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In the spring of 1992, as the city of Barcelona made ready to host the Olympics, I presented 
myself to an upstairs room at the Royal Academy on Piccadilly, where the Academicians were 
looking through my portfolio spread out on a giant mahogany table. I was Newcastle 
Polytechnic’s Fine Art degree student choice for the RA’s Richard Ford Award scholarship. The 
backing for the award came from Sir Brinsley Ford whose ancestor, Richard (1796-1858) had 
criss-crossed Spain, writing his experiences down in three volumes. The winning graduate would 
be given a set of the 18th century travel books and be introduced to the Prado museum collection 
through staff there and make visits to Madrid’s Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando, 
El Escorial and other cultural institutions of Spanish Art. 

To win the award I described living in Spain for eighteen months, from the age of 19, speaking 
Spanish from scratch and how this had gone hand in hand with learning to paint 
that light in the places I stayed, including Valencia’s Gothic Quarter (right). At this 
early stage in my career, gaining fluency in both languages - one mental, one 
manual - had been a painstaking process but once I had grasped the need to 
eliminate all English from my mind, apart from words understood by someone 
thinking in Spanish and likewise settled on a minimal palette of primary colours that 
my brush could find as the sun moved rapidly, I found I could respond in a 
conversational castellano split-second which is like the landscape painter’s window 
of an hour and a half before shadows move too far.

The portfolio spread out on the table to support my bid did not, however, contain any of those 
Spanish paintings, whose immediacy and freshness had attracted many 
buyers so I no longer owned them and furthermore, my move to Newcastle 
(left) for the degree course had drawn me away from 
uncomplicated responses to light. Instead, I explored the 
process of memory through primitive photographic 
exposures of several seconds, even travelling to Istanbul 
(below left) and Paris as a tourist to do so. Referencing 
Gaston Bachelard’s The poetics of Space, I pushed this 
monochrome language into drawings of the interiors of 
Wallington (right), my grandmother’s home on the edge of 
the moors of Northumberland, where I also studied the 
century old albums which were compiled by her mother 
Molly (right) (Gertrude Bell’s half sister) who had married 
radical politician Sir Charles Trevelyan (d.1958).

Access to other worlds from the past, in the memory, through the capture of 
light on a silky surface was then the subject of an exhibition I held in Cuba 
(May 1991) following a two month screen print apprenticeship in Old 
Havana (right). The Language of Architecture and the Human Spirit became 
my dissertation to graduate from Newcastle Polytechnic.

With the Richard Ford Award I felt that returning to Spain was going to 
be vital because my perception of the language of painting and Spanish 
had undergone changes in Northumberland and the Tropics but further 
growth in the culture of Spain once again would bear fruit artistically. I 
set off in a Mitsubishi L300 DIY camper van in the summer of 1992.
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Returning to the UK in 1993, having lived on the road for six months in Spain, my priority was to 
find a permanent studio (with the luxury of running water!) and once this was achieved I 
continued searching for a comprehensive visual language, from Bede to Banksy. This experience 
has now been combined with further work in Northumberland, some of which is in the Durham 
University Collection and all the work from Spain included here is available for future exhibition. 
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