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A Tree A Rock A Cloud, Clare Woods’ first solo exhibition in Wales, opened at Oriel Davies
in Newtown where a new group of  paintings was shown in relation to work selected by the
artist from the collections of  Amgueddfa Cymru – National Museum Wales. The Rabbit (1881)
by Edouard Manet, Frozen Ponds (1953) by John Nash and Philip Jones-Griffiths photograph
Civilian Victim, Vietnam (1967) all resonated with existing themes and interests in Woods’ work.
In the autumn of  2015 A Tree A Rock A Cloud tours to Oriel Plas Glyn-y-Weddw, Llanbedrog
and then moves south to Oriel y Parc, St Davids, a transference that sees Woods’ paintings
move from the pastoral landscape of  the Welsh borders to the wilder environs of  Wales’ most
westerly peninsulas. In these new locations Woods’ paintings will be seen in new contexts
generated not only by the surrounding landscape, but also by the inclusion of  new work from the
collections of  Amgueddfa Cymru. At Oriel Plas Glyn-y-Weddw A Tree A Rock A Cloud will be
shown alongside an exhibition of  John Piper’s Snowdonia landscapes, whilst in St Davids the
paintings will be more closely integrated with the work of  Graham Sutherland.

This connection with Piper and Sutherland is particularly appropriate as Woods’ paintings have
often been discussed in relation to the tradition of  British landscape painting and in particular
Neo-Romanticism - the revival of  interest in landscape by British artists in the 1930s and 40s.
Woods’ established her reputation with large-scale landscapes painted in household gloss and
enamel on aluminium. Photographs of  overgrown and overlooked parts of  landscape, often
taken at night with the distortion of  flash, would be stitched together to create large digital
panoramas that would inform the stencilled patterns used to create the rich, painterly forms
in the final paintings. Although these paintings relate to the Romantic landscape, they deftly
negotiate and upturn the clichés of  this tradition. They are poised between abstraction and
representation, with glossy surfaces suggesting supernaturally-charged places where the
rational world could quickly slip away.

The sustained dialogue between the Museum’s collection and Woods’ work across the three
venues of  A Tree A Rock A Cloud has coincided with and contributed to a very significant shift
in Woods’ painting over the last five years. This change in direction was first signalled in the
exhibition The Unquiet Head at The Hepworth, Wakefield in 2011 where Woods looked to the
otherworldly landscape of  Brimham Rocks in North Yorkshire. She produced ambitious paintings
that successfully explored a series of  anthropomorphic discoveries amid the area’s surreal
geology. The subject of  the body extended into a room of  smaller works where the focus was
more explicitly the human head. These paintings marked a change in media from household
gloss to artist oils, but perhaps more significantly they pointed to a new way of  finding source
imagery. In these oils the source material was no longer the artist’s own landscape photography,
but instead photographic records of  work by other artists - sculptors such as Jean Fautrier and
Alberto Giacometti who represented the human head in the existential milieu of  the post-war



period. Now that the direct link between landscape and Woods’ painting had been broken or at
least suspended, a new world of  found photographic imagery was free to enter her work.
Woods can be seen to have followed a parallel journey to the Neo-Romantics. She has similarly
travelled through landscape to find the formal and metaphoric power of  the human figure.
The work by John Piper that features in the partner exhibition to A Tree A Rock A Cloud at Oriel
Plas Glyn-y-Weddw explores Piper’s engagement with the landscape of  Snowdonia which he
frequently visited during the 1940s. In 1937 having abandoned pure abstraction, Piper found in 
north Wales the opportunity to immerse himself  in landscape, producing numerous sketches
which he subsequently transformed into ambitious large-scale watercolours. In works such as
Rocks on Tryfan (c.1948-50) we find the landscape in a timeless, primal state – human activity
remains completely absent - yet Piper identified his own bodily presence in these locations:
I felt that I was seeing the mountains for the first time and seeing them as nobody had
seen them before… Each rock lying in the grass had a positive personality: for the first
time I saw the bones and the structure and the lie of  the mountains…1

This sense of  finding ‘personality’ in the landscape is a good example of  British modernism’s
recurrent discovery of  an anthropomorphic presence in landscape. Indeed it was partly
this discovery in Pembrokeshire that had such a profound impact on Sutherland. He first visited
the area in 1934 and returned every year to stay and work until leaving for the south of  France
in 1947. In his short essay Welsh Sketch Book he describes the different terrain he explored
either side of  St Brides Bay. Staying near St Davids he explored the rocky landscape of
Pembrokeshire’s north coast, whilst to the south he discovered the more sheltered wooded
inlets near Milford Haven:

