circa, N

26, pp. 27-31), Paul O0'Brien (Circa No. 48, pp. 17-22) and seem to have
lost any ability to relate their knowledge to any real physical
situation except those that are very obvious. Take for example David
Brett's article 'From Local to Global. The Place of Place in Art'
(Circa, No. 29, pp. 17-21) he only seems to be able to see; 1in the
glaringly obvious situation of Northern Ireland, the problems of
national versus international art. He does not seem to realise that

Inst i
he south, where despite the fact that on the surface the economic

a ;
nd social problems of the Republic might seem to be far repoved S

o : 5
€ problems of northern artists, they are in fact quite =iz lacies

is  both groups of artists have had to question the merits of applying

t : .
he language of a dominant culture to & country (or in the case of this

es ; ;
say) sub ject matter which is considered marglnal.

. -
t seems to me that because our critics have been SO concerned with the

n Ireland they

id ] .
€& of getting a modern ert practice off the ground 1

e work which 1s difficult to discuss

hay
e forgotten that it iS often th
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) language of conte a0
in the A emporary criticigp which  is = ¢p
€ more

; ing . Certainly in th
interesting ter € case of Gale p .
Yy fer51ng to fi :
1t easily

;n to the category of 'out of date photorealist'

allotted to him, pas

managed to rise some very interesting questions. In my opinion he A
< e nas

opened Up the opportunity for a far more interesting and fund tal
amenta

debate between the artist and the critic than

that alluded to by

Coppock. I do not seek to denigrate the socio-political stance from

which many of our critics chose to view art, I Jjust want to suggest
o

that they examine their own motives for taking such a stance and the

full implications of it more carefully.

When it comes to taking an alternative viewpoint there are also many
problems. This is because opposition to such a well worked out and
internally coherent ideology tends to be a gut reaction, stemming from
a vague feeling that the dominant viewpoint does get the full picture.
The result is that the language used to articulate these feelings often
sounds emotional and irrational, not having access to a long history of
concepts on which to build and refer to, and runs the risk of not being
understood by anyone. Such was the case with Sean Dunne article
(Sunday Tribune, 1986) about another realist painter Trevor Geoghegan

inti 1 ng 4
where he states 'He avoids forcing these paintings IAto carrying

S ! A Does he mean
message'. What he means by this is anyone s guess

that what
that this is a good or bad thing and why? I can only guess

; bvious
e S P + making overtly o
he means is that Géoghegan's paintings are 1o

. . But helgoes=no
. Statements and that Dunne approves of this appfoaCh

111 this approach:
further and fails to discuss the merits and failings of

1 'ques which he also
Tather he launches into a description of his techniqué
gimilarly Brian Fallon shows &

fails ¢to grasp the possibilities of.

; ‘s view Of
; wpressing his
lack of 4 coherent vocabulary when it eonestitotetl s

11] ‘;a Z o ! ] . - .
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rrish Times, 1989) he gets as far ag ]
( Saying that Gale's version

of

Photoreallsm is far removed from 'the harsh urpan yj¢r
da-contemporary
he New York realists'
tone of t S, But having mad, '
e this observatio
n he

stops dead and seems unable to dray

any conclusions from these

differences. Then he goes on to talk about technique where agai
in
although he states that the paintings are like large photographs he

does not seem to be able to grasp the importance of the connections

petween Gale's style and the content of his images. This is in my

opinion because in order to do so Fallon would have to fundamentally

re-evaluate the way he writes about art, to become less concerned about
stvles and categories of work and more self critical. If he could do
that then he might succeed in opening the way for others who wish to do
more than spend their time scratching at the surface of an alternative

stand point from which to view landscape art.

It is little wonder that alienation from the landscape has become such

a problem for our society when we have, as demonstrated a totally

inadequate form of language in which to articulate any kind of

: i i om it.
relationship with nature, even an expression of alienation fr

¥ artists
Following on from this it pecomes easier to understand how our

o7 : ; develop a
have to overcome great conceptual difficulties if they are to P

coherent view of the landscapeé.

