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And as she dipped into the blue paint, she dipped too into the past there.

Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse
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INTRODUCTION

In spring 2016, I went to Tate Britain to look for the sea. Commissioned to write a magazine article about its presence in contemporary British art, I was on the hunt for artists past and present who had chosen the sea as a subject. Hung chronologically, the permanent collection began with a room full of Tudor portraits. No sea there. Nor was it anywhere to be found in the following room, among the seventeenth-century aristocrats. It made its first appearance in the middle of the eighteenth century, as the setting for a warship firing a salute. John Constable brought it into the centre of the action in his study for Hadleigh Castle in 1828–9, and soon images of lonely shorelines, fisherfolk and cheerful families on beaches began to make their entrance. By the twentieth century there were cruise liners, fishing towns and more sunny coastlines. And then, in this century, the sea disappeared.

Beyond the walls of the Tate, a different narrative was unfolding. It was the run-up to Brexit, when how Britain thought of itself as a nation was being discussed an unusual amount. The sea, suddenly, had become freighted with significance. For many, the presence of a sea between Britain and the continent was largely irrelevant. To others, it was vital part of the country’s identity. As well as existing as a physical barrier and a political border between Britain and the rest of Europe, the sea represented an intangible, deeply felt sense of difference. Contrary to what the curation at the Tate suggested, the sense of Britain as an island, its self-image sculpted by the sea along with its physical geography, had persisted into the twenty-first century.

The role that the sea continued to play in contemporary life had also been reflected in several recent high-profile artworks, which drew attention towards its entanglement with weighty, worldly issues such as travel, trade, colonialisation, globalisation, immigration and global warming. In 2010, Yinka Shonibare placed a miniature HMS Victory, fluttering with dozens of colourful batik sails, in a bottle for the Fourth Plinth in Trafalgar Square; a comment on British imperialism and trade facilitated by Nelson’s victories. Wolfgang Tillmans photographed the Atlantic Ocean in The State We’re In, A (2015) to reflect upon global political tensions. That same year, Icelandic-Danish artist Olafur Eliasson installed huge hunks of glacial ice outside the Place du Panthéon in Paris to draw attention to rising sea levels.

In the wake of the referendum, I kept thinking back to these portrayals of the sea. The sight we see today from the shore is almost exactly the same as it has ever been. Here, the boundaries between the past and the present are at their thinnest. Yet if the sea was so ageless, why had it inspired such a diversity of creative responses? Showing the many ways a single, unchanging subject could be seen and understood, those artworks echoed one of the fundamental questions that had arisen after Brexit: why do people view the same places so differently?

We tend to think of the sea as unassailable fact, an unchanging and eternal presence at the end of the land. But art reveals a different relationship with the shoreline, one that is as shifting and slippery as water itself. It shows us how there is a sea for war and a sea for play; a sea that provides a livelihood and a sea that rests and soothes. It tells us of seas that are loved and seas that are feared; seas that can carry you away and seas that will not let you leave. Every artwork that takes the sea as a subject is showing how a place has interacted with a person; it is a collaboration between an environment, a body and a mind. Images of the sea reveal, in a uniquely simple way, the fluidity with which the world is experienced and imagined.

~

The way in which physical places are shaped and formed in the imagination becomes clear if you turn to the past. The ocean cannot be found on artist’s canvases before the eighteenth century because of a simple truth: they did not go looking for it. For much of this country’s history, especially after Christianity rooted itself in these islands two thousand years ago, the shoreline was a place largely to be avoided. The Book of Genesis begins with an image of a dark, formless, watery deep, from which God creates land and life. The story of the return of this primordial abyss as the great flood struck terror into the hearts of the pious, for whom the sea was a reminder of the fate of the sinful first humans. Lapping at the edges of civilisation, threatening to reclaim humankind, the sea has been feared for far longer than it has fascinated. ‘It is so little of a friendly symbol’, W. H. Auden pointed out in The Enchafèd Flood, a lecture he gave in 1949, ‘that the first thing which the author of the Book of Revelation notices in his vision of the new heaven and earth at the end of time is that there was no more sea.’

The instability and unknowability of the ocean made it a powerful symbol to the medieval mind. ‘To attempt to fathom the mysteries of the ocean bordered on sacrilege,’ Alain Corbin writes in his 1994 book The Lure of the Sea, an exploration of the sea in the early European imagination. In the original French, the title of Corbin’s book is Le Territoire du Vide, empty territory, reflecting the predominant attitude towards the sea before the nineteenth century. Monastic communities and hermits were attracted to the remotest coasts – Lindisfarne, Iona, the Orkneys, Shetlands and Faroes – the frontlines of the spiritual battle against evil. Since the successful navigation of such treacherous territory was believed possible only by grace of God, mariner-monks were considered the saintliest.

