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Abstract

The thesis examines the emergence of Peter Lanyon as one of the few truly innovative British landscape
painters this century. In the Introduction I discuss the problematic nature of landscape art and consider the
significance of Lanyon's discovery that direct description and linear perspective can be replaced with
allusive representational elements by fusing the emotional and imaginative life of the artist with the physical

activity of painting. Chapter One concentrates on the period 1936-8 when Lanyon was taught by Borlase
Smart, a key figure in the St Ives art colony between the wars. Chapter Two examines the influence of
Adrian Stokes and the links between Lanyon's painting and the theories developed in books such as Colour

and Form and The Quattro Cento. Chapter Three analyses the period 1940-45 when Lanyon was directly
influenced by the constructivism of Nicholson, Hepworth and Gabo. I look closely at their approaches to
abstraction and assess Lanyon's relative position to them. The importance of Neo-Romanticism and the
status of St Ives as a perceived avant-garde community is also addressed. In Chapter Four I discuss how

Lanyon resolved to achieve a new orientation in his art on his return from wartime service with the RAF by
synthesising constructivism and traditional landscape. The Generation and Surfacing Series demonstrate his
preoccupation with a sense of place, a fascination with the relationships between the human body and
landscape and his struggle to find a technique and style that was entirely his own. His sense of existential
insideness is discussed in Chapter Five through an examination of the work derived from Portreath, St. Just
and Porthleven - key places in Lanyon's psychological attachment to the landscape of West Penwith. In
Chapter Six I examine Lanyon's attachment to myths and archetypal forms, tracing the influence of
Bergson's vitalist philosophy as well as his use of Celtic and classical motifs. Chapter Seven 1s a discussion
of the malaise evident in Lanyon's work by 1955 and the impact of American Abstract Expressionism at the
Tate Gallery a year later. In the summer of 1959 Lanyon joined the Cornish Gliding Club and Chapter
Eight looks at how this necessitated a dynamic, expanded conception of the landscape and a re-thinking of
relations within the picture field. The ability to dissolve boundaries encouraged him to break down
distinctions between painting and construction so that abstract sculptural elements were now assembled into
independent works of art. Finally, Chapter Nine assesses Lanyon's overall position in relation to his early
influences and to St Ives art as a whole, his response to new directions in art coming out of London and
NewYork in the early 1960s and the importance of travel as a stimulus for further realignment in his artistic
and topographical horizons. His pictorial inventiveness and vitality remained unabated at the time of his

death and would undoubtedly have continued to be enriched by travel abroad and contact with new
movements in modem art on both sides of the Atlantic.



Introduction

A "PLACE MAN" - THE CHANGING FORMS

OF PETER LANYON'S LANDSCAPE ART



"A PLACE MAN": THE CHANGING FORMS OF PETER LANYON'S LANDSCAPE ART

Peter Lanyon has long been acknowledged as one of the few truly important
and innovative British landscape painters of the twentieth century. The
present thesis attempts to provide an overview of Lanyon's continuous artistic
development until his death in 1964. Its purpose is to distance itself
from previous critical works which sometimes give the impression that Lanyon's

oeuvre constitutes a seamless journey from the late Impressionism of the
1930s St Ives School painters to 1960s Pop Art, via Constructivism and
Abstract Expressionism. A pioneer of complex pastoral abstraction, Lanyon's
Quest to find the apposite image was attended by much uncertainty and
difficulties of many kinds. Works which may now strike us as admirably

resolved often came about after lengthy experimentation in fusing traditional
landscape forms with the technical and expressive possibilities offered

by modern abstraction. While Lanyon held a range of ideological. and
intellectual beliefs, his work passed through a sequence of phases each
generating their own distinct emotional and thematic pressures. He was
influenced by contemporaneous artists such as Gabo, Nicholson, de Kooning
and Rothko, but his correspondence and writing show that he was never a
passive follower - developing his own views as he gained confidence in

his own judgement and artistic abilities....1

This study will attempt to elucidate the particular and unique qualities
in Lanyon's work which consistently defeat stereotyping into convenient
art-historical categories. In the process it is hoped that the different
levels of meanings and associations found in the paintings and constructions
will became apparent while at the same time revealing an essentially
consistent vision of the landscape. Acutely conscious of the hesitant position
occupied by painting after the idealising and aestheticizing Neo-Romanticism
of the war years, lanyon was willing to experiment with new and untried
means - assimilating the purity of Constructivism while maintaining a Romantic
concern for place. His stated understanding of his work was that "there
is some reality which the artist is going to paint, but I would insist
myself that the artist is usually painting a reality which has not been

ll2 . ’ . . . ’
seen before.” At the risk of oversimplifying, a unifying theme might be
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identified in Lanyon's persistent concern with depicting the Cornish landscape
through experimentation with the formal qualities which allow a concentrated
blend of physical and emotional sensations to energé. Offering us an

expressive landscape vision through a prism of refraction and disruption,
ILanyon's paintings suggest a way of resolving the conflict between the
depiction of an objective reality and the artist's subjective need to reshape
the given world in a style which resonates with the representational codes

of the time.

Landscape painting is often caricatured as a rear-guard, conservative,
activity: a full understanding of the emergence of Lanyon's aesthetic
vocabulary must acknowledge the essential originality of his cultural
pluralism. The thesis argues that he employed the styles of modernism as

part of the grammar of available forms to be scavenged and recycled, quoted,
paraphrased and parodied in order to create a new kind of landscape painting
that evokes the sensation of being in a specific location. The presence

of formal similarities in Lanyon's work - drawn from a diverse range of
influences - should be seen as a sign of conceptual camplexity which
post-modern critical theory might recognise as evidence of cultural vitality
and eclecticism.

Particular attention has been paid to the late 1930s when Lanyon began
to paint seriously - abandoning his intended career as a commercial poster

artist. A focus on this period constitutes in itself an original approach:
the enduring influence of Lanyon's early mentors, Borlase Smart and Adrian

Stokes, has often been overlooked in the rush to highlight the importance

of Nicholson and Gabo as aesthetic father-fiqures. Borlase Smart, a central
figure in the St Ives art colony and an accomplished draughtsman and painter
of dramatic seascapes, taught Lanyon to appreciate the endurance and structure
of the landscape, presenting it on its own terms by painting the sky, land
and sea as equals. Many of lanyon's later works engender form by adopting
Smart's binary opposition of the "permanent" past locked in the geological
rock formations of West Cornwall and the "transient" present found in the
movement of the sea and sky. This contrast between motion and stasis

precipitates a profound sense of temporal disruption as the artist sought

to recreate his phenomenological experience of a place as well as addressing
1ts natural and social history.
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While Lanyon was taking private lessons with Borlase Smart a chance
encounter with the critic and painter, Adrian Stokes led him to the aesthetics
of the international avant-garde. Stokes introduced Lanyon to "those urgent

voices, deep in the mind" - the unconscious processes which determine artistic

form. 3 The significance and enduring nature of Stokes' influence has only

recelved occasional critical attention. Though there is no direct evidence
of Lanyon's knowledge of Freud's theories, the characteristics of his work
and the terms in which he discussed it would suggest an appreciation of
the central tenets of psychoanalysis. His youthful proximity to Stokes,

an enthusiastic follower of Freud who began seven years of analysis with
Melanie Klein in 1930, would make such an understanding probable.

It is very difficult to separate conscious influences and unconscious
emanations which express an artist's evolving psychological gestalt. The
landscape is as much a product of the imagination as the objective reality
of a natural environment. In his development of a new landscape art Lanyon
referred optical and sensory information to a stock of schema, mental
templates, located deep in his consciousness. The painter and his environment,

past and present, were fused in a space-time continuum which challenges
the conventional "reality" of a single perspective landscape determined

by the static viewer. Like Freud with his passion for archaic culture

and archaeological excavation, Lanyon used classical, Celtic and Christian
symbols to serve as a metaphorical bridge to the excavation of the
instinctual, atavistic life buried deep in the Cornish landscape. He saw
the countryside as a palimpsest on which its history and that of its
inhabitants was inscribed and his paintings frequently attempt to synthesise
the visible and the invisible, the conscious and the unconscious.

