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Finding, keeping and using water, dwelling with it – 
these are features of the complex narrative of humans-
and-nature that have shaped our landscapes, and 

nowhere more evidently than in Sussex, with its springline 
settlements and dry downland grazing, its legacies of the 
Tudor iron industry, brewing, brick-making and milling. The 
landscapes of Sussex, particularly those of the South Downs, 
now protected and celebrated by the South Downs National 
Park, have been made both by water and by the lack of it. 

During the severe drought of early 2012, which seems 
unimaginable after one of the wettest years on record, Mary 
Anne and I walked Kingston Ridge on a burning March 
day. We had promised ourselves a collaboration after each 
finishing major projects. Water surfaced as the theme. 
Stopping by an overgrown, muddy dewpond, we talked 
about how we might work together. Later, coming home, we 
met a herd of Exmoor ponies. That evening I wrote in my 
notebook simply: ‘29 March. Mary Anne and I walk Downs 
in great heat. Dewpond. Exmoor ponies.’

One year on, the project plan is clear, and we are 
preparing a pilot exhibition for the Linklater Pavilion Water 
Festival in Lewes, 23rd June 2013, showing work which 
sprang directly from that walk. 

From the outset we wanted our collaboration to be fluid 
in every sense, letting our creativity flow across Sussex and 
collect in specific places. We especially want to investigate 
wells, springs and ponds and the working interaction 
of human life with water in domestic, agricultural and 
industrial contexts, up to and including the contemporary 
management of ground water by the water companies.

To begin with we identified and visited water sites of 
historical interest, deliberately letting serendipity influence 
our journeys. In some places we wrote and sketched, in 
others we simply walked and photographed. We swapped 
notebooks and images; we read and talked. We met experts 
from the SDNP and Sussex Wildlife Trust and forged links 
and partnerships. The project began to find its form.

After field trips to Hermitage Holy Well at High 
Hurstwood, Ebernoe Furnace Ponds, Coultershaw Beam 
Pump, Chanctonbury and its dewponds and many other 
places, we identified the sites we wanted to return to, those 
that would become subjects of the full project.

Then, in a perfect circle, we found ourselves settling again 
on our primary inspiration – the dewpond, that mysterious 
emblem of Sussex downland water. Each of us made trips to a 
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dewpond on Standean Farm near Ditchling Beacon to work intensely on 
the early focus of our collaboration. The concept of distillation inherent 
to the idea of the dewpond seems to hold the genesis of the project.

Mary Anne’s initial painting was an image of one of the Exmoor 
ponies we had met on that dry walk. She writes: ‘Often it is the least 
expected thing about a place that makes the greatest impression. Walking 
on the Downs when we first discussed this project, there was a myriad 
of impressions, from the heat of the March sun and the new lambs 
basking in it to all the possible permutations of our watery theme. Yet 
it was seeing the grazing herd of Exmoor ponies that became the germ 
of an idea. I returned the next day and had an unforgettable encounter 
with one pony who stood in front of me, looking straight into my eyes. 
The moment seemed somehow to encapsulate the previous day and I 
felt it was important enough to make a painting about.’ As the work 
developed it became clear that the pony had a vital and elemental role as 
wild and ancient guardian of the water in which it stands.

A mutual sense of serendipity is central to how we approach our 
subjects. Some time after Mary Anne started work on ‘Caballus’, the 
Exmoor pony painting, I found a reference to the Hippocrene spring on 
Mount Helicon which was said to have welled up from the hoof mark 
of Pegasus and was sacred to the Muses as a source of poetic inspiration. 
Our attraction to the dewpond and Mary Anne’s concentration on 
the pony now made complete imaginative sense. This added layer of 
inspiration led me to write the poem ‘Dewpond’ after repeated visits to 
the pond in different weather conditions. 

We both create in three ways: on site, from memory and in response 
to one another’s work. We both feel passionately about working in 
landscape but also share a need to retreat from a place in order to realise 
fully the work it has inspired. Gradually our combined body of work 
is evolving its own landscape. We can discern patterns and currents 
running through it. My writing already spans lyric poems, prose poems, 
short haiku-like fragments and brief documentary pieces – extended 
captions which inform the paintings and text, linking our creative 
work to the places of inspiration and their history. Mary Anne’s works 
vary from life-size paintings such as ‘Caballus’ (in egg tempera) and the 
pencil dewpond drawings, to minutely focused pencil and pen-and-ink 
drawings in almost miniature format. At the moment we are planning 
a more abstract fragmentary piece, visually integrating my short poetic 
texts with a range of Mary Anne’s small water-inspired pieces.

In showing our work, we are keen to expose process. At the Linklater 
exhibition, some of Mary Anne’s pieces will be displayed in an unfinished 
state and early sketches for my poems will take their place alongside 

DEWPOND

I am a dent in the ancient Downs – 
shallow crater, unhealed wound. I am lens,
bright coin on the dip slope’s tongue.

I am the shock of water
filling the hollow left by the hoof.
I am found at the heart of a midnight storm,

in the pause after the snow’s rough song.
Sink to your knees in my summer dew,
winter rain and sleet.

Held by chalk-light between sky and hill,
I mirror the dark
through countless nights. I am thought

by earth and air, gorse and hawthorn.
Under the sun, I contract
to a sliver of platinum. I am gone.

Clare Best

worked-up pieces. We will also show extracts from 
journals and notebooks, as well as photographic 
material. We will project short film clips – close-
ups of water – which make effective counterpoints 
to the artworks and writing. I captured the first of 
these by accident on a freezing February trip to the 
Standean dewpond: my hands were so cold that I 
pressed the video button instead of the still button 
on my camera. The result was a beautiful small 
mistake of a film. Serendipity at work again.

Now, as we look ahead to the next stages 
of Springlines – extending our own work, and 
planning exhibitions, collaborations, workshops, 
talks – we feel more and more keenly that this 
project will put art to work in helping people 
think about their relationship with this most 
precious of natural resources: water. 

Dewpond by Mary Anne Aytoun-Ellis / Pencil, ink & white acrylic on 
gessoed panel / 4’ x 8’

Caballus by Mary Anne Aytoun-Ellis. Egg tempera & sepia ink on gessoed 
panel / 6’6” x 6’6”

Standean Dewpond photo Clare Best