I wish I could give you some idea of  the exultant strangeness of  this place – for strange
it certainly is, many people whom I know hate it, and I cannot but admit it possesses
an element of  disquiet… it is no uncommon sight to see a horse’s skull or horns of
cattle lying bleached on the sand. Neither do we feel that the black-green ribs of
half-buried wrecks and the phantom tree roots, bleached and washed by the waves,
exist but to emphasise the extraordinary completeness of  the scene.2

Sutherland always credited this landscape as transforming his art. It taught him that landscape
did not have to be ‘scenic’, that his essentially emotional responses could only be expressed
‘by paraphrasing what I saw’. Like Paul Nash and his ‘personages’, Sutherland collected tree
roots, rocks and other found-objects and recorded their uncanny, often bodily presence in
sketches and paintings. After moving to the south of  France, he assumed that he had exhausted
the influence the Welsh landscape could have on his art. Persuaded to return in 1967, Sutherland
was immediately re-energised by the area and in particular the ‘phantom tree roots’ in the
tidal waters of  the River Cleddau. He returned each year to work, this time taking hundreds of
photographs which were used to produce large-scale paintings such as Trees with G-Shaped
Form I (1972). Sutherland’s friend and patron Giorgio Soavi photographed a tree form found by
the artist on the beach below Picton Castle (and that subsequently featured in a number of  his
paintings) for his book The World of  Graham Sutherland. This photograph became the source
for Woods’ painting Dead Spring (2011). By flipping the composition ninety degrees - from
landscape to portrait – Woods transformed the tree into a withered-hand hanging in space.



This disembodied form has its equivalent in Sutherland’s own oil sketch Study for Hand which
Woods selected for inclusion in the Oriel y Parc exhibition, reinforcing and replaying the bodily
associations found in her own painting. In this way A Tree A Rock A Cloud generates a complex
and layered interchange between the subjective and formal interests shared by the two artists,
where landscape and the body become interchangeable.

Imagery from another of  Soavi’s photographs found its way into Woods’ Handsome Devil (2015)
- a reworking of  the central panel in the triptych The Balance (2011) which was first shown in
The Unquiet Head. Here the source was Sutherland’s Grotesque (1954) (private collection) –
a painted plaster head which closely relates to the slightly earlier, skeletal forms of  the painting
Head II (1951). Soavi captured Grotesque on a desk in the artist’s villa on the Côte d’Azur. Woods
transforms Soavi’s black-and-white photograph with lurid colour that seems to only accentuate 
the figure’s grimace that sits uncomfortably between a laugh and a scream. This hallucinatory
palette is employed again in Annie (2014) and Fanny (2014) which were both inspired
by Manet’s The Rabbit. The garden setting, where the rabbit once hung from a nail, has
disappeared. It is now suspended in a more uncertain place with ribbons creating a spaceframe
for this unsettling hanging-game. The association of  hanging-weight and death is
referenced again with Woods’ choice of  Sutherland’s Hanging Form 1962. This ambiguous
sketch, relating perhaps to human and vegetable forms, may well have been a study for
Sutherland’s most ambitious sculpture Crucifix Figure (1962-64) commissioned and cast (but
ultimately rejected) for the high altar of  Ely Cathedral.

The inclusion of  Hanging Form reinforces the way the sculptural properties of  violence can
be seen to be a recurring theme in A Tree A Rock A Cloud. Woods originally trained as a
sculptor and the body of  work produced for this exhibition, with its network of  connections
back to the Museum, evokes a memorable phrase made by Sutherland in 1937. After visiting
Brimham Rocks, as we know the initial inspiration for Woods’ own anthropomorphising of
landscape in The Unquiet Head, he rather gloomily concluded: ‘Melancholy, impressive and
integral such as this, is the basis of  sculpture.’3

1 Richard Ingrams, Piper’s Places: John Piper in England and Wales, 1983, p.105
2 Graham Sutherland, ‘A Welsh Sketch Book’ Horizon, April 1942, pp.225 -235
3 Graham Sutherland, An English Stone Landmark, in Myfanwy Piper (ed.), 
The Painter’s Object, 1937, p.93



HEAD OF A MAN, (c. 1960)
Mixed media on paper / Cyfrwng cymysg ar bapur
13.5 x 12.5cm
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GRAHAM SUTHERLAND,
STUDY OF A HAND, (c. 1956)
Oil on canvas / Olew ar ganfas
10.8 x 18 cm
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‘PHOTOGRAPHS FOR THE WORLD OF GRAHAM SUTHERLAND’ 
Giorgio Soavi Janus, A. Zwemmer Ltd, 1973
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GRAHAM SUTHERLAND,
HANGING FORM, (1962)
Mixed media on paper / Cyfrwng cymysg ar bapur
31.2 x 25.4 cm
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