Stokes persuaded Ben Nicholson, Barbara Hepworth and Naum Gabo to settle

in St Ives while German bombers threatened London. The presence of some

of the key figures of pre-war Constructivism in St Ives effected a
transformation in Lanyon's work and he established a strong sense of creative
kinship with the three artists. Nicholson taught him how abstract art could
be employed to form a dialectic to rival the structures of natural forms,
while Hepworth's stringed sculptures introduced him to a new type of surface

neither fully closed nor open, the straight lines of taut thread articulating
contrasting spatial structures and curvilinear forms. However, it was Gabo



who provided Lanyon with the ideological creed which was to sustain him
through the war by providing a hope that art might be able to bring a radical

change for the better in society.

A broad distinction can be made between Lanyon's works before and after
1949. Before this year his paintings and constructions can be seen as an
attempt to give expression to Gabo's Constructivist ideology while pursuing
a Romantic quest to define the intangible genius loci of his native Cornwall.
Paintings executed immediately after his demobilization from the RAF in
1945 relate predominantly to the earth, anthropomorphic landscapes of
subterranean cavities and chambers emblematic of the artist's return to
a landscape whose every winding lane, sandy beach and jutting headland
he was familiar with. The thematic characteristics of paintings belonging
to the Generation and Surfacing Series are best explained by a need for
security after the existential dislocations imposed by a six year absence
from home. The "poetic" and "linear" formal qualities are matched by an
autobiographical quality in the imagery, pictorial equivalents of the artist's
psychological state set in a deep internal space located both within the
earth and the unconscious mind. 4 The :iconography employed in works like
Generator and Earth - ovoids alluding to the womb, the foetus and the
protective, nurturing embrace of the mother - suggests a Kleinian negotiation
of the artist's need for regeneration expressed through the medium of

constructivist and organic aesthetics.

As Lanyon gained in confidence, he began to develop a method and manner
that was entirely his own. There was a gradual change of emphasis as his
work drew inspiration from "the places where solids and fluids meet". 6
The opposition of earth and air finds its most emphatic expression in the
quasi-aerial perspectives of Bicyclist in Penwith (18 x 6in., oil on masonite,
Arts Council), Green Mile (62% x19%in., oil on masonite, 1952, Private
Collection, P1l.102) and Trevalgan (48 x 45in., oil on masonite, Witte Memorial
Museum, San Antonio, Texas, P1.93). He described Bicyclist in Penwith as
a painting about "cycling among walls, boulders and farm country on the
coast road."’ It belongs to a group of narrow vertical paintings which
are painted as though from a great height, subverting any traditional held

beliefs about the practice of landscape painting. The vertiginousness of
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the painting camplements the dramatic interface of land and sea experienced
at the edge of a cliff:

I paint very thin tall vertical paintings sometimes because I am fond
of climbing cliffs, and I find them very all and thin. It is just

a matter of doing paintings that are not visual paintings so much,

but are related to same physical ex;:ueriencen..8

A horizon to divide the canvas into two arbitrary and irreconcilable areas
has no place in work which was intended to present "a turning out of
experience - a making immediate of a time process-in-space. "3 By tipping
the horizon on its side, converting it from a passive pictorial entity
into a disconcerting vertical line, Lanyon disturbs the equilibrium of

the observer - presenting him with "an image of his own existence":

I used to employ a convenient lumping together device in painting

by lopping off sections of the painting and putting a sky in and calling
it a landscape. Sky is just a flat blueness in that case. Now I have
begun to get the sky on my back and there is no way out - I have to
draw it down my side and breathe it into my belly and gesture it out.

The only "lumping" is in the indigestic.m!.]‘0

He did not set out to paint nature from any fortuitous angle, but was
determined to present the landscape on its own terms, painting the physical
opposition of the elements - sky, land and sea - as a synthesis of many
sights and viewpoints. This reformulation of opposites and states Of.
disequilibrium can be seen in Kleinian terms as an attempt to break through
the tired, familiar surface of existence to achieve pyschological
individuation through the process of making art.

This iconoclastic approach to conventional landscape painting reflects
Ianygn's mounting sense of freedam and excitement in the mid-1950s as he

was not just to be admired in the conventional sunsets and seascapes favoured
by more traditional artists, but was something to be climbed over, trodden
on, lain in and experienced from every conceivable angle. He believed that
landscape painting should not just represent a sense of place from a single,
fixed and static viewpoint, but achieve an independent identity by fusion

o



with the emotional and imaginative life of the artist.

Using Cornwall in the same way that Constable used Suffolk, Lanyon tore

up any agreement about what might constitute the correct subject matter

for contemporary painting by combining all his experiences of the landscape
into a single image. His challenge to the conventions of landscape painting

is similar in magnitude to Constable's decision 150 years earlier to select
his subject from Suffolk's wheatfields lined with summer elms, hedgerows,
wind-rippled streams, billowing cloud formations, cart tracks and towpaths:

My art follows Constable - it is to be found in the hedgerows, but

my heaven what apprehension there is today even in a country lane: 11

Lanyon's imaginative transformation of his genius loci, the landscape of
North Cornwall, echoes Constable's "painting is with me but another word

for feeling" .12 The specifically local and topographical recollections

of the Cornish landscape provided aﬂ constant source of his imagery, the
activating prompt to imaginative discovery and plastic invention. Like
Constable, Lanyon understood that the term landscape embraces both the
objective forms of the environment as well as the medium by which the artist

inscribes its cultural codes, meanings and symbols.

If Constable introduced expressive naturalism to British painting, then
Turner must be seem as the father of the psychological landscape. Lanyon
understood how the twin possibilities embodied in Constable and Turner

could be reconciled. They had both explored nature as an equal, a mirror,
and a source of man's primal unconscious desires. Like Turner, Lanyon's
range encompasses a Wordsworthian sensitivity for the ordinary scene as
well as a Wagnerian conception of the grandeur of nature at its most romantic
and sublime. A contemporary account describes how Turner began his
watercolours by saturating the paper with wet colour, then, "like one
possessed", scratched, scribbled and scraped everything into an apparently
chaotic state until, "as if by magic", the motif ernerged.13 All of Lanyon's
major works impart a sense of spontaneity as he substituted direct description

and linear perspective with allusive representational elements, intense
textural paint handling and a pictorial architecture which fuses structure
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and sensation. He was both a poet, seeking moving and dramatic effects

through the interaction of shapes and colours, and an artist who kept the
motif - the appearance of a particular place, its history and his associations
with it - in front of him. Each image is the result of an intense blend

of emotion, physical sensation and a sense of the permanent past and the
transient present which he explored with all the honesty and insistence

at his command.

