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Arts

169. John Fairley, NE wall of Pizzo Badile, oil on canvas, 910x1215mm, 2012



JOHN FAIRLEY

In Search of Nirvana
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As I write, facing me is Bhagirathi III. Seated none too comfortably, 
my computer balanced on my knees, I gaze at the pillar of the Scot-

tish Route, the Fyffe and Barton route up the south-west pillar climbed in 
1982. It is the end of winter. And two of my companions ski to the end 
of Tapovan meadow. Here, it is winter also and frost lies melting in the 
sun. But all is not quite what it seems from these few words. For I am 
sitting now, 18 years later and 7000km distant from the real Tapovan: I am 
looking at a painting. 

When in late 1982 as the new Hon Ed of the AJ I received Bob Barton’s 
article about the ascent of the ENE pillar of Bhagirathi III I knew that his 
photo would be the cover photo for my first volume. Little, then, did I 
think that I would see it for myself 12 years later; I was on an expedition 
led by John Cleare to climb Kedar Dome on ski and this would lead to me 
painting the self-same view, but in winter.

In the picture (reproduced on page 1), the figures on the snow in the distance 
were heading east along the moraine of Tapovan to gain our first view of 
Kedar Dome. Now, they never reach the corner and disappear from sight 
as they then did, and I will never climb that beautiful ridge to the summit of 
Bhagirathi III as I then wished. Yet in painting it I experienced once more 
the awe and wonder that I felt on first gazing across the Gangotri glacier 
and again, I feel at one with the mountain as I gaze anew at that vast scoop 
of the north-west face. 

Why do we climb? Why do I paint? The book I am reading, Frank 
Kingdon Ward’s The Riddle of the Tsang Po Gorges (a massive tome and 
hardly one that I would carry on expedition) in some way starts to answer 
the question. Most races, it says, have their promised land, a land that is 
always inaccessible; a paradise. To many, paradise is external, a place, far 
off, that you reach by dint of a difficult journey, but for Buddhists, paradise 
is already present, yet veiled by habits of perception. It is how you live that 
reveals paradise; that you reach nirvana.

For mountaineers, the perfect line, the exertion and the exhilaration of 
overcoming difficulties, the rush of adrenaline on the crux, the euphoria 
of success, all are reason enough to climb. But all too soon, paradise slips 
away. The slog back to the road-head, the drive to the airport, the long 
flight home, quickly destroy what turns out to have been a fleeting illusion. 

We take our photographs and think to have captured the moment. But 
you cannot capture paradise. After the initial airings of our pictures to 
friends and perhaps for a lecture or two, our hundred slides return in their 
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boxes. Our thousand digital photographs remain in our archives waiting 
to be processed or enhanced some day.  When, by chance or design, we 
look at them again, we find we have forgotten most of the wonder of the 
moment that we had hoped to remember. Daily life takes over and paradise 
slips away once more, elusive as ever, so we return again to seek yet again 
lest we forget. A mountaineer’s paradise is in the doing. It is not a place. 
Shangri-la is always beyond the next hill.

Many of us keep diaries. Some write and a few of us paint. Writing 
diaries, especially, captures our emotions as far as we are prepared to 
reveal them on paper, for diaries contain much that we might prefer to 
keep private, our innermost thoughts. Re-reading some of my own brings 
back happy memories of days in the hills with the best of companions but 
something is missing: the hills themselves, the mountains soaring into the 
sky, the glaciers far below in the valleys, the moon rising over the distant 
summit. 

So why do I paint when I could use a camera? Well, one reason is that 
my sketchbook is also my diary, a diary that for me contains far more than 
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mere words can convey.
Art was for me at school, my favourite 

subject, but pressure to study for a profes-
sion and a ‘proper job’ pushed this to 
one side and it was not until I was 30 
that I rediscovered my enthusiasm and 
started to paint once more. In 1973 on 
honeymoon with Lizbet we went to the 
Bregaglia and with me I carried a tiny 
sketchbook and an even smaller box of 
paints. Those were the days of carrying 
quite heavy gear by today’s standards 
and we carried a tent up to camp below 
the Sciora hut. The amount that I could 
carry did rather limit the amount of blank 
paper I was prepared to carry. But sitting 
in the sun, surrounded by impressively 
jagged mountains that I was seeing for 
the first time, it was the perfect place to 
restart painting. 

