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Do the Northwest’s coasts, rivers and canals 

provide the great locations that great public art needs?

Jonathan Schofield  

Nic Gaunt, Joel Chester Fildes

Words 

Photographs 

You can see it from the sky – according to a 
visiting Belgian journalist. Whilst viewing a neon-lit 
beast during Manchester’s Cowparade in 2004, 
the gentleman swore that he had seen artist 
Michael Trainor’s much larger and slowly revolving 
mirrorball from a plane passing over Blackpool 
prom. Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt, at 
6m in diameter and covered in 47,000 tiny mirrors 
this disco-ball on steroids is hardly shy about itself. 
Perfect for an artwork making obvious reference to 
the glitzy music hall traditions of this old tart of 
British seaside towns. 

But that’s only part of it. Stand beach side and 
all those mirrors as they spin catch the real, 
organic Blackpool illuminations, the interplay of 
light from sea and sky. In other words the position 
of the mirrorball is vital to its success. 

Stuck on a high street in say, St 
Helens, it would be impressive because 
of its scale but it wouldn’t work well in 
terms of pure and startling glitter.

So does a waterside location matter 
to an artwork?

Trainor, who is currently an expert 
commentator on Twentieth Century 
Roadshow on BBC One, believes that it 
might help. “There is an elemental 
charm to being near water. Water has 
incredible, light reflective qualities, it 
has movement, if you get the mood right 
water might enhance an artwork and 
an artwork might enhance its 
waterside location.” 

Fellow artist from Manchester’s Art 

Department, Liam Curtin, who together 
with John Gooding has provided High 
Water Organ not far from the mirrorball 
in Blackpool, agrees. “We like to be by 
water, we probably came from it after 
all. Humans appreciate the undulating 
theme, the motion, the play of light 
on water.”

Amongst the many (hundreds 
probably) of recent artworks placed by 
the waterside They Shoot Horses Don’t 
They (the curious name for the 
mirrorball) and High Tide Organ, part of 
Blackpool’s Great Promenade Show, are 
amongst the best. Whilst the first 
reflects the light qualities of sea the 
second becomes part of it.  

High Tide Organ is according to Curtin, 
“an interaction with the sea, playing definite 
pitches and musical chords through the movement 
of the tides.” It achieves this by capturing through 
a series of pipes the sound of the rising water and 
relaying this to the promenade via a 15m tower. 
The result is a haunting sound, like whale song 
perhaps, which manages to be alien yet at the 
same time unthreatening, comforting, rhythmic. 
Curtin describes it as “the sea breathing.” 
The tower itself could be the prow of a Viking ship, 
the curve of an underwater plant, a collapsing wave 
or even a sea monster.

LEFT TO RIGHT

THE SOUND OF THE WIND LOOKS LIKE THIS BY STEPHEN HURREL

THEY SHOOT HORSES DON’T THEY BY MICHAEL TRAINOR
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Other recent flurries of artistic activity along coasts, 
canalsides and river banks in the Northwest include those at 
Whitehaven Quay in Cumbria, the Tern Project at Morecambe, 
the River Lune Millennium Park scheme running north east 
from Lancaster, and the Irwell Sculpture Trail running north 
from Salford. There are many more individual artworks that 
find themselves washed up on watersides too.

From summer 2005 to autumn 2006 we’re going to get 
a proper jaw-dropper though. Antony Gormley, famous for 
The Angel of the North at Gateshead, will install his Another 
Place on Crosby and Waterloo Beach. This is made up of 100 
life-size iron figures rising out of the sea and the sand, some 
semi-submerged, some fully exposed, with the sea also 
providing a vast elemental backcloth. It’s a work that has 
previously been exhibited in Belgium, Norway and Germany 
to critical acclaim. Gormley himself has described it as 
“the place we imagine when we want to escape. Each body-
form with its own arena – alone and together.” If art – and 
this is what great art has to do – must transcend the 
moment and take us to ‘another place’, then Gormley’s work 
achieves this effortlessly.

Kate Murphy of South Sefton Partnership, who helped 
persuade Gormley that the Northwest was the right place for 
his first UK showing of the work, believes the site spoke for 
itself. “We brought Antony up to show him the site we 
proposed and he loved it. It occupies that interesting area 
between a working dock and open coast, between 
countryside and a populated and industrial hinterland, 
perfect for Another Place.”

Not that the agency’s motives are entirely 
aesthetic. As Murphy says, “It will put the area on 
the UK cultural map throughout the eighteen 
months it is here. It will draw attention to 
businesses, leisure and culture activities and lead 
to other regeneration in the area. There are all 
sorts of opportunities.”

The figures probably back her up. Stavanger in 
Norway, served by a tiny population in comparison 
to that which neighbours Crosby and Waterloo, got 
700,000 visitors when it displayed Another Place. 
Sefton is modestly hoping for 600,000 in 18 
months. It’ll smash it.

