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Abstract 
 

The writings of the British painter Stanley Spencer (1891 – 1959) have 

received far less attention than his paintings. Two of his biographers, 

Collis (1962) and Pople (1996), drew extensively on his letters and Glew 

(2001) has made a selection of those that are in major British collections. 

This dissertation examines a private set of fifty-three letters to his niece 

Daphne and her family covering his final decade, 1950 - 1959. Previously 

unknown to the wider public, these letters were released especially for this 

project and are an addition to this genre of Spencer’s writings and help fill 

a gap in studies of the painter towards the end of his life. 

 

Nearly all the correspondence was addressed from Cliveden View, the 

painters’ home and studio in Cookham Rise. The first was written shortly 

before the death of his first wife Hilda (1950) and the last was written only 

a few months before his death. Addressed to his extended family in 

Northern Ireland, the correspondence covers his studio work, several 

exhibitions (including the Tate Retrospective, 1955), socialising, travels 

and his public life, including many requests to give talks. 

 

Drawing from his correspondence and contemporary accounts, the 

dissertation identifies and addresses a number of themes that occupied 

Spencer during this decade: the extended preparations for his unfinished 

canvas Christ Preaching At Cookham Regatta, his musings on the 

importance of drawing, and his passion for creating imaginative works 

drawn from his ‘notions’ or ideas. In addition the letters are examined to 

shed light on how the painter managed his domestic and social affairs 

during this period, and how he juggled increasing demands on his time, 

including his British Council-funded visit to China, the public honours 

conferred on him, his dependence on his agent, Dudley Tooth, and his 

relationship with his home village of Cookham. 
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Chapter 1  

Introducing this set of Spencer’s letters and 

defining the boundaries of study 

 

1.1 Spencer as a writer 

 

To understand Spencer’s paintings and drawings we have paradoxically to 

look closely at, and scrutinise his writings. Spencer has been celebrated 

increasingly, particularly in Britain, as an important twentieth century 

figurative artist of religious works, landscapes and portraits, with a highly 

individual style, especially in his imaginative works. But he was also an 

accomplished and persistent writer who wrote copiously and impulsively 

for himself and to others. His idiosyncratic style and unorthodox use of 

grammar, spelling and punctuation are soon grasped and are no stumbling 

block to gathering his meaning. They are the fruit of his home-schooling 

and unusual family-centred upbringing, and reveal his highly original, 

fertile and restless mind. They even add to the charm and sometimes 

clamour of his independent ‘voice’. 

 

Estimates vary as to the quantity of his writings: Adrian Glew, the curator 

of the Spencer Archive at Tate Britain, calculated that he wrote in ‘primary 

material’ up to 2 million words1. He based this on the 88 lengthy 

notebooks, 13 diaries, over 900 extensive pieces of writing which vary 

from short, back of an envelope, jottings to many pages, and the large 

number of letters in the Tate Britain Archive. Glew reckoned that 

Spencer’s writing ‘began in earnest’ around the time that he courted Hilda 

and, through her, gained ‘access to a new intellectual circle’. Glew likened 

Spencer’s writing style to James Joyce’s, as portrayed in Ulysses and 

even more so in Finnegan’s Wake, before claiming that ‘Spencer’s writing 

                                                 
1 Adrian Glew (ed. (2001) Stanley Spencer Letters and Writings, Tate Publishing, p16.  
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presents a stream-of-consciousness chronicle of his own thoughts and 

feelings unparalle[le]d both in volume and intensity by any artist in the 

twentieth century.’2 

 

Ken Pople, Spencer’s most recent biographer, estimated his output as 

millions of words3. Richard Carline, Spencer’s brother-in-law, who made a 

study of Spencer’s letters written between 1914-1959, agreed with an 

estimate that in all they amounted to ‘more than two million words.4 Sir 

John Rothenstein estimated that it was ‘three million words or more, an 

output larger than that of many professional writers.’5. My research 

suggests that this last figure is getting closer to the likely total. 

  

How many letters in total did Spencer write? It is not known. Maurice 

Collis, his first biographer, calculated that ‘the manuscript letters contain 

more than a million words, about half of the total length of the rest of his 

papers’ 6. My estimate is that he wrote very many, possibly thousands of 

letters – to his first wife Hilda, his children, to his wider family (including the 

subjects of these letters), his friends, his dealer, patrons, and to people 

who wrote to him with requests or wanting information. 