- s has found an
It seems to'pe oD painting 10 the style he doe

o itical approach.
: : revailing critic

; he is simply out
F-irSt of all he comes up against the aSSwHPtlon that

hat Gale 1S playing
at  the actual subject matter it becoméS clear t

evident

] me
im at his Wicklow home it beca

8ames, While talking to h
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rhat though he usually thinks apoyt his work on 4
' ery personal

level
A 1S nevertheless aware of the difficulties his work pr
eésents to the

ge critic. It seems to
averag : me that he uses ap unconscious awareness

g tegories such [
F the rigid categ 1 as photorealist and 1
andscape painter, ip
which he is frequently placed by critics to show how these cat [
egories

can be used against the ideologies of the modernist movement which gave
o

[ them. He succee ; 3
pirth to de succeeds in subverting the narrow el o

such

systems of perception by honestly painting the combination of objects

and ideas that he finds around him. He connects both in the work by a

contrast of subject matter with itself; composition, and technigue,

in such paintings as 'At The Landing (1986). Here he shows a boat in

the foreground at the edge of a lake. On closer inspection you can
see that the boat is being propped up by old car tyres and in the
distance on the other side of the lake there is an open small red car
in front of a dark forest, two children are walking away from the car.
Here one has several conflicting categories confronting one, the
combination of photorealism with such overtly traditional, romantic,

T 1
escapist imagery as the boat at the waters edge with a dark wood

behind. Then the appearance of the red car and the children on this

. i [ eem separate from
imagery leads on to a sense of disruption. They seem sep

hed to the
the scene which they are surrounded by, both of them attached to

s initi jsruption
invisible line of the road. It is this initial sense of disrup

i [ t parts of the
that sends one looking for connections petween different p

where are the parents of the

Painting, why is the car parked there;

: SRt
children, why is the boat where it is, 1s oné supposed to identify :11::
8
the parents of these children perhaps taking a snapshot @i @ &S e.
] t one 1S
uting;  but why are the children and landscape SO dlSta”b’t 7
t bu
invited to enter into the scene Y the presence of the boat il
i nec
Prevented py the Ilack of oars- This desire to con
tory or reality then sets one

. . one S
Seemingly disparate elements i to
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how and in

ring what way (
wyondel 115 Y do styj :
W Yies of painting

mmantiCism to photorealism;

arban values connect, by portraying
Same picture f
t they d ; ; he

suggests Bl Y do and by the Jarring effect thar th
€ paintings have

on the viewer he suggests that showing Connections g 11
= ay well reveal som
: =
‘te unpleasant facts abou :
quit P t the large gaps that

our various ways

(systems) of seeing leave us with, By o e E e _
& € maintains an air

of independence from ready made ideologie
gies but also shows h R,
L ow it is not

always necessary to throw out a whole get of ideas and i
invent an

entirely new system in order to progress but how it is possible t
o)

advance by deciding where you stand in relation to them In relation

to contemporary Irish art criticism he manages to use the deficiencies
of both camps to his own advantage in producing strong and complex
images. Now  that I have considered Gale's relationship to
contemporary Irish art criticism and the limited choices it offers to
landscape painters; it is important for any assessment of his work to
see where he stands with regard to other Irish contemporary landscape

painters.

Trevor Geoghegan shares the technique of photorealism with Gale but

i re
Seems to use it for quite different purposes. His works are pu

.- s gage b
landscape with no traces of humans involved and vould traditionally be

described as romantic, it is the kind of landscape that people in
traffic Jams long to escape to: it is a wild, dramatic sensuous and
Yery attractive place. At one level it ig about the elements but O:n
e

Mother it is about the way landscape itself 1s Iooked at.h |
this 1S

doesp ! ¢ get the same sense of unease &s in Gale's works -

; jcture
Teplaceqd by intencehenotiom You are allowed into the pi ) .

nd the painting

are of yourself a

jous
0 barriers to make you consciou

rather than being

al
CParate objects. The landscapé is seeé
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constf”cted by humans as in Galeg work. Geogheg
s8I seems to haye
— . € an
urgent need to zakelchelyoyRCIne Landscape accessip]
€.  His works T
rhink are subject to a variety of interpretations, on th
i1 one hand his

work can be considerediastescepicNany Propagating untrye ig
S ue ldeas

about
; he countrysid
che state of t Yslde,  SbutNonNthaWonn ]
er hand it could pe sai
id
rhat he is doing the same kind of thing for the landscape as Millet did
as 1 (= aL

for the peasant in his early work,

That is showing us that the

landscape must be importaat to us if it is capable of inducing such
‘O 11

dramatic emotional effects on us. Here is an attempt at achieving
s L o

sowe sort of relationshipSwalcoNeheNphyea environment even if it only

lives in the realm of dreams and aspirations.

