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The horse has been favoured as an image by artists from prehistoric times 
right up to the present day. Universally, there is no other animal that can be 
seen to have enjoyed such a special relationship with man. Throughout 
history, the horse has been used to benefit man more than possibly any other 
creature. At one point in the past, the horse was our most significant source 
of power; helping us to plough, sow and reap; enabling us to travel farther 
and faster than our own feet; and increasing the might of armies worldwide. 
 
 
The artist has always found the horse a powerful symbol, using its obvious 
beauty and strength to convey not only a varying amount of connotation, but 
also the mastery of his own technique, for the depiction of this graceful 
creature often denotes to us the extent of the artist’s prowess. Capturing the 
fluidity and grace of such an animal is never easy, and lack of success in this 
area can never be overlooked; there really is no margin for error when it 
comes to equine representation, whether this representation comes in loose, 
expressive strokes, or in finely observed detail. 
 
 
Throughout Ronan Walsh’s work, the horse has become a significant motif. 
Along with the dancer, it has come to represent all that is unfettered and 
primitive. Almost always, he chooses to use a horse that is both wild and 
white; the type of animal seen as romantic and ethereal - an otherworldly 
beast. His is a lone white stallion - regal in solitude, noble of stature – 
depicted in a sparse but beautiful landscape, the swiftly executed pastel lines 
of his form almost dancing across the paper. And when using oils, the artist 
allows the beast to emerge from the surface like a spirit from the mist.  
 
 
Indeed, the horse as spirit features strongly in Walsh’s work. His father, 
Owen, also an artist, died in 2002, but in the months prior to his death, 
Walsh returned to Ireland. Father and son spent much time in and around the 
Louisburgh area of Co. Mayo - his father’s birthplace - a wild and 
stunningly beautiful region on the shores of the Atlantic. Having spent a lot 
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of time apart, they took the time to enjoy each other’s company and sit and 
talk about art and life. Just outside the house where they were staying, horses 
cantered freely across the fields. It seemed to Walsh that they were 
omnipresent.  
 
After the death of his father, Walsh decided to remain in the area for a time. 
Captivated by the beauty of the landscape and trying to come to terms with 
his loss, he found himself inspired to produce a series of works in which the 
horse motif features strongly. He immersed himself in his painting, ever 
aware that as he was walking the same fields and breathing the same sea air 
that his father had done when he was a young man, the horses seemed 
always to be there, hovering, beckoning, reminding him of Owen. 
Throughout mythology, the white horse is often the bearer of a spirit on its 
journey from this world to the next; and for Walsh, the wild horses he saw 
were suggestive of the free spirit of his artist father, wandering the 
stonewall-bordered fields of his beloved Co. Mayo.  
 
 
Certain that it was symbolic of his father’s spirit, and reminding him so 
much of the time they had so recently spent together, he began to include the 
animal in his work. Both in his pastels and his oils of that period, the white 
horse features strongly. Wild and riderless, the animal is almost always 
there, often grazing, sometimes in the company of a dancer, or dancers, as in 
Gypsy Dancers Say Goodbye (2003). Here, the dancers are representative of 
life, revealing themselves to be even more alive, more part of the here and 
now, when juxtaposed with the beast that is caught between this world and 
the next. And as it almost always does in these works, the horse turns his 
head towards the dancer, towards the riot of colour and movement on 
display beside him, almost as if, in his contemplation, he is reminding 
himself of the exuberance of the life he will leave behind. He is taking a last 
forlorn look at life before leaving on a journey out of this world and on to 
the next. 
In the same vein is White Horse and Fountain (2004). Here, instead of it 
being the dancers who represent life, it is the fountain of water. Again, the 
white horse looks on, in reflection, at the vitality of the liquid, which forms 
the basis for our existence. Brushstrokes are looser here, with an expressive 
quality that underlines even more presciently an atmosphere of inherent 
spirituality. 
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It has been remarked that Walsh’s work can be compared with that of Jack 
B. Yeats (1871- 1957). Certainly both artists’ work indicates a certain 
romanticism and a distinctly personal vision. The techniques employed by 
both, with regard to the use of colour and the application of paint, are alike, 
and it is evident that their approach is similar. Yeats used the motif of the 
horse regularly in his paintings. In his earlier depictions of rural Irish life, 
the horse is seen in the position of power that it would have enjoyed in the 
Ireland of a century ago. But it is in his later work, where the horse is 
portrayed as a symbol of freedom and spirituality, that we see the specific 
similarities. Yeats also used a riderless wild white horse, depicted with swift, 
strong strokes, usually dominating the composition. His horses are romantic 
creatures, seen as symbols of journeys taken and also of those yet to take – 
perhaps into another world – they are beautiful and strident, ethereal but 
powerfully alive. Like Walsh’s horses, they entice us into a land of our own 
making, into a place of our imagination, a place of fairytales, myths and 
legends, away from the brutal physicality of our everyday lives. The horse 
represents a freedom from reality for many of us; galloping over hedges and 
ditches, across fields, unbound by the roads that chart any journeys we might 
make ourselves.  
 