 

This research has focused on his letters to his brother Harold Spencer’s 

family, especially to Daphne, the daughter of Harold and Marjorie.7 

Together with Brian, Harold’s son by his first wife Natalie, the Harold 

Spencers lived just outside Belfast at 176, Merville Village Garden, and it 

was to there that Spencer wrote, and came and stayed. 

 

This study is based on 53 unpublished letters which cover his final decade 

1950 – 1959. Before this research was undertaken these letters were not 

                                                 
2 A.Glew, ibid, p12-13. 
3 Ken Pople, Stanley Spencer A Biography (London, Harper Collins, 1996), pxiv. 
4 Richard Carline, Stanley Spencer at War (London, Faber & Faber, 1978), p13. 
5 John Rothenstein (ed.) Stanley Spencer The Man: Correspondence and Reminiscences (London, 
Paul Elek, 1979), p8. 
6  Maurice Collis, Stanley Spencer A Biography (London,The Harvill Press, 1962), p14. 
7 Daphne Spencer was not sure if her parents married. Personal communication with the author, 
2007. 
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part of the established/mainstream Spencer archive or listed in the 

literature on Stanley Spencer.8  In total this correspondence consists of 

over 31,000 words.9 33 of the letters were written to his niece Daphne 

(with possibly one unidentified one also to her), 17 were written to 

Marjorie, and two to Harold.  

 

Daphne Spencer had another half brother, Sydney, the elder son of 

Natalie, but he does not feature in the correspondence. Daphne was the 

only child of Harold’s relationship with Marjorie Grieg. Spencer stayed with 

Harold and his family in Northern Ireland at least five times in the early 

1950s. He also drew and painted Daphne on various occasions and she 

reciprocated by drawing her uncle (see page 2). On her engagement to 

John Robinson who worked for the BBC in Belfast, Spencer invited her to 

be married from his home, Cliveden View, in Cookham church, an 

invitation she accepted.  

 

That this set of letters has existed privately came as a delightful surprise to 

archivists and scholars of Spencer’s life and work. But to anyone who 

knew Daphne and her husband Johnny it is rather something to be 

expected. They valued their kinship and friendship links with her uncle, 

enjoyed his company, and kept and treasured his letters. When her 

parents were both dead, Daphne took over the set, and with Johnny’s help 

arranged them chronologically in plastic folders, one for each year, using 

tissue to separate the sheets, many of which were small and some very 

fragile. In addition John typed out copies of what - to him - were the more 

interesting ones. 

 

In December 2006 the author was invited by Daphne, by then a widow, to 

look at the set and see what I thought might be done with them. I decided 

to give a lecture based on them. It was well received especially by Daphne 

and her family. By then I knew that these letters had much more to yield 

and deserved closer and more rigorous study. To that end I sought and 

                                                 
8 In 2007 I arranged for the Tate Archive to have a copy of this set of letters. 
9 The transcribed letters fill 59 A4 pages. 
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gained permission from Spencer’s daughters, Shirin and Unity, to research 

their father’s letters.10 It was at this stage that Daphne agreed that the 

Tate archive should have a copy of the set. 

 

In referring to Stanley Spencer I shall occasionally use his full name but 

otherwise refer to him as Spencer. This is in order to retain a critical 

distance from him and to establish objectivity and detachment.  To his own 

family he was Stanley, though Stan to his younger brother Gilbert, but also 

Tongly and sometimes Brer11. His favoured ending for his letters in this 

correspondence was ‘with love from Stanley’. 

 

1.2 Why did Spencer write letters? 

 

Dr. Johnson defined a letter as a ‘written message; an epistle’12 Spencer 

would not wish his letters, which he once likened to my ‘talking-to-myself 

style’ 13, solemnised with the classification ‘epistles’. He was not a St. Paul 

or the poet Pope. His letters were written messages with his news and 

thoughts. In the same letter to Daphne, he added ‘I love talking about my 

ideas as I believe you know.’  But he also liked writing about happenings. 

