1 \e alays lived life in the ede ad | \ve rever been afraid of fallirg of £ That s whet | try o Ut into tre
work. My best pictures come wen | e put myself on the edp. S0 says the artist Peter Liddle in an
interviey with tre wrter: Sarah Halll wath wham he shares some familiar territory in the Eden Valley

thing of an anomaly, something of a char-

acter, ad definitely a brilliant painter. 1
have knoan these things about him for vell over a
decade since | initially saw and wes profoundly
inspired by his art. 1 vent ©© sdhool with both the
Liddle chilldren so we do go beck a long way, ad
he was one of the local Dads who had to system-
atically ferry us rural kids forwards and bedwards
into Penrith for our less-then-salubrious nights
aut, before driving licenses were dotained by us
lrats and parental insurance premiums rocketed.

My first inpressions of Peter vere a little over -
whelming - he s very, vay tall, ad hes a colos-
sal personality t match his height. He is not
aerse to aursing, politicking ad bantering, all
of which is accompanied by florid gestures while
sinultareously rolling his o cigarettes. His
sense of humour is boundless, and his laughter
is boaming and infectious.

But this is all pitted agairst an identity vhich
clearly aottains other extremes and depths - phi-
lasophy , gaitas, vision, ad iritality . All nal
ts an anesore and potentially intimidating set of
tats. It would be possible  write an ettire biog-
raphy on Peter the character, though at the age of
only 63 it seens a bit premature. 1 suspect it would
ke a right rolloding good reed too.

But forgive ne, 1 dn t really vent o wite thet
piece. Because here is a man who has dedicated

T he CQurbrian artist Peter Liddle is some-
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his life to his aaft, ad thet s a big thing to o, ad
artainly worth sore attetion. All t often it
sears livirg artists (es with any socially auttand-
ing or interesting figures), my suffer fron the
heightened celebration of their flarboyant ad
ecoantric reputations and lives, invented or gen-
uire, and an interest in what they eat for bresk-
fast, rather then being paid the courtesy of foaus
on their art - that monstrous muse which often
consumes an existence, and garbles with it.

So 1 hope here to concentrate on the latter,
because it is still one fascinating way t coe t©
knov this men, ad I Il leae his comflakes
undisturbed in their box with their plastic noelty
iten, if tet s okay.

1 first interviered Peter ten years agp for a ool -
lege project which | hed 1 fight tooth ad reil
get permission for - gererally art departments lie
their stuents to concentrate on posthumous
painters, ye olde six-feet-under-and-decaying
mesters, but 1 d seen Peter s work in The Lion
Gallery in Penrith, and something about it spoke
tone.

It mede me stretch ny brain as well as appeal -
ing o the eye. Quite frarkly | had a keen sense,
even before being mede privy to the illuminating
irsights of tre artist hireelf, that here ves a blde,
here was a scholar and an artistic broker, vell

vorth referring to while he ves still voright ad
breathing, still aursing and smoking, still soueez-
ing aut his tubes of acrylic, lceding wp his brush
and working.-

So 1 put ny foot don, 1 do that firon time t©
g, it s no doudt highlly frustrating for ny superi -
as. Ad 1 stad by my original belligerence. The
experience was in many ways a revelation. | wes
delighted that Peter agreed to be re-interviened
for a piece in this megezire. Ad | ves intrigued to
know what he had been up to since 1 had talked
with him last. 1 d seen him about a couple of times
duing visits hare to say helllo, always rushed, 1
usually am these days, and messages had been
passed through the valley between us, in the way
that messages are passad in valles - of ten with a
lot lost in traslation. But artistically 1 feft | hed lost
touch with him and that was a share. So |
arranged an appointment, though appointment
seems the wrong word, much too of ficel.

