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Introduction
The photographs in this exhibition are all based in or around Glen Etive. Though not
as well known as its close neighbour Glencoe it has just as much to offer. Like most
glens it is named after the river that runs through it. The River Etive is immensely
varied, originating in Rannoch Moor (with the River Coupal from around Glencoe as a
major tributary) and running into Loch Etive after traversing the nine or so miles of the
glen. During its course it widens in places and narrows in others with rapids, waterfalls
and rock pools. The bank is in some places easy to negotiate, not much higher than the
river, and at others slippery and precipitous.
The glen is bounded by high mountains on either side of its single track road. Its
entrance is overlooked on the right by the iconic mountain Buachaille Etive Mòr which
runs for about four miles into the glen. The initial half of the glen has a fairly enclosed
feeling but opens out a little further in. Loch Etive (which is tidal) is overlooked by
Beinn Trilleachan on the right and the mighty Ben Starav on the left. Just opposite
Stob na Bròige, the final peak of Buachaille Etive Mòr, we find Allt a’ Chaorainn another
tributary of the River Etive. On the right hand side of this stream is An Grianan which
is part of a range including Beinn Ceitlein and Stob Dubh. On the left is Beinn Mhic
Chasgaig. Following this stream and its tributary Allt Coire Ghiubhasan has become a
regular preoccupation for me.
The photographs shown here are the result of three or four years’ exploration of the
glen and its immediate surroundings. Some photographs were made two or three years
ago while others are more recent. However the actual time of making a photograph is
only one moment in the creative process. It might seem strange but I do not think of
the photograph as the overriding aim, it is an outcome of the process; the landscape
has to be experienced repeatedly and in many conditions to be understood. There are
many areas that I have explored (both in Glen Etive and elsewhere) for which I do not
yet have any photographs. In my view, photographs with something to say come as
a result of immersing oneself in the landscape with conclusions drawn from one place
often applying elsewhere. Therefore I do not regard any exploration as time wasted or
frustrating when no photograph results. Of course without a worthwhile photograph
there is no work of art (in my case). I do not hold with the view promulgated in some
quarters that the personal experience accompanied with some sort of record of planning
and reactions is sufficient or indeed preferable.
This booklet contains the captions for the photographs exhibited here together with
inkjet prints of them. In a few captions I have touched on some issues that concern me
as well as some of my background motivations. However, for me, images of this type
must above all be made with and communicate love of the landscape, amongst other
things. No amount of theorizing can replace this.

Csak tiszta forrásból
(Only from a clear spring)
From Cantata Profana by Béla Bartók

River Etive and Buachaille Etive Mor I
Strictly speaking this photograph, in common with a couple of others,
is really of Stob Dearg (Red Peak), the highest of the four peaks
of this iconic mountain. The Gaelic form of the mountain’s name
is Buachaille Èite Mòr which means the Big Herdsman of Etive.
From time to time somebody states in the photographic press that
Buachaille Etive Mòr has been ‘over done’ and there is nothing else
to be said; we should give it a rest. Well I have been breathing all my
life but I have no intention of stopping any time soon. Repeated visits
and careful study show that there is plenty more to discover about
this miracle of nature. In common with the other two photographs
featuring this peak this photograph was made in winter with the
river partly frozen. The key elements here are the contrast of the
blue sky and reflections with the warm red of the mountain. The
large rocks echoing its shape add a unifying note.

River Etive and Buachaille Etive Mòr V
February can be relied on to produce a fully or partly frozen River
Etive. The photographer’s dilemma under these conditions is how
to get into a good position without breaking the ice. Good wellies
and thick socks are essential to delay freezing feet; some law dictates
that photographs are at their best from the most awkward position
such as the middle of a freezing river. The usual outcome of these
efforts is no photograph at all as a bank of thick cloud blocks the
beautiful early morning light. However persistence is the key and
once in a while everything comes together, even the moon can make
an appearance. This photograph was made just as the first rays of
the sun created the glow on the mountain. Two further exposures at
roughly 5 minute intervals are also interesting but the first has the
most pleasing balance, a judgement that is best made using the light
box at leisure.

River Etive and Buachaille Etive Mòr VII
I have made more studies of this composition than any other. My first
version was with 35mm film and the wish to do it full justice led me
to switch to large format a few years ago for all my landscape work.
I see it very much in musical terms of a rising melody, a descending
base and supporting harmonies. Some way along the river from the
position of the other two photographs of this peak there are some
impressive rapids and by good fortune it is possible to stand on a
ledge provided the water is not in full flow. I continue to walk a fair
way along the river searching for alternative interpretations, or more
accurately settings, of this amazing peak. For the future, I have
other versions of this composition in mind under various conditions.