 

He wrote letters for a variety of reasons: to deal with family news or 

business and to keep in touch and report on what he had been doing. He 

had no telephone and so to conduct his personal affairs he had to write a 

letter or occasionally send a telegram or borrow a phone. To write when 

he had the time and was ready to do so was more convenient to him. Not 

having a phone prevented him from possible interruptions when he was in 

the middle of some work.  

 

                                                 
10 I am grateful for the intermediary role played by the Tate’s archivist, Adrian Glew, in obtaining 
this consent for me. 
11 Paul Gough, personal communication, 19 October, 2010. 
12 Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language, (London, Times Books, 1979). 
13  Letter 15, 14-17 January, 1952 to Daphne Spencer. 



 14 

One compelling reason for writing a letter was that he liked to reflect on his 

painting progress and on ideas that he was developing. This was when he 

‘talked to himself’ but only to those whom he could rely on to ‘listen’ even 

when he waxed long and lyrically. He seemed happiest when describing 

the ‘composing’ or drawing of his ideas for a proposed painting, such as 

Christ Preaching at Cookham Regatta. On such occasions his writing 

flowed with confident talk. He was very dismissive of those who saw him 

as a painter and nothing more, and by so doing ruled out his capacity to 

talk about his work.14   

 

A letter is one very personal way of expressing oneself, of working out 

ideas, of getting across a point of view, of sharing powerful feelings, of 

relating what one has been up to. Spencer was known to have written 

letters but not to have sent them, especially to Hilda. Such writing is often 

confessional, akin to keeping a diary or journal; and at the very least it is a 

way of trying out ideas, of catching one’s thoughts, or alternatively of 

getting something off one’s chest. 

 

Most people draft certain types of letters, editing as they write, crossing 

out words or paragraphs, and if necessary writing a fair copy. Spencer did 

cross out occasional words, for instance in letters 2 and 3, to Marjorie and 

Harold respectively, but beyond that he did not edit his letters: he sent 

what he had written, when ready, just as his words had come to him. 

  

Mixed with Spencer’s dislike of editing - or maybe because he failed to see 

the point of it - was a definite intention in this correspondence to entertain 

and amuse, especially by sharing what he had enjoyed doing. Thus, on 

the second and final page of letter 13, he tells Daphne that seeing 

Cinderella with the Franks at Windsor convinced him that he ought to join 

her and the family for a short stay during the Christmas season. 

                                                 
14  Letter 15 to Daphne, 14 & 17 January, 1952. And see also letter 46 to Daphne, late November, 
1955, in which Spencer imagines a Mr. Reed of the B.B.C. saying of Spencer’s wish to talk about 
his paintings, ‘an artist should not need to talk about his pictures pictures should speak for 
themselves. No, no he should be dumb: probably is dumb, expect that’s why he painted.’ 
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Letter 13, page 2. 

 

The Spencer-Daphne correspondence all had named recipients – with one 

exception15 - though sometimes a letter would be added to over several 

days or kept for some time before being posted.16 

 

                                                 
15 Letter 33, 9 December, 1953. From its content it was probably sent to Daphne. 
16 Letter 28 to Daphne, begun on 5 June, 1953 and not posted before 15 June, 1953. 
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1.3 The aims of the study and the chosen methodolog y 

1.3.1 The aims  

 
The  aims of this dissertation are: 
 
 
·  To critically examine and evaluate a substantial set of previously 

unknown letters written during the 1950s by a major British painter, 

Stanley Spencer; 

 

·  To set this sizeable correspondence within the broader artistic and 

social context of the artist’s work and circumstances of the time; 

 

·  To reveal through a close reading of the correspondence several 

previously unexplored themes relating to the artist’s late work, among 

them a number of insights into the artist’s approach to portraiture, his 

deliberations over his last major canvas Christ Preaching at Cookham 

Regatta (K.Bell, no. 448), and his views on his drawings; 

 

·  To shed light on the artist’s domestic, social and familial circumstances 

that helped shape his working habits and the subject matter of his last 

decade as painter; 

 

·  To compile a summary of the correspondence, which will aid future 

reference allowing others to navigate some thirty-one thousand words 
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of authentic first-hand material, and to produce a Dramatis Personae to 

introduce the many people referred to. 

