
   GUARDIAN  
of the DALES

Between running The Old School Muker Art Gallery and exhibiting 
images of the Upper Dales, photographer Richard Walls is 
determined to raise the profile of the remote regions of Swaledale
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Y
ou don’t have to tell a 
Yorkshire dweller twice 
how beautiful, inspiring 
and unique the Yorkshire 
Dales are. But ask 
someone from Yorkshire 
how many times they’ve 
made it to the Upper 

Dales, and chances are you’ll find many 
people have never ventured that far.

Step forward photographer Richard 
Walls, who is on a mission to show people 
the raw beauty of the Upper Dales and 
those Yorkshire lands less explored. Like 
so many others, despite being from West 
Yorkshire, before buying The Old School 
Muker Art Gallery, Walls had hardly 
made it into the more remote regions of 
the Dales. Today, he dedicates his time 
to showing them off to the world. 

“We took over the gallery nearly six 
years ago and we didn’t know anything 
about running an art gallery,” Walls says. 
“I’d been selling photographs at an art 
market in Leeds, the kids had left home and 
it felt like the right time to take a chance. 
I’d never been to Upper Swaledale before 
and I just fell in love with the landscape. 
Three months later, we moved to Muker.” 

They’ve focused the last five years 
on making the gallery and craft shop a 
showcase of independent makers. They 

“We can't be a fancy London art 
gallery, but we can show off the 

landscape that surrounds us”

CRACKPOT FALLS 
IN SWALEDALE

are now the biggest art gallery in the 
Yorkshire Dales National Park, but what’s 
really special is the way in which the 
gallery has become a kind of guardian of 
the Dales. “We can’t be a fancy London 
art gallery, but we can show off the 
landscape and the life that surrounds us,” 
Walls says. “In our world of art, people 
buy things because they’ve forged a 
connection to the place and they want to 
take a piece of Upper Swaledale home.”  

What is it that Walls is so drawn to 
when it comes to the Upper Dales? “The 

RICHARD WALLS AND HIS WIFE POLLY

INSIDE THE GALLERY
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landscape is like nothing else, it’s completely 
unique,” he smiles. “The landscape 
around Muker, Keld and Kisdon Hill is 
gobsmacking, it’s so beautiful. It’s lovely 
all the way up from Richmond, but when 
you get above Reeth to Upper Swaledale, 
the landscape changes and becomes more 
rugged and then when you get to Keld, 
it becomes this atmospheric place.”  

Walls tells me how he loves the diversity, 
from limestone gorges to the Muker 
meadows. “You’ve got the old mining 
remains, too, and all the drystone walls,” 
he marvels. “Nature started it all and 
then people have come along and built 
on top of it. It’s created something.”

It’s this idea of ruggedness and the fact 
that the landscape hasn’t been over-
beautified that he is so drawn to. At the 
moment, he’s working on a project to show 
this called The Twelve Views of Kisdon. “I’m 
talking to people who have a connection 
with Kisdon Hill,” he explains. “I’m doing 
little essays and putting them together 
with photographs. We’re trying to explain 
how the landscape has all been developed 
through necessity and hard labour, yet 
somehow it’s created this wonderful place.” 

Walls recently had an exhibition at 
The Station in Richmond called Over 
Buttertubs. “We get people coming from 
Richmond who say they haven’t been up to 
the Upper Dales for 30 years, and they're 
only half an hour away,” he says. “The aim 
of the exhibition was to promote the area 
as much as possible to people who don’t 
make the journey up, tourists and locals.”  

And for 2022? There’s an exciting arrival 
of works heading to Muker from Cherry 
Kearton, the early pioneer of nature film 
photography and documentary filmmaker 
born in nearby Thwaite. “The focus is on 
my new project and also the gallery – we’ve 
got three or four featured artists this 
year,” he says, looking delighted. “We’ve 
got an exhibition of Cherry Kearton’s 
work that was at the Royal Geographic 
Society last year, with the idea that 
everyone in the local area knows about 
the Kearton’s and is proud of them.” 

richardwallsphotography.com; 
theoldschoolmuker.co.uk

Five of 
the best

Through the lens with 
some of Richard Walls’ 

favourite Yorkshire 
photographs

S wa l e da l e  >
This view is looking up 

Swaledale from above the 
hamlet of Crackpot on an 

August evening. The weather 
was moving quite quickly 
(as it often does) and the 
sun’s rays swept across, 

lighting up the Dale. When 
you’re standing in front of 

a scene like this, it’s easy to 
understand why Yorkshire folk 

call the county ‘God’s own’.

 I v e l e t  B r i d g e  > 
Ivelet Bridge was built around 

1680 across the River Swale. 
It’s perfect form and function 
has withstood the test of time 

when many other bridges have 
fallen victim to the Swale’s 

capacity to flood quickly. The 
picture was taken standing in 

the middle of the river in early 
June around 7am when the 

sun comes directly along the 
river and lights up the bridge.

W h i t f i e l d  > 
G i l l  F o r c e , 

W e n s l e y da l e 
This is a gem of a waterfall 

close to the village of Askrigg. 
In autumn colours, Whitfield 

Gill is stunning, especially the 
golden leaves on the beach 
trees. Part of the waterfall’s 
charm is that it’s difficult to 

reach. It’s approached up 
a ravine and it took a good 

pair of wellies to reach.

<  I n g l e b o r o u g h
A view of Ingleborough (the 
second highest hill in Yorkshire 
and one of Yorkshire’s Three 
Peaks) taken from High Cam 
Road, an old Roman Road just 
above our home in Sleddale. 
It was taken in June during 
a thunderstorm. From this 
spot, Ingleborough is usually 
a silhouette, but the sun’s 
rays lit it beautifully, picking 
out the contours of the hill. 

<  K e l d
This is a view from just off the 
road that leads up to the Tan 
Hill Inn. It’s looking back over 
a youthful River Swale towards 
Keld. I’d gone in search of 
autumn colours at Wainwath 
Force, a waterfall above 
Keld, but instead decided 
to explore. The sun’s rays 
lighting up Catrake Cottages 
and the adjacent meadow is 
what really made the shot.

1
2

3

4
5

AB SO LUTE LY  magazines

WENSLEYDALE AT DAWN


