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One man’s journey
Gary Crowder, winner of

Interviewed

Gary's studio in Leeds

When it was suggested that the Duchy Vixen judge “Best in
Show” we were anticipating heated discussions but it turned
out to be one of our easiest editorial decisions. All three of us
were unanimous in our first choice.
As I set off to Gary’s home and studio in Leeds, I was intrigued
to find out the story behind the pictures. The concept of an
artistic journey is well known but Gary’s turned out to have
been a long one, both metaphorically and geographically.
I pulled up outside a suburban home, with no indication that
inside I would find the classic paint-spattered studio plus
paint-spattered artist, with a house full of his work. It turned
out the area had good artistic provenance as Joash Woodrow,
(the reclusive artist, who’s work was discovered by accident,
after his death) had lived nearby.
Once we had settled down with tea and biscuits Gary’s story
unfolded. He had started life in Keighley, born in 1957 to an
engineer father and factory worker mother. He left school
at 16 and joined the police force, settled down with Jacquie
and had two children. In 1992 however Gary’s life changed
dramatically. He had a serious illness resulting in a hospital
stay for three months and than a prolonged convalescence.
Gary was introduced to art via Art Therapy. He said it was
“like a door opening. I left behind a very controlled world of
rigid routine and discovered complete freedom” . This coupled
with the death of his father, releasing him from his father’s
expectations, meant Gary was able to leave behind his old life
and “a proper job” and explore his interest in art. This grew and
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finally culminated in Gary taking a degree
in sculpture at Bretton Hall College. He
then got a job working at Park Lane College
for five years, teaching art to people with
mental health issues as well as running a
gardening business.
This continued for some years before Gary
had his next artistic epiphany.
In 2012 Gary had the opportunity to visit
his son (in the Forces) who was stationed
in the Falkland Islands. He discovered that
the bleak, melancholic, empty landscape,
littered with giant bird skeletons, reignited
a passion in him. Gary was so drawn to the
Islands he found Jacquie a job at the Port
Stanley health centre. Jacquie, who is the
practical, level-headed one of the partnership had to set him straight, saying that
“no, we are not moving to the Falklands
however much you say I will love it, we are
staying in Leeds, near our grandchild.” (I
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think that very restrained of Jacquie,
I’d have replied “what, move to a bleak,
windswept, underpopulated island in
the far South Atlantic with just penguins
and sheep for company and potential
for future military conflict???”)
The end result of this, however, was
Gary returning with a full sketchbook,
a camera full of images and becoming
an artist full time. (The understanding
and supportive Jacquie helped with the
organisation and admin side of things).
He has produced a large series of
paintings based on his visit. It is these
paintings and drawings which he has
exhibited at Open Studios and various
exhibitions, most recently at Art Space
and last year at the Great Northern Art
Show, winning prizes on both occasions.
In addition, some of the war artists who
produced work in the Falklands War
have been in touch to say how much
they like his work.
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More recently he has visited Scotland
and found fresh inspiration in similarly
bleak areas of landscape.
Gary feels his work is still developing
stylistically. He has recently been working on wood salvaged from local skips
which has given him more scope to work
on the surface of his paintings, sanding
down areas, using the grain of the wood
and building up textures. He told me
that the start of a painting bears little
resemblance to the end and he retains
the freedom to follow where the painting leads him. He says he “plays with the
balance between observation and
abstraction”. He likes to hint at a human presence in an heavily abstracted,
empty landscape that has a sense of
waiting for something to happen, but
where nothing is happening. He cites
Hopper and Craigie Aitchison as
influences among others.
For my part, I find his work very interesting with a strong emotional resonance
in the ambiguous, hinted at, imagery.
I think he retains a very fresh, childlike sensitivity coupled with a strong
sophisticated handling of the paint and

materials. I feel Gary is just hitting his
stride artistically and I am keen to watch
how his work develops in the future.
Gary will be showing at new gallery,
Silson Contemporary Art Gallery, opening in Harrogate in October.
The photographs in this article are
Gary’s from his time in the Falklands
and the paintings are a selection from
his body of work inspired by that time.
More examples of his photographs and
paintings can be viewed on his website
at www.garycrowderart.co.uk
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