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In Dialogue
with the
Ocean



I have always felt a powerful calling by the
ocean. I also have a profound connection
to the mountains and forest, desert and
pastoral landscapes of England where I
grew up. When I studied art formally, I
was always outside, and over the years the
practice of making my work completely in
nature—in the raw and ever changing ele-
ments—is something that developed over
each season. I see this as a life-long rela-
tionship, and the more ocean I explore,
the more I realise that there is so much we
just simply do not know. The ocean’s mys-
tery and beauty and ever-changing nature
allure and fascinate me beyond words.

From 2005 to 2008 I lived and worked
along the Pacific coast of southern Mexico
in Oaxaca. I was surfing a lot and working
with marine biologists and ocean scien-
tists. During this time, I also discovered
mediation and my respect for the ocean
grew.l oftenreflect on those times in Mex-
ico, living very simply without a phone,
internet, television, or car, and spending
most of my days with the ocean or in med-
itation. I did not see much art in galleries,
but I did come to appreciate local crafts,
and also the novel and often very poetic
ways that people would build, cook, make
shelters, or fish. It was a time of purging
myself from the what is often very diz-
zying and fragmenting world of contem-
porary art. On more than one occasion, I
experienced near death situations surfing
in big waves. These experiences and ways
of living led me to draw in the ocean. I
did not paint anything during these years
in Mexico, just drawing in the ocean for
hours. Most of the drawings I lost to the
power and ever-changing nature of the
ocean, but some survived. I discovered a
beautiful symbiosis, relationship and po-
etic dialogue with the ocean and art, and
since then I have pursued and ventured
after that call of the sublime.

I only draw with pen on paper in the
ocean, my body in suspended animation,
fully immersed and physically in the sea-
water. I go into the ocean with a wetsuit
when I am in the Atlantic Ocean or other
colder regions in the Pacific, or just in surf
shorts and long sleeve shirts and a hat in
the warmer Pacific regions like Central
America. I take nothing with me in the
ocean but drawing paper nailed onto a
piece of plywood, and pens which I hang
from my arms, or stuff in my sleeves or
hat. I wear extra-large body boarding fins
on my feet so that I have some ability to
tread water and move in the water. I do a
lot of breathing exercises when I am work-
ing—everything is a cycle. I sometimes
eat a lot, especially high calorie foods like
fruit and chocolate. Other times I will fast
and just drink water. I like simplicity. Tam
vulnerable and alone in the ocean; just me
and the waves, the deeper water, the wind,
the marine life, the rain, the sun, and the
light. After a few hours of drawing in the
ocean, or painting along the coast, along
the littoral zones of high to low tides, I
am not aware of my physical body. When
I paint or draw with the ocean, I am re-
sponding to a raw, authentic and personal
human feeling of being alone in nature.
There is no plan when I make my art, there
is no aesthetic image I am trying to make.
My process is very organic, it just comes
to me, then it flows and runs its experi-
ence over sometimes a few hours or some-
times days and days, where I will then live
with the paintings, sleep with them, eat
with them, pray with them, or even make
fires with them. The paintings are visual
embodiments of a raw human experience.
The drawings are visual records and ab-
stract, ocean drenched palimpsests of an
experience of time and place, nature and
the sublime, the observed and spiritual,
the sensory and the allusive.
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10 Houcs In and With the Pacific Ocean (Mexico]) © PETER MATTHEWS
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Colour is used when I paint, but this al-
ways happens in a spontaneous, intuitive,
and instinctive way. I am interested in
synaesthesia, revealing the musical and
the endless poetry I feel in and with the
ocean. When I paint, I often will use a col-
our as a result of how I can smell, hear, or
sense the colour, because when I am alone
in nature for many days, my senses, espe-
cially my sixth sense, are heightened and
hyper aware.

My materials for painting are simple. Like
my drawings on paper, I paint entirely
outside in the landscape along the coast-
al environments. I sometimes hike into a
‘place’, and when I feel a spiritual connec-
tion which connects with me—artistically,
mentally, physically, or metaphysically—I
will often hide my materials in the rocks
or above the high tide line and bury ma-
terials like paints, or make a cache of food
and water. I always paint on unstretched
and unprimed canvas.

I never know when a painting is finished.
For me they are never finished, just a dia-
logue in motion, an experience in transi-
ence. When I draw in the ocean, a drawing
will come to its duration of being resolved
when I feel I can no longer go on, as I am
too cold and numb, or due to a celestial
transition such as twilight turning into
night. Sometimes I spend many hours or
days just watching, walking, trekking, be-
ing with, swimming, surfing, and sleeping
along the coast. There are many rituals,
and nothing is forced. I walk gently, I pray
alot, I am in a communion and in a live,
direct dialogue with the universe when I
am thinking, making and just being with
the ocean.

I often sleep on the beach, with the paint-
ings which become a shelter, a sense of
protection from the wind, sun, rain. Each
place I travel to is different, evoking dif-
ferent emotional and psychological re-
flections and reflexes. Sometimes I cannot
sleep at night, my mind is too alert, may-
be because of paranormal activity which
I sense on the beach at night, such as an-
imals, insect bites, or just being over ex-
hausted. So I sometimes sleep in the day. I
become nocturnal, just like nature. These
adaptive behavioral and physical changes
are interesting for me, and they come out
in the painting’s abstract language.