Even as fears of divine retribution faded over the years, the threat of invasion, pirates, smugglers and wreckers continued to reinforce the idea of the coast as a vulnerable, dangerous zone: somewhere that was inherently different to inland places. Houses were built with their backs to the sea; thick-walled defences bristled along the coastline. Gradually, however, more reflective understandings of the ocean began to occupy the collective imagination. While imperial, mercantile and naval expansion caused port towns such as Bristol and Liverpool to prosper in the eighteenth century, the sea also slowly began to be equated with leisure. Enlightenment thinking encouraged curiosity in oceanography and the natural history of the shore, while increasing numbers of physicians and medical writers became persuaded of the therapeutic benefits of sea-bathing. Sea towns began to usurp spa towns in popularity, aided by a growing body of Romantic literature and imagery extolling the sublime aesthetics of the shore. Over the following centuries, tiny fishing ports all along the coast of Britain transformed into thriving, fashionable resorts, many of which continue to attract holidaymakers today.

Dread of the sea may have mellowed in recent decades, but the sense of the shoreline as a threshold between known and unknown worlds has lingered. Where feelings of awe, fear or humility that arose at the sight of the ocean might once have been interpreted as a religious experience, in more recent times they have been invested with different but equally powerful meanings. What is it that draws a person to the sea today? There are as many answers to this question as there are people who have ever stood at the shoreline. You will have your own feelings and memories connected to the sea, just as I have mine. The ten artists you will meet in this book reflect this multitude. As each chapter traces the personal, philosophical and prosaic threads that wove their art into being, it will become clear how many ways there are of thinking about the sea.

~

As I began my research, I started to discover British artists working inside nearly all the major trends and movements of the twentieth century – including abstraction, surrealism, pop art, abstract expressionism, land art, conceptual art, video art – who had at some point chosen the sea as a subject. Even more intriguingly, these were often the works that they were best remembered for, where a stylistic breakthrough had occurred, or a new pattern of thinking had begun. Why was one of the first Post-Impressionist pictures ever painted in Britain, heralding the arrival of modernism, inspired by a quiet sandy bay in Dorset? Why did a fishing town in Cornwall begin to lure abstract-inclined artists from across the Atlantic? Some of these works connected presciently to forces beyond the artworld too. How did Bridget Riley’s monochrome, abstract paintings, made in London during the swinging sixties, resonate with the first stirrings of the modern environment movement? Why did Martin Parr’s photographs of a northern seaside resort in the 1980s reveal so much about class? It started to become clear that not only does the sea reflect shifting human concerns, but it is also, somehow, a stimulus to new ways of thinking.

In the past few years, there has been a rising tide of art shows themed around the ocean that are, again, more than just reflections of social and cultural paradigms. Many contribute to the growing global list of exhibitions, artists and artworks that have attempted to tackle the dizzying consequences of the climate crisis. In other words, artists and curators are increasingly using the ocean to effect change, to actively try and reassess assumptions and patterns of behaviour. A recent editorial in the Journal of Curatorial Studies, for instance, argued that art exhibitions were ‘uniquely positioned in understanding the complex relationships between ocean ecosystems, marine wildlife and human activity at this time of environmental crisis’. It pointed out how the exhibition context is well placed to embrace the myriad ways in which the ocean is seen, imagined and experienced across different cultures, localities and timespans. By placing artefacts alongside artworks, man-made objects beside specimens of marine life, old narratives and frameworks might be challenged, and new visions, dialogues and understandings of the natural world might be revealed.

~

My hope is that this book will behave a little like an exhibition, setting up visual conversations between ten disparate ways of looking at the sea. Journeying from the 1910s to the present day, I have kept my focus trained on the last hundred years or so. The ways in which we relate to the sea and the natural world have shifted significantly over this period; I have included works of art that have helped me think about why these changes have taken place so quickly and dramatically relative to the rest of history. I have also chosen artworks that represent an art historical development, and that can be found in public collections across the country (aside from Hamish Fulton’s work, which takes the form of a walk, and is not an object to be displayed in a conventional way). This decision was made partly in the hope that one day you will be able to see these works of art in the flesh, but also because I am interested in how ideas gain traction at certain times. In being kept in public hands for posterity, the implication is that these works are seen as belonging to – and even shaping – the national narrative: I have tried to understand why.

If anything, I have written this book not by looking at the sea but from the sea, back to the people that have watched it from the shoreline. I am not motivated by a desire to tell you about the sea, nor am I qualified to do so: I am a Londoner, born and raised, and there is nothing extraordinary or expert about my knowledge of the ocean or my affection for the coast. What I have tried to do, however, is think with the sea, to use it as a prism into lives and habits and feelings other than my own. For someone trained in history and art history, fascinated by why we look and how we see, the sea is a gift, for it throws differences of human behaviour into sharp relief. As a group, these works of art map a broad genealogy of perception, rooted in the meanings that have been seen or sought in the ocean. As a book, they tell the vital story of humanity’s ever-changing relationship to the natural world. Alone, they are an invitation to see through someone else’s eyes.
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Vanessa Bell, Studland Beach, c.1912
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