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For many years Leitrim was a

black spot for unemployment

and very few were educated to

stay and pursue their future

here. The lack of opportunities

in Leitrim meant the loss of

many of its own to lands near

and far, sadly the latter predomi-

nated. It suffered ever increas-

ing depopulation until the most

recent census. In 2002 the pop-

ulation of Leitrim was recorded

as increasing by 3%, that is 742

extra people. Although a very

beautiful and scenic county the

tourism potential of Leitrim was

never exploited. 

It seems that this lack of

exploitation together with the

natural beauty and under population of

Leitrim has made it a very attractive

habitation for artists of all pedigrees. In

recent years, many artists have chosen

here as their home. Writers, musicians

and a medley of visual artists including

painters, sculptures, filmmakers, to

name but a few, are now domiciled here.

The seeming remoteness and low scale

development is a major attraction for

these artists who can find escape from

the fast pace of life that predominates

elsewhere.

Last year a project called C A S E–Craft As

a Source of Employment was established

as a joint initiative of Leitrim County

Enterprise Board, Leitrim Design House,

County Leitrim Partnership, Crafts Council

of Ireland and Network of Craft Develop-

ment Workers and received funding

under the European Unions EQUALS

programme. This project aims to
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increase the potential of art and craft

persons to create and run their own 

successful business. This course also

allowed participants to sample art and

craft skills and gain proficiency in their

chosen areas. Three of the participants

on the course were visual artists who had

relocated to Leitrim.

Des Cullen studied sculpture in Galway

Art College as a mature student. In 1998

he went to the Leitrim Sculpture Centre

in Manorhamilton to develop his sculp-

tural practice. Des works predominately

with stone, wood, bronze and clay. His

main concerns are to use natural materials

in a contemporary idiom. Des describes

his work as conceptual, sometimes

abstract and figurative.

Charlie Easterfield moved from Scotland

to County Cork in 1995 having had a

long term attraction to Ireland. She

works in Ecclesiastical Woodcarving as

well as developing her own sculptural

work in wood and bronze. She moved to

Leitrim to study stone carving at the

Leitrim Sculpture Centre in Manorhamil-

ton where she also taught Life Drawing,

Woodcarving and Calligraphy. Charlie’s

work is based mostly around the human

form and emotions. She covers the many

different disciplines mentioned above.

Her most recent work sees her develop-

ing a series of highly detailed, coloured

and lush botanical drawings from the

plants that she loves growing.

Johnnie Lawson was a regular visitor to

Leitrim since 1988 and moved from

Dublin in 2001. He is an artist working

in a contemporary vein and works in

many media, sculpture, block printing,

and photography. His artwork has its 

origins in the discarded elements of

other lives. From these found objects

and images, each with a history that 

may be obvious, subtle, or obscure, he

creates sculptures and collages to

inspire, amuse and challenge the viewer.

Johnnie's photographic work reveals a

heightened awareness of form, light and

mood. The art of block printing, where

he produces vibrant, often abstract,

images, inspired from life, is Johnnie’s

most recent venture. 

When asked why they chose Leitrim as

home Des said, ‘When I came to Leitrim

I felt an affinity with the natural beauty

and remoteness.’ Charlie’s attraction was

not immediate. ‘To be honest, when 

I first moved to Leitrim I missed the lush

landscape of Co Cork, and being in a

border county had a whole different feel

to it.’ However, Charlie says that she

came to love the rugged landscape here,

and has built good friendships with the

locals and with the other artists who

have been drawn to Leitrim. ‘The proof

of that is that I bought some bogland on

the mountain, and have built a timber

home and studio here. Well rooted now!’

Johnnie’s attraction to Leitrim was

strongly influenced by his appreciation of

the authentic beauty of the county, the

friendliness of the people and the easy

pace of life. ‘The diversity of the people

and their desire to live a different

lifestyle to the generic materialistic one

that has trapped so many people else-

where, was refreshing in Leitrim’. 

The unusually large population of artists

living in the area is also highly appreci-

ated by these artists and gives a very

good reason to settle here. It appears

that this populace provides an informal

casual reciprocal support group for the

community of artists living here and

helps them overcome the usual solitude

of their work.

Living in Leitrim is not without its diffi-

culties. For Des one of the main prob-

lems here is ‘the scarcity of venues for

exhibiting work’. He is hopeful that this

will change in the future. While for Char-

lie, her main gripe is something that we

have less control over. ‘Anything I don't

like about Leitrim? At the risk of being

boring and predictable, I'd say just a 

little less rain would be nice, although

the splendid summer we've had in 2003

gives the lie to that. Johnnie feels that

the Celtic Tiger is changing the inherent,

most attractive, character of Leitrim. ‘In

recent times public policy seems bent on

endangering Leitrim so that it will lose

the fabric of its very soul. Once it was a

place copious with tiny disperse commu-

nities of smallholdings, many of which

are now lost under a carpet of coniferous

trees. Those small communities that

remain are actively discouraged from

continued existence. Are we destined to

become a county of trees and windmills

with clusters of people squashed into

large towns which were originally quaint

villages?’

Finally I asked what they gained from

completing the CASE course. Des felt

that the course offered him support and

help in pursuing his artistic career. He

went on to say ‘I now see Leitrim as my

home.’ The CASE course increased 

Charlie’s knowledge of business practice.

She also gained computer skills. How-

ever the highlight of the course for her

was instruction in marble carving tech-

niques while on a CASE organised visit

to Portugal. ‘We made excellent links

with artists there, and I have every hope

of returning to develop my skills.’ The

benefit to Johnnie from the CASE course

was the realization that he was not alone

in his frustration at his inability to pro-

mote himself. ‘Visual artists should have

business managers for promotion thus

allowing the artist to get on with what he

or she does best ‘create’’! He also was

very pleased with the introduction to and

teaching of the art of block printing, a

combination of woodcarving and oil

paints, which has allowed him to expand

his work.

It would seem that while the Celtic Tiger

barely groaned in many parts of Leitrim,

its roars elsewhere sent artists seeking

for peace, calm and beauty. Yes, as the

tourist campaign advocates, Leitrim

tempted them to take a closer look and

they stayed a while!

More information about the above artists

and the CASE project can be found at

www.caseireland.com

81


