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Contemporary artists 
of the Cotswolds

T
HE Cotswolds is a honeypot for 
artists: there they all are, tucked 
into its dips and folds, working 
away in their barns, sheds and  

garden studios. From Judith Yarrow (www.
judithyarrow.com), painting what she sees 
on walks around her Chipping Norton home 
and making enchanting sketchbooks for her 
grandchildren of ‘things we like doing’, to 
Pip Shuckburgh (http://pipshuckburgh.co.uk) 
and her very English scenes—choirboys 
outside a honey-coloured church, Edwardian 
figures en fête on the lawn of a country pile, 
like Lowry meets Tottering-by-Gently—
there is much creativity here.

Fifteen months of lockdown were 
undoubtedly hard for artists, with galleries 
closed and exhibitions postponed. However, 
it also delivered some unexpected opportu-
nities. Charlbury-based Elaine Kazimierczuk 
(www.elainekazimierczuk.com) had planned 
to spend last summer visiting wildflower 
meadows. Instead, she posted an invitation 
via the hashtag #paintmymeadow on social 
media and her inbox was soon filled with  
a host of images from around the country, 
resulting in joyfully vivid paintings. 

Eleanor Campbell (www.eleanorcampbell.
art) used those sequestered weeks to wander 
the fields around her Kingham home with  
a knapsack containing Posca pens, water-
colour pencils, paper and a little stool. 
‘Lockdown was my saving,’ she recalls.

Instead of going shopping for new materials, 
Broadway artist Jeremy Houghton painted 
new work over old canvases, whereas glass-
maker Nigel Calvert, unable to visit his 
foundry, sat on the banks of the River Severn 
producing a series of large paintings ‘in  
multiple shades of blue’. 

The botanical textile artist
Botanical textile artist Caroline Nixon soon 
found she had everything she needed for her 
work in her own garden, as well as ‘the sat-
isfaction of seeing a process through from 

growing a plant to harvesting the leaves  
to making a piece of work’. 

Her printing starts with a piece of scrupu-
lously clean white fabric—‘I like to use 
vintage French bed linen’—on which leaves 
are laid, then bound tightly around a pole 
and immersed in a dye bath. ‘This coaxes 
the pigment out of the leaves and into the 
cloth,’ Dr Nixon explains. She takes the lid 
off a fish kettle and lifts a bundle out of the 
dark brew, a mix of alum, rusty nails and 
eucalyptus leaves, which is ‘pretty filthy  
and quite witchcrafty’.

Bees and butterflies are busy in the warmth 
of a July afternoon as she takes me around 
the garden, where there’s a mound of bright-
orange coreopsis. ‘Each of these flowers will 
produce an almost photographic imprint of 
itself, but most flowers are fugitive, leaving 
a stain that fades,’ she points out. ‘Leaves 
are more reliable, particularly aromatic ones 
—the veins and margins contain tannin and 
show up well.’ We walk on, brushing past  
the enchanter’s nightshade, chocolate vine, 
hedge maple, walnut and the dye plants—
genista tinctoria, marigold and madder, 
which produces red from its roots. 

Dr Nixon sources fabrics from charity 
shops and upcycles clothing. ‘Cashmere 
often has moth holes, so I conceal them with 
embroidery—people request it now.’ She lays 
out beautifully printed silk scarves and  
I comment that her website doesn’t do the 
work justice. ‘Only people who know my 
work buy online,’ she admits. Otherwise, she 
works to commission, exhibits in galleries 

(including the Renew Gallery in Malmesbury, 
Wiltshire, Octagon Gallery, Whichford Pottery, 
Warwickshire, and Church Lane Gallery in 
Banbury, Oxfordshire) and visits textile fairs, 
such as that at Compton Verney, Warwick-
shire. During May, it will be possible to see her 
work at Artweek’s open studios in Oxford-
shire at John Lewis and Farm Ed, and from 
June 3–July 13 at The Gallery at the Guild, 
Chipping Campden, Gloucestershire.
www.handmadetextilesbycaroline.co.uk

