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LAURENCE BRISTOW-SMITH

H. M. Consul General & Director General for Trade & Investment

It came as a surprise when I realised that Alan Rankle, who I have known and whose work I have admired for more than twenty years, was being spoken of as a prophet of climate change.

Rankle’s representation of the natural world is not photographic or literal. It is an interpretation, which contains a message, a response to the world he sees and inhabits. When he began painting, this was not a fashionable approach – he was even accused of being an anachronism – but he persisted, and with persistence has come international awareness of his originality as an artist and of the importance of his message.

Rankle’s commitment to the environment began in the early 1980s when the environment was an option not an obligation. Environmental groups fought their battles on aesthetic grounds, which spilt over into anti-establishment politics. Rankle shared some of their ideals, but, crucially, his approach was different.

As a student, he became interested in Chinese landscape painting, where the depiction of landscape can carry a political or moral message. As a young and struggling artist, he walked the Yorkshire moors, sketching and painting until he understood the form and structure of the physical landscape around him. These two powerful influences found a focus when he was in Finland and saw the devastating effect of acid rain on the Finnish forests. It was an example of climate change, before the term was widely used.

His response was to begin working on art projects with an environmental focus, mobilising the talents of others in the service of what he still sees as a common cause. In 1991, commissioned by Hastings Trust and The Public Art Society he curated an international group exhibition, Earthscape which aimed “…to promote new approaches towards improving the environment and to provoke a high level of dialogue on environmental issues… We feel that our work highlights the relationship… between the individual and the collective and, in doing so, evokes a positive sense of responsibility towards the environment”. After Earthscape, he produced the first paintings in the Riverfall series, which is where this retrospective begins. Since then, Rankle’s message has been clear. His works show landscape – the visual representation of the natural world – under threat. He expresses the threat graphically in many different ways, but the warning is stark and unequivocal. Whether you confine it to the two bald words “climate change” or whether you broaden it to encompass the environment as a whole, this is what is happening to the world. The natural order can no longer be relied upon. We did it. We are responsible. Rankle has been on an impressive journey over the last twenty years, he has become an artist with an international reputation whose work has been exhibited widely. He has forged a unique, mature style which is capable of expanding and adapting as his ideas develop. And yet he has not moved so far from the view expressed in that 1991 Earthscape catalogue: Art has always been inextricably linked to the environment. Landscape art ultimately features both artist and viewer as participants rather than as onlookers in the awesome expanse of Nature.
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