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Notes on an exhibition: 
 
In 2013 Andrew Cranston showed a specially conceived body of paintings at 
Hawick Museum, which he called ‘Walter, do you remember? (a search for a 
house)’. The title was taken from a Kinks’ song, ‘Do you remember, Walter?’, 
an elegiac  song of reminiscence and loss. This switching of the words was 
initially done by mistake, a mis-remembering, but given the premise of the 
show it seemed wholly apposite and so the mistake was retained.  
 
 
 
 
“ I knew this was a symbol for something; I didn’t 
know what, but I knew it was something really big.” 
 
-Werner Herzog on seeing the huge steamboat dragged halfway 
up a hillside during the filming of his epic, Fitzcarraldo. 
 

 Sometime in the late 1970s, in my granny’s dark flat, there hung a 
painting which, as a boy, used to completely fascinate and un-nerve me.  
It was of a domed tower hidden amongst trees, the top of it curving to a point. 
Stairs led up to a red door like a warning to the curious: “Keep out!” it seemed 
to say. 

The picture was painted by my Uncle Walter, and the mysterious 
tower was a real house- a council house- that my dad had lived in as a boy 
with his family in the 1920s and 30s. The house stood in Wilton Lodge Park, 
Hawick, in the Scottish Borders, directly behind the museum. It was known 
locally as ‘The Stables’. According to a typed note on the back of the painting 
(now in my possession) it was demolished “by a vandalistic town council in 
1950” and Walter’s painting  (his one and only) was “done from memory in 
1960.”   

On one side of the house (hidden from view in the painting) there was 
indeed a working stables where the council kept their horses. It must have 
been a strange and uncanny space to call home: the ceilings were low, the 
walls (octagonal in the tower) were 4-5 ft thick, and inside these walls were 
secret passageways and spy-holes. It’s no surprise that the house was thought 
of locally as haunted, a creepy house that children hurried past. A house full of 
people and animals: horses, dogs, cats and at one stage a small monkey called 
‘Cookums’. 

This house certainly haunted my dad, who talked of it often (and 
increasingly so, as his dementia advanced). Its presence was always there, and 
often as not his conversation would turn to it. I would divert it there for my 
own selfish interests, sneakily taping these long monologues. 
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It was probably around 1996 that I started forming a notion of 
making a body of work about it, of it perhaps being some kind of conduit for 
my dad’s memory. His stories about the house were so rich for potential 
image-making and I had, I felt, a genetic license to paint them. But how to do 
it? How to approach the past, without it falling into nostalgia and being the 
painting equivalent of a Sunday night ITV drama? 

 
 Slowly over the years I would keep returning to the subject of the 
house and the people connected to it, but my efforts would always end in 
failure. They were either too vague and generic, or too specific and personal. 
Not until my dad died did I really make any headway. It seemed only then was 
I, as Colm Tobín wrote recently, “custodian of the family stories”, free to re-
imagine them, free from censure or correction. 
  
 My dad’s creative impulse (though he would never have called it that) 
came out through telling stories. Stories that were heartfelt, dark, tragic, 
moving and, most of all, funny; comedy being my dad’s default position. And 
they were true. Probably. Who can tell? Memories are fallible and prone to 
lapses, slippages, adjustments, distortions, elaborations and inventions. They 
become fiction. This to an artist can be much more interesting than the 
objective truth. 
 
“ I mind yin summer in the park there was a cull o’ the 
craws… there was a muckle heap o’ thaim, piled high, 
steaming in the sun and they were there for weeks! 
Reeking away… until a van pulled up and a man 
shovelled them a’ inside it. On the side o’ the van was 
written: ‘ ROBERTSON’S MEAT PASTE’.” 
 
I like to believe this, whether it’s true or not. 
 
 
 So the work grew slowly, like this pile my dad told of, a black shape 
which only I knew the meaning of. I thought of Guston’s piles of shoes and 
Millais’ heap of autumn leaves. Shapes shifting between meanings. Cryptic 
motifs of beds and bed-sheets that became icebergs or saddles. Cookums the 
monkey became a significant cast member, and one painting made from his 
point of view, ‘Cookums Remembers the Jungle’, has him looking out over the 
park. Brueghel’s three monkeys was a model here, and every other painting 
had at least one artist in mind- Sickert, or Bonnard, for example. Fuseli’s 
‘Nightmare’ resonated especially, with its triangular relationship of woman, 
demon and horse. For the house had seen its share of illness, death, and 
madness. Happiness too. 

 The house in some ways seemed fictional, a figment of my dad’s 
imagination, a setting for his stories, a building existing only in memory. I 
found out that Uncle Walter’s painting had only been made because there 
were no clear photographs of it, and researching the house I have only come 
across two photographs where it is visible at all. I found another dozen where, 
in close-up, it is found in fragments, lost amongst the foliage and grains of 
dots and pixels. It is there only as part of a photograph, where it is peripheral, 
incidental, the unusual building behind the museum. The house existed only 
as this intangible object, out of reach and therefore mysterious and 
memorable, my father’s own personal ‘Rosebud’. 
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 The exhibition brought some people forward with new descriptions of 
the building, some photographs, and one woman who currently lives on the 
site of the house who offered me a piece of it- a large ornamental stone thistle, 
which she had dug up from her garden.   

 In the end I was disappointed with the show I did. It was too orderly, 
too curated. It didn’t achieve the sense of chaotic strangeness that I wanted,  
nor the presence which my dad’s stories merited. My subject broadly is space 
itself, all ‘species of spaces’ as George Perec would have it, and in so many 
ways the subject of the house fitted me rather better than I fitted it. I made 
drawings, paintings, films and models to try to visualise the space within the 
house, but I feel I never properly opened that red door and walked 
around…went left into the stables, or ascended the spiral staircase up to the 
dome, or turned right into the kitchen; to see what my dad saw, and paint 
what he said. It was a quest that ended with a feeling of failure, but I think at 
least an interesting failure.   

 Now that I have- I think- finished the project, perhaps I know more 
about how it could have been done. Perhaps, too, the audience I really painted 
it for was missing. My dad. A few years ago when my dad was in a hospital 
ward in Hawick, a very old woman opposite suddenly became animated: “I 
remember you…and I remember the monkey!” 

 

  

 
 © The Author and Courbet’s Tent/ locations and contexts for painting/ 2014. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	   7	  

List of Illustrations 
 

 
fig. 1 ‘Wilton Lodge Stables’/ watercolour by Walter Cranston/ 1960 
 
 
fig.2 ‘Come and See’/ oil, varnish and flies on board/ 2013 
 
 
fig. 3 Model of The Stables/ made by Kieran Shellard/ 2013 
 
 
fig.4 ‘Monkey on my back’/ oil on paper/ 2012 
 
 
fig.5 ‘Cookums remembers the jungle’/ oil on board/ 2013 
 
 
fig.6 ‘Heap’/  oil on board/ 2013 


