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Don’t know your easel from your elbow? 
Stop arting about – in our continuing series on 
mountain artists we let them do the talking. 
This issue: Helen Glassford, painter. 

Art of climbing
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“Hidden places inspire me to paint -  
the swirling mists of a highland coire or 
the cascading waterfall of a deeply 
gorged valley.”

“Only those who have walked in the hills 
truly appreciate the wholeness of the 
place. Surprisingly few urbanites will 
marvel at approaching sheets of rain, or 
admire the haze of a distant sun 
illuminating low cloud before rushing 
indoors.”

“My painting is about the soul’s journey 
into the wild. When walking or climbing 
you’re absorbed into the vastness – 
becoming one with the elements, both 
eroded and eroding. As the hard 
landscape forces you to bend your 
senses around it to find your way, you are 
moulded by the weather. Edges are 
knocked off here, moraines built up there 
and so it is that the soul is simultaneously 
swaddled and sharpened. Your sense of 
self is rebuilt.”

“I’m not interested in the recording of a 
singular viewpoint, aware that the mind’s 
eye does not settle easily that way. I try to 
convey something of the sublime, the 
majestic, the inhospitable, the barren, 
inaccessible, insolent beauty in a manner 
that accepts the fleeting fluidity of 
perception. I want to distil the journey, so 
that drip by drip, brushstroke by 
brushstroke, the jumble of sensory 
impressions that a day in the wilderness 
gently imprints on the psyche is 
catalogued into layers of oil and pigment.” 

“My artwork is about the feeling, the 
sense of belonging to something greater 
over which we have no control, and yet 
where we feel an undiluted sense of 
security. In some works the shape of the 
land is evident, in some less so, and in 
others almost not there at all. In some, 
colour is naturalistic, while in others the 
viewer might be confounded by a block of 
blue, a slash of indigo or a swathe of 
golden ochre, hinting at a sensation.” 

“Painting and climbing go hand in hand.  
Paint is applied and removed, assessed 
and re-assessed. Images emerge out of 
the murk of imperfect recall, a rhythm 
develops and creation begins. When I 
climb it is to become one with the rock, 
sensing the natural flow of the climb and 
moving in step with it. It’s not about 
breaking or mastering the climb.”

“Walking, climbing and painting feel like 
dance. To call it a trance-like state would 
be an exaggeration, it’s far more natural 
than that, but it is in this state that I form 
my images – my impressions of the great 
energies and forces that build and tear 
down all things, in the endless, enervating 
waltz of time.”
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Helen is a graduate of the MFA 
postgraduate art course at Duncan of 
Jordanstone College of Art and Design. 
Originally from Cumbria, now based in 
North Fife, she has exhibited widely and 
came runner up in the Jolomo landscape 
painting awards in 2007. Find out more 
at www.helenglassford.co.uk. 

http://www.helenglassford.co.uk