From the start I resolved to draw with 
the brush rather than block in colour 
on a preliminary pencil drawing. Either 
approach is perfectly valid for there are 
no rules. It was just that that was how I 
felt I wanted to paint and I found that I 

could achieve a fantastic spontaneity in my pictures. The drawback soon 
became apparent, to my intense frustration, for more than one of those 
early watercolours quickly ran out of paper long before the painting was 
complete. What I learnt from that holiday has stayed with me ever since, for 
whilst a photograph will record the fleeting moment, it is only in painting 
that you learn really to look at the mountains. The longer you look (and 
you must look when you are painting) the more you discover that you have 
not seen. There is no better way to fill the time at a hut between returning 
from a climb in the afternoon and supper than painting the surrounding 
mountains, so painting became the norm and now I always carry a sketch-
book, paints and brush. The problem now is deciding what to leave behind 
in the tent.

Having more or less overcome the problem of transferring mountain 
landscapes onto paper, I came upon another problem: what to do in the 
evening or when the weather was too bad to go outside. My long-suffering 
companions soon started to discover that I was secretly drawing them – 
not always particularly accurately or sympathetically. This is an altogether 

170. John Fairley, Camp at Tapovan, 
watercolour, 270x180mm, 1994
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171. John Fairley, Satopanth, watercolour, 270x180mm, 1994

different activity for, unlike mountains, the subject is never still for more 
than a few seconds and the shape or gesture that attracted my attention 
immediately vanishes. There is no choice but to stalk my quarry, waiting 
for the moment when the pose returns again and grab it with a few more 
strokes of the pen or brush before it vanishes once more, usually in the 
moment of a downward glance. It’s surprising just how often this tech-
nique can be successful.

Whereas the camera records exactly what is before it, its field of view 

is severely limited. Even a wide angle lens limits the view and it can be 
difficult to convey the extraordinary impression that an extraordinary view 
makes on you at the time by seeing it through the lens of the camera. All 
too frequently the photographer’s complaint is that ‘it didn’t come out’. 

It is a frustration that inflicts the painter too. How do you squeeze all the 
scene onto a sheet of A3 paper (the largest that will fit without too much 
damage into a rucksack, though more likely the paper size is A5 or even 
A6) and convey the feeling, the impression, that made you want to paint in 
the first place? What you can see extends from the sky to the depths below, 
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from the east to the west but it has to be portrayed within a view of at most 
10 degrees. The laws of perspective don’t seem to work any more. It is a 
struggle and a struggle that confronts every artist who attempts to paint a 
mountain ‘close up’ as I do. Try as I will, a sheet of A3 is far too small. Yet 
it is too big as well, for cloud gathers and vanishes, and the light constantly 
changes before you are even started, let alone halfway finished. Even on 
the stillest of days, the mountain scene is not still for the sun never ceases to 
march across the sky, lighting what was in shadow and drawing new lines 
across the rock face as every newly lit spire casts its shadow below. Speed is 
of the essence. Inevitably you paint a picture of something that nobody has 
ever seen, of something that did not exist. Filling the paper with what you 
see is impossible. The trick is to paint what you want to see. 

In the studio I am attempting to overcome another problem. It is a 
problem not just of physical perspective. There is a psychological aspect 
that has to be addressed as well. No mountaineer looks at a mountain 
without looking at all of it in its entirety, from the glaciers and rocks that 
cover its feet to its soaring ridges and sparkling summits. No mountaineer 
looks at a mountain without considering how it can be climbed. The longer 
you look, the more you see and the more you feel, especially when close up 
where no camera can capture the scene. Perhaps a painter who has never 
climbed might not recognize this problem, but to a climber who paints, the 
mountain must be believable.