The rural Surrealist
David Blakemore learned to paint at the 
renowned Lavender Hill Studios in London’s 
Battersea, where the hours of quiet concen-
tration were a sanctuary from the stress  
of running his own restaurant. His father 
had been a film designer, his mother a pro-
fessional photographer: ‘I counted on having 
art in my genes,’ he reflects. By 2012, the 
restaurant business was struggling and he 
threw in the towel, settled his debts and 
moved out of London to try his hand at  
making a living from art.

There wasn’t much money left, but Mr 
Blakemore rented a tiny cottage in the exqui-
sitely lovely village of Naunton, Gloucester- 
shire, and set up a studio in the second bed-
room. Now, he is, he reveals, the happiest  
he has ever been.

The artist developed a distinctive style  
of landscape painting: a little bit Ruralist,  
a little bit Surrealist, romantic and whimsi-
cal in strong, saturated colour. An early 
commission was to paint a castle with the 
forecourt laid out as a chessboard. ‘Then, 
that became a sort of motif,’ he notes. Black-
and-white checks appear on a woodland 
path, chess pieces gaze from an open window 
—one has escaped across the voluptuous 
flanks of the hills outside. ‘I like to work in 
situ, then go back to the studio and let my 
imagination run wild.’

There is evident affection for his adopted 
landscape—a copper beech at Rollright, 
silage bales casting black shadows over 
mown grass and the famous Broadway 
Tower with its fairy-tale turrets. 

Living in such a picturesque part of the countryside means that the work  
of many Cotswold-based artists flourished rather than floundered due  

to the pandemic, as Jane Wheatley reports

 These flowers will 
produce an almost 

photographic imprint, 
but most are fugitive, 

leaving a stain  
that fades  

Bringing the garden inside: textile artist 
Caroline Nixon grows her own designs
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By the time the pandemic arrived, Mr 
Blakemore had acquired a small coterie  
of private buyers and collectors. ‘They saved 
me from penury,’ he smiles.
www.blakemoreart.com

The glass-blower
Glass-blowing began with the Phoenicians 
3,000 years ago and, according to Nigel 
Calvert, the process remains essentially the 
same. ‘It is still hot, physical, risky and pain-
ful: scoop up a bit of clear molten glass, melt 
some green, flow it down over the clear, pick 
up some white like a pencil you can draw 
lines with. It’s a fluid medium you can spin 
and swing, heat and cool, but you have to 
work reasonably fast; glass has a memory 
and, after a while, it becomes like a rebellious 
dog and won’t do what you want.’

We are talking at his home on a high ridge 
above Stroud, Gloucestershire, looking down 
over the parkland planting of Nether Lypiatt 
Manor. Sunlight illuminates a display of his 
work: heavy glass pieces, sinuously curved, 
shot through with intense colours: peacock 
blue, spring-grass green, blood red. There 
is a jug the exact colour of gazpacho. I want 
it to serve the iced soup in, but, I note sadly, 
it would be too heavy to lift. ‘That’s probably 
true,’ he shrugs. ‘But still I like to make 
vessels. I always want to create something 
that has form and prompts desire—“Oh,  
I want to put something in that”.’ 

A copyright lawyer by trade, Mr Calvert 
began glassmaking 25 years ago. ‘Each 

piece is months in the plan-
ning,’ he reveals. ‘I work  
in chalk on the floor of 
my studio until the day 
comes when it’s time to 
go to the foundry.’ 