 

1.3.2 The methodology 

 

The methodology had several phases – transcribing the letters, putting 

them into context, and interpreting them.  The first task was to make a 

transcription of the photocopied set in order that there should be a 

readable and complete text to work from. Given the size of the 

correspondence and the need to produce an accurate transcription this 

took a considerable period. 

 

Before the transcription phase several principles were established: chiefly, 

that it was preferable to copy what the artist had written rather than over 

tidying the spelling and punctuation. In so doing the artist would retain his 

own unique literary voice.  The only changes made were to add 

punctuation (using square brackets to indicate this), adding a full stop 

where needed, to help with the sense or to break the flow of a long and 

cumbersome sentence. In addition where each page ended is indicated by  

a forward slash sign.  

 

Forty-seven of the letters were dated but there remained six undated. After 

analysis, they were placed according to their possible year and month of 

writing. One helpful clue was the artist’s practice of using up one pad of 

writing paper at a time. There are also internal clues in the undated letters, 

such as his mention of a current painting, or information in other letters 

which connect to an ‘undated’ one.  As part of the scholarly infrastructure, 

a numbering system was devised to lend shape to the collection. 

  

In making the transcription each letter was prefaced with its date (if given) 

and the location from where it was written, (although rooted in Cookham, 

Spencer could be surprisingly peripatetic). Furthermore, the size of the 
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paper and the number of pages was recorded as was whether Spencer 

wrote in pencil or blue biro. To indicate the method used, reproduced 

below is the introduction to, and the opening page of, letter 13: 

 

 
Letter 13, Wednesday Boxing Day, 1951 (To) Daphne Spencer, 

Cliveden View (Cookham Rise), 8 x 5 inches (2 sides) pencil. 

 

Having established the text and the apparatus of its accurate recording, 

the overarching aim was to let Spencer ‘speak’ for himself. This was best 

achieved by a close reading, or by what might be termed an attentive 

‘listening’ - a reading receptively and carefully to what is being said 

through the words – and, of course, what is not being said. Spencer is 

possibly best understood by immersion in his words: his peculiar (but 

effective) turns of phrase, his ideas, feelings and swings of mood; and by 

working hard to gauge the manner in which he communicated them. The 
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priority was to receive what he has had to say in his own way, 

idiosyncrasies and all. 

 

This process of receiving from and being ‘addressed’ by the subject of 

study is a common component in any methodology of studying literature, 

music, painting, and the wider arts.17  As Lewis argues, we have to let the 

work first ‘speak’ to us, to create a dialogue with its inner character.  

 

Having transcribed and assimilated the contents of the letters, the next 

stage was to ‘converse’ with the material and start asking questions of it. 

Having posed a series of questions it was then necessary to seek answers 

and to identify connections. To help support this central part of the 

methodology a number of art historical authorities were consulted, 

museum curators engaged and means of comparison established. Given 

the obscurity of this body of correspondence, surprisingly little light could 

be thrown on their detailed content. However, the context in which they 

were written has been interrogated by historians and academics, many of 

whom were consulted during the course of the study (and all of whom 

showed a deep interest in the material, especially many of the revelatory 

items of information contained in it). 

 

In addition to the formal aims set out above, this focused study of one set 

of Spencer letters has been undertaken with the additional aim that it 

could add in a small but significant way to the growing library of Spencer 

publications and research. In embarking on this programme of critical 

enquiry and research it was hoped that additional information and 

clarifications of value and substance would emerge from this 

correspondence. 

 

The next part of the methodological programme was to put Spencer’s 

letters to his Belfast family in context both within Spencer’s life and times 

(though he was remarkably uninterested in the happenings of his own 

                                                 
17  See C.S.Lewis, An Experiment in Criticism, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
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country or of other nations’)18, and within his other writings. In so doing it 

was intended to shed light on the painter’s last years, the work he was 

engaged on, and his working habits, successes and frustrations.  