Towards Glen Etive from Stob Dearg, Autumn
The peaceful and rather gentle appearance of this scene (except perhaps for those who suffer from vertigo) belies the fact that the wind
was more than challenging. Not for the first or last time I acted
as a wind break for the camera. Every time I climb to the top of
Stob Dearg either a new composition becomes apparent or one that
didn’t seem to work before becomes full of possibilities. This particular composition revealed itself after several climbs. Many factors
account for this, from a change in the colours to the light and of
course coming to a better understanding of the landscape and the
way different elements can interact. The river on the left at the middle is River Etive while the river about two thirds of the way up
is Allt a’ Chaorainn. Coire Ghiubhasan (featuring in several photographs in this exhibition) is found by following the first fork to the
left of Allt a’ Chaorainn.

Towards Glen Etive from Stob Dearg, Winter
As soon as I had the autumn version of this photograph I knew
that I’d have to produce one in winter. So eight days before Christmas saw me on another visit. Preparation is always important but
particularly so in winter; the mountain weather information service
forecast a temperature of −6o C but in effect more like −25o C with
wind chill. The light took somewhere between two to three hours
to develop but there were compensations. At one point while getting what shelter I could from the wind in the little broch, suddenly
two Golden Eagles appeared soaring high above me; a truly exhilarating sight. Although the composition here is very similar to the
autumn photograph, I took the opportunity to alter the relation of
foreground to background to suit the different colours and mood.
My intention had been to wait till sunset but soon after making the
photograph shown here I recognized the first symptoms of hypothermia (for which I was on constant lookout) and so descended to lower
sheltered ground without delay.

Stob na Doire from Stob Dearg, Sunset
Stob na Doire means Peak of the Grove. This is the sunset that
almost got away. As mentioned in the caption for Towards Glen
Etive from Stob Dearg, Winter I had to descend to lower sheltered
ground to avoid hypothermia soon after making that photograph.
My original intention was to go to the return path in Coire na Tulaich
(Corrie of the Little Hills). However once out of the wind I realized
that there was a good chance of a sunset so quickly set up and
waited for about half an hour before being rewarded. At this time
of year the sun sets almost perfectly aligned with the length of Glen
Etive flooding it with golden light under the right conditions. It is
beautiful if seen within the glen but truly astonishing from the top
of Stob Dearg. The price for this is descending in darkness, a good
head torch and knowledge of the path are vital.

Stob na Doire from Stob Dearg I
Stob na Doire (Peak of the Grove) is almost as high as Stob Dearg.
Its graceful curve down to Glen Etive is best appreciated from the
west side of Stob Dearg and has preoccupied me in several photographs. On this occasion the conditions were changing fast, a
favourite situation for landscape photographers (the occasional showers directed straight onto the lens were less welcome). I made two
exposures one after the other before the light disappeared but the
low cloud along the glen appears only in one.

River Etive Pools
This is the foreground to the photograph River Etive and Sròn na
Creise but on a rather different day; one of my favourite days of light
drizzle with superb diffuse light. Such days are ideal for compositions
of this type; the drizzle moistens the rocks thus bringing out their
colour while the diffuse light means low contrast so that details record
well on transparency film. At first I was concerned about the white
circular patches of lichen on the rocks in the upper right hand part.
However luck was on my side as the swirling water created echoes of
these shapes uniting stasis and motion.

River Etive and Sròn na Creise
Glen Etive can at times produce trying conditions to say the least.
Sudden gusts of strong wind combined with bursts of driving rain can
mean that all the effort of setting up the camera has to be abandoned
for a retreat to the car to dry things out (on the rare occasions when
the car is near enough for this luxury to be an option). This was
such a day but I was determined to get my photograph and success
came at the fourth attempt. A hot cup of coffee in a warm dry car
was my immediate reward; most of the river is very near the glen’s
single track road. The exposure time was critical in retaining interest
in the torrent of water in the foreground, 1 second is usually a good
choice and so it proved this time. Sròn na Creise (sròn means nose
or promontory) is the mountain at the back. The first mountain in
the upper right is Beinn Mhic Chasgaig.

