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PREFACE

Most of this book consists of Winston Churchill’s own thoughts on art, and the views of contemporary critics on him as an artist. These writings have never previously been gathered together, and that in itself is ample justification for the appearance of this volume. They tell us important things about Churchill, and about his reputation in his time; and while his own writings on art are, like most of his pictures, consistently buoyant, joyous and highly-coloured, he painted primarily to keep depression at bay, and also because it provided another outlet for the display of his extraordinarily creative gifts. Statesmen who are also artists are very rare, and Churchill is by a substantial margin the best documented of them.

Although I have long been fascinated by Churchill as one of the great historical figures of the twentieth century, my interest in him as a painter was only aroused when I was invited to deliver the Linbury Lecture at Dulwich Art Gallery on that subject, and it was further stimulated when I recorded a series that was broadcast on BBC Radio 4 entitled ‘Churchill’s Other Lives’. Accordingly, my first thanks are to Lord Sainsbury of Preston Candover and the Trustees of the Linbury Trust, and to Dr Ian Dejardin, the then Director of the Dulwich Picture Gallery, for inviting me to lecture on Churchill as an artist; and to Denys Blakeway and Melissa Fitzgerald, of Blakeway Productions, with whom I made ‘Churchill’s Other Lives’.

In researching Churchill the painter in the archives, I am once more indebted to Allen Packwood, Director of the Churchill Archive Centre at Churchill College, Cambridge, and his unfailingly knowledgeable and helpful colleagues. I am grateful to Dr Charles Saumarez Smith, Secretary and Chief Executive of the Royal Academy, and to Mark Pomeroy, the Academy’s Archivist, for their assistance and advice. I also thank Bart H. Ryckbosch, the Glasser and Rosenthal Family Archivist at the Art Institute of Chicago, and Teri Edelstein for putting us in touch. Once more, the assistance and forbearance of Dr Martha Vandrei have been invaluable.

In working on this project, I have been enormously fortunate in my two editors at Bloomsbury, Robin Baird-Smith and Jamie Birkett, who have seen a complex book through to publication with great resourcefulness, dedication and skill, and I also express my thanks to their colleagues, Sutchinda Thompson, Graham Coster, Hannah Paget and Chloe Foster. I am grateful to Curtis Brown, who represent the Churchill Estate, and in particular to Gordon Wise, to the National Trust staff who work at Chartwell, and to Mr Randolph Churchill for his generous help and encouragement. Thanks to them, no less than to Churchill himself, this book reveals his life in art more vividly than ever before.

David Cannadine

Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study

Uppsala

30 November 2017






 INTRODUCTION

by David Cannadine




‘Winston sees everything in pictures’

Lord Moran1



During the last years of his life, Winston Churchill was often acclaimed as ‘the greatest Englishman of his time’ and ‘the saviour of his country’, and he is still regarded by many as ‘the most remarkable human being ever to have occupied 10 Downing Street’, and as the ‘greatest Briton ever to have lived’.2 Such encomiums, although not universally shared, rightly recognize the extraordinary longevity and outstanding achievements of his public life, as a politician, party leader, prime minister and global statesman, but they also bear witness to the unusual range of Churchill’s extra-curricular activities and accomplishments, as (among other things) a soldier and journalist, historian and biographer, bricklayer and bon viveur, polo player and racehorse owner. With the possible exception of Mr Gladstone, no British prime minister of modern times has inhabited so many varied and different hinterlands, or done so with such energy, vigour, brio and élan. And on any list of what Churchill called his ‘hobbies’, painting eventually came to rank very high, both in terms of the therapy and pleasure that it gave him, and as an important aspect of his latter-day reputation as ‘the largest human being of our time’.3 For while he never claimed to be a great artist, painting would come to occupy a uniquely important place in his recreational repertoire, and it also furnished an essential element of his latter-day public persona as a veritable Renaissance man of exceptionally varied accomplishments. Yet like so many aspects of his long life, Churchill’s involvement with oils, brushes, easels and canvasses was more complex and revealing than his own writings on these subjects suggest, and there is more to say about him as an artist than has yet been recognized.4

I

Among the hundreds of paintings Churchill completed during his lifetime were many of the interiors and exteriors of Blenheim Palace, and they were one indication of the abiding importance to him of his ancestral home [Figs. 5, 12, 15]. He had been born there in a small ground floor room in November 1874; he proposed to Clementine Hozier in the Temple of Diana in its gardens in the summer of 1908; and he was buried nearby in Bladon churchyard in January 1965. Blenheim also helps explain Churchill’s fierce sense of dynastic pride and family loyalty, his preference for a settled, hierarchical social order, and his belief in the Whiggish narrative of providential national greatness which Vanbrugh’s monumental mansion triumphantly celebrated and proudly proclaimed.5 Less often noticed is that during Churchill’s early years, Blenheim was still one of the great treasure houses of Britain, meriting comparison with Woburn, Chatsworth, Boughton or Burleigh, for it had been filled with great art collected by John Churchill, first Duke of Marlborough.6 But the family finances had been much diminished since his day, and between 1884 and 1886, the Blenheim Old Masters, including canvasses by Raphael, Breughel, Rembrandt and Holbein, were dispersed in some of the most extraordinary art sales of the nineteenth century.7 To be sure, a few important works survived, including the portrait of the fourth duke and his family by Sir Joshua Reynolds, which would later be joined by the companion picture which the ninth duke commissioned from John Singer Sargent, some of whose paintings Churchill would later copy [Fig. 33].8 But the disappearance of virtually all the best art from Blenheim during Churchill’s adolescence may explain why he never evinced any serious interest in European Old Masters, or in traditional English portraiture.

This depletion may also help explain why Churchill would later claim that he had demonstrated no appreciation of art at any time during the first forty years of his life, and that his own creative endeavours had been confined to a few drawings reluctantly and unsuccessfully undertaken while he was at school and serving in the army. Such was his recollection, as reported years later, by Clementine Churchill, and as recorded by his doctor, Lord Moran:


When Winston took up painting in 1915, he had never up to that moment been in a picture gallery. He went with me … to the National Gallery [in London], and pausing before the first picture, a very ordinary affair, he appeared absorbed in it. For half an hour, he studied its technique minutely. Next day, he again visited the Gallery, but I took him in this time by the left entrance instead of the right, so that I might at least be sure that he would not return to the same
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