His later works -~ particularly the gliding paintings - reach a carpléx
and original pictorial equivalent for the sublime in nature. There 1is an
exhilaration and confidence in the many paintings connected with the sensation
of flight as he discovered the ethereal, floating, translucent quality
of Turner's late landscape vision. These works do not project us into the
landscape so much as detach us from reality and project the viewer into
the poetic realms of the subjective and the associational. Recognisable
objects, such as a green field, a hill, a Cornish headland, a swirling
sea are diffused by waves of translucent colour filled with pale light.
We are transported by the rhythms of the paint into the poetic realms of
our subjective selves:

Turner certainly, and Richard Wilson before him, used quite extensively
a spiral, they got smaller and smaller away into the distance. Today
it's possible I think - and this is why I go gliding myself - to get
actually into the air itself to get a further sense of depth and space
into yourself, as it were, into your own body, and then carry it through
into a painting. I think this is a further extension of what Turner

was doing. 14

In the air he found solitude and excitement: a new way of interpreting
themes which had persisted since the war - the sensation of vertigo and

a pictorial equivalent for the passage of time. He completed Turner's
aesthetic journey by subordinating the liquefied facture of Abstract
Expressionism's self-referential planes of chromatic and textural
relationships to the externally referential evocation of a particular place.
Pictures such as Rosewall (72 x 60in., oil on canvas, Ulster Museum, Belfast,
P1.160), Long Moor (60 x 60 in., oil on canvas, Private Collection, P1.151)

-7 -



and Drift (60 x 42 in., oil on canvas, 1961, Private Collection, Pl.164)
are all aerial views that have been influenced by gliding. They have little
or nothing to do with the literal representation of a straightforward view,
but everything to do with how Lanyon felt about what he had seen and
experienced in and above the landscape when he returned to the studio to

face the canvas.

Despite the Abstract Expressionist bravura, a lingering respect for the
past remained. Lanyon's paintings are concerned with depth, rhyming colour,
symmetry, balance and other traditional qualities. Where his wilful
temperament appears - in the convulsive stroke, the multi-coloured sweep
of industrial brushes, or in wild accidents that spray themselves wantonly
over the picture - he is still not submitting to random order. Standing
behind him at all times is the memory of Gabo, Nicholson, Smart and the
whole tradition of landscape painting in Cornwall.



Notes to Introduction

1. It is important to differentiate between the long-standing influence

of Gabo - the result of Lanyon's high regard for his work and his deep
engagement with constructivism - and his looser association with other
artists such as William Scott or the members of the Abstract Expressionist
movement in America.

2. Peter lLanyon and Paul Feiler Talking to Michael Canney on "The Subject

in Painting", Horizons, BBC radio programme, 22 May 1963, TGA/TAV 212AB.

3. The phrase is from "Michelangelo", The Critical Writings of Adrian Stokes,
vol.III, Thames and Hudson, 1978, p.l2.

4. Michael Ayrton identified the linear and poetic qualities of
Neo-Romanticism as evidence of continuity with earlier traditions in English
art: Studio, vol.132, no.s 641-4. August-September 1946.

5. Melanie Klein saw art as a reparative activity resolving subconscious
anxieties and attacks on the mother's womb in infantile fantasy: "Infantile
Anxiety Situations Reflected in a Work of Art and the Creative Impulse”,

International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, vol.l0, 1929, reprinted in Juliet
pp- 84-94 .

Mitchell (ed.), The Selected Melanie Klein, Harmondsworth, 1986,

6. This quotation cames from the recorded talk which Lanyon made for the
British Council in 1962. Alan Bowness wrote the script for the lecture
using Lanyon's own words. Tate Gallery Archive, TAV 526AB.

7. Ibid.

8. Ibid.

9. Peter Lanyon, letter to Paul Feiler, c¢.1952, printed in Andrew Lanyon,
Peter Lanyon 1918-64, Penzance, 1990, p.125.

10. Peter lLanyon, letter to Roland Bowden, 20th July 1952, Tate Gallery
Archive, 942.13.

11. Ietter to Paul Feiler, ¢.1952, printed in Andrew Lanyon, op.cit.,
p.1l25.

12. Constable is quoted in Andrew Graham Dixon, A History of British Art,
BBC Books, 1996, p.l47.

13. Quoted in Werner Hoffmann, Turner und die Landschaftsmalerei seiner
Zeit, Munich, 1976, p.24.

14. Recorded talk, Peter Lanyon and Paul Feiler talking to Michael Canney
on The Subject in Painting, BBC Horizons programme, 22nd May 1963, transcript
in Tate Gallery Archive, TAV 212AB,




Chapter One

A CORNISH APPRENTICESHIP: BORLASE SMART
AND THE TECHNIQUES OF PAINTING



ST IVES AND THE PAINTERS OF LIGHT

Peter Lanyon was born in St Ives on 8 February 1918 into a prosperous
and cultured Cornish family at a time when the art colony was not only
well established but thriving. Turner is known to have sketched in St Ives
during his tour of the West Country in 1811 and Whistler spent three months
in the town in the winter of 1884 painting a series of pochade panels
depicting seascapes, street scenes, shop fronts and views of boats and
fishing vessels in the harbour. By 1888 an informal Artists' Club had been
formed in St Ives by the Austrialian Louis Monro Grier (a painter, raconteur
and musician whose loose and impressionistic style owed a great deal to
Whistler).l This was followed two years later by the "St Ives Arts Club”
housed in permanent premises on Westcott's Quay. The club became the meeting
place for a group of marine and coastal painters who were attracted to
the samnolent seaside town by the pellucid quality of the light and the
possibility of finding an inexpensive studio in the lofts where herring
fishermen had once stowed their sails. In the years before the First World
War artists like Julius Olsson, Adrian Stokes, Arnesby Brown and Algenon
Talmage gained a reputation for plein air works and direct landscape painting
which eschewed the picturesque allegorical symbolism characteristic of
much Newlyn School painting of the same period.

Lanyon was fortunate in being born into an affluent, liberal and cultured
family. His mother, Lilian, came from Camborne where her father owned a
drapery store. His father, William Herbert Lanyon, was a pianist, composer,
photographer and painter whose family derived its wealth fram the tin mining
industry around Redruth.? Herbert knew many of the artists that had

congregated in St Ives and shared his Attic Studio in St Andrews Street

with the painter John Park in the years before the First World War.3 On

Sunday evenings the Lanyon home, the Red House, became a gathering point
for anyone with a serious interest in the arts and there was music, poetry

and discussion of ]g:'a:'"Lnt:'Lng.}“"1

Herbert's passionate socialist principles were expressed in a strong
distaste for the divisions of wealth and class which prevented social harmony

"by the institution of rigid and permanent barriers of restriction" .5 His
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son inherited this belief that inequality lay at the root of social distress.
Encouraged by his father to defy the conventional public school ethos of
muscular Christianity at Clifton College so that he could concentrate on
music and painting (he refused to join the Officers Training Corps "because
it wasn't consistent with the policies of the League of Nations") ,6 Lanyon
was firmly comnitted to the left by the time he left Clifton in 1936:

I had read as much as I possibly could of Webb's Soviet Communism
and New Civilisation; I had read a lot of the left books and been
interested in the birth of cammunism, and particularly in socialist

movements in England. In fact the book I presented to the Clifton
Library when I left was Sawdust Caesar, a book on 1\*lussc>11'.nj.....,7

This radical political undercurrent, mixed with a rather patrician belief
in the possibility of an elite creating a socialist society, continued
to form the core of Lanyon's political convictions for the rest of his
life. During the war he wrote to his sister that he had (unsuccessfully)

applied for a commission to prepare himself for active leadership in building
the new social order:

I blame myself and my kind for (the working class's) condition, because
rightly it is our duty to teach them and then hand over to them the
power to develop into complete moral beings and societies. 8

Lanyon's family wealth protected him from the financial worries which
plagued many of the artists who had come to St Ives after the war (he
inherited a third of his father's estate on his twenty-first birthday).
Nevertheless, he empathised with the plight of the miners who struggled
to extract from the Cornish granite the mineral wealth of bismuth, malachite,
copper, iron, aragonite, garnet, gypsum, silver, cuprite and tin. Against
a backdrop of falling prices, exhausted seams and cheaper competition from
the Far East, South America and Australia, Lanyon spoke of "the shame that
I feel...seeing these ruined tin mines"'9 and felt quilt through his family's

assoclation with the exploition of the miners by greedy English
industrialists.
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In May 1961 he appeared at a Ministry of Housing inquiry at Penzance
as the only witness who would speak on behalf of developers who were proposing
to reopen a coastal mine at Carnelloe, near Zennor. The proposal met
widespread criticism and was denounced for posing a potential blight on
this area of outstanding natural beauty, just a few miles from St Ives.
Patrick Heron (who had bought the Eagle's Nest near Zennor in 1955) blanched
with horror at the thought of three hundred West Indian miners coming to
10 He campaigned
against the proposed development and raised a petition with 900 signatures
to preserve the integrity of the landscape (and his scenic views). Lanyon
drafted (but did not send) a letter to The Cornishman:

live on a housing estate "and then the mine going bust".

