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ART

A Sense of Silence
In a quiet garden studio tucked away within 
Oxford’s ring road, artist Claire Christie Sadler 
is inspired by the visual music of the west coast 
of Scotland. Claire, who originally trained as a 
cellist, is the winner of the 2019 Artweeks Mary 
Moser Award, an annual award intended to help 
develop the career of a professional artist who 
has taken up art as a second career later in life. 
Artweeks festival director Esther Lafferty visited 
her to explore both her art and the parallels 
between her two creative professions.

Claire loved both art and music at 
school, picking up the cello at 11 
“which was rather late actually”. 
Finding herself completely caught 

up with the love of playing, she went to music 
college rather than art college. With hindsight, 
she realises that she couldn’t have done it the 
other way round as acquiring musical technique 
is much harder to do later. She maintained 
her drawing and whilst she loved both playing 
and teaching, the drive to pursue the visual 
arts remained strong. So in her late thirties 
she began taking art classes, which led to a 
foundation course and then a fine art degree. 
She set up her wooden studio at the bottom of 
the garden which, she says, “felt like coming 
home”. And both the simple space and the art 
produced within resonate with the feeling of 
being rooted in a place, and the inner peace and 
tranquillity that brings.  

The views that line the wooden walls transport 
the viewer to the west coast of Scotland where 
Claire finds herself drawn back again and again. 
“I feel as if there’s a part of me that comes alive 
when I am there, and I know it’s fanciful but it’s 
almost as if it is in my genes.”

Although her mother is Scottish, Claire first 
went to Scotland when she was 11. “It felt 
important and exciting to finally visit,” she 
explains. “We drove, and I was very aware of 
the time it took and the distance we’d travelled. 
I remember feeling an instant connection on 
arrival, and that Oban was a very special place.” 
Now, Claire still finds the long drive part of 
the magic of a trip to Scotland, watching the 
landscape change with the miles further north. 
“Beyond the Lake District, the hills start to 
grow – the sky seems to get bigger and the 
landscape opens out. The west coast of Scotland 

offers a sense of perspective, and contradictions 
too; the vast scale of the landscape heightens 
our awareness of how small we are, and yet 
there is an increased sense of self. The ancient 
history of this place highlights the brevity of our 
own lives; this place which has such a physical 
sense of permanence appears to be constantly 
changing as we look at it. The rain, wind, snow, 
sleet and light disguise, enhance, conceal and 
then reveal the mountains, hills and water.

“I don’t care what the weather’s like,” she 
continues. “In fact, I love the way the sky 
throws weather at you. Bad weather is so 
dramatic. When you’re warm inside looking 
out at the sleet or the wind sweeping across the 
landscape, and continually changing the light 
and the sky, it’s like watching a film roll. There’s 
such power in the sea and the tides, and the 
air feels different on your skin; clean and pure, 
crisp and cold.”

To convey this purity, Claire’s art is almost 
entirely monochrome, created with a simple 
set of art tools – powdered charcoal, charcoal, 
rubber, brushes, and her fingers. There’s a 
simplicity which gives her pieces a sense of 
freedom (although she also works in detailed 
pencil with a meditative precision as when 
capturing the surface of the sea or sometimes 
the human form.) “I see my work as ‘making’ a 
picture rather than drawing one,” she elaborates.  

“I love colour in the hands of people who use 
it well, but I find it distracting to work with. I 
find that using just black on white and all the 
tones between encourages a focus on line, form 
and light: it’s the dark, the light and the contrast 
between them that defines the sculptural form 
of the landscape. I love the place where the 
dark meets the light and the water reflects that. 
There’s an ever-changing play of light in the sky, 
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which drifts over the surface of the water and 
land; a mesmeric and restless drama in which 
the water and the contours of the land are 
disguised and revealed.”

With awareness, emotion, and quiet 
contemplation, Claire captures the sense of 
movement on paper with clear, clean lines and 
considered contrast. Rich in atmosphere, her 
drawings show the narrative of the landscape in 
all its moods, from harmonious, luminous and 
ethereal to brooding and dark, as the substance 
of the land, the rhythms of the seasons and the 
tides, and the transience of the light present 
a continual ‘performance’ – the parallels with 
music are clear to see. The relatively stark nature 
of black and white is explicitly dramatic and 
expressive whilst timeless and evocative, her 
light touch and loose lines softening a strong 
and sometimes bleak skyline.