Hobnob might be more appropriate, or ho-
dowmn, or even hootenanny. Just as a decade
before 1 wes welcared heartily into the warm rus-
tic kitdhen by his wife, Sadra, so this tire 1 ves
made to feel most welcore with rosehip tea ad
an inpressively tonering display of bisouits Afar
quite a lot of yaming ad catching up between us
all, Peter took me upgtairs into his arctic-oold stu-
dio, kindly Iit a fire, ad we begen the interview.
W dl, ttet s ot strictly tne. | intedsd to begin the



interview hut to be honest the yamiing vernt on for
quite some time more - he is a fascinating man
whose mind is engaged on many fronts ad |
can also ke a bit of a gabber under the right cir-
cumstawes. It s an unruly corbination. And
there wes of course the matter of local gossip,
the var in Irag, religion, the best cities in the
world, the year s strange weather, literature,
Jjam, job seeker s allonance, drovers, and Ken
Livingstore s underwear, all t disuss. You
name it, and that subject probebly got a look in
to the conversation during the meeting. But at
some point | actually remerbered to switch on
the Dictaphone and ask a few relevant ques-
tios. The answers were more than articulate.
Peter lives ad works in a aottage in Whale, on
the other side of ny favourite, hamespun, her-
fage-laden, ashes-to-be-scattered-of T hill, knie
Scar . For those of you unfamiliar with our scruffy
manure-fragrant backwater, Whale and Knipe are
positiced like little ballest hemlets against the
mess of the Scar it<elf, ot eectly stabiliziy it, hit
cefinitely leening-o. Ad for the saulfully, syntoli -
ally, sentimentally minded, including me I con-
fess, this in rot insignificant. 1 vauld like to thirk of
s &s kindred artistic irits somehow, artainly we
heve similar and compulsive relationships with aur
trusty hummock, we comune with it, and 1 hope
Peter will not doject to me flattering nyself by the

comparism.

He is extrerely happy to call this place hoe,
he speeks of it as a perpetual inspiration, he
knons every inch of it, ad has an intimate
knowledge of much of the rest of the county also.
Owver the years he has had a very interesting way
of cepturing the locale in his creations. Sore
periads of his painting have heavily ad specifi-
cally featured the Lake District landscape, others
have rested from it - for examle he focused for a
time in the Nineties on figurative art vhich led
work and trael abroad, including Italy, with
dance troupes - and yet more stages still hae
seen geography and geology used in a transi-
tioal way, as a bridge between two movements

However, he does not describe himself as a
landscape artist, but someone who has worked
with the land. He hes of late core back to con-
cantrating on this scenery, exibiting work on the
theme of mountains (ore of his most compelling
and profound) at the Brewery Ats Cettre in

Kendal last year, an edibition which included
both ollder work and newer pieces, ranging from
1974-2003. He admits tret tre territory it<elf hes
provided a sense of contiruity in his craft ad in
his life, ever since he wes brougit wp in it as a
dild

Wherever | ve gone, wherever the work has
tken me, | always come back to the hills of
home, he says.

But within this mode and medium of communi -
cation, this there of the place, is sorething else,
aother realm of eqression. If the artist is a on-

duit for his enviroment in some way, then the »
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< enviroment depicted in his work is a conduit for
another level of meaning. Ad it is perhgps this
depth and symbolism which makes his work dis-
tinctly gopealing ad also dallenging.

Even before entering the studio | knew to
expect cerebral dexterity and an unabashed but
modest defence of his portfolio, as vell as the
shockingly collourful languege of a saillor (heavi -
ly censored for this article) ad excellent tea.
Ad | wes not disappointed on any front.
Throughout the interview Peter pulled out can-
vases from their snug storage spaces and
placed them on an easel for me to look at, ad
for his verbal points to ke illustrated.

He is both generous and uncompromising in the
conveyance of his messages, and so he should
be, they are worth hearing and seeing. He doesn t
edibit publicly very often, but when he does |
inplore you to stidk those dates in your diary -

His soenic paintings of the Eighties ad early
Nireties have often been described as hard-
edged. Peter aedits the early influence of the
Dutch mesters for this tedmiqe. The images are
dark, cleen ad clear, they have what can only be
described as an austerity . They are sinple in con-
position (here he notes the influence of Mark
Rothko), and the colours often seem cold and
arisp - blwes, greys, greens. These tones seem
especially fitting and suitable for the mood, cli-
mate and setting of the area.