White Horse and Man (2004), is yeatsian in its composition and application 
of paint. Here, man and horse are both seen in the middle ground, 
surrounded, womb-like, by a warm enveloping landscape rendered with 
short, layered strokes. Horse and man seem equal here; on the same level, 
confronting each other, dwarfed by the natural beauty and space of the 
landscape. There is a symmetry here, which suggests a balancing of the 
attributes of man and beast; there is no confrontation between them, they are 
almost in deference to one another, each humbled by the presence of the 
other. The man seems to be reaching out to the animal, realizing, perhaps, 
that he has at last come face to face with his spirit.  
 
Yeats’ romantic vision can also be seen in Walsh’s White Horse and Foal 
under Croagh Patrick (2004). Seen here, the white horse is again 
emblematic of the spiritual and the mythical. Dominating the composition is 
the huge peak that is Croagh Patrick. Symbolic of Ireland’s Christianity, the 
place where its patron saint is reputed to have spent forty days in prayer on 
its summit, and the site of an annual pilgrimage for over 1500 years, it 
remains a tangible link to a nation’s past. Every year, pilgrims retrace the 
steps said to have been taken by Saint Patrick as he climbed to the top to 
begin praying. 
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Here, in this painting, the white horse stands in the shadow of the mountain, 
her fluidity and grace thrown into relief by the mass of rock and earth rising 
up behind her. Her foal runs towards us, out of the composition, as she looks 
on transfixed, contemplating the pure exuberance of youth. She appears 
rooted to the spot, the traditions of the past behind her, and a future  
unknown, ready to be discovered before her. Her foal carries none of the 
caution that comes with age, galloping out into the unfamiliar without a 
backward glance. This is a powerful piece, possibly representative of present 
day Ireland. 
 
Horses at Dusk in the Irish Sea (2004), is illustrative of the nobility of the 
horse. In this work, we see a pair of animals -  graceful and majestic – at the 
edge of the shore. One looks up and out of the composition, as if startled, or 
aware of danger beyond. It is nearing night and the sea is blazing red, 
appearing almost on fire. Skies above are dark, menacing and turbulent. 
Again, we see the beast caught between two worlds – solid ground or 
boundless ocean – indicative of the enigma that is the white horse; mystical 
creature from another world, bound to this earth. 
 
Although his horses are almost always without a rider, Walsh sometimes 
portrays man and beast together. Seen with a rider - and often in a 
composition which concerns itself very much with the physical contact 
realized when man mounts beast – we see the horse being used as a symbol 
of man’s own animal element. As in Long Ride Home (2003), although the 
horse is being ridden, it is still evident that it is an unbroken animal, 
emblematic of the harnessing of a raw and natural energy, and of man’s 
desire to assert his own control over the elements of nature, and also perhaps 
to assert some control over his own erotic desires and needs – to tame the 
animal element within himself, so to speak. There is a frenzied application 
of paint in this work and the blurring of the demarcations between man and 
beast. This, coupled with Walsh’s Fauvist palette, results in an image of 
vivid intensity and extreme energy, and it becomes almost impossible not to 
be moved in some way.  
 
The image of the horse has become a significant motif in Ronan Walsh’s 
work. He strives, successfully, to allow us to dream; to transport us to 
another place where we can eschew the ties that bind us to this world. 
However, his work is never inconsequential, or ‘fairytale’ in content; it is 
strident, compelling and lasting. 
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