It’s clear from looking at Claire’s work that her 
music feeds into the art, the transient quality 
of her pictures, and the technical accuracy too 
– she’s acutely aware of the movements she uses 
and the marks she makes, using the charcoal 
or brush with the precision and delicacy of a 
cellist’s bow – and although alone as she creates, 
it is almost as if it is a performance.

“Art and instrumental music are both wordless 
forms of communication yet can convey 
perfectly a feeling or an emotion,” she explains. 
“In music, silence is as important as sound and 
in the landscape of the west coast of Scotland, 
sound seems to take on a new significance. I 
often think that it is the sound of silence (or at 
least the lack of man-made sounds) that I am 
trying to capture in my art.”

clairecsadler.co.uk

Esther Lafferty is festival director of 
Oxfordshire Artweeks artweeks.org

Esther 
Lafferty

For the new year, I like to sweep aside the old (and no, I don’t 
mean The Significant Other) and make a fresh start, best foot 
forward in spanking new trainers tied in the kind of bow that 
sees prefects rise to become head-girls in well-regulated 
schools with crisp blazers.

The first of January is a well-trodden Groundhog Day. Every year 
I write the same list of resolutions: eat less and exercise more to 
keep the body light and lithe; avoid unnecessary purchases to 
keep the pocket heavy (not empty at the very least); and apply 
myself more rigorously to the work/life balance. Metaphorically, 
this evokes the scales of justice with its inherent heaven-Hades 
dichotomy, and with my post-Christmas waistline, I know which 
way they’d fall.

One of my girl-friends was so concerned about her BMI that, 
before Christmas, she signed up for a new gym. Increasingly 
nervous of her forthcoming full-body analysis and induction with 
Pedro the personal trainer she barely ate more than a lettuce 
leaf throughout the festive frivolities. She’s now half way towards 
her weight-loss target without lifting a finger, or a metal bar. He 
sounds like a miracle worker to me. 

In contrast, I have been largely paper-based as I look ahead to 
a healthier, happier and heart-warming 2019, packing my diary 
with moments in which to spontaneously seize the moment 
whilst dining upon homemade seasonal vegetable soup. Or 
opportunities to jog through the countryside like a gazelle 
serenely humming a mantra about appreciating the smaller 
things in life. And no, I remind myself, biscuits don’t count as ‘the 
smaller things’. 

As well as the biscuit cupboard, I’m also avoiding single-use 
plastic, another evil of the 21st century. And so, when a colleague 
mentioned that her ecologically-minded resolve is to embrace a 
Food for Free approach to life, it sounded like a great ruse to keep 
expenditure low and save the world at the same time, even if the 
waistline had to take the hit. I angled to be invited along, hoping to 
be recruited as a secret shopper of fabulous food or to be served 
a slap-up dinner by everyone in her address book. But no, instead 
I found myself shivering in hedgerows on the hunt for wild carrot 
and camouflaged cauliflower with nettle soup in a Thermos. 
This unexpected Bear Grylls methodology offered a clear path 
for keeping the kilos at bay – putrid pigeon pie anyone? – but my 
inner couch potato is definitely keener on roasting by the fire. 
And I’ll keep my stylish suede trainers cleaner that way – surely 
that counts as quality of life as well?
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WINTER SPICE
RETREAT

Come and escape this Winter and 
enjoy a day for pure serenity and 
indulgence at Stoke Park with our 
Winter Spice Retreat…
 
This special retreat includes full access to 
the spa facilities, a two course lunch and two 
55 minute treatments* *T&C’s apply.

 
From only £ 185 per person* 

To book please call our Reservations Team on  01753 71 71 72 or email reservations@stokepark.com  

Stoke Park, Park Road, Stoke Poges, Buckinghamshire SL2 4PG  |  www.stokepark.com

Untitled-3   1 10/12/2018   17:15