Eas an Fhir Mhòir, Gleann Èite
The meaning of the title is Waterfall of the Big Man, Glen Etive.
The River Etive is a favourite with canoeists some of whom go over
this waterfall. The photograph was made in mid June. This is
not normally a very productive time of the year for me; like many
landscape photographers I find green a difficult colour to work with.
I set myself the task of producing a photograph with green as the
main colour. Using sunset or sunrise would not have counted as the
warm colours would simply disguise green and defeat the aim. On
this particular day I went to Glen Etive to find that conditions were
perfect: very light drizzle with a fairly gentle breeze. The location
of the waterfall is one that I visit regularly and as soon as I saw the
superb condition of the ferns it was clear that there was a photograph
to be made; using the dead tree trunk in a composition had been a
preoccupation for some time. The rest was a matter of balancing all
the elements as well as myself as the bank is very steep and slippery!
Green is still a problem for me but I’m forced to admit that it can
be magical under the right conditions.

Glen Etive in Autumn with an Grianan
This composition took several attempts over quite some time. The
main problem is that under most conditions the tall pine and the
mountain are both very dark thus merging into each other in a photograph. The front of the mountain is An Grianan which features in
several photographs shown here. Behind it are Beinn Ceitlein and
Stob Dubh. The trees line the River Etive which can be seen as a
pool in the foreground. A feature of this photograph, which it shares
with several others, is the use of a long exposure time to capture
the movement of trees and the grasses as a contrast to the immobile
elements. The location is within 50 or so yards of the one for Eas an
Fhir Mhòir, Gleann Èite but looking towards the West rather than
the East.

Stob na Bròige Reflections
Stob na Bròige (Peak of the Boot) is the final peak of Buachaille
Etive Mòr about 4 miles into Glen Etive (Stob Dearg overlooks the
entrance). One of the important decisions to be made in landscape
photography is when to use warm up filters for subtle effect and
when to leave well alone. Use of a warm up filter here would have
destroyed the photograph; the rock in the foreground would have lost
the bluish cast caused by light reflected from the clear sky. Placing
the warm colours of the mountain between the cool blue of the sky
and the foreground was the key point. The reflection of the peak
was also crucial to unify foreground and background as well as add a
slight interruption to to blue cast of the rock. The merest suggestion
of a cloud two thirds of the way along the mountain from the left is
another pleasing feature that interrupts the blue. The main problem
to be resolved was the placing of the tree at the left as well as the
shadow in the middle; including the top of the tree was both difficult
and, luckily, undesirable. The reflection in the middle right, another
unifying element, is from Allt a’ Chaorainn.

Allt a’ Chaorainn
Allt a’ Chaorainn means Stream of the Rowan. For me landscape
photography is about the creation of images with the landscape
rather than of it using the camera and film as my tools. Much effort
has been expended by various critics on the question of whether photography is Art; i.e., can it be included in the growing set of work
and activities that are labeled as Art (since there is no generally accepted a priory definition of Art). One of the objections is the fact
that a photograph is an image of some existing physical reality (ignoring manipulations). This objection can only be entertained if we
go with the facile view that material existence is somehow mundane
and thus is of no particular interest to Art; put briefly the view seems
partly to be that material existence is no rival to imagination and all
that photography can do is to record it. In fact existence of any kind
is deeply problematic and mysterious; the nature of material reality
is by no means straightforward and is thus more than a fitting source
for image making that aims at transformation and revelation. The
present photograph helps to illustrate the point: to the eye the scene
did not look like this. Our brains carry out colour correction so that
the bluish nature of the overall colour is not normally perceived in
context but of course it is perceived in the photograph. The swirling
clouds reflecting the energy of the water are produced by an exposure time running into many seconds; we are not trained to hold all
the successive positions of clouds and water in our memory to create
an overlay. Finally our eyes show us the world in a perspective that
corresponds roughly to a 45mm lens in terms of 35mm photography
(around 150mm for 4 × 5 photography); although it must be stressed
that human vision is by no means just a biological version of the
camera. This photograph was made with a super-wide lens showing
us quite literally a new perspective. Never mind how the image was
made, is it interesting and satisfying? That is up to you to answer.
I must make it clear however that none of my photographs is ever
made in order to illustrate a theory.