Using art to lever in prestige and money is a 
very modern attitude, very accountable. There is a 
concern that this may go too far. It can seem that 
art can only be justified if it contributes to the 
economy. Art for art’s sake, money for God’s sake 
– as a local band once sang. 

The town of Morecambe has made a living out 
of this. Key to the strategy has been Graham 
Ibbeson’s statue of Eric Morecambe, the town’s 
famous comedic son, caught in that Bring me 
sunshine dance moment. There have been coach 
trips to see the unashamedly popularist attempt to 
rebrand what remains a declining town. Nearby on 
the Stone Jetty are scattered birds and seagull

sculptures by Brian Fell, David Kemp and 
Shona Kilnoch to ‘celebrate Morecambe 
Bay and its wildlife’. The patterns on the 
jetty include games for the kids to play. 
It’s all good fun and a bit of a laugh and 
has undoubtedly boosted the town’s 
ailing economy. 

There are problems with this 
approach though. As Liam Curtin says, 
“The Eric statue, fair enough, people 
love it, it’s popular. But I wonder about 
the birds on the pier, there are real birds 
all around and they’re better than the 
sculptures. This is very much a 
committee approach, like putting a 
picture of a church on a church.”

Michael Trainor is equally dismissive 
and calls this work litter-arti, in other 
words the shortest leap of the 
imagination, a literal interpretation of a 
place that ends up littering the area in 
which it’s sited. The problem is 
highlighted by one of this writer’s 
favourite waterside artworks, Richard 
Caink’s In the Picture from 1997 on the 
Irwell Sculpture Trail near Ramsbottom – 
sadly now decaying. It depicts a 5m by 
6m timber picture frame, with the 
meander of the River Irwell and the hills

and trees behind. It makes an artwork 
out of a living scene. But then Caink 
couldn’t resist sticking some logs and 
stumps round about showing bits and 
bobs of industry referring to a riot in a 
nearby mill in the 1820s. Why? How 
does that make the work any better? 
How would anybody know what these 
silly things are referring too unless told? 
Fortunately the logs don’t destroy the 
view through the frame too much.

We might even have to worry about 
Eric. Will he be as popular in fifty years, 
when most of us who saw the 
Morecambe and Wise Show as they 
appeared fresh in the 1970s, are dead 
or doddering? Will the statue eventually 
be as meaningless as say the one of 
Oliver Heywood, nineteenth century 
banker and charitable good-egg, in 
Manchester’s Albert Square is today? 
It's uncertain whether posterity will 
appreciate Eric as much as the 1930s 
artwork in Morecambe’s nearby Midland 
Hotel, including Eric Gill’s sculpture 
and reliefs, Tegetmeier’s paintings 
of the sea-god Triton and Marion 
Dorn’s mosaics. 

It’s easy to forget the older water-
related artwork. One of the best in the 
region is Mitzi Cunliffe’s, 11m by 7m, 
untitled relief on the side of Heaton Park 
pumping station from 1955. This marks 
the completion of the aqueduct from 
Haweswater in the Lake District to 
Manchester and is a stylised and fluid 
depiction of water issuing from a 
mountain and workers constructing the 
pipeline. Going further back many of the 
works we regard as engineering 
triumphs have over time revealed also 
an innate artistry. Chief amongst these 
are Jesse Hartley’s buildings for the Port  

of Liverpool from the nineteenth century. In the 
Albert Dock – check out the sweep of brick and 
iron in the undercroft – and in his gate towers and 
dock walls, a deep sense of how to make 
functional form inspirational is revealed.
Ultimately though, waterside locations and art are 
two different matters. Water will always have its 
charms: even the grimmest industrial canal, as 
Salfordian minstrel Ewan McColl recalled in Dirty 
Old Town, can become a place of refuge as he 
‘dreamed a dream by the old canal.’ Water, as this 
article has already pointed out, has got everything 
going for it.

If art – and this is what great art has to do – 
must transcend the moment and take us to ‘another place’, 
then Gormley’s work achieves this effortlessly.

But art isn’t like that. Like all human works it isn’t 
inevitably beautiful or awesome, it can be good, bad, 
indifferent, pointless, annoying, astonishing – you name it. 
Poor art can never be enhanced by water, only by being 
removed out of sight. But when good art comes together with 
the right waterside then you do get magic. 

Of course it’s all in the eye of the beholder, but for this 
writer, much of Blackpool’s Great Promenade Show has 
enchantment, whilst Gormley’s Another Place on Crosby 
beach will be simply spellbinding. The view of 100 human 
forms climbing from the sea and the sand and spilling down 
the beach will not be forgotten quickly whatever the motives 
behind locating the work there.

Jonathan Schofield has been 
City Life Guidebooks editor 
since 2000 and has also 
contributed many other 
feature articles on subjects 
from art to architecture. He 
also writes for publications 
such as The Observer and 
The Independent.
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