The opponents of the scheme talk of beauty and the magnificence of
scenery as 1f nature were incapable of wrath that would touch them...
Generations of Cornishmen have had to leave their native coast and
have died in exile, leaving only a chimney as their monument. When
new-arrived see the revenge of time creep on their doorsteps, they
wail out that we destroy the beauty of their view - what view do they
think the Cornishman has, who desires above all to make his own riches,
but is barred by some concept of beauty that denies him the honour

of his labour? Ll

Lanyon's opposition to those who sought to preserve the Cornish countryside
was part of a wider dissatisfaction with the area's growing dependence

on tourism. He despised the "foreigners" - tourists and artists - who wanted
to preserve the landscape as a post-industrial theme park, complete with
stunning views and romantically crumbling engine houses and half-empty
villages (the population of St Just declined by 16.6% between 1931 and
1938). He railed against the greedy commercialism of St Ives which drove

up rents and property prices so that local fishermen were forced out of
their harbour cottages and into council housing on the margins of the town:

The native knows he is being exploited and is not any longer the

innocent in the game. He is liable to become abstracted himself and
to live entirely on the subsidies of philanthropic bodies geared to
the preservation of things - a 1ar§e scale way in which wealth stops

life from being awkward and progressing. We shall become a huge
museum.
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For Lanyon, Cornwall was not just a working environment for artists or
a place to be visited by busloads of tourists, but a source of economic
riches to be farmed, fished and mined by the indigenous population.

The young Lanyon "got the smell of paint very early"..]'3 He and his younger
sister, Mary, were taken to the studios where artists like Moffatt Lindner,
Julius Olsson, John Park, Algernon Talmage and Borlase Smart prepared works
destined for the Royal Academy summer exhibitions. Unlike many of the painters
who came to form the post-war avant garde in St Ives, Lanyon never lost
respect for the long artistic heritage of the town or for the artists who
had helped to establish the town as a centre for the scattered groups in
Newlyn and Lamorna. In a recording made two years before his death, he
recalled the excitement of seeing a picture of bluebells by Lamorna Birch:

I was so excited by the quality of this thick paint that I went up
to it and smelled it...I remember distinctly expecting to smell

bluebells.

S.J. "Lamorna" Birch, a Newlyn School painter trained in Paris, found his
subject matter in the depiction of the freshness of nature and the excitement
and urgency of working out in the wind and the sun. He had founded his

own colony of artists and writers in the Lamorna valley, but after the

war he 1lived and worked in St Ives, eventually becoming chairman of the

St Ives Society of Artists in the 1930s. His large and melodramatic paintings
of the Lamorna valley, rivers and streams, quarries and tall cliffs, are
essentially vehicles for the study of light and movement in ‘the natural
world and can be seen as an inspiration for Lanyon's more expressive

interpretations of the landscape many years later.

Lanyon's belief that he was working within a long tradition of Cornish
landscape painting is clearly illustrated in an exchange of letters in
the St Ives Times which followed a one-man exhibition of his work in Plymouth
City Art Gallery in 1955.

I have often wondered why Peter Lanyon's pictures are hardly, if ever,
exhibited in our own galleries. Nor as far as I know, are any of his
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works on the walls of any public building. He is a native of St Ives
and he lives in St Ives. He has long been recognised by connoisseurs
as one of the most promising of young British painters.

In his response to this letter Lanyon wrote:

I share his concern, but I must remind him that I was brought up 1in
St Ives with such artists as Milner, Grier, Park, Schofield, Borlase
Smart and many others and I share with them a respect for tradition.
When paintings by these artists have adequate hanging space in a town
museum such as Borlase Smart envisaged I would be proud to join their

campany. My own isolation has been voluntary and arises from my refusal

to accept the idea that modern art is apart from traditional art:...]'6

He described himself as "a provincial landscape painter"”' and had a deep
distaste for the divisions which emerged when the initiative was seized

by younger artists led by Barbara Hepworth and Ben Nicholson who broke
away from the traditional painting of the St Ives Society of Artists in
order to form the more progressive Penwith Society in February 1949.
Although Lanyon seldom ever painted a picturesque view, he did not consider
his work to be abstract:

I do not consider my painting to be abstract. However, I make use
of abstraction as part of my working method. 18

He appreciated the exquisite atmospheric and impressionistic effects of
the earlier St Ives painters and admired their talent for painting the
surface of the sea, its reflected colours, and the effect of sun and light
over wet sand. His ambition was to rank with the greatest figures of the
Newlyn and St Ives Schools - to fulfil the grandeur of tradition and at
the same time to pioneer a new visual language of landscape painting. He

believed that he was continuing the dialogue with the landscape - interpreted
in a modernist idiam.
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BORLASE SMART: LANYON AND THE TECHNIQUES OF SEASCAPE PAINTING

Lanyon's formal training in art began at the Penzance Art School in 1936,
where he stayed for about eighteen months reluctantly drawing casts of
antique sculptures. At the same time he received private lessons from Borlase
Smart, secretary and later president of the St Ives Art Society. Smart
was to become a key conciliatory figure between the warring factions
representing modernism and tradition in St Ives. He specialised in marine
painting and parﬁicularly favoured the twelve miles of rocky coastline
between St Ives and St Just (the same stretch which Lanyon later claimed

was "actually in my bones").

The importance of Borlase Smart has often been overlooked in the literature
on Lanyon. 20 The later influence of Nicholson-Hepworth-Gabo has ténded
to overshadow the fact that Lanyon emerged from a long-established tradition
of painting the landscape and coastline of West Penwith. His apprenticeship
with Borlase Smart placed him in a continuum which owed much to the techniques
and traditions of plein air painting popularised by the followers of Bastien
Iepage in thelr version of "a sort of English Concarneau" 2L _ Newlyn
during the 1880s. He was also heir to the tradition of sea and landscape

painting practised in St Ives after 1918 by Smart, Julius Olsson, John
Park and Fred Milner.

Smart had came to St Ives in 1913 as a student at Julius Olsson's School
of Landscape and Marine Painting (Olsson had won widespread acclaim for
the romantic naturalism of his coastal scenes and dramatic seascapes by
moonlight). He had served in the First World War as a subaltern in the
Queen's Regiment, the Artists' Rifles and in 1916 with the newly formed
Machine Gun Corps. Retaining a precise military air, Smart "would have
no nonsense with poor drawing”. His painting was direct and traditional,
based on observation, interpreted by sound draughtsmanship and a vigorous,
bold use of paint, often on a large scale. He drove Lanyon hard, teaching
him the importance of immersion in the landscape, "drawing the general
idea in black and white almost as fast as a wave moves or breaks" .22

Lanyon became accustomed to drawing rapidly and never lost the habit
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of sketching his subjects in situ: John Wells still recalls expeditions
such as the one to sketch Geevor mine with Lanyon and Sven Berlin 1in 1946..2
The numerous studies for Portreath (20 x 16in., oil strawboard, 1949, Private

Collection, P1.82) and the drawings for the Clevedon Series (1963, P1.213)
testify to Lanyon's commitment to careful observation of place, grasping

3

ideas with a series of almost shorthand notes, even if the painting of

large abstract pictures became an exclusively studio exercise:

When I began to paint, the cliff edge and winter storms pﬁt more pressure
on me than I could absorb. My pictures became so messy and dispersed
that I was driven indoors and settled for experiments in the technical
problems of painting.24

Unlike the plein air painters that could still be seen with their heavy
easels and brass-bound paint boxes on the water's edge - trying not to

be distracted by the comments and idle curiosity of holiday visitors -
Lanyon preferred to resolve the problems raised by the particular character
and presence of the landscape in the safe confines of the Attic Studio.