Gwen O'Dowd is another painter who gives some importance in her work to
achieving a physical relationship between the viewer and the work, in
her very abstract landscapes she shows the landscape as an organic
surface in a constant state of change puckered and scarred by use and
abuse but still very much alive. 0'Dowd has openly stated her concern
for the environment (Circa, No. 48, pp. 41-42) but she doesn't see the

landscape as being the victim of humanity but as being something quite

powerful with the possibilities for destruction as well as for healing

ish artists from
and creating. Unlike O'Dowd and a great many other Irish a

osses this sense
Barrie Cooke to Cecily Brennan, Gale does not seem to p

of physical involvement and identification vith the landscape, 1f his
work is anything to go by. However it is my opinion that he uses this
more
=cos physical involvement intelligently and helps us to .ie £
or
aware of i+ and what its implications are when we come across 1

e work of someone who does not

2 . ‘e th
OPposite in other work. His work is t

who asks why? The only hint
t

bu
fee] very emotionally close tO nature . | i
ave a relationship ¥

| | ' [ ant to h
€ gives that it might be import &
al emptiness that co

[ otion
Physica] environment is through the e
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- ip of estrangement frop
1gtionsnip 8 Nature persopi s
, rel onified by the
Stare of

[ ’rVakinG U ! in C t
gt g g up ontrast to t st :
the boYy he paintipg et
where his daughter is watchipng ¢ :
(1983) g 8 two men sawing yp , tree  from

some bushes.

S Gale's representatj
o ons of landscape raises many

e which are often unseen or ignored., The fact that these h
! ave

peen related to both a specific place and tipe Seems to make th
ese

jssues stand out all the more. The works draw you in to ap historical

frame of mind 1In which you cannot isolate the paintings from the
(=]

society 1in which they were created. They offer a new look at the
concerns of Irish art over the last few decades, such as the long

debate over the relevance of modernism to Ireland and the effectiveness

of the work which adopted its forms.
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CHAPTER 3
—‘_‘———-

By managing to work in an intelligent way against th
€ narrowness of

contemporary critical opinion Gale has shown the true pature of
of the
position in which the Irish landscape painter finds him/herself H
. e
has found a way of articulating the causes for the often bafflin
ng

feelings of alienation we sometimes feel about the landscape and by

doing this makes it easier for us to see the implications of these

feelings both for ocurselves and for our environment. He does this by

confronting us with the choices we have made in the past and their

results in the landscape today; from the technological and tourist

approach of the British to the implications of the more political
French attitudes. By uniting the two approaches in the works he shows
us how both approaches were born from the same process of
industrialisation but how they are incomplete and succeed in driving us

further away from any useful form of engagement with the land.

By making us aware of where we stand today and why we stand in oUr
particular position he has brought us to the next logical step which is

G oD tion to
to ask what we are going to do next. This is not an easy quées

; ) For
answer but I think that certain trends are becoming apparent

. eems
example the concern with the physical properties of the landscapée S

e Of the

- ater emphasis on a sens

be gaining importance with a gre

ing mists Of
Substance of the land rather than the vagué obscuring

; . it is often
Flanagan or Collins.  When this landscape =8 exanined 1

'powd or Brennan
depicted as ravaged or plundered as in the work of 0°Do
: : v, in the works
but it still manages to retain an almost magical Vitality ;
an this quality
°f Sean McSweeny, Brian Bourke of Trevor Geoghes

dominates.
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[ think that if this evolving concern with the physical id
entity of the
- [ r— t
jandscape can be linked to our concerns from the
past, we may hay
e
raken oOUT first step on the road away from the grip that our
present

relationship of alienation from nature has maintained on lands !
: cape work

since the industrialisation of our country and towards somethinec
= o

more

profitable. Though Gale has achieved much through his way of working
o

it also produces its own problems.

