ART, THE LOCAL AND THE INTERNATIONAL

ERNEST ZOBOLE
Painter with his own dreamlike vision of the universe as seen from the Rhondda Valley

Obituary by Peter Wakelin, The Guardian, Thursday 23 December 1999 

For half a century, Ernest Zobole, who has died aged 72, painted his surroundings in the Rhondda Valley, reconstructing a universe of form and colour from his house - figures, the outside landscape, and the world as seen through doors and windows. His paintings give up their secrets gradually, with their fractured and unnatural perspectives, unexpected juxtapositions and motifs. Terrace streets are flattened into fossil traces, people may be tiny figures or gigantic silhouettes. Zobole aimed to make a visual statement, "continuity rather than an instant in time..." and objected, "it is the single viewpoint snapshot idea that's unnatural, unreal".

He was born in the Rhondda valley, but his parents had come from Italy in the boom before the first world war when coal was in its heyday and mining in South Wales employed a quarter of a million men. His father worked at the pit, his mother, like many Italian immigrants, ran a tiny shop. It was a landscape of tips and terraces, railways and pits, set in a magnificent encircling backdrop of green mountains.

Zobole attended Porth Grammar School and Cardiff College of Art (1948-53), but fellowship with other Rhondda students proved his real education. Their daily discussions on the train to college brought excited explorations of the living European masters, criticism, and validation of a common subject, the Rhondda.

In 1952, Zobole met the German expressionist Heinz Koppel, then working at the Dowlais Settlement, whose dedicated breaking of pictorial rules prompted him to re-think his work. However, the true origin for Zobole's art was continuous study of the place he loved and knew so intimately. He dug deep to find originality.

After college, Zobole taught in windblown, empty Anglesey, where he found himself unmoved and unable to paint. He returned to the Rhondda: "it was like getting back into a warm bed," he wrote.

The paintings following his homecoming in 1957 had Chagall-like charm. Those of the 1960s were coal black and brutal with a powerful sense of major form, well received in solo shows at the Piccadilly Gallery in London's Cork Street. After a brief departure into bright colour in the 1970s, he returned to a controlled palette of slate blue, luminous yellow and soft green, and a rich repertoire of signs and symbols. He perhaps moved further from his subject as time went by, taking a more distant and more dreamlike view, or working solely on night visions, when the veils of darkness purify the landscape.

Zobole taught at Newport College of Art from 1963, stimulating individualism and dedication. When identity was stifled by the fashion-driven changes of the early 1980s, he retired - and the college excised painting from its courses.

A friend described how Zobole was, like a boiler, slow to light but ultimately "he would erupt in flames of disputation and enquiry" that would be "cooled by that gentle, ironic smile that would lift his sculpted cheek bones into wrinkles of delight".

Zobole will be permanently in the canon of Welsh painting. But his vision was not for the Valleys alone. It was about home more generally, the place of an individual in landscape, the co-existence of our interior worlds with the universe outside.

There has yet to be a major retrospective of his work, although two films were made about him by the BBC. His work is in the collections of the National Museum of Wales, the Contemporary Art Society for Wales and local art galleries.

Ernest Zobole remained deliberately remote from the hype and frenzy of the art world. If he had possessed among his qualities self-promotion, commercialism or worldly ambition, he would have been a far more famous painter; but he would have been a lesser artist.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/1999/dec/23/guardianobituaries
Engaging with Art 

Artist's Stament: "Painting is a part of my life...your breathing I suppose...it is part of what you're about...part of your thinking. It sounds a bit lofty to say that this thing called painting is the whole reason for existing, and if I say yes it is, then accept the fact that I have a lofty thought. The imagery for the work is taken from my immediate surroundings - the house, the outside landscape, and the landscape seen through doors and windows. The outside and inside come together in places. The system used in painting parallels one we use naturally, in that when we examine any situation, we look around or turn our heads, or move our eyes, or more likely, do all three. The differing viewpoints we take in help us build some kind of picture. In making use of these differing viewpoints, plan views, side elevations, end elevations and perspectives are used; eye levels vary, scale varies and emphasis varies; there is also time and memory".
http://www.artinwales.250x.com/ArtistsZo.htm
PETER FINNEMORE

Dark Matters (Contemporary Art Society)
Finnemore’s work shows a preoccupation with darkness through photography, a medium of light. The dark in this instance is used literally and metaphorically in relation to the artist’s home – Gwendraeth House, the family home for several generations. This is a work in progress that began in the 90s and for this episode in the life of the house, Finnemore looks to reveal something of its inner world, a collaborative gesture where the artist is attentive to the rhythms and spiritual qualities of the home as if it had its own consciousness.

These are photographs that carry a certain reverence, acknowledging traces determined by the vitality between people and place. They are pictures shaped by strong emotional threads that extend to animals too as embodiments of Buddhist values. Here photography, similar to his video work shown here, is a meditative act in itself, attuned to the resonances of a specific environment, always mindful of the appearance of things but ultimately seeking to reveal what lies beyond. 

Finnemore offers subtle and thoughtful accounts around fundamental questions of belief and what emotional tools might be used in order to navigate the ordinary and extraordinary aspects of our lives. To the Buddha: Veils and Voids is a fascinating example of the power of art to take us somewhere else, not necessarily to a better place, but a place where we might find something of value.

- Russell Roberts, Cardiff 2010 (edited text from exhibition essay)

http://www.contemporaryartsociety.org/become-a-member/artist-member/peter-finnemore/149
IWAN BALA

Whilst (Peter) Lord is the inspired ‘excavator’ of Welsh art history, others, most obviously artist Iwan Bala, can be seen as radical ‘curators’ and exponents of current movements and trends. Bala has proposed what he sees as a uniquely Welsh form of ‘custodial aesthetics’: an approach to practising art that engages both with international trends and with deeply-rooted Welsh symbols and ciphers. Such a confluence of the international and the local can be seen in Bala’s own work – in his witty, post-modern take on the Welsh costume, for example, or in his re-mappings of the ‘island’ of Wales as a distinct and independent entity. 

‘Words and Pictures’ editorial by Francesca Rhydderch. New Welsh Review. Issue 71 Spring 2006.

 Bala's concerns with the locality of Wales, a locus historical, cultural and topographical, are exemplary and salutary. They are concerns that will come to be seen as central to a new kind of philosophical and artistic modernism, an inter-national spirit that rejoices in diversity and is grounded in optimism and hope, and which stands up to the culture of the megalopolis.

Mel Gooding. Foreword to here + now, 2003

 I first met Iwan Bala in late summer 1998, some two months after I had started working in Wales. I sat in his Cardiff studio and he talked, with characteristic clarity and eloquence, of the sources and meanings of his work. He spoke of Wales - of the country's myths and realities and the inevitable conflation of these in our minds. He spoke also of his eager acceptance of other cultures and his irrepressible curiosity that resulted in an eclectic gathering of visual symbols and ideas from countries such as Zimbabwe and Cuba; a restless collecting to add to his 'common bank of memory and culture'. 

Amanda Farr. Director Oriel Davies, foreword to Offerings + Reinventions. 2000.

LOCWS INTERNATIONAL

Locws International is an artist led organisation that works with UK-based and international artists to create temporary visual arts projects for public and accessible spaces across the city of Swansea in south Wales, UK

http://www.locwsinternational.com/?page_id=11&language=en
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