Ssmart encouraged his pupil to respond imaginatively to the complex movement
of the sea pounding against the cliffs, the constantly changing effects
of light on water and rocks, and the geological construction of the Cornish

coastline.

He loved the open coast and the cliffs and he would get me out and
make me draw the rocks so that they looked, not just like the rocks,
but he would say to me: remember there are thousands of tons of weight
there, and the sea has been battering this for years and years...This
sort of quality really excited me and connected up with my own feelings
for the country.25

Lanyon's earliest works are conventional but sensitive landscapes, the
products of a young and talented student. A painting such as Carn Galver

(13 x 16in., o1l on board, 1937, Private Collection, Pl.2) captures the
atmospheric and impressionistic effects of the light and landscape of the
inland hills of Penwith, capped with great boulders and earthworks. Battleship

- 16 -



Rock, Bosigran, (25 x 30in., oil on canvas, 1936, Private Collection, Pl.3)
depicts the spectacular cliff formation and site of an ancient castle on

the North Cornish coast, between St Ives and lLand's End. The organic
construction of the rock formations is emphasised by the short, broken
vertical brushstrokes employed to construct patches of interlocking planes
of light and shadow. The foreground rocks are rendered in rough diagonal
strokes that draw attention to cracks, gaps and crevices - creating varied
planes of light and shade. The drama of this composition derives from the
contrast of the dark rocks and the foaming sea. It is important to note

that the foam i1s not merely a mass of white paint but has a distinct sense
of pattern and direction, based on Lanyon's study of the way the sea breaks
into channels and moves among the rocks. In contrast with the rocks, the
rhythmic flow of the waves 1s interpreted by the softer, curving strokes

of the brush, which blends the tones together to produce the subtle light
and shade of water and foam. The rounded swells of the water in the foreground
are carefully modelled in subtle planes of light and shade to emphasise

the three-dimensional quality, rather than merely reducing them to a pattern

of strokes.

These paintings reflect a realist trend dominant in provincial art in
the 1930s that had little to do with the revolution in painting and sculpture
taking place in Europe. Cubism, Futurism, Suprematism, Constructivism,
Dadaism and Surrealism were foreign concepts to most artists working in
Cornwall at this time who took acceptance by the Royal Academy as their
yardstick of excellence.

SOUTH AFRICA, 1938

Smart's influence can be detected in Lanyon's sensitivity to the nuances
and character of the South African landscape. In March 1938 he left Cornwall
for an extended holiday with his mother and sister, visiting relatives
26 According to his sister, Mary
Schofield, Lanyon painted all the time, concentrating on landscapes and

in Johannesburg and touring Rhodesia.

the occasional portrait.27 Africa gave him his first opportunity to extend
the range of his painting-repertoire by using a palette of warmer colours
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(mostly yellows, yellow-greens, browns and brown-greys) to evoke the dry
earth colours and dusty textures of the bush. In forging his memories into
painted equivalents such as Hill, South Africa (13 x 16in., oil on board,
1939, Private Collection, Pl.8), lLanyon captures the brilliance of the
light, the intense heat and the immensity of the vast tracts of land covered

with brushwood and shrubby plants.

Smart's insistence on a direct and imaginative response to the light,
weather, scale and endurance of the landscape allowed Lanyon to respond
empathetically to the challenge of depicting a topography which was campletely
different from his native Cornwall. The trip brought out more of Lanyon's
latent pantheism: "I enjoyed myself more I think camping at night amongst
the lions than at any other time" .28 He later recalled that he only "really
began to get to grips" with the country after climbing a 300 foot rock
face, Mont-aux-Sources, 9,500 feet up in the Drakensberg muntains.29 The
trip involved him not merely looking at the landscape, but seeing into
it and appreciating the essential elements of its identity:

South Africa had an immense influence on me. I found I suddenly met:
a country which was uncultured, a country which was wide open and
had no sensibility...(the country) had an influence on my interest

in high places, vastnesses, for instance, in what I call a frontier

civilisation...30

Smart had taught him to be open to the significance of a place, to feel
it, to know and respect its symbols - much as a person might experience
a holy site as sacred without necessarily believing in that particular

religion.

Lanyon was acutely sensitive to the particular character and presence
of the places he visited and to a remarkable degree was able to identify
with the people he met and share their concerns. His ability to get inside
a place allowed him to draw on the symbols, traditions and cultural
imperatives of new environments. He was perceptive enough to see that the
identity of Africa went deeper than superficial appearances and later recalled
his repugnance for the social divisions and racial segragation which he
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witnessed on his travels. On one occasion, while staying on a farm in Northern
Rhodesia, he expressed an interest in painting an African. He was presented
with a "native" who was told to pose with a round concertina for the
nineteen-year old artist. Twenty-five years later he could still recall

his embarrassment at this grim display of racial inequality. Horrified

by this affront to the man's dignity, Lanyon threw away the unfinished
painting and asked him to sit down and play his own music, refrains of

which would continue to haunt Lanyon for the rest of his life.Bl

The trip clearly had a positive effect on his work. In June 1938, towards
the end of the holiday, he felt sufficiently confident to stage his first

one-man show, held in a small gallery in Jc:::hannesbm:g1...32

THE PROTECTOR OF MODERN ART IN CORNWALL

Smart's influence on Lanyon's career did not stop when the period of
tutelage ended. He was also a key figure in getting Lanyon's works shown
both during the war and immediately after Lanyon's return to Cornwall in
December 1945. Smart's sympathy for the cosmopolitan avant-garde sheltering
in St Ives during the war gave him a key unifying role as conciliator between
the rival factions of "traditional" and "modernist" artists working in
St Ives. He had became secretary of the St Ives Society of Arts in 1930
and was instrumental in persuading Nicholson and Hepworth to join the society
and exhibit work in its Porthmeor Gallery during the war. > Through Smart's
mediation Lanyon and Sven Berlin were also able to exhibit their works
among the more traditional paintings of the Society. Reviewing the annual
Show Day, March 1945, the Western Echo reported that "a young corporal,
G. Peter lLanyon, who is now in Italy, showed a well executed painting of
Ypres. n34 A year later, Smart opened his Porthmeor Studio on Show Day for
an exhibition which also featured work by Nicholson (Painting 1946), Hepworth

(Wood Sculpture with Strings and Drawing for Sculpture), and Lanyon (works
unknown).35

It was Borlase Smart who obtained a pramise from the Anglican Church
authorities that their Mariners' Chapel, a large building with good light
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built in 1902, would be offered to the Society of Artists after deconsecration
(most fishermen were Methodists). A loan of £2,800 for the purchase of

the freehold was negotiated with the church authorities. 36 The Society's
first exhibition in the newly-decorated chapel opened on 26th July 1945.