Trere is a clarity o tre work, but it is rot thet of
a recorder or a carera. Accuracy is a term that
should be used with caution when discussing art,
tepered as it always is by sbjectivity and per-
somal creative agenda. Peter s work, even vhile it
heightens certain principles ad visals - for
example, the steeping of a ridge, the enhancing
ol effect of a drgp-of f, the brightening of
son-ligt, the emeciating of rock - provides the
most accurate painterly expressions of Qubria |
have yet core across. He s hit tte rail an its
northem head. There are no definitive portrayals
of course, no more than there can be a quintes-
sential and absolute New Yakroel, it s all aout
your favourite ap of tea. My o tea ap is per-
menently full in Peter s studio, ad its aontent is
ecctly to ny liking, in more weys then ore.

1 db not paint physical existence, 1 paint i -
tual existence, Peter himself says, and perhaps
this is what | find so cgptivating and genuine

about the work, because as Cumbrians and as
alltural vessels we are not just filled wp by a
place through seeing it, we also sense it ad
know i1t and assimilate it via other means; we rec-
agniize it beyod its visual trappings, and when
art describes those other aspects it borders o
gEniLs.

For his part in the Herbal, PG Tps a Tetley
equation, Peter pours out a remarkable local
infusion. He seems able to lay this place bare,
restore it o its origiral fom, its acientress, its
soul. Mountain ridges often seem prehistoric, or
like dinosaur relics. Vtas are empty, deletd.
Tre light is fresh, almost too purely bom. It is an

In tre past he has not shied anay
fran selecting favourite local aress
for artistic cosiceration - Wasckle,

Dervent, Helvellyn - but he does

rewlutionise then. The perspec-

tives and angles he chooses, and
te
depictions he creates, are of Falle
fram those 1o which the rose-
coloured

arena before population. The emphasis is on the
bores of nature, the rock, sky, water (nostly
desolate tams, seldom lakes with their connota-
tions of civilisation), the elerents at their most
basic and minimal and uncultivated.

And yet, somehow, eergy still floodks fran
these pictures. The pieces possess an amazing
luminosity not onlly because of the artist s tedmi -
cal style, but perheps because of the qality of the
landscape s autonomy. The artist describes the
paintings as portraits and he does capture the
spirit of the plae as eamestly ad fully as if he
were painting portraits of expressive human
foces.

Humans themselves and indeed other life forms
are mostly banished fron the composition, save
for the suggestion of a form disguised within a cliff
face or a pool of water, secondary, subsumed, or
like figures in primitive nystical rok art.

I don t actually see them in the landscape,
he says. Sometimes during a painting they can
awhe, daelg ad 1 11 inorporate it.

The lone shepherd or walker of so many
Lakeland paintings is etermally missing. The only
truly discemible huren presence is that of you,
the viener, alae. You are not accompanied in any
way by sentimentdity, sunsets, picturesque
weather, idealised imeges, the ustal suspects It
is a ey prinal, ery feral arragarent. And here-
in lies the difference and the inportance of Peter
Lictlle s paintings.

He siphons out ramanticisn fron a terrain his-
torically saturated with it, and encoureges a lot
more paticpation and engagement from the
onlodeer then a lot of other Lakeland artists .

I hae never fallen into ay school ad that
puts yau in a difficult position, he toldme.  Pecplle
look at the work on the landscape of this county
and say, what are you up to Liddle?

W dl, e s up t his o thing, as usal. He s ot
wilrerable t formula. He s not concermed with
comerciality, mere aesthetic appeal and mass
market. His caves sizes, he tells e, are alvays
didtated by the space in his car boot.

Peter swork is dually pro ad ati-Qunbriien, its
identity is fascinatingly bi-torel. He hes intinate
knowledge and love of a landscape known and
loved by many, and yet his creative exressions
are wuniqely original ad independent in the face
of heawy regicral artistic dictation and perogption.