 

At the end of these phases, a number of core questions were raised, many 

of which relate to an assessment of the importance of these letters. Do 

they add to the corpus of knowledge about Spencer?  Do they offer fresh 

reflections on known artworks? Do they yield new information, and if so 

how significant is it? The final part in the method adopted was a series of 

extended reflections that drew upon the correspondence to offer new light 

on Spencer’s work at that time, of which his novel thinking around his last 

great canvas is perhaps the most striking, having been discussed nowhere 

else by art historians. Furthermore, his mention of undertaking a drawing 

of the then Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, is not reported by other 

Spencer scholars. The letters yield many other insights into his daily 

domestic and painterly habits which are explored in the latter half of the 

dissertation. 

 

The very final section of the dissertation, and a major driver in the 

methodological approach, was a summary of all fifty-three letters, which 

(given their length and often rambling, discursive nature) could be 

essential to scholars of the painter and his times. 

 

1.4 Cautionary notes 

But while treating Spencer’s (and others’) letters with receptivity and due 

care one still has to beware of becoming hagiographical, of being too 

uncritical of them. A contemplative and open stance is needed, but also a 

critical detachment and the necessary distancing to achieve as much 

objectivity as possible. 

 

                                                 
18 His brother Gilbert noted that. 
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Rothenstein warned of the danger of being uncritical and of relying too 

much on letters, Spencer’s or other people’s, for accurate and objective 

information. He was ‘acutely aware of the many pitfalls and fallacies that 

evidence of this kind can generate.’19 Therefore, we have to distrust 

letters. 

 

Rothenstein argued that much recent biography had been ‘distorted’ by an 

unchallenged reliance on letters as reflecting the truth when they might 

well be depicting a ‘transitory’ emotion ‘violently expressed’; and that this 

was true of many of Spencer’s letters written in the 1930s, when the 

reader might mistake a mood as a permanent record of what were 

Spencer’s attempts to cope with his ‘solitude’ or ‘a reluctant celibacy’ or for 

his current ‘tribulations’.’20 

 

Rothenstein advised that the ‘interpretation and evaluation’ of Spencer’s 

letters required ‘a delicate and scrupulous scholarship and even so will 

remain a difficult and complicated business.’21 That advice and cautionary 

note has been heeded.  

 

By the 1950s, the years of the Spencer- Daphne correspondence, 

Spencer was emotionally much more stable - unlike the late 1930s when 

he was vulnerable and insecure. There are no sudden swings of emotion 

in the 1950s letters to his Belfast family. He remains largely even-

tempered although he had moments of grumbling and anxiety. For 

instance in March, 1952 he is concerned that he has not sold a painting 

since the previous November.22 But his prevailing mood is one of calm, 

often cheerful, optimism.  

 

                                                 
19 J. Rothenstein, 1979, p96. 
20 J. Rothenstein, 1979, p96.  
21 J. Rothenstein, 1979, p96. 
22 Letter 14 to Daphne, 24 March, 1952. 
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1.5 Applying the theoretical methodological framewo rk: did 

it work in practice? 

 

Was the methodology appropriate to the task? Did it stand up to the 

expectations and the rigorous analysis required of it?  

 

The answer must be that largely it did, though it required some 

adaptations and modifications, in line with the volume of reading needed. 

One of the unique aspects of Spencer’s writing is that it is unrealistic to 

simply read a letter, understand it, and move rapidly on to the next. Many 

of them require several readings before their shape is truly grasped, and 

then further readings are necessary before all their information is 

absorbed. Furthermore, given that he was at times writing in parallel to two 

family respondents one can, to an extent, conduct a degree of cross-

referencing. 

 

However, this particular body of correspondence does not yield its secrets 

quickly (apart from some simple factual matters). It requires time, 

reflection, and frequent returns. Some letters are many-layered, with their 

contents, at times, conveyed haphazardly. 

 

An example of this is letter 4 of January, 1951 when Spencer admits that 

his head ‘is full of notions’  (his term for ‘thrilling ideas’ which would lead to 

new paintings) and that he would like to come up with an overarching idea, 

‘some all comprehending notion’ which ‘will great grandpa the lot’, which 

will embrace and encapsulate all his ideas.23 Spencer used this idea of a 

‘general’ or ‘grandpa’ a lot.24 It is a common usage in the letters yet 

requires multiple readings to understand its origin and application. 