Smart helped to secure a separate space around the font of the Mariners'
Church for the "advanced" artists, Ben Nicholson, Barbara Hepworth, Naum

Gabo, Sven Berlin, John Wells, Wilhemina Barns-Graham and Lanyon. In a
letter of August 1945 to the St Ives Times, an optimistic Lanyon wrote:

A new exhibition of the St Ives Society of Artists has undoubtedly
aroused great interest both because of the gallery and the unorthodox

willingness of the members to mix so many points of view. I feel that

the artists of St Ives are making an attempt to revive themselves

and became a more positive part of the c::c:rrmunity,..37

Smart's patronage of the modernist movement in St Ives continued when
the younger "exhibitors around the font", impelled by Lanyon, decided to
show their work 1n a separate exhibition. With typical magnanimity Smart
suggested to Lanyon that the crypt of the Mariners' Chapel would make a
good exhibition space for their works. Smart facilitated this move by
appeasing the conservatives within the Society. The Crypt Group (at first
Lanyon, Berlin, Wells, Bryan Wynter and the printer Guido Morris) held
their first exhibition in September 1946 - the show was officially opened
by Borlase Smart. His encouragement of "these alleged modern ideas" was
harshly criticised in The Western Echo by the painter, illustrator and
caricaturist, Harry Rountree.

I would remind him that sdne people are so tolerant that they hunt
with the hounds and run with the hare. Surely this brand of tolerance

comands no respect. 38

Smart wrote back that the flurry of correspondence instigated by Rountree's
attack on the "pitiful racket" of modern art had improved attendance figures
for the Crypt exhibition. His accommodating stance, building bridges between

the old and the new, the figurative and the abstract, is reflected in his

reply:
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I have been accused of running with the hares and hunting with the
hounds. That is precisely my outlook, as I definitely intend to like
the best in both traditional and advanced art. 39

In 1949, two years after his death, the Penwith Society of Artists was
founded as a "tribute to Borlase Smart"40
the Society's first exhibition catalogue:

and a eulogy was published in

His large hearted generosity and sympathetic understanding were ever
at the service of all who needed than.41

THE ENDURING INFLUENCE: BORLASE SMART AND LANYON'S ILATE WORKS

Many of the ideas contained in Smart's useful book The Technique of Seascape
Painting (1934) continued to influence lLanyon's painting methods long after

Smart's untimely death following a heart attack in 1949.

When a seascape picture calls for the addition of incident to make

up for its apparent emptiness, it proves that there has not been enough
convincing sea interest in the work. It is lacking in observation,
colour, form, composition and the study of sea phenomena necessary

to its cc:n1,1:_:~1eter1ess...‘é"'2 |

Lanyon was taught that great landscape painting did not require unnecessarily
camplex compositions (for example, one of Smart's favourite painters, Winslow
Homer, often needed no more than one or two waves and just a single rock
for a successful painting). Smart's imaginative response to the elemental

drama which occurs where land and sea meet deeply influenced the young
Peter Lanyon.

In his later work, Smart introduced a more bravura expressiveness and
a bolder use of colour - anticipating Lanyon's landscapes of the 1950s.
Smart's advice to the student of marine painting, "Don't hesitate, but

splash" ,43 hunorously anticipates Lanyon's advice to Michael Canney on
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coming to a halt with a painting:

Just take a large paint-mixing knife and put a great slab of chrome
yellow from top to bottom. That'll get you going again; sorting that

one out!

Smart believed that the "contrast of calm and turmoil can be the secret

to an effective marine painting" and that the work should be colourful,

pure in expressive painting and "the whole executed with a freedom of handling
consistent with the subject."45 '

An analysis of lanyon's large abstractions painted after his first visit
to America in January 1957 reveals Smart's enduring influence. Silent Coast
(48 x 36in., oil on mascnite, 1957, Manchester City Art Galleries, Pl1.134)
was painted shortly after his first New York exhibition at the Catherine
Viviano Gallery.46 A superficial glance at the picture would suggest an
entirely abstract composition. Lanyon described the work as "the first
of many weather paintings". ol However, in spite of its broad handling,
the painting can also be seen in landscape terms: the swelling central
area of strong mid-blue has the shape of a pregnant belly and the translucence
of the sea viewed from above; below is the more turbulent quality of sea
washing over and around projecting rocks, brownish-greens show through
as islands lapped by waves. It is important to note that the sea in Silent

Coast is not merely just a mass of blue paint but derives from a distinct

sense of pattern and direction which recalls Smart's advice on lateral
lines of composition to show movement in a seasca};:ae.'q'8 The slow, stately
movement of the sea across the diagonal is offset by the broader horizontal

brushstrokes depicting the sky.

Snart's advice that "nature composes itself" is followed in the apparent
spontaneity of the brushstrokes and compositional structure which nevertheless
manages to embrace the finest elements of balance, movement, massing and
spacing. Smart felt that drawing and painting "should be broader in expression
towards the edges” as this contributes to a feeling of bigger spacing,
making the work appear larger in design. "Experience will teach you that
general all-over detail in a seascape, if carried to the edges of your
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49

drawings or paintings, is apt to make your work too photographic." ™ In

a talk recorded in 1963 Lanyon recalled that Silent Coast was

...a vVery calm picture, with everything simplified and pushed
right to the edges. I painted it from very high up, looking down on
a broad expanse of coast. Everything was still and slow moving, as

on those days when after stormy weather one gets extreme silence and

restfulness on the coast of West Penwii:h....50

The painting may owe something to the American Abstract Expressionists

(and particularly to Willem de Kooning) whose work Lanyon would have seen
in January 1956 when the Arts Council Exhibition, Modern Art in the United
States, was held in the Tate Gallery.Sl He certainly became much more aware
of developments in American abstraction after visiting New York in January
1957 for the first of his five one-man exhibitions at the Catherine Viviano
Gallery. However, while Lanyon's paintings now showed the influence of

his new American contacts (Robert Motherwell and Mark Rothko became friends)
his work never entirely lost its connection with the studies of the Cornish

coast undertaken with Borlase Smart.

Many works from this period of Lanyon's career reflect passages in Smart's
painting and writing. St Ives Bay (48 x 72in., oil on masonite, 1957, Private
Collection, London, P1.133), lLong Sea Surf (72 x 48in., oil on masonite,
1958, Joseph H Hirshorn Collection, P1.139) and Zennor Storm (48 x 72in.,

oil on hardboard, 1958, Tate Gallery, P1.137) recall Smart's attempts tO
capture the vigour of the sea and the ever changing weather patterns of

the Penwith peninsula. The paint is applied thickly, without too much attempt
to blend or iron out the surface, and thereby detract from the vitality

of the total effect. The colours are those favoured by Smart: Naples yellow,
yellow ochre, raw sienna, rose madder, viridian, cobalt blue, and ivory
black.52 Smart wrote that "the merit lies in knowing what to leave out

in painting the sea. Too much detail suggests that the sea stood still

to be portrayed." >3 Few could accuse lLanyon of painting pictures where

the subject looked petrified, frozen, or overworked.

In his analysis of painterly technique Smart commented on Rough Weather
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by Roger Deering:

In this kind of painting, where intense emotion is conveyed and the
artist gives the impression of having painted in white heat, there

is more planning and more cool-headedness than one might suppose...These
seemingly casual strokes must be planned and must follow the forms,

based on precise observation of the subject.54

Lanyon's pictures were often only worked up after months of preparatory
study. He would execute charcoal and pencil drawings produced on the spot

- investigating the subject from as many angles as possible. In order to
understand the structural and spatial elements in the composition he would
build constructions - proof of how sensitive the artist was to the plastic
and formal demands of rendering three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional
surface. Drawings and constructions were used to "develop an image in my
mind and to explore it in actual space before painting 1it. "2 porthleven

(96 x 48in., oil on hardboard, 1951, Tate Gallery, P1.91), commissioned

by the Arts Council for the Festival of Britain exhibition, "Sixty paintings
for 1951", was painted in four hours - the culmination of a year of
contemplation, drawing, and the building of six constructions. The immediacy
of the work, its broad brushstrokes and freshness belies the considerable

thought and experimentation that went into its gestation.