Currently, he is think-
ing about using basalt 
pebbles gathered from  

the foreshore of the River 
Severn not far away. ‘I like 

to abstract the form of the 
natural world into glass,’  

he observes.
www.nigelcalvert.glass

 You have to work fast: 
glass has a memory 
and, after a while,  

it becomes like  
a rebellious dog and 

won’t do what you want  

Above: Glass-blower Nigel Calvert with his intense, sinuous pieces. 
Facing page: Dalí in the Cotswolds: Surrealist artist David Blakemore M
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The sculptor
After training in classical sculpture in his 
native Poland, Piotr Gargas spent the early 
years of his career in Europe restoring and 
replicating the eroded and damaged stone-
work of historic buildings. An invitation  
to work in the colleges and churches of 
Oxfordshire led him to his studio on an 
industrial estate outside Witney, where he 
moved on to creating original work. 

He designs digitally, making 3D prints that 
are translated into both figurative and 
abstract pieces sculpted from hewn blocks 
of stone and marble. ‘I try to make stone 
fluid and plastic—I am always chasing  
a form that suits my soul.’ 

Last year, Mr Gargas sold two large sculp-
tures at the elegantly curated, biennial King- 
ham Lodge show, each displayed to advantage 
in the glorious five-acre garden. An abstract 
piece in cold cast bronze referenced the Gothic 
windows of the colleges he once worked in. 

With his work partner, Martin Cash, Mr 
Gargas exhibits in the art gallery and sculp-
ture garden at Burford Garden Company.  
In a glass case, two birds—one black, one 
white—face each other. ‘I was thinking 
about Black Lives Matter, although I don’t 
like to dictate these things.’ Each bird has a 
band of brass running through its chest. 
‘Everyone has a heart,’ he muses.
www.piotrgargas3dsculpture.com

The artist in residence
Jeremy Houghton’s work as artist in resi-
dence takes him behind the closed doors  
of some of the country’s most exclusive  
locations: Windsor Castle, Cirencester Park 
Polo Club, Wimbledon. He began by tapping 
family military connections to paint the 
Grenadier Guards. ‘I had an exhibition in  
the Mess and all the old boys bought work 
—perfect for a young upstart. Then, one 
thing led to another,’ Mr Houghton adds, 
with a certain understatement. 

We meet at his parents’ farm outside Broad-
way, Worcestershire, where I meet his daugh- 
ters’ ponies, snoozing in their stables, before 
crossing the yard to his studio. Horses play 

 I try to make stone 
fluid and plastic– 

I am always chasing  
a form that suits  

my soul  

Polish-born Piotr Gargas with Minerva, 
which is carved from slate and marble
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a big part in his work: horses racing, playing 
polo, horses at war, ceremonial horses at 
Windsor Castle Royal Mews. ‘I chose the 
Mews because it said the most about The 
Queen,’ reveals the artist, who is opening a gal-
lery in Chipping Campden in late spring. 

One of the series shows the back view  
of a groom leading away a horse, outlined 
in a soft grey wash. ‘The thing is to meet the 
people who make these places work. At the 
polo club, for me, it was all about the ponies, 

hanging out with the gauchos at the pony 
lines. These are the nuggets you look for.’

Here, too, are the greats of the game, such 
as the late Duke of Edinburgh, instantly  
recognisable in a couple of brush strokes in 
the hurly burly of the pitch. ‘To paint move-
ment, you have to eliminate detail and 
reduce the palette,’ expounds Mr Houghton, 
much of whose work is rendered in shades 
of blue on white. ‘I love space, white empty 
paper,’ he enthuses. His paintings have the 

feel of early photographs. ‘I love old photos 
and negatives—the places I work at have 
great history and I just stumbled on this 
style, which nods to the past.’

In lockdown, using up old canvases, he 
painted over flamingos inspired by a spell in 
South Africa and, occasionally, a flash of pinky-
orange plumage has been allowed to ghost 
through the work. ‘Like a secret flamingo,’ 
I say. ‘I like that,’ he replies with a grin.
www.jeremyhoughton.co.uk

Noted equine artist Jeremy Houghton, who has painted the greats of polo, cavalry and ceremony, in his colour-splashed studio
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