1 could even go <o far as © say he eplades the
caturies-old romatic myth sst up by artists
before him (and still prevailing) who created multi -
ple renditions of Curbrian splendour and beauty
but did not callenge the viener in ay way via the
subject matter, only roused them sentimentdly,
aestretically and clessically.

Peter Liddle is a man who likes to challenge.

It is rot thet ke is a celiberate contrarian or
maverick by any means, quite the opposite it
sears, his proclivities genuirely propel  him
tonards difficult and though-provoking levels. He
says he is on a aorpletely different vaelength. In
the past he has not shied avay from selecting »
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« faaourite local aress for artistic cosideration -

W ascalle, Dervent, Helvellyn - but he does revolu-
timise them. The perspectives and angles he
chooses, and the depictions he creates, are of f
kilter from those to which the rose-coloured eye
has become conditioned and accustomed.

There are flat-stony sumits, intermyptive shed-
ors, umitigated rock features on fells behind
which you suspect are the breattitaking views we
all have core to expect.

To experience Peter s work is to consort with
reture stripped of sesibility, devoid of human
usury or govermrent, nature at its wildest ad
most barren. Often the viener is positioned right at
the ede of a precipice, or alost there in the fore-
groud, S0 that a visel invitation is inplied - come
on, step W, cafrott what is unsettling, do not ke
camplacent.

I ve given you a foot or two, do you look over,
or step back and bugger off? Peter succinctly
puts it. Qe of at s functions is to meke people
toss fear angy . - - the majority don tvent to kow,
they want to be secure. That s two bloody cosy,
ureal.

There is an inescapable sense of personal
engagement provided by his work, and a requisite
environmental ereration, egecially in te fell
piecs. It is little woder thet Reter s most loyal
custorers are what he calls mountain people,
those who can well gopreciate what he is trying
comunicate. He says he will sometimes have a
conversation with a collector who might say to
him: 1 ve got this picture of yours of Scanfell, ad
tere s nothing identifiable. But | can see some
fantastic routes and | m the only person who can
clinb them because 1 ve ot the picture. That pic-
ture might have come from a rock in my pocket,
but in my mind ves Scawfell. It s that old thirg of
seeing the vorld in a grain of sad.

As the aromatic rosehip brew contiinues to tridk-
le into ar aps and Peter throas another log oo
te fire, | try 10 et 1o the core of his aeativity -

It is about the wildemess, a Qunbria of its own
retural volition, a Qunbria of a diffaat integrity,
shrugging of f the traditicel romentic seddes. And
it is about beirg placed on the ede. Peter says it
hireelf.

I e alvays lived life on the ede ad | ve rever
been afraid of falling of £ Thet s what | try to put
into the work. My best pictures come when 1 ve put
myself on the edge.

It is a conoept et is metggoric. But it is alo
quite Iiteral. Reter s paintings are a record of his
omn extreme relationship with the land. He says
he finds a purity in the wildermess where he can
hold comunion with nature and gain strength.
He hes a favourite big rodk on Knipe Scar that he
lies on, meditatively. He walks, rus ad bikes all
over the county. He spends a lot of time alae on
te fells ad of teh visits the remotest of places, for
days on end. He hes a retwork of hearth sites that
he visits and unearths when he needs them, and
he earths them back up when he s done. He says
in thee locations there is hardly ever anyore else
around.

Occasionally he will run into a shepherd who
will sy 1\e often seen your hearth and | know
when you ve been. In this way he feels a sense of
belonging, and he has developed a natural ortho-

doxy, a religion of the region, ard havirg practiced
this in life, it then nenifestsic<elf in his wark.

Of the genesis of this respectful doctrire he
cites a near-droaing eqerience as a child,
which converted him to a life of homege.

