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Seeing this painting for the first time in
Martin Ridley’s snug studio in Comrie,
Perthshire, I marvelled at the sheer activity
of the scene. A myriad of House Martins
gathering mud – landing, loading, flying
up, twisting, turning... how could someone
capture such a frenzy of action? I soon
realised, in talking to Martin, that this was
no moment in time seized by the artist as it
happened and immediately transposed to
the canvas – it was a highly organised,
considered work of art which had evolved
from a well-established way of working.

“Knowledge is the key” he insisted, “I
paint creatures that I feel ‘at one’ with,
through spending many hours living with
them”. The House Martins had enjoyed
the best mud in the area due to many pails
of water being carted to the site. As the
weather dried up, more and more birds
arrived from all the surrounding villages to
cash in. Then the real work started – days
of endless sketching, notes, photos and
visually absorbing the changing shapes,
colours and movements of the birds. 

Before the actual painting starts, Martin
has a routine to establish the overall
composition. Experiments start with a
proposed outline and involve sketch
cutouts being arranged, cut again, pasted
and repeatedly changed for best effect
and balance. Notes and memories of the
previous live scene contribute to this
arranging for best reflection of the
experience. Conflicting or confusing
images are avoided as this can “distract
the eye of the viewer” from the overall
impression. When he is satisfied with the
basic structure, the painting itself can now
begin in the studio.

Martin was always interested in nature and
from a very early age was collecting a whole
variety of bits and pieces from the
countryside. Sketching soon followed and
as a pupil, his school classroom was always
filled with bird and animal drawings.
College was the next logical landmark
where we see him completing the wildlife
illustration course at Carmarthen in 1988
with distinction and the award of faculty,
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course and college student of the year.
Many publications of his work followed and
also exhibitions in Perthshire, Edinburgh
and Vane Farm, many venues in England,
and of course at the Society of Wildlife
Artists in London. At the latter in 1995, he
was awarded Best painting, Best Oil
painting and Best Newcomer at their annual
exhibition and in Gloucestershire was their
seventh ‘Artist in Residency’ in 2005.
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