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‘In Guernsey, art is part
of the conversation’

Inspiration is never far away in an enchanting place that has called to Renoir,
Victor Hugo and a host of other creative people, finds Russell Higham
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URING Guermnsey'’s five year
oceupation in the Second World
War, the British Dewtenant
governor's ressdence In St Peter
Port, Ok Government House, was com-
mandeered by the Nazis to serve first as
# heawdgquarters and then ax a luxurious
soidatenheim (barracks) for its troops. Now
the tsland's only fve-star hotel (www the
gebbotelooml, this opulent mansion over-
looking the harbour comtains the remnants
of a lbrary that held books Wehrmacht

officers would read, lounging by the swim
ming pool where guests now sip cocktails.
Two of the volumes on s shelves today —
which would have boen strictly verboten to
German soldiers—are by Victor Hugo. The
anthor, politieal thinker and human-rights
advocate lnved in the Bailiwick of Guernsey
from 185570, having been extled from France
for opposang Napoleon, Tt was st his Geongaan
hotme (oW & IMUSeunE. www inaksonsyictor
Tuggo paris frguernesey ) on Hauteville, astreet
a short walk from Old Government House,

that he completed Les Miserables and wrote
Toilevs of the Sev, inspired by the turbalent
waters of the Chanmel below,

The authar of The Hunckback of Notre-
Damee, often considersd the French equivadent
of Shukespwore, abso tmporarily tured his pen
from writing to drawing thery, making bun-
drexts of sketches of Guernsey In scenes both
resal and imagioed, dresienlilor and nightomarish.
Many of the works, which his contemporiry
Vincent van Gogh admired as ‘astonishing
things’ (a phirase adopted forthe titke of a recent
exhibition of Hugo's plctures at the Royal
Academy, London W1 Aris & antiques, March
19), were made during a period of intense
grief over the death by drowning of his
daughiter Léopoldine, aged only 19

. .
¢ Every single islander
is a bit artistic, even
if they don't realise it ?

Hugo wasn't the only creative to find
inspiration, as well as refuge, in the group
of seven islands (pliss many uninbabited
isdets) that comgerise the Balliwick of Guernsiey.
A fow doors down at No 17, Hauteville, a blue
plagque denotes where Peter Le Lievre, boen
In 1512, spesnt his entire Hie, balancing varous
carcers as landscape painter, wine mercham,
malitary officer and designer of two ighthouses
for St Peter Port Harbour, The polymsath had
been & stuclent at nearby Elizabeth Colloge,
wheere later abumni inchode P G Wodehouse
and the artist and theatre destgner Jean Hugo,
Victor's great-grandson. The English commposer
John freland also lived in Guernsey, shortly
Dbefore the Gernan irnvasion inJune W0 using
the island’s Roman name in the title of his
composition Sarnia: An Island Sequence

J. M. W Tumer, Britain’s tavourite artist,
according to 3 2016 BEC poll, visited in about
1832, recording views from Guernsey amd
several of its islands in his sketchbook,
which i aviilable to view by requess at Tate
Beitain, Over on Sark, he captured Creux
Harbour, next 1o where the boat (www.sark
shipping g2) arrives afller the 45-minute
crossing from St Peter Port. He also sketched
JaCoupde s puncipatonsty byl and nacoos
isthmus connecting Great Sark to Latthe Sark.

A contury later, the Hlustrator and writer
Mervyn Peake arrived on what has since
beoome the workds fiest Dk Skoy [sland to help
sed up an artists’ colony, the Sark Group, »

The essence of an idyllic istand is captured

by Renoir in Moulin Muet Bay, Guemsey, one
of 15 paintings from the artist's 1883 visit
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Mervyn Peake, who penned part of his ‘Gormenghast’ senes in tranqud, traffic-free Sark

vl & galbery where the post ofTsoe now stands,
Peake wrote the fiest instalments of s Gonmen-
ghast” series here; his eldest son, Sebastzan, tokd
& BIC Raddio 4 documentary in 2048 the island
had a 'very significant bnpact” on his work.

