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BRIAN SHERWIN & ALAN RANKLE. An interview  *
Alan Rankle is a British artist, born in Oldham, Lancashire, England in 1952. He studied at Rochdale College, School of Art (1968-70), and Goldsmiths’ College (1970–73). He is one of the leading artists of his generation to explore social and environmental issues of the day through Landscape Art. His first exhibition, held at the Institute of Contemporary Art, London, was a multi-media performance/installation based on Chaucer’s The Pardonner’s Tale (1973).

Since that time he has worked primarily as a painter. Rankle takes as his main subject the development of landscape art as a concept related to changes in attitude to the environment. In some works he treats the entire history of landscape painting almost as a found object; manipulating and cross-referencing styles and techniques from diverse periods and cultures, within a post-modernist fusion of abstract, trompe l’oeil, and figurative imagery.

Brian Sherwin: Alan, you studied at Rochdale College and Goldsmiths’ College in the early 1970s. Who were your instructors at that time? Also, can you tell us more about your early years – early influences?

Alan Rankle: My first tutors at Rochdale, Keith Chadwick and Rod Bailey, were a great influence on how I came to view art as being about the totality of one’s experience. They had a notion of an artist as a kind of lightning conductor for society, someone utterly immersed in depicting and commenting on all aspects of life. Although they were both sculptors they encouraged us to pursue projects throughout the spectrum of ‘disciplines’ – film, photography, painting, drawing, writing – and try to become competent in each.
At Goldsmiths’, Jon Thompson was pretty much on the same wavelength. In my first term he famously demolished the divisions between college departments so that as painting students we could work in this interdisciplinary way, cross-referencing ideas from one medium to another. It was a seminal time, the beginning of a new way of thinking about art and the role of the artist. This was the era of the exhibition at the ICA When Attitudes became Form and I guess like most of the art students I was blown away by the art of Bruce Nauman, Bruce McLean, Robert Smithson et al. It was also the time Gilbert & George were just getting started and they created a lot of interest.
As well as Jon Thompson, my tutors at Goldsmiths’ were two great abstract painters, Albert Irving and Basil Beattie, who were immensely generously spirited and supportive. Michael Craig-Martin arrived in my final year, though he had already been a kind of presence there. The most lasting influences though would be the art historian, Iain Jeffrey, who curated British Landscape1860–1960 at the Hayward Gallery and the painter Stephen McKenna who helped curate the Caspar David Friedrich exhibition at the Tate. It was through them I began to realise there was a tradition in landscape art which could be subverted and expanded as well as followed.

BS: Alan, I’ve read that you once worked in the field of art conservation. Can you describe the duties you had? How did that experience influence your personal art? I assume that you learned a lot about art materials and how they interact while working in that field.

AR: Crucial as my experiences at Rochdale and Goldsmiths’ were, I left feeling I knew virtually nothing about the real practice of painting. It was as though in art schools there was a gap in what had been an oral tradition. Eventually, through studying paintings at the National Gallery I realised that Art Conservators still had all this knowledge about the Old Masters, their methods, materials and techniques and I started hanging round restorers’ studios – and then working for them, as well as frame-gilders, old picture dealers, anyone who could help me develop an understanding of the breadth of painting as an art.
During the next few years I worked in museums and galleries and joined the Association of British Picture Restorers who used to meet in an upstairs room at a pub in Soho to listen to talks by eminent practitioners. The great thing for me at that time was to be able to have an original work by say Turner or De Wint in my studio, often for months on end. It made me realise how a great work of art, as well as its immediate impact, reveals itself over time in an almost interactive way – that’s how I came to want my own work to be considered.
BS: Alan, in your work you explore landscapes. However, you create landscapes on your own terms, so to speak. These landscapes contain aspects of traditional landscape painting, but you also bend the rules to give a more contemporary feel. Through the years it seems you have bent the rules further still – combining aspects of nature with that of street art – paintings like Fraud come to mind. Can you discuss the motive behind these works?

AR: My work deals with the concept of a continuously evolving tradition which itself precipitates changes in the way we view ourselves and our environment. This is a big subject. For me it is also about re-defining what we take from other times and other cultures as a way of interpreting contemporary experience.

Around 1975 I became interested in the painting of the 17th century; Dutch, Italian, Chinese, through Ruisdael, Claude, Shih-Tao. I saw this as being the beginning of Modern Times, when landscape art particularly, began to be freed from official state or religious patronage. Of course since those times there have existed many extraordinary artists who have developed aspects of landscape painting into previously uncharted areas. Before and after Turner for example there were significant differences in how people viewed the natural world around them. Then, through Sargeant, Whistler, right up to the present day. The thing to bear in mind is that, in embracing the vision of Turner, you don’t lose sight of Claude. In viewing Whistler, you don’t abandon Turner. Experiencing Gerhard Richter and Anselm Kiefer there is still Max Ernst. Styles are a lateral as well as a linear evolution.

The recent works you mention including Fraud, Bloody and Fuck Yo are from a series called Strange Territory where the starting point is the interaction between the height of cultivated nature – fine architecture, parks and gardens, and the phenomena of inner city graffiti. It’s a work about alienation and not being a member of the society you are in the midst of. It’s also about being a stranger in a strange land and about the appropriation of power. This is an ongoing project which I am also developing in film and text.

Milan, 10 February 2010
* From the catalogue “Alan Rankle, selected works 1992–2009”, ed. Hans Alf Gallery