Coire Ghiubhasan
Giubhasach or giuthasach indicates a place abundant in pines, at
least at the time the name was given. This is consistent with this
corrie though the second word has been slightly changed in the ending
(either incorrectly spelled by the map makers or a local variation;
the h after the initial letter is a normal change in Gaelic known as
lenition which indicates here plural possessive, i.e., Corrie of Pines).
The hooked peak at the top left is An Grianan which features as
a motif in some other photographs here. My first study for this
photograph was made a few weeks before but in softer light. Luckily
it didn’t take too many visits before the low sun obliged from the
left. The stream is Allt Coire Ghiubhasan which runs into Allt a’
Chaorainn.

Allt Coire Ghiubhasan
Landscape photography is not relaxing either physically or mentally
but it is very rewarding. Heavy equipment and long walks or climbs
are part and parcel of the game. The need to keep looking and arrive
at an understanding of the landscape also takes its toll. I had walked
past this composition on previous occasions but simply didn’t see it.
On this day I was heading for another visit to the waterfall further
on, the photograph of that is entitled Coire Ghiubhasan Waterfall
in this exhibition. My practice is to stop and look around me at
regular intervals; this time the possibility struck me immediately.
The light was superb but it took quite a while to find the right
balance for the composition (choice of lens and the exact placement
of elements are absolutely critical). Half way through setting up, the
light disappeared to make way for rain which seemed not to be in
any hurry to move on. Reluctantly I continued on to the waterfall
hoping for a second chance on the way back. To my delight and
surprise my hope was fulfilled!

Coire Ghiubhasan Waterfall
Waterfalls are a favourite subject for landscape photographers and
clearly I am no exception. My first study for this waterfall, along
Allt Coire Ghiubhasan, was made using a super-wide lens but from a
position near the rounded rock just before the precipitous fall. While
there are many aspects of that composition that I enjoy my feeling
was that the relationship of the waterfall to the mountains around
Coire Odhar (Dun Corrie) was not quite right. On this visit I spent a
fair amount of time trying out various possibilities and focal lengths
to find the most satisfactory composition for this occasion. During
this time there were periods of superb light and rather longer periods
of rain (see the discussion for Allt Coire Ghiubhasan); a large plastic
bag helps to keep the camera dry after setting up. Eventually the rain
stopped and the slope (of Beinn Mhic Chasgaig) was lit up exactly
as I had hoped for; the moment that the sun just breaks through the
edge of a cloud is often very special. Pressing the shutter is the one
easy part of this pursuit.

Glen Ceitlein
Glen Ceitlein is on the south east side of Glen Etive about 8 miles
along the road. On this day I had spent the morning in Glen Etive
feeling increasingly depressed and grumpy at the unrelieved sunshine.
So with nothing to lose and no particular expectations I decided to
explore Glen Ceitlein, something I’d had in mind for quite a while.
The sun continued to mock me during the next few hours. But as it
sunk lower the possibility of a satisfying composition became more
of a reality. After one study of Allt Ceitlein I sighted these rapids
from a little distance and the chance of combining them with the
snow covered mountains—Meall Odhar (Dun Hill), Meall nan Eun
(Hill of the Birds) and Meall Tarsuinn (Traverse Hill)—was too good
to miss. It was now a race to get to the location and find out if a
composition was indeed possible. Of course the shortest route was
barred by fencing and bog but clearly I did make it in time, the
sun having in the meantime threatened to disappear behind clouds.
The vast majority of my photographs are made with the film in the
upright or portrait orientation because that results in a more active
composition. Sometimes the landscape orientation is just right for a
landscape.

River Etive Waterfall
The bank of the River Etive has countless waterfalls that come and
go depending on the conditions. I have visited this spot many times
but this is it at its best. The amazing red colour of the rock is complimented very well by the lush green of the vegetation. This photograph is essentially a straight record. The Hungarian composer Béla
Bartók described the arranging of folk melodies as the ‘mounting
of a jewel’ and I view photographs of this type in a similar light.
Bartók’s study of folk music led him to develop and deepen his art
ranging from the extremely complicated to sublime (apparent) simplicity. This is a very hard and ambitious example to emulate in
landscape photography but well worth trying, at the very least the
aim prevents mannerism or self indulgence.

Icicles
An intriguing juxtaposition of sharp objects (the icicles) made of
nothing more solid than water and a rounded solid rock. Will the
icicles grow to trap the rock? Of course both substances can be solid
or liquid depending on temperature. Another photograph that takes
advantage of the freezing of the River Etive in February. The base
is the frozen river and the icicles are suspended from the bank.

