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Photo from Beyond the Hebrides by Donald .A. Fergusson 

As a boy, he heard stories that became part of his roots, of who he is and what he believes· 
in. And of course, the stories influenced how his painting evolved. The ocean, steep cliffs, 
and Big John's Mountain are as much a part of Peter Rankin as they are of Mabou Coal 
Mines. In the views from his windows are the essential passions of his brush. 

"I remember Sandy Beaton. He is a 
fisherman who seldom tells people what 
to do, or what to think. One day, on the 
wharf, I was helping unload crabs and 
the fishermen were picking on me about 
going to college. He turned to me and 
said, 'Don't ever forget who you are, or 
where you come from.' I was only a 
young fellow and I shrugged it off, but 
somehow· those words sunk in, and I 
always remembered them. He knew that 
by not forgetting you are a better person. 
He was right on." 

"Dont ever forget 
Where you come from" 

Interview by Francene Gillis 
with 

Peter Rankin 
historical painter 

from 
The Mabou Coal Mines 

- next page 
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Peter Rankin.. . 

I was the first in the family to be born here in 
Inverness County. My father, John Archie Rankin, was 
Scottish and my mother, Bernetta (O'Brien) Irish, so 
there are definitely strong· Celtic roots. I grew up in 
Mabou Harbour. Our father kept the land he had in 
the Coal Mines and as kids growing up we dreamed of 
moving to the place Dad spoke of so fondly. We would 
take off: on hikes to the Mines, ride the wild horses 
running in the fields and climb the cliffs. We loved it. 
I can't describe the attraction, but there was a deep 
desire to be part of it. Maybe it was the geography and 
the scenery, and maybe it was our father and the love 
he instilled in us because of his storytelling. He had a 
soft spot for the Coal Mines and we caught that 
somehow. 

There was a different time frame, and 
isolation. The scenery drew us back and the people 
who lived there. Old characters like Charlie Joe 
MacLean, Alex Rory Beaton, they were people who 
lived there when we were growing up. They taught us 
more than they knew. Although most of them are dead 
and gone, I still have images of them in my mind,and 
they come out in my paintings. I am trying to find old 
photos and shots of the old homesteads they lived on, 
and pictures of the people themselves to paint from. 
Other people who influenced that mentality of Celtic 
tradition are Angus Gillis and Katie Margaret, my 
uncle and aunt. And there were characters like Danny 
William, Angus Joseph MacDonald,and Donald Morag: 
there was something about them. I remember seeing 
them as a kid; their weather-beaten looks stayed with 
me. They were funny, yet serious at the same time. 
They loved to tease and pick on us kids. 

One of the strongest influences on my art was 
growing up in Angus and Katie Margaret's house. 
Angus was always telling old stories which permeated 
all our years as kids. We didn't have a television. We 
played radio and games and listened when stories were 
told. Those were the subliminal influences. A lifestyle 
is often passed on simply by being around it; it is not 
taught or told to you. 

My father's mother, Katherine Rankin, was 
very artistic, so it is in our genes. She used to do her 
own aand drawings on burlap, then she'd hook pictures 
of flowers and animals. She'd make her own dyes. 
Mom's family also hooked their own rugs, but 
Katherine was well known for her work. I started 
drawing as a kid. One summer I picked up a book with 

drawings in it and I tried to copy what I was seeing, 
and I realized, I can do this! When I should have been 
doing other things, I was drawing and sketching 
cowboys, horses, and things that interested me. I was 
not headed in any particular direction. I tried to 
enhance the drawings with shadings, and I tried to 
copy, the best I could, what I was looking at. In 
highschool I did drawings and lettering. That was 
tedious, but good discipline for my eye and hand. 

Teachers like Jim St.Clair and Carol Chisholm 
encouraged me and that was a positive thing for me. 
Jim set up a session with Barry Fraser. Jimmy Rankin, 
Johnny Gillis and I travelled down to his place and we 
talked about art, looked at books, and went out and 
sketched. Being with Barry and having people 
encourage us as teenagers, that was important. I 
thought learning to be an artist would be a structured, 
formal thing, but it doesn't work that way: Working 
with Barry led to a publication of drawings in the early 
seventies called Collection Twenty. That was a big boost 
for me when we did that. I felt I had something 
published and I was only in highschool. I was on top 
of the world for a while. 

My family encouraged me along the· way, 
definitely with a critical eye. They were good at 
making sure you had things right and if it wasn't, they 
told you. I guess you'd say they have an eye for detail 
and exactness, and the right way of doing things. 

Portfolios was our second publication with the 
same four artists. It was published in the early eighties. 
I went to St. Francis Xavier after highschool: 

I remember Sandy Beaton. He is a fisherman 
who seldom tells people what to do, or what to think. 
One day, on the wharf, I was helping unload crabs and 
the fishermen were picking on me about going to 
college. He turned to me and said, 'Don't ever forget 
who you are, or where you come from.' I was only a 
young fellow and I shrugged it off, but somehow those 
words sunk in, and I always remembered them. He 
knew that by not forgetting, you are a better person. 
He was right on. 

At St.FX, I decided to take an art course as an 
elective. There were many trying moments in my 
artistic development when I tried to move from pencil 
to colour. I was lost. I almost quit the course because 
I couldn't adapt to the paints. I was fed up with trying 
to make things look real, and I couldn't seem to do 
that with colour. 
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how colours mixed and blended, I got right into it. I 
started doing more complex things. I discovered 
Robert Bateman and Norman Rockwell. I studied their 
paintings and tried to make representations, and I 
learned how to make colours do what I wanted. 

After getting my Bachelor of Arts Degree, I 
married and moved to Halifax. My wife Brenda was 
studying physiotherapy. I worked on commissions and 
whatever I was 
asked to paint. 
Portraits, boats, 
houses, scenery, I 
tackled whatever 
came along. That 
helped me develop 
artistically. Now I 
don't have to 
struggle with how I 
should go about 
painting flesh 
tones Or rotting 
wood. Everything I 
have done has 
been part of a 
learning process, 
and someday it will 
be part of my art 
vision or way. 

While in 
Halifax I studied 
other artists, and I 
came to appreciate 
what they were 
saying in their style 
and composition. It 
opened by mind to 
art as an art, and 
art as an 
expression of the 
artist. There was 
more to being an 
artist than drawing 
what other people 
wanted me to 
draw. A lot of the 
art I saw in the city helped me, but it did not say what 
I wanted my art to say. I wanted to paint pictures and 
characters from home. My artwork is now going that 
way; it is coming out of a way of thinking. 

Five, or two years ago I couldn't have said that. 
My art was still evolving. I went through a soul 
searching of what I wanted to do with my art. 

. g 

' 

d 

life 
and 

story, and 
neighbourliness. I want to 
capture that mentality. 
Those kinds of attitudes and 
values were strong, but they 
sometimes get lost in our 
world of convenience today. 
Those people knew how to 
deal with hardships because 
it was a way of life. We have 
a harder time in the sense 
that we depend on the world 
and technology to ease us 
through. Those people didn't 
have that. They had each 
other, a strong faith, and a 
down-to-earth approach. I 
want to reflect that in my 
art. 

If you look at a ship, 
or a character with a 
weather-beaten face, it 
should say something. Those 
people were happy when 
they could build a ship, or 
work long hours, move on 
and contribute. They have 
contributed a lot to who we 

are, or can be. Without looking back at the people who 
came before us, we become lost souls. We want 
something real, we need to know who we are. It fills 
the empty spot. 

I haven't done all that in my art yet, but I want 
to. I want people to look into my work and really feel 
those times, feel a sense of connection. If I can show 
continued page six 
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