 

On other occasions Spencer observes restraint and consideration for his 

recipient’s feelings, being more open with Daphne and rather defensive 

                                                 
23 Letter 4 to Daphne, January, 1951. 
24 P.Gough, private communication with the author, 9 September, 2009. 
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with Marjorie to whom he can admit his struggles and shortcomings. In 

letter 16 he laments how slowly he works, how ‘Everything takes ages 

before I am satisfied to paint it.’25 

 

Spencer can often jump from one topic to another.  For example in letter 

1726 he ranges from apologising for his delay in replying, then admitting 

his worries over Patricia27 before saying that he can now afford to have 

electricity installed, having at last sold some paintings. These are 

genuinely random flights of thought that take a patient reading to make 

connections and forge proper understandings. 

 

Even though the correspondence covers mid-1950 to 1959, Spencer 

occasionally refers to earlier years either when he remembers something 

that happened before 1950 (such as when he returned home by sea from 

Macedonia at the end of the First World War ‘after all the years out there 

and never expecting to return’28) or because a topic he raises invites a 

look back. An instance of that is his dependence, in many ways, on his 

first wife Hilda even though she had died in late 1950. She is mentioned in 

two early letters.29 But after her death she continued to be his Muse, 

someone he still wrote to.30   

 

                                                 
25 Letter16 to Marjorie, Thursday 17th (?January), 1952. 
26 Letter 17 to Daphne, 24 March, 1952 
27 He married Patricia Preece in 1938 after Hilda, his first wife, had divorced him. He never lived 
with Patricia  but had to support her. In 1951 she was claiming a bigger weekly allowance. 
28  Letter 4 to Daphne, January, 1951. 
29 Letter 2 to Marjorie, 5 January, 1951 and letter 3 to Harold, 5 January, 1951 (both these were 
written in reply to their letters: Hilda had died on 1 November, 1950 from cancer). 
30  K.Pople, 1996, p481 & 483 records how Stanley re-read Hilda’s letters to him and his to her 
and re-created in his paintings ‘episodes which had significance for him’. He also started ‘taking 
extracts from her letters and explaining them to himself as though he were talking to her.’ 
M.Collis, 1962, p214, states that the letters to Hilda began in December, 1950 just after her death 
and continued until his death nine years later.  
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1.6  What was Spencer doing in his final years, the  years of 

these letters? And who was influencing him? 

 

Pople labels the period 1951–1959 ‘The Reclaiming of Hilda’31. Hilda, his 

first wife, had died in November 1950, which ended any hopes he still had 

of persuading her to re-marry him (once he had divorced Patricia Preece, 

his second wife). But Hilda’s influence on him as his muse continued after 

her death, even though there is no evidence of this from our 

correspondence. For Spencer communed with her by re-reading their 

letters to each other, and his writings about her; and by writing further 

letters to her. In his imagination he returned to significant times and places 

connected with her and he produced further paintings featuring her: such 

as Silent Prayer (1951)32, which Spencer described to Tooth, his dealer, 

as ‘a kind of momento to my first wife Hilda.’33  

 

Spencer had always intended to feature Hilda in his ‘Chapel of me’, his  

proposed series of linked rooms, showing his paintings and featuring the 

key women in his life: one chapel was to be devoted to her. But the project 

remained an aspiration, too complex to realise.  

 

As Hilda hardly features in the letters being researched, so she plays only 

a background part in this thesis. 

 

It is far less clear what role Patricia Preece had, if any, as his muse. To 

Collis she had played that part in the 1930s: after his divorce from Hilda 

(and before it became absolute) he painted five nudes of Patricia34, and 

she appears in other paintings. But from the spring of 1950 Stanley 

withdrew his notice of divorce on the grounds of desertion (served on 

                                                 
31 K.Pople, 1996, p475. 
32 K. Bell, Stanley Spencer A Complete Catalogue of the Paintings (London, Phaidon,1992) no. 
361. 
33  K.Bell,  p493. 
34  M.Collis, p125. 
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Patricia when she returned from wintering abroad) and instead accepted a 

court order to pay her an increased maintenance allowance. Her lawyers 

advised her against seeing Stanley again. ‘The two never met again.’35  

 