Despite the fact that he is painting in rural surroundings he, like

Courbet is still painting for the town. It would seem that it is here
his work communicates most. However one must question the soundness
of a concept which presents an already alienated group of people with
an image of the landscape as being a quite uninviting place. It could
be argued that this will do nothing to promote new values but rather
serves to entrench people in their present relationship with nature.
The experience that the viewer gets from one of Gale's works 1s
essentially a negative and unpleasant one not the kind of feeling that
makes one want to rush out and get involved in the landscape that oné

gets from Sean McSweeny's or Gwen 0'Dowd's work. The feeling from

metimes
Gale's work is always a sense of unease or absence. What so

inti i i of the viewer is
happens with Gale's paintings 15 that the interest

[ i re discovered.
lost before the interesting things goifis on in the work a

5 i ple to form &
Instead there is a feeling of frustration at not being &

: - ther. In this
relationship with the work and it 1S looked at no fur

; i viewer and Dy
way he could be accused of lacking consideration for the

5 rior
[ i an attitude of supe
doing this allowing himself to fall into

j11 om the way it was
aloofness with which we 1in Ireland are familiar IT o

; i for so long. 1S

used by the ascendancy lendlezo-Rcokiais power

o do if he pelieves that trying tO

Would surely be a dangerous thing t
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change ©ur perceptions of landscape is a worthwhile exerci H
se. ’Owevcxr
: f his work he manages t i i
;p most © ges to avoid this by hj :
Y ANls compelllng use of

detail which firstly forces one to examine his work
closely and th
en
convinces one of the reality of his world by making one ask oneself h
se ow

he could paint it so precisely if it wasn't real.

Gale does manage to get to the bottom of the urban lifestyle and

uncover its darker side with relation ‘to its effect on the Ilandscape
hut he is either uninterested in or fails to uncover the causes which
sent so many Sscurrying to Dublin in search of the new jobs of the
sixties and seventies. By not dealing with this he ignores a whole
side of nature which is very important, if one is to understand why
people do not want to acknowledge nature's true role; for in the
sixties people were running away from rural life as well as towards an
urban one. They were leaving behind the narrowness of the small town
mentality, the grinding down effect that this combined with hard manual
labour and little prospect of financial reward had on one's

individuality. To add to this there were fewer jobs than ever before

on the land as farms became more mechanised. At this time the

' j the
disadvantages of urban life did not seem &S obvious &S

. : Jit}
disadvantages of the life they were leaving behind. He does not S€€

: 1 eat
to acknowledge the grim side of the Jlandscape which contributes & gr

: wards the
deal to the uncaring attitude which many Irish people show to

; .« in my opinion
countryside. A knowledge of this side of nature 1S 1f y

i+ ways of viewing
essential if one is to overcome the present: spLitieed

1
5 ! an or
. o 'Man of ArT
nature from either the hard primitivise of the fil

' i ch as 'Return tO
the type of arcadia presented in Bord Failte films SU

liday in Treland of 8 honeymoon

Kerry' which follows the two week ho -
(Circa No. )

sights
Couple which is full of shorts of SPt‘«’Ct"“c“Tlar &
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26). Tt appears to me that a unify;j ,
ppP- . Yying action is pece .
Ssary if we
Sre LogtEe grasp of the issues which must be faced if we desi
re

the

. . r = . )
continuation ol intelligent landscape painting in this country 5
. n a

point of technique, I must say that while Gale has made great £
use o

his photorealist style, from comparing and contrasting the techniq
ues

of painting and photography in order to combine the best aspects of
ir

poth for his intense vision of Wicklow, to how he has simultaneousl
¥

used this combination of approaches to debunk our pre-conceived notions

about the landscape and the way we look at landscape art, he however

does on occasion lapse into sloppiness of technique e.g. with his

rendering of the forest in 'Waking Up', this cannot be covered up as
self expression when he by his style deliberately (for reasons which I
have already gone into) draws the eye to a close inspection of the
canvas, in order to retain its integrity the work simply must be
painted properly. Tn most cases Gale manages to do this and thus he
has opened the way for our landscape painters of the present and
future, who take the time to look at his work and learn from it, to

attempt to find a new relationship with nature which is more meaningful

than our present one. This has not happened very much in the history

. . - : 't
of Irish landscape painting but perhaps with the increased availability

i 1 eneration
of information about and accessibility of the works of this &

things will be different in the futur€:

i e necessity of a
Flnally, leaving aside all my various arguments for th

ike to finish by
change in the way we look at nature And Al would like

sa (:{)l]SideI Ed by
1 W, a ]'S, ]t ”]L. ght be
y . g hat the message 0. this ess )

] fue .
- 9 a.ll he 81'
a

theory and social relevance will £

Without worrying too much about thém.
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