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WHOOSH, SPLASH, WHAM

Willy Tirr

Flight III

Watercolour

c.1983

CONTENT AND IDEAS

What three words would you use to describe this picture?
Encourage alternative words for children’s choices to build up a rich vocabulary about the work
e.g. lively = forceful, active, dynamic, violent, energetic, stirring, vigorous

dangerous = unsafe, menacing, threatening, treacherous
exciting = thrilling, spine-tingling, hair-raising, electrifying, dazzling, stirring, exhilarating
gloomy = dismal, grim, dreary, sombre, raw
bare = barren, bleak, windswept, desolate, harsh
scary = terrifying, frightening, alarming, dreadful, horrifying
cold = chilly, freezing, biting, cutting, stinging, piercing, wintry
stormy = blustery, raging, howling, squally, wild, tempestuous, agitated, explosive
wet = drenched, showery, sodden, dank, clammy, soaking, sopping

Ask children to explain their choice of words. Consider what the opposite words might 
be.

What do you think the picture shows?
• It looks as if dark stormy clouds are disgorging torrential rain on to a row of hills.
Children may have valid alternative ideas!

Share this information: Tirr’s work was mainly inspired by the dramatic harsh landscape of places
in Yorkshire, such as Ingleborough and Great Whernside. Many of his works show a specific view
glimpsed through wet or misty weather.

What might the black streaks represent?
• Do they represent something that has passed by?
• Do they perhaps symbolise a clap of thunder?
• Might they express how the artist felt when he experienced this storm?

There is no one answer to this question; encourage children to use their imagination.

Why did the artist call this picture Flight III?

Activity
• Discuss how this picture makes children feel. They could write a description or a story about
what they imagine might just have happened in this picture.
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Do you feel BIG, SMALL orEXTRA SMALLin front of this picture? Why?

Look at other pictures which show dynamism in dramatic weather
J.M.W. Turner Rain, Steam and Speed – The Great Western Railway about 1839-44
(National Gallery, London)
J.M.W. Turner Snowstorm: Steamboat off a Harbour’s Mouth 1842
(Tate collection, London)
Per Kirkeby Birds Buried in Snow 1970 (Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Humlebaek)
Arshile Gorky Waterfall c.1943 (Tate collection, London)

FORM AND COMPOSITION

How many colours can you see in this picture? What are they?
• Black, dark grey, light grey, dark blue, light blue, red, brown, white (paper)

How did the artist create emphasis to certain parts of the picture?
• The thicker black and red streaks stand out strongly from the rest of the picture.

How would you describe the different brush marks?
• Three thick diagonal black slashes
• Two red vertical streaks
• Grey and blue diagonal swishes that evoke the main, heavy rain cloud
• Black and grey dabs, blots and blotches that suggest other clouds
• The thin black curve of an ellipse
• Thin diagonal and horizontal lines that outline the hills

How did Tirr create a sense of movement in his picture?
• By the opposing angles of his brushstrokes
• The brushstrokes for the rain clouds were painted from the top of the paper
on a diagonal from left to right.

• The two thick black brushstrokes cross the rain clouds at the opposite diagonal,
as if moving up into the sky

• The thin line of the ellipse which perhaps suggests something swirling around in the sky.

Activities
• Look at how cartoonists use lines, shapes and squiggles, like
those illustrated, to suggest movement, actions (e.g. collisions)
and noises – Tintin books have especially good examples.

• Give children a list of action words – e.g. run, jump, dive,
fall, walk, hop, dance, twirl, fly, march, zoom, crawl, skate,
glide, swim, creep, slither, roll, swoop, climb, swing, wiggle,
twist – and ask them to use lines or brushstrokes to
suggest each different movement. Can other children
guess what movements the marks represent?
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• Ask children to imagine what sounds they might hear if this picture came alive.
Then ask them to use colours, lines and brushstrokes that they think are appropriate to create
a picture that evokes a particular sound e.g. bang, clang, whoosh, boom, zing, crack, ring,
click, clack, thump, splash, swish.

TECHNIQUE AND MATERIALS

What materials did Tirr use for his picture?
• Watercolours

How did he apply the sky colours? What effect does this give?
• In layers. Dark grey tones have been overlaid on top of the lighter blue and grey ones.
This helps give the effect of sheets of rain falling from a dark storm cloud.
• The colours have been diluted with water and applied either to a damp sheet of paper

or to an area of still-wet paint.
The paint ran to give soft, fuzzy edges to the rain clouds
• Tirr graded the sky colour, so that it gradually fades towards the horizon.

Are all the brushstrokes the same length? Do they all go in the same direction?
• No

Where has paint been applied more thickly?
• The three black streaks
• The red streaks

ABOUT THE ARTIST
Willy Tirr
Willy Tirr was born in Stettin, Germany in 1915. Fleeing the Nazis in 1938, he settled in England.
After internment in England and Australia, he joined the army and ended the war in the Intelligence
Corps. He taught at the Leeds College of Art through the 1950s and 1960s, as well as painting in
a studio he built for himself adjoining his house. By 1970, he became a lecturer and then head of
Fine Art at Leeds Polytechnic. In 1984, he was the artist-in-residence at the University of Wollongong,
Australia. His work has been exhibited widely around Britain and in Switzerland, Israel, Germany, Canada
and the United States. Tirr died in 1991.

Other works by Willy Tirr in the Ben Uri Collection
Acid Brown

There are works by Willy Tirr in collections at:
• Bradford University
• Leeds City Art Gallery
• Dean Clough, Halifax
• Bezalel National Gallery, Israel
• Woolongong University, Australia
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