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Andrew Gifford previously showed light installations at the Fruitmarket Gallery during the Northern Lights exhibition in 1997.  However, he is better known as a landscape painter, working over long periods of time in a single location to explore the distinctive, often fleeting, qualities of light which identify a place and make it unique.

This exhibition brings together several series of landscapes, painted between 1998 and 2000.  Previous series focused on urban, winter landscapes: the Limehouse Series was named after the area in London where Andrew had a studio overlooking the Thames River; the Linthorpe Road series was painted for his first exhibition at Middlesbrough Art Gallery; and the Park Street paintings were commissioned for the opening exhibition of the New Art Gallery in Walsall.  A selection of these are shown alongside new work created near his home in the Dordogne in South West France.

The preference for working in series developed as a practical response to painting landscapes outdoors.  Andrew explains: ‘I work in a series because I work with impasto oil paint.  What I’ll do is I’ll work on six or seven paintings on a day.  And what happens after a couple of weeks is that each painting starts to get a feeling of time - where one might have a feeling of seven in the morning, one might have a feeling of mid-day, one might have a feeling of afternoon... when I get the rotation of the paintings going I can work in a fast way.  So working in a series means that I can keep working spontaneously and reactively to what’s going on...

...It’s only after about four months of constantly looking at the same street that you start to get a feeling for it.  One of the strong things about my painting is that I really concentrate on one particular area and then it’s a bit like painting a portrait.  You paint your best portraits of the people you really know, because their character’s in there... it’s the same thing.  It’s only when you get to know all the nuances which make a place just that little bit different, which make a place specific and interesting.’

After several years living in London, Andrew and his partner decided that they wanted a change in lifestyle.  The story of how they arrived in their new home of St Catherine is typically humorous and laid-back: ‘Our van broke down and we went to this bar, and met these two people -  she was just about to have a baby - so I bought a bottle of champagne, and they told us to come to this party.  We just met these incredible people... artists…  just amazing people.  And they made us feel so warm, that we had to live here.  And then they went and found us a house… we couldn’t believe it.  It’s quite a romantic story…’

Initially he found it difficult to adjust to painting rural landscapes again - as he points out the area in which he works is ‘in that Monet Zone. It’s difficult not to think of him when I’m painting’.  But he recognised similarities with the rolling hills and rises of the North Yorkshire Moors - familiar home countryside, providing  a link with his earlier work: ‘in a lot of my old landscape paintings … you’d have these blue bands of the rise of the North Yorkshire Moors….  It gave a feeling of real distance and depth … like a kind of infinite space.’

Up until this move, Andrew’s working method had consistently been to paint directly from the subject, either working outdoors or from a vantage point indoors. Some of the small oil sketches made after his move to France, were painted in this way, however, the larger canvases are a new development.  Painted in the studio, each canvas is based on smaller, plein-air studies, but in each case the  structure of the scene has been simplified showing  a new interest in abstraction, geometric composition and colour-fields.  The link with the sketches, and with earlier experiments with light installations, lies in the response to colour as an emotional, psychological force.  

Four paintings of Le Vieux St Catherine are arranged opposite three of their source sketches.  All are based on a single view, just off the road, looking down into a little village just outside Angelin.  The sketches show a far-off view framed by houses with a road leading our eye through an avenue of trees.  The larger compositions retain some references to the sketches, however the foreground is controlled and sparse,  built up with blocks of translucent, close-toned glazes.   In each case the eye is drawn immediately to the boundary between sky and land, the horizon marked with a subtle line of contrasting colour.  From there it focuses on the vista framed by the buildings.  The focal point is marked visually by strong contrasts of colour, and physically by a flat aperture between the patches of impasto which define the buildings.  The skies provide the clearest link with the outdoor work, the gradations of light represented in scumbled bands of soft colour.  Andrew acknowledges the deliberate abstraction and compositional control in these scenes, explaining that some elements had to be manipulated and controlled ‘just to concentrate on the light and the colour because these paintings are about the end of daylight hitting the buildings.’

The scenes are numbered according to the time of day they represent - the sequence of numbers marking the gradual fading of light over the landscape.    Not only does the changing light shift the balance of colours, the fall of light also reveals or obscures different structures, transforming the scene each time.

In these paintings, and the two paintings of a Field near Fountaine, Andrew seems to be forcing himself to work in a different way.  The drips and lines which result from his use of thinned oil paint become abstract compositional features in the large canvases rather than representational marks, and the more lengthy process of painting in a studio from sketches literally makes these works more contemplative.  However, they pick up on, and develop, characteristics which were present in some of his earlier landscapes, in particular the preference for large, uninterrupted planes of light and colour, and the tendency to provide some kind of ‘benchmark’ - a horizon, line, or feature - against which the eye can test and balance colour and tone, proportion and contrast, gauging the precise quality and amount of light as accurately as the proportions of a face.

These new paintings seem to take Andrew back to his concerns with the direct, primary experience of light explored in his lightworks.  In particular, the luminous orange ‘thread’ of colour  in  Field near Fountaine Line Painting 1 and 2  transforms these paintings into experiments with perception and optical depth.
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