The doctor hed to bring me round again, | actu-
ally died, he sas. It ves the nost beautiful
experience, vistally it wes absolutely phenome-
rel. The fact that nature had me, and then speved
me back aut aggin, It wes like being rebom. | got
ny spirituality in the landscape. Having thet exqe-
rience meant when | started lodking at paintirgs |
would find some could give me that spiritual feel -
1Y As you get older you wartt o record thet rela-
tioship with rature. The need to communicate
sorething is really what art is aout.

He pauses and then points to a picture of a fell
o the essel.

Mountains can take you any time they vant. 1
keep really wise. 1 respect that more than any-
thing else that s physical. I 1 did in sheer ecite-
ment step back of f some stupid ledge, he says
with awry snile, . . . onny desoant, before | hit
anything that hurt, 1 would thirk, vell, this is bet-
ter tren the old folk s harel!

I agree with his theory ad say o, it s like a
sailor going down with his ship, or like a woods—
men carking it out in the middle of noshere and
being eaten by wolves. Aprgoriate to the last.

My heed now on fiire with idess 1 feel decidedly
less oold in the studio then 1 did earlier ad 1 &l
Peter there is no need for another log on the fire. |
ask him what he has been working on lately? He
says he has been braying rock wp in the quarry
on the back of the Scar ad he takes me around
the house and garden to see the results. His latest
interest is saulpture and there are sore beautiful

pieces, semi-abstract, and again possessing that
aspect of conplementing their natural state, o
that a fluidity and an enhancement exists. Other
pieces have been made from found objects, tre
local bedk provides the artist with a veriety of
naterials.

Al kinds of stuff gets veshed aut of it after a
storm, you wouldh t beliee it, he sas. He
describes the process of sculpture as - confronting
store, ad says that he can el if soething lies
within a formation, but that getting it aut can ke a
canny operation. Sometimes you can see it, ad
then you take an axe at it ad the bloody thing
bounces of f and you think, maybe | was wrong,
this ae is resisting. But you look again ad still
e It ad then it is a question of lining up the nol -
eaulles ad seducing it aut.

Once again | am made aware of a careful natu-
ral alliae, a tregty that edsts between man and
medium when It comes to Peter s work.

It is interesting o e that his relationship with
the landscape has re-formed and take him t
another dimension, the third-dimension. He is also
working with mixed media, painted backgrounds
with movesble free forms set before them, such
as a complementary juxtaposition of painted rok
redles ad pillars of actual rock.

This sears like such a wified period for the
artist in so may ways, with such breadth ad
depth of expression, but conversely it also sears
more concentrated than ever, a step closer in
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the land which he so respects ad lowes, for he
nov hes actual portions of it between his hands.
Peter has always had a thing about store and
rok, especially granite, which he believes is
energy-giving.  He says it rever feels oold to him
and it mekes organic shapes which suit the work |
.

There is an inherent quality © the rok that he
enjoys, . . a timelessness, which hes always
been a total fasciration of mire, ny wole life.

I entitled ny first disertation on the artist
Liberating the Landscape.

A, after ten years, 1 would not rerare it now.
1 could go on alll day talking with Peter asbout art,
and life in gereral. But | am already behind sched-
ule as usal. 1 thark Sandra for the tea and Peter
for his company, and kiss them both goodbye, and
I check my rear view mirror as | m driving anay -
Ad there is Peter standing by himself at the gate
of his hase. Ht ooours to e et it s a really good
oot his feet are planted on.

Whille he stands alore on his side of the Scar,
and whille he stands alore on his side of the Lake
District art vworld, he may actually have foud the
\ary best location of alll. This artast s passions and
visias lie autsice tre safe, idyllic sbline, the pic-
turepostcard, the tame pleasure ground mask of
our county.They lie somewhere deep within the
heart of Qurbria s anatomy, and somewhere out
tonards the very edge of human experience. Not
a bed place to be, Peter.

INFORMATION:

Peter Liddle teaches paintirg classes in Askham
village hell ad teedhes sixth form life-draming at
Ullswater and Queen Elizabeth Grammar schools
in Rarith.
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