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Until recent times, nature was art’s primary source of inspiration. Taking it as a model, classical artists  

–this is, the Greeks and European artists from the Renaissance to the 18th century– tried to perfect it 

through the laws of sculpture and painting. It was with the arrival of the modern era that natural 

landscapes began to be represented as they were, with no need to apply canons to dignify them. We 

see it in realist painters, from Corot to the Impressionists, but also in the Romantics, who not only tried 

to recreate a nature that was not idealised but that also aroused strong emotions in the viewer. In Van 

Gogh we find the culmination of Romanticism’s vocation of reflecting the artist’s psyche in nature.  

 

Landscape’s privileged role in nineteenth-century art was the product of industrialised societies which 

had managed to dominate nature. The use of beauty canons in art was probably the way traditional 

societies had had of symbolically taming the fearsome outdoors. A definite taming came with the 

advent of our modern era, when concepts like the picturesque o the sublime appeared: the former 

chose fragments in nature which seemed the invention of a painter; the latter theatrically represented 

those few natural environments which mankind had not already stained, that were still fearsome, like 

Friedrich’s mountainous peaks. 

 

If landscape painting had been advanced art’s battlefield since Romanticism, twentieth-century avant-

gardes turned to cities to carry out their revolutions. Landscape was reduced to –at best– a mere motif 

on which to experiment with form, with the very significant exceptions of Fauvism and early-German 

Expressionism. Any later artistic expression focused on nature is usually referred to as “Land Art”, a 

vague term amongst the already vague labels of post-1945 art. They are normally sculptures, alone or 

in installations; it is strange to find painters who are still inspired by nature. 

 

Although Dutch seventeenth-century painting was key to its later development, modern landscape  

painting was born in Britain in the late-18th and early-19th centuries, with Turner and Constable leading 

the way. The now-commonplace British love for nature was born then, and was present in painting as 

well as in poetry. Maybe Britain has nature in such high esteem because it was the first country to 

begin to rid itself of it, as industrial suburbs grew in the outskirts of cities and railways were built. Few 

twentieth-century British artists, though, seem to have followed the landscape tradition. They have 

generally been more interested in the human form than in trees and hills: Bacon, Moore, Freud, 

Hepworth. It’s curious that it should be the least British of British artists, the adopted Californian David 
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Hockney, to have been deeply attracted to the English countryside throughout the last decade, 

resulting in a vast series of large-scale paintings dedicated to the landscapes of Yorkshire. 

 

That affectionate feeling towards landscape is a powerful source of inspiration which is also present in 

the humble sculptures of Roger Ackling, who passed away a year ago. His work was made from small 

fragments of wood which he found in his walks in the country or the beach. Once he had chosen the 

support, he would draw on it using sunlight: with a magnifying glass in his right hand, he directed the 

rays of light, slowly burning the surface of the wood and creating dark grooves. He could spend up to 

seven hours sitting and working patiently under the sun. I liked something I read in the obituary 

dedicated to Ackling in The Guardian last year: “Colleagues at Chelsea School of Art, London, where he 

taught from the early 80s until 2012, knew he had been working the day before if his right ear was 

bright red when he came into college.” 

 

The fact that artists working today still find a fertile source of inspiration in nature demonstrates that 

art is a continuous, uninterrupted narrative, without all those abrupt chronological cuts established by 

some critics and historians, who state, for example, that Picasso is not an artist of our time. A century 

and a half later, Ackling and Hockney fit perfectly into a tradition begun by Constable and Turner. I 

personally think they relate more to Constable than to Turner because I find their approach to nature 

to be based on a contemplation of nature which is more pleasurable than overwhelmed. I imagine the 

three of them, Constable, Ackling and Hockney, united by the apparently banal activity of taking a walk 

in the countryside. 

 

(A selection of late works by Roger Ackling, alongside others by Richard Long and Adolfo Schlosser, can 

be seen at Galería Elvira González until next week.) 

 

 
A view of Salisbury Cathedral. 
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