Sark fovds uniquedy cosmopolitan, yet egall-
tartan, perhaps in part due to s transport
policy, which ks both archale and Arcadian,
Cary are completely banned: tractors (as well
&s bicycles and the odd mability seooter, for
those whose need can be medically proven)
are the only motansed vohickes allowed to
traverse the quist country lanes

Back in Guernsey, Plerre-Anguste Renodr's
1S sogourn Lasted bearedy tovore Hhan s momih,
yet the Frenchman made a series of 15 puint
inggs sl drarwinggs that seern 10 have etermally
cagitured the essence of the Baibiwick's largess
anwd most populous isband

Korinne Le Page, un accredited tour gusde
who is available to book through www.yisi
guermnscy.com, offers a three bour walking
tour of Moulin Huet valley, the bay and
1o Guernsey, she explains, after reading
Hugo, and what he foand, as he related 10
his dealer Paol Durand-Rusd, was ‘more like
being in a Watteau lundscape than in reality”.

The landscape has changed Nite over the
past LI years, so the 18th-century ool tage,
deplcted in Fog om Guernsey, s instantly rec-
ognisable. Buill originally as a wistchhouse
against Napoleon's forces, it later became i toa
rooen freguented by Hugo and Renotr. The cot-
tage his beon fully restored after the Germans
rudely blew offits rood during the war and it s
now owned by Miss Le Page's parcnts, who et
it oul for holsdays Soson renolocotiage coul,
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Art foe Guernesey Dowsc o orgiernses oo,
a gallery and charity founded by mmigre
ex-banker Davicd Unomels, has placed armately
decorated frames that celebivate the artist’s
works along the Renolr Walk. Installed (o five
of the spots where Benolr stood and sketehaed
Moulin Huet, they allow visitors (o view the
bay through the eyes of one of the workd's nost
famous Inpressdonises. The progect has o
a positive effect In connecting islanders,
especially younger ones, 1o their artistic
heritage, according to Mr Ummels, He says
1l is all part of Art for Guernsey's mission,
which also includes promoting contespo.
rary local artists, such as Paol Chambers,

Victor Hugo's pen-and-ink A Ship in Choppy
Sess, 1864, drawn during his Guermnsey exile

What's nextfor
Guernsey?

The Victor Hugo in Guamsey Society
regularty hosts evants and lecturas, Cn
Septamber 6, 1wl De oalebrating the S0N
anniversary of Francois frufaut's 1975
fm LHsiove dA0e H. stamng Isabale
Adjars a3 Hugo's lovelom daugihter and
Bmad n Guemsay. For furher detals and
Bokets, Vst Wt aCIE OOINOUENEEN 00
Fundraisng s aso under way ior the
Victor Hugo Centre, a cultural centre
hat wil nclude a museum, learming
huby and parforrmancs space loGaled

n a promnent seafront buldng n the
isancd's capital. The certre will highlight
Higo's link with Guernsey, celeticate
its creative community and encourage
yourg talert, To donate or for morm

inforrmation, vist ywarsa e 09

who recently photogruphed Jean Baptiste
Hugo, Victor's great-great-graadson (still
a regular visitor to the iskand ).

‘Shortly after setting up the Renolr Walk
in 2018, we, together with a syndscate of local
art collectoes, aoquired at auction one of the 15
|péeces] that Renoir painted here in Guernsey,
explaing Mr Ummels. "'We boaght it to make
sure that every single child on the island has
achance 1o see it in the Nesh. Art for Guernsey
has taken Rocks of Geernsey with Figures
{ Heaok at Guerssey), worth about 51 million,
out on the road to schooks around the isfam],
covering the cost of Insurancs itsedl. “It's not
samething you could do guite so easily in
oentrud Londan or Paris,” lwaghs Mr Ummels,
who originadly hadals from Belgium. Bt nobedy
steals here, so prembims are about one-third
ol what they would be in England or France

It's hardly a surprise, then, that Locate
Guernsey QoW Jocaleguerisecoml, an
initiative that helps property buyers make
the move to this favoured sle—which also
enjoys a comparatively benlgn tax system (oo
capital gains, nberitance or wealth tax)—has
reparted o 52% sunge in the namber of enguicies
about relocation here In recent months

‘Every single islunder is a bit artistac, even
If they don't realise I states Mr Uminels.
“Everybody has an opimion on the best spot
10 apprectate the sunset or 2 certaln angle
of the light at a certain tme each day.
In Guernsey, urt is part of the conversation,
the same way as Lhe weather is in England.
There's a hidden artistic sensitivicy that per-
vades the islond amd those who live here,
and it comes from being constantly exposed
1o such raw and honest beauly” s
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