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Treasure Trove (2021). As a patch of Amazonian jungle is cleared by a logging team, one of the workers peers through a gap in the foliage. For the first time he sees the wonders of the rainforest and perhaps at last understands the importance of leaving the pristine jungle intact.







Foreword by Lee Durrell


Peter Le Vasseur is an eclectic artist; the gamut of his intellect and imagination is as varied and vivid as his artist’s palette. He has used his talent to communicate a lifetime of reflections on human behaviour, as well as his disquiet over its consequences.


The diversity of topics in Peter’s work is staggering, ranging from pop fantasy to politics, from superstars of the past to events of the present.


Many of his works contain amusing or prescient social comment. We see a wind-up toy president, credit cards at the end of the rainbow and ‘devices’ dominating their users in a beautiful natural setting. We see the grit and grime of daily living contrasted with glitz and glamour, and traditional ways of life doomed by the trappings of the modern world.


Peter offers up-to-the-minute commentary, as emotive and spirited as the works he created as a young man. There are Marsh Arabs losing their wetlands in Iraq, a tiger tracked by drone in degraded forest, a koala marooned in an Australian firescape and a person metaphorically incarcerated by the 2019 pandemic.


He occasionally tells us what he thinks the future may hold. We may look for respite away from our planet, saving the animals two by two in a spaceship, or we may return to a simpler life where an oil pipeline lies broken in the desert or an aeroplane sprawls derelict in bucolic surroundings.
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Lee Durrell, widow of conser vationist Gerald Durrell, with Peter Le Vasseur at the opening of the exhibition marking his forty years as an artist. The event was held at St James, Guernsey, in September 2003 and was opened by the Bailiff of Guernsey Sir de Vic Carey. Copyright The Guernsey Press.







Above all it is his works themed around nature and the environment that lie at the core of his art and make Peter Le Vasseur one of the most important artists alive today. For me there is no situation that merits greater attention than the loss of the planet’s biodiversity, the extraordinary variety of living beings and ecosystems that make the planet tick by renewing air, water, soil and other ‘services’ on which all life depends. The main drivers of this loss are habitat destruction, overconsumption and now climate change, all of which have been depicted by Peter since the 1970s, long before the value of biodiversity was appreciated by the general public; indeed the word wasn’t coined until 1980!


These paintings show or imply the destruction of biodiversity and the death of myriad life forms at the hands of humans, exposing the clear and growing danger to the natural world.


However, in the same paintings, juxtaposed with the gloom and doom, Peter displays the vitality and richness of biodiversity, be it on a coral reef or in a tropical rainforest or temperate woodland. He has meticulously researched the denizens of these ecosystems, capturing the form, colour and behaviour of each species in images reminiscent of the work of the famous biological illustrators of the nineteenth century. Thus, we can appreciate accurately and fully what we are about to lose.


Cold comfort, but these are things we need to know if we are ever to triumph in the struggle to save and protect life on earth, which, of course, includes ourselves.


Lee Durrell


Corfu, December 2020




1. Peter in Wonderland




Peter Le Vasseur passed his 83rd birthday in 2021 yet remained a working artist. For forty years he focussed on the environment, conservation and ecology in his art. His love of nature mingled with concern for human impact on the planet and in turn his paintings reflect how the way we humans use the earth rebounds back on us. Long before climate change, deforestation or rising sea levels became fashionable subjects of conversation, Peter was addressing the globe’s biggest issues. Le Vasseur paintings depict the beauty and fragility of the natural world and how easily this can be lost through greed or sheer carelessness. The artist has claimed not to be political, but his works carry subtle and notso-subtle messages. Never depressing, these paintings often employ wry humour to carry the point. Often ahead of its time, the art of Peter Le Vasseur has increasing relevance as we move towards the challenge of building a sustainable future, with humans as the guardians of the earth, not its exploiters.
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Peter Le Vasseur wearing his ‘trademark’ flat cap





Peter was born on Guernsey in the Channel Islands in March 1938, just over a year before the outbreak of the Second World War. Following the fall of France in June 1940, the British decided that the islands could not be defended and withdrew their garrison. Victorious German forces swept towards the nearby French coast and started preparations to invade the islands. Any resistance would be crushed. Island authorities and the British government argued over whether to evacuate the civilians, and even who should pay for it, but ships finally arrived to rescue those who wished to go. In an atmosphere of muddle and confusion, half the islanders chose to leave before the enemy arrived. Just eighteen months old, young Peter was bundled onto a ship by his parents and carried away to exile in England. The Le Vasseur family escaped just in time. St Peter Port in Guernsey was bombed on 28 June and two days later, German troops landed unopposed. The islanders who stayed behind languished under Nazi rule for almost five years and liberation did not come until 9 May 1945, the day after Germany surrendered.


The refugee Le Vasseurs lived in north London through the Blitz, initially with a great aunt. When peace came the family chose not to return to live in Guernsey, as was the case with many of the evacuees. England remained Peter’s home for thirty-six years. However, the family did visit the island every year from 1947 until 1959. Peter stayed at his grandmother’s house in La Charroterie on the site later redeveloped to build an office block named Elizabeth House.


Young Peter grew up in Mill Hill, in a bungalow in Bittacy Road, NW7. In front he recalls there being a few acres of waste ground and rough grass. Behind the bungalow was a small garden that led to the railway embankment, at the end of a branch of the Northern Line. To one side was a row of unprepossessing terraced houses called Station Villas, and the urban skyline was completed by chimneys and a gasworks. Off in the distance he could see the green space of Bittacy Hill Park.