Smart's presence is felt in one of lanyon's most celebrated works, Conflict
of Man with the Tides and Sands (28 feet x 9 feet 10 inches, semi-matt
porcelain tiles with on-glaze enamel colour, 1959-60, Pl1.159), a mural
for the Civil Engineering Department building at Liverpool University.

To help him understand the subject, Lanyon visited the Hydraulics Research

at Wallingford where he was able to investigate and observe the science

56 He examined numerous scale models which

of Loose Boundary Hydraulics.
demonstrated the flow of tides and the movement of mud and sand in the
estuaries.57 The building had been designed by Maxwell Fry and it was on
his recommendation that Lanyon was chosen to submit various designs which
would cover the entire end wall of the entrance hall. The mural had to
be in keeping with the research carried out in the building and Lanyon's

interpretative freedom was restricted by the title given to him by the
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commissioning faculty. The mural was to be made "student proof" and the
artist's initial preference for a large painting on either canvas or board
was rejected 1n favour of a composition painted onto 750 six inch white
semi-matt porcelain tiles. He produced six full-sized sketches (evidence

of only two remains) on paper as "exercises, practice runs, to prepare

myself for the work on the tiles..u‘.«."s8

Lanyon wanted to produce an image which "signifies man and his struggle
with natural fc:u':ces"....s9 This was to be achieved by producing a synthesis
of ideas based on experiments to generate and control wave movement by
using paddles and breakwaters. Although he "wanted to#avoid reference to

60

previous concepts of man and nature" there are some clear similarities

to Smart's methodology and compositional structure. Describing his method
of laying the image on the canvas Smart wrote:

Personally, I do not even draw any preliminary shapes with charcoal

on a canvas. I just sweep in the main lines of composition with a
brush flowing with thin ivory black. I then paint in solidly. This

applies not only to small sketches, but to canvases up to 50" x 40".61

Lanyon worked in a similar way: there is a striking photograph of the artist
perching precariously above a sloping platform working on one of the
preparatory sketches with a wide brush attached to a long handle so that

he could reach into the centre of the work. 62 The brush has been charged
with ivory black and lLanyon is delineating the main lines of movement in

the sketch by drawing great arching curves in a rhythmic progression across
the paper. Smart advised his students not to rush into colour until the

forms have been mastered in black and white. Lanyon's mural sketches are
almost all monochromatic. The only colour suggested in the surviving sketch
for Conflict of Man with Tides (110 x 204in., paper on board, Gimpel Fils,
P1.158) is provided by dark blue-green tints of sea, yellow ochre of sand
and the brilliant white of sea-foam.

Smart had analysed and understood the patterns and dynamics of wave ,
? # 8 ] ™ & 4
movement. 03 His numerous 1llustrations of opposing forces in tidal movement,

heavy seas crashing into rocks or breakwaters, and waves rippling foam
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63 must have influenced Lanyon. Smart's analysis

66

onto flat Cornish beaches
of brush strokes to describe wave and foam movement (Pl1l.5) =~ shows how
an artist can convey an impression of the weight and mass of the sea stirred

up by powerful forces.

Lanyon made copious notes after completing the Liverpool mural and indicated
that the left-hand section should be seen as a generator (modelled on paddles
used to generate waves in the laboratory). It is also and more obviously

"a mood of threat which stretches out and across the whole top section
of the mural"67 to the point where the composition dissolves into a more
lyrical white section towards the top right-hand section of the mural.

The eye is led down to an area which Lanyon regarded as "a coda being an

interpretation of the whole mural in a different rhythm and in ancther
key".68 Lanyon positioned what Maxwell Fry termed "the penstock motif"
- a dark blue "frustrum of a right angled triangle" to represent a breakwater
- in the centre of the composition. This great vertical slab demonstrates
Lanyon's architectonic skill in design. The breakwater provides the
cornerstone of the the mural, the point where land and water meet, "the
kernel of lLanyon's creative myth" .69 This solid architectural structure
unambiguously signifies control over the movement of natural forces (even
allowing Lanyon to paint "a gentle beach and blue sea landscape of
considerable tenderness"70 just above its flattened top).

The menacing arm of the wave generating paddle creates rapid and violent
movement as the water gushes and sprays across the middle of the mural
from left to right. The forward movement of the wave is slowed down as
1t cascades over the sloping side of the breakwater and falls into deeper,
darker, slower moving water (longer, sweeping brushtrokes) before eventually
rebounding against the 45° incline of the harbour (another solid structure
securing the right-hand base of the composition). The agitation of mud
and sand in the harbour area is conveyed by the quicker, shorter, brushtrokes
of yellow ochre contrasted against the more fluid movement of the cobalt

blue sea on the left.

This camission presented new challenges for Lanyon (for example the
problem of firing 750 tiles in a kiln which could only hold 36 at a time).
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Many of the tiles cracked or suffered from crazed surfaces and frequently

the enamel paint did not survive the glazing prc:cess,..71 Trial and error

eventually resolved most of the technical problems involved in the commission
(although Lanyon complained that "modifications were suggested by the
comittee months after I had begun seriously firing tiles and in some cases

I had to remake whole sections. This has led, I am convinced, to certain
breaks in the composition which would not have been there without the

hindrances.“)72

The techniques required for the execution of the Liverpool mural may
have been novel, but Lanyon's visualisation of loose boundary hydraulics
may also have 1its roots in a much earlier stage of his artistic development.
Borlase Smart's analysis of forward tide movement and backwash provides
a lucid diagrammatic explanation of the main theme of Lanyon's work.
The arrows pointing right in the constructional sketch indicate the force

of the rising tide while the arrows pointing left show the opposing movements
of the rebound. The Liverpool mural also follows Smart's dictum that the
"artist's aim must be to present a picture in which variety is presented

in a harmonious whole" .74 Lanyon fulfilled this criterion by employing musical
devices such as phrasing and counterpoint:

I arrived at a relationship of pulses which differed above and below

a horizon line approximately halfway up the mural. These pulses operated
on the horizontal direction as a four rhythm below the line and a

three rhythm above it..75

Lanyon never forgot Smart's importance as a teacher and then as a friend
in the difficult period immediately after World War Two had ended. At the
opening of his one-man exhibition at Plymouth City Art Gallery in 1955,
Lanyon made a speech in which he gave thanks for Smart's support of modernism
and acknowledged his own indebtedness to the artist:

If it hadn't been for Borlase Smart, I should never have started painting

at all. If it hadn't been for him there would be very few artists
in Cornwall today.
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To explain his work Lanyon quoted the following passage from the catalogue:

This painting is abstract, but not non-figurative; it is dominated
by a rhythm that is organic rather than geametric; it is evocative
of place, but is not illusionistic; not in any sense an orthodox

presentation of landscape. 76

For him there was no contradiction between his response to the landscape

and that of the earlier generation of St Ives artists, represented by Borlase
Smart, who had been trying to achieve the same "rhythm" and "evocation”

of place by more traditional means. Lanyon had absorbed Smart's teachings
never to be satisfied with a "pretty pretty" type of work, "the sort of
picture that 1s "cooked up" from memory with false tints".’’ He did not

seek to please the eye of the unitiated and maintained a high regard for
truth of tone and form - even if the expression of his landscape vision

had changed dramatically after the time of his acquaintance with Borlase
smarct.
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Chapter Two

COLOUR, FORM AND THE CARVING PRINCIPLE:

THE INFLUENCE OF ADRIAN STOKES



COLOUR AND FORM: THE INFLUENCE OF ADRIAN STOKES

lanyon was introduced to contemporary directions in English painting
by the writer and art critic, Adrian Stokes, in 1937. Their first meeting,
a chance encounter which distantly echoes the story of Cimabue's discovery
of Giotto, took place when Stokes spotted Lanyon painting beside the road
that runs between St Ives and St Just. Stokes stopped his car, inspected
the painting (lLandscape near Morvah, 1937) and immediately negotiated its
purchase. Although Stokes' contacts with Lanyon were largely informal,
the writer's influence on the young painter was considerable. Stokes'
sophisticated knowledge of painting, his ardent admiration for Cézanne
(it was probably Stokes who introduced Lanyon to C&zanne's technique of
a shifting, mobile viewpoint) and his familiarity with the more modern
painters and sculptors made a strong impression. Lanyon abandoned his idea
of pursuing a career as a commercial artist and committed himself to painting:
"Meet Adrian & read Colour and Form. Decision to give up Posters” 1

Stokes' growing reputation as a critic and expert on Quattrocento art
had been established by three volumes written before the Second World War
(The Quattro Cento, 1932; Stones of Rimini, 1934; and Colour and Form,
1937)...2 He had first visited St Ives in 1936 for a painting holiday with
the artist Adrian Kent and his early paintings were unpretentious still-lifes
and landscapes of Cornwall and Italy which he modestly dismissed as "my
fuzzy paintings of bottles, olive trees and nudes, dim as blotting paper.”
On a second visit to Cornwall, a year later, he befriended Lanyon's sister,

Mary.

3

Through her he got to know me, then he saw one of my paintings and
bought it. He helped me a lot. I was about nineteen and he suggested
I should go to the Euston Road. If it hadn't been for his suggestion

I wouldn't have gone there and I wouldn't have met this exceedingly
good training.4

Although unhappy in London, spending only two monthss at the Euston Road
School in 1939 (Stokes had been a pupil in 1937), Lanyon benefited from
"the careful, structural concern" of William Coldstream's precisely observed
painting and Victor Pasmore's "extreme enthusiasm and beautiful use of
paint". 6 Pasmore's paintings of the Thames at Chiswick acknowledge Whistler
and Turner in thelr acute sensitivity to colour and atmosphere. His art
had evolved towards a combination of observed realism and painterly
abstraction, a sensitivity that Lanyon would embrace later in his career.
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Lanyon's Euston Road-influenced fiqurative sketches and paintings (for
example, the seated Nude, 24 x 18in., o0il on canvas, 1939, Private Collection,

P1.11) reflect the School's belief that the practice of art should be based
on direct observation and the mastery of standards of craftsmanship

appropriate to this requirement. None of this contradicted what he had

been taught by Borlase Smart or at the Penzance School of Art. However,
the post-impressionist realism of the |Euston Road Art School with its almost

puritanical denial of surrealism or painterly abstraction did not influence
Lanyon for long and when he left London he decided to pursue mainly
non-fiqurative painting forms.

As lLanyon's experience broadened, he combined a growing interest in the
various forms of landscape painting with experimentation in methods of
abstracting from nature. Encouraged by Stokes and his first wife, the

constructivist Margaret Mellis, the pictures of 1937-1939 demonstrate a
willingness to experiment with the pictorial language and syntax of modernism,
evoking the presence of an object by use of vivid fragments of colour and
exploring the relationships of shapes as a means of strengthening
compositional structure. Stokes' interest in Lanyon's work resulted in

a more camplex arrangement, composition and representation of visual matter.
His accessibility, willingness to engage in dialogue, was a refreshing

change from the student~teacher relationship that Lanyon had previously
experienced at Borlase Smart's hands.

Paintings from the immediate pre-war period show a growing awareness
of how naturally abstract forms suggested by a sea wall, a cliff face,
or a breakwater could act as the base for a composition, allowing a degree
of abstraction appropriate to depictions of places where sea, sky and land
meet - without eliminating the particulars by which such images are recalled.
This phase of rapid artistic development culminated in a painting holiday
to Aix-en-Provence in the spring of 1938 where Cézanne's influence seemed
to offer some means of welding together observation and everyday reality.
as taught at the Euston Road School, with Lanyon's own poetic feelings
for the countryside. Cézanne can be seen quite clearly in the study of
Mont SteVictoire (20 x 24in., oil on board, Private Collection, P1.10)
where the possibility of constructing an image based on the formalization
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of landscape motifs is more fully explored.

LANYON AND THE "CARVING AESTHETIC"

Although Lanyon always acknowledged Stokes' support and interest in his
painting, he played down any direct link between his work and Stokes' writing:
"He was a really invaluable man - not an influence - but an important person
who could understand me. ! Lanyon's distancing himself from the theories
developed in Stokes' writing is odd given that many of Stokes' 1ideas

frequently surface in his works. The Cubist fragmentation and
multi-perspectival orientation of a painting such as Porthleven (96 x 48in.,
oil on board, 1951, Tate Gallery, Pl.91) echoes Stokes' belief that Cubist

forms expressed a "tactile sense in virtue of the multiplicity of planes”.

Sheila Lanyon remarked that "Peter referred to Colour and Form as his

) His copy of the book bears witness
to careful scrutiny, with many sections underlined and annotated. Friendship
with Stokes brought him into contact with the Italian art and humanism

of the early Renaissance: Luciano Laurana's Courtyard at Urbino, Alberti's
unfinished Malatesta Temple at Rimini (along with Agostino di Duccio's
superb low relief carvings inside) and the paintings of Giotto and Piero

"Bible" and often re-read key passages."

della Francesca were all singled out for special praise in The Quattro

Cento and The Stones of Rimini. Stokes also introduced Lanyon to contemporary

art movements in England and Paris where "a new plastic freedam invaded
10

and revivified the carving approach'.

Stokes used the term "carving aesthetic" to describe the approach of
Quattro Cento artists such as Agostino di Duccio towards their material.
According to Stokes at no other time have the materials that artists used
been so significant in determining the aesthetic object. For Stokes, Quattro

11

Cento art meant "fifteenth century Italian art in which fantasies connected

with material (always in the last resort stone) are directly and emphatically
expressecjl.."'l2 He believed that the true artist, the carver, responds to
the "otherness"” of his stone, looking for a form that is already present
in the marble to make what he imagines is already there reveal itself.l3
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For such an artist, "the materials are the actual objects of inspiration,

the stocks for the deeper fantasies., nld His creative activity is a thinning
out of the stone block, allowing the material qualities of the object being
fashioned to play a determining role. Conscious as he must be of the grain,
the hardness and points of fracture in the block, he must be respectful

of his material to coax from it a shape lying within, revealed by the cutting

away, the reducing process of stone carving. 15

The Stones of Rimini can be read as a hymn of praise for white stone,
low relief carving and its manifestation in light. For Stokes, carving
is a male process while modelling or moulding is a female process,16 and
his book concludes with the assertion that the future of art is directly
linked to the values of carving and its shaping of our perceptions of space.l7
His encounter with the work of Ben Nicholson and Barbara Hepworth at the
Lefevre Gallery in London led him to write a 1933 review for The Spectator
which embraced their art as the embodiment of the carving aesthetlc.l
These three soon became close friends, discussing art theory and sharing
an appreciation of fifteenth century Italian painting and sculpture. Nicholson
and Stokes regularly played tennis at the Hampstead Tennis Club and the
artist even designed the jacket for the first edition of The Stones of
Rimini. In Colour and Form Stokes praised Nicholson as an artist whose

"work is the fruit of pure carving conception; indeed these paintings are

developments from previous and concurrent work in the cuttings of similar

designs in md".lg Stokes' praise encompassed Hepworth's sculpture as
the realisation of his idealised concept of true carving through her

rediscovery of the possibilities offered by st:one«..20

The connection between the carving principle and Lanyon's work does not
reveal itself immediately - particularly as the artist is known more for
his paintings than his sculpture or constructions. However, Stokes held
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