It is here in my studio that I am painting now. On my easel is a view 
of the ENE wall of Pizzo Badile. It dominates the room but (at 900mm x 
1200mm portrait format) it feels too small already and I wish that I were 
working at twice that size. 

But once more I can feel the warmth of that summer day when Lizbet 
and I, climbing from the Cappano Gianetti, stepped from the confines of 
the crack that leads to the Colle del Cengalo. Suddenly the vast expanse of 
the ENE wall towered over us. Some 400m below the ice of the Vadrec dal 
Cengal butts against the foot of the north face. In the far distance, the peaks 
of the Val Bregaglia close the view to the north. Nearly 40 years ago we 
had climbed the north ridge and from its lower sections, gazing across the 
face to the East, our present standpoint could be seen before it disappeared 
behind the bulge of the eastern edge of the north face. Here, the tumble 
of rocks rise to the Punta Sertori and on the ENE wall you see a group of 
climbs not that frequented by British climbers, including the English Route 
first climbed by Isherwood and Kosterlitz in 1972. 

Yet I know that no one else will view my painting the way in which I do. 
Inevitably it will be hung at the wrong height. Inevitably it will be viewed 
from too far away. I wish that I could insist, ‘To look at this painting you 
must stand there! Your eye must be exactly here!’ Only then would the 
viewer be in just the correct position for the physical perspective to be 
correct and the psychological perspective to work. It has always been so. 

Will I see paradise? I doubt it but maybe, I hope, I might achieve nirvana 
whilst I am painting.

PENNY BRADSHAW

‘Living at Our Full Compass’
Michael Roberts and The Poetry of Mountaineering
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In a paper delivered to the Alpine Club in 1939 the poet, editor, and 
mountaineer, Michael Roberts points to the enduring symbol of the 

mountain in the human imagination, commenting that ‘From the earliest 
times the loneliness, immensity and permanence of mountains have made 
men think of a power beyond themselves’ (Roberts 1940, p.28). Within 
the paper he goes on to celebrate important Romantic literary responses 
to mountains but crucially he also distinguishes between his own poetic 
response and that of his Romantic predecessors, and begins to establish a 
new mountain-inspired poetics appropriate to the period in which he was 
writing. In so doing Roberts reminds us that cultural responses to natural 
phenomena such as mountains are variable rather than constant and are 
subject to historically specific economic, political and aesthetic pressures. 
In this essay I draw on Roberts’s poetry and criticism to consider the 
literary treatment of mountains within the turbulent decade of the 1930s.

In his 1955 book, The Lakers: The Adventures of the First Tourists, Norman 
Nicholson argues that the Industrial Revolution brought about a funda-
mental rupture in man’s relationship with the natural world and he suggests 
that in one way or another we have been trying to get back to nature ever 
since. Nicholson describes three post-industrial ‘cults of nature – the 
Picturesque, the Romantic and the Athletic’ which are all symptoms of our 
society’s problematic separation from the natural environment (Nicholson 
1955, p.207). Of these ‘cults,’ the Romantic, which obviously lends itself 
to a contemplative and imaginative response to nature, continues to be 
prioritised in our understanding of poetic responses to certain key privi-
leged natural landscapes such as the Lakes and the Alps. The later Athletic 
cult, which is predominantly a phenomenon of the inter-war period, has 
received comparatively little attention in these terms, since it is defined by 
a primarily physical rather than imaginative engagement with the natural 
world. Nicholson depicts the Athletic response to nature through a range 
of physical pursuits such as swimming, climbing, cycling and hiking which 
allow the city-dweller to experience ‘at least for the week-end, a more 
heroic and adventurous relation with the world about him’ (Nicholson 
1955, p.207). However, as Michael Roberts suggests in his 1939 paper 
and in his own poems, a post-Romantic and more athletic approach to the 
natural world can also engender new imaginative and creative directions 
for poetry.

The predominant poets publishing during the interwar period, or the 