Images from his childhood were combined to make Dead End Street (1971), commissioned by Nova magazine. His family moved house when he was sixteen and it was not until years later that he came to revisit Mill Hill and make the drawing. A former neighbour advised him not to go back again as it was so changed. Station Villas was boarded up and ready to be demolished and the green was being cleared to build flats as post-war London expanded. Rather than simply reproduce an actual cityscape, he combined elements of what remained with what he recalled from his childhood as he created the picture.


The house is Station Villas, and the junk-strewn wasteland was once the green he remembered, with a little stream running through it. In the distance can be seen girders rising from unfinished foundations where a development has run out of steam. Peter slipped the gasworks into the background, although in reality it was in the opposite direction. He says this picture is ‘a little political’, as he aimed for a forlorn look to echo the drabness of the 1950s, the post-war austerity before the sparkle of the sixties brought new life to London. The suburbs were still a patchwork of bomb sites and new developments, and Mill Hill felt a hopeless place to live. It is not an intentional self-portrait although the boy depicted could have been a young Peter. The gasworks was ultimately demolished and became a retail complex and car parking. A second black and white image for Nova was for an article about autism entitled A World of His Own (1971). Made at a day’s notice, it featured a boy of the 1960s depicted in strong pencil, set apart from children around him who Peter depicted in a softer pencil.
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Rock Pools, a Vast Array of Life (2007). Part of Peter’s Wild Britain Series, he depicts a rocky shore in the Channel Islands together with a selection of local seabirds, seashells and sea creatures.
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Dead End Street (1971)





The Second World War had reduced the number of young men in teaching, so Peter’s teachers included men born in the nineteenth century drafted back into schools to fill the gaps. Their ideas on how to teach and what to teach reflected another age. Peter went to Mill Hill Primary School, then after not shining in his eleven plus exam progressed to Bell Lane Secondary School. He describes it as being rather rough. During a project on the Ancient Egyptians, he organised fellow pupils into making models of the pyramids using cardboard, plasticine and anything that came to hand. He used Gloy gum to replicate sweat on the back of model labourers, which so impressed his teacher Mr Lewis that he asked Peter to bring in any more art he had done. By spotting Peter’s talent, Mr Lewis became that wise individual crucial to ‘the hero’s journey’ who set the young artist’s life on its course. After a meeting with his parents, it was decided that at thirteen Peter should be put in for the scholarship exam for Harrow School of Art. The entrance exam was practical and formal, taking place in a hall set with rows and rows of tables for the hopeful students. Peter recalls there being 300 applicants, whittled down to a final 30. Michael Whittlesea RWS (1938-) and Paul Huxley RA (1938-) were in the same class and also went on to work as professional artists.


In the 1950s the school-leaving age was fifteen but as a scholarship boy Peter stayed on to seventeen. On leaving school in 1955 Peter used his skills to find work as a ‘Visualiser’ at a London advertising agency, although he moved employer quickly for more money. He was expected to come up with a stream of new concepts but was often underutilised, so in quiet moments he would sketch little fantasy scenes, the beginning of what Peter calls his Alice in Wonderland stage. His advertising career was interrupted by National Service: two years as a British Army squaddie which he hated. For an artist with a firm idea of what he wanted to do with his life it felt a complete waste of time.


Peter was a child of the cinema era. He had been a refugee and grew up under rationing and the freezing winters after the war. Cinema was the only entertainment other than the radio, which was tailored for ‘mums and dads’, and his mother liked dance bands. The Goon Show was the only radio programme that suited the surreal tastes of a young man. He regrets that he never spoke to Goon Peter Sellers when they were both at a party some years later, but he would come to know another Goon, Harry Secombe. The family couldn’t afford to go to the theatre, so cinema was the outlet for Peter’s imagination and he became a movie buff, retaining the interest for the rest of his life. A glance at his DVD collection reveals the classics of cinema running right up to date with modern films. He admired the artistry of the movies – thrillers, westerns and musicals all appealed although he found Hammer Horror silly. Hitchcock’s stylish tricks influenced his own artistic style, and he appreciated the way Spielberg starts off with the mundane and draws the audience into the story. He liked to spot the tricks and enjoyed attention to detail, citing the temple escape scene that opens Raiders of the Lost Ark as one that slickly manipulates the audience. Imagination is what the brain will suggest, illusions appealed to him and he found suggestion terrifying.


Peter’s Alice in Wonderland phase began by utilising very English, or at least European themes. Sailors, knights, wild beasts, mythical figures, and damsels in various stages of undress populate his early works. In the background are hills and forests, temples, and chateaux. Beaches and a sea horizon also feature prominently, perhaps natural to a Guernsey artist in a form of exile from his island home. Peter frequently added abandoned possessions, vehicles, or weapons, which are often anachronistic or at odds with the rest of the scene.


One piece he worked on surreptitiously in idle moments at the advertising agency was Tattooed Sailor. It would change his life. In 1964 he took the newly completed painting along to the Arthur Jeffries Gallery and received an encouraging welcome, but the owner died shortly afterwards and the initial promise died with him. Peter had more luck with the Portal Gallery in Bond Street, Mayfair, who admired the piece and asked to keep it for a week. Propped on an easel in the gallery, Tattooed Sailor launched Le Vasseur art onto the world.
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Catalogue for Phantasmagoria, Portal Gallery, April 1964





Tattooed Sailor (1964) is the archetypical early Le Vasseur painting, featuring a mix of characters on a coast. The sailors are in mid-Victorian garb, but the ships are eighteenth century and the medal-bedecked admiral appears to be King George V. Anachronistic elements include the knight’s encampment in the distance and a warrior wearing spectacles. The posing young woman could be a model of the 1960s. It remained in good condition by 2018 when it came up for auction at Sotheby’s and sold for seven times its estimate.
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