Patricia is mentioned briefly in these letters. The Spencer we get to know 

in his final decade was living a bachelor’s existence. In addition to paying 

a weekly allowance to Patricia he had to keep an eye on and support his 

daughters, Shirin and Unity. He saw them either at Hilda’s brother Richard 

Carline’s at 17, Pond Street, Hampstead, usually at Christmas or when 

they came to see him. For wider family support he turned to Harold’s 

family to write to and stay with, and there was also his younger brother 

Gilbert and his wife Ursula. But Spencer and Gilbert led separate lives 

unless Royal Academy business or other matters, such as Spencer’s visit 

to China and Ursula’s illness brought them together. Ursula died before 

Spencer in 1959. Will, the eldest Spencer, was in Switzerland and 

although not forgotten had few visits from his siblings.36 He died in the 

early 1950s. Harold died in the mid 1950s leaving Marjorie and Daphne, 

Shirin and Unity, Gilbert and Ursula, and Percy – another brother, who 

advised on business matters - as Spencer’s close family. 

 

To Pople there were two Spencers in these last years, an external and an 

internal Spencer. There always had been these two sides to his nature. 

What was new was a remarkable late flowering of the external Spencer, 

and it was this outgoing, affable and accessible Spencer that deceived 

ordinary people into underestimating the importance of the other internal, 

meditative Spencer. 

 

To his close family he was apparently coping. This set of letters brings out 

clearly the increasing call of public demands on his external time; and yet 

the pull of his paintings, his private side, remained his great interest and 

fascination. He received plenty of social invitations and was invited to give 

                                                 
35 M.Collis,, p214-215. 
36 K.Pople,  p521. 
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talks, for instance to the Bank of England Club37 and at Bryanston 

School’s summer music course.38 Much of all this he enjoyed; but he   

needed time to implement his thrilling ideas, some of which he unfolded in 

detail in his letters to Daphne and Marjorie, especially in connection with 

his ambitious plans for a magnum opus, Christ Preaching at Cookham 

Regatta.39 

 

What did Pople mean by the external Spencer? He was not only referring  

to Spencer’s public duties but also to his being out and about in Cookham, 

often pushing his pram loaded with equipment, and to his becoming ‘a 

prized resident in Cookham, a buoyant grass widower’40, sociable and 

cheerful, happy to meet people and talk with them. ‘Buoyant’ suggests a 

more extrovert and affable person than he really was. Resilient is a better 

word. He was pleasant enough and willing to stop and chat but his 

painting came first, and he still had demons to contend with. 

 

Thanks to this batch of letters we get a vivid sense of these external and 

often enjoyable calls on his time. Some letters focus almost wholly on his 

social life and comings and goings.41 But alongside his accounts of 

socialising in or away from Cookham, he would be keen to report on his 

work in progress, and in particular his imaginative paintings.42 

 

Conversely by describing Spencer as ‘internal’ Pople saw him entering 

into another country, ‘a monastery of the imagination’ 43 where in the quiet 

of Cliveden View he could settle his Hilda-thoughts into paintings and 

return imaginatively to how things were in the early years of their marriage. 

Of the two Spencers Pople is convinced that Spencer the artist, when 

doing “my ‘homework’ in my room” 44, was engaged on the truly significant 

                                                 
37 Letter 1 to Daphne Spencer, undated, probably mid-year, 1950. 
38 Letter 24 to Marjorie Spencer, 7 October, 1952. 
39 See, for instance, Letter 18 to Daphne, 28 March, 1952. On Christ Preaching at Cookham 
Regatta see K.Bell, 1992, no. 448. 
40 K.Pople, p477. 
41 Letter 28 to Daphne, 5 June, 1953. 
42 See for instance letter 27 to Marjorie, 8 March, 1953. 
43 K.Pople, p480. 
44 Letter 47 to Daphne, 10 May, 1956. 
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work. Our letters bear this out, and confirm that Spencer had to get on with 

the making of art. 

 

1.7 Cliveden View 

 
‘Cliveden View’ in the 1950s. Photograph and collection unknown. 
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The majority of these letters – 47 of the 53 – were written from Cliveden 

View, the small, brick built, detached house he had moved into in August, 

1945 after his sister Annie had moved out and into a home where she 

could be cared for. Their brother Percy had suggested these changes. Of 

the other six letters one was written from a friend, Patrick Stevenson’s 

house, two were written during his visit to China in October