The places I visit often take a long time to
reach. I have always found that travel is so
potent to the mind and body and spirit to
see and grow. New ideas come from expe-
riences, and to travel to somewhere new is
to experience. In 2017 I adventured alone
to wild beaches along the Pacific coast of
Chile and Mexico. One of the motivations
to go to these far-away places was to be
alone, to heal, to recuperate, to find that
stillness and peace in the wilderness after
a succession of personal bereavements.
I am led by the calling of the ocean, and
the calling to paint and draw. So much
is by a gut-felt instinct. There is always
an inner voice calling me to be out there
in and with the ocean. Painting in Chile
and Mexico in the wilderness was a pro-
found experience. Those long days under
the pure blue skies, and then being un-
der those spectacular night skies where
you can truly feel a human and spiritual
connection to the universe through the
enhanced visibility of the stars and cos-
mos, those trips for me were epic and very
personal.



Cometa © PETER MATTHEWS

Along the Atlantic coast painting (close up),
2019 © PETER MATTHEWS

157

NY330 FHL HLIM 3IN90TYIA NI — ONINYW



fEEER > BMURLI R A%~ ERAAR
PEAY5 AL GE B o FRBEH LR R BLED -
EHRR T IRAL T P T SZ B 5 S A A
et o WOEHERER YT BB FRER
B~ BEBRRAE OB o HWEKE
KRR S RKIN  BREVRAT—FEH 2 5N
R R T A A BRI

BEHRPPRRA B o SRRIRACERIPEN, -
BARTE PSRRI - IR
AEE—E “H Y57 RIESZ0HE B REES o i
CEJURR LY g R AR (ST B
I > PEREH ST S e b e R R
DUk g 2 bR R E R
HIZK o FRAEREAEARDLIFAIAR L ER
TR

TR A A HI5E — W 2 JEE IR ok €7 52 R © )
B > EFKES TSR > M2 RR
TR B ES ~ — i W A L o B AP
FEEIRE > — R T SR B A T A ) B
A BUR LR R e SRR -
R - WEERS R ML REBIE - By
SESRHEY - sUR BRI ~ Wik ~ RA
Wt o HIRZSE ) AR a0 %
M o FREEEEHES > REH RS - BRAER
# ~ AlERIS R E AR o fER BT
A ETT T E R AR

PR MEEDME L > B IRBAE ~ BiWE ~ BN
MR T AV REFE T o R4 — {3
77 BRMGEE A [ R AL DB A G o B
i S 0 6 T B S >t M e 2 B A
W L 2B - BRI > sRE B RS
BRI ERBIR - FIBAREEARA
WE ~ SRERBATENY > BLIRK AR —HE o JELE
i O B AT % 2 B L B BOR B B
B e E LSS M fE#E -

R KRBT FEAEAE R RN A REF)E -
B E RS RATRRT AT > faett KD
B~ DY AR o BTAR R B R AR S
T i 17 E1 587 0 75wk HEF R © 20174F > 3K
B H — NACE BRI S8 PG BER 2R TR R B
A igE o BiTEIE SE T B — R
BE— N LT HEE 0 RIS T 3Bl
I RETRCE EREN AR o i i
6 T S ] I A PP SIE 4 5 3 R > BRIt
WEHE R RPUEIRZHN o DR 16
T FE MR R £ b B R A o R AR
U RFIR SRR A SR IR R RIS I - BBk
RZETHEEHT > DRSO BIN % 2 =
ARG EIZNNERCTIPS R £ T Y 5%
B3 i BRI 2 T R s o SRR
A TSR S PR 7 R AL B R R AT



11 Houcs In and With the Pacific Ocean (Mexico]) © PETER MATTHEWS
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Along the Atlantic coast painting (close up),
2019 © PETER MATTHEWS
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Along the Atlantic coast painting (close up),
2019 © PETER MATTHEWS

Sabal © PETER MATTHEWS
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I rarely think about painting or making
art when I am painting and drawing. For
me it is just about the experience—the
lived experiences with nature. The paint-
ings and drawings make visible—albeit
in my own personal abstract language
and expression—fleeting and momen-
tary waves from that solitary and primal
experience of being in or with the ocean.
For the drawings on paper, I have always
chased after and pursued that beautiful
slippage point in time and space, space
and matter, light and the aura of some-
thing wholly spiritual where the object
(drawing) and the subject (ocean/uni-
verse) become interconnected, integrat-
ed within one another and indivisible. I
think very much when I am making the
work, but then again I think of nothing.
Maybe thatis a Zen idea or practice, which
essentially is what the ocean is, because it
is nothing and everything. I am interested
in the yin and yang, body and ocean, line
on paper and cloud moving through the
sky, breathing in as the ocean rises, draw-
ing the passage of the sun overhead. The
ocean and I are always in a live dialogue.
I flow with this dialogue, I do not know
where that journey and conversation will
go; it is not about a destination, more
about the experience of just getting there.

Luke Skywalker, in Star Wars, once asked
Yoda about the unknown cave ahead of
them: “What’s in there?” And Yoda simply
replied, “Only what you take with you.”

In and with the ocean we are deeply mind-
ful, yet deeply mindless. We are just lumi-
nous beings having a spiritual experience,
and my art seeks to make tangible and
visible that voyage and experience.

I sometimes feel I know the ocean more
now, after 12 years of making my work in
and with the ocean, but at the same time I
feel I know the ocean less; it is not so easy
to express this clearly. When I was draw-
ing in the Atlantic Ocean in England re-
cently, I was sure I could hear and smell
the Pacific Ocean. The ocean is within
me, as it is all of us. After all we emerged
from the oceans millennia ago, and our
human footprint on earth, the history of
the earth, is tiny compared to the time the
earth had been evolving. I have become
more and more aware of just how fragile
our oceans and natural environment are.
A big effort is made to take found plas-
tics off the beach wherever I work, which
again, is my human attempt to work in a
balanced symbiosis with nature.

The ocean gives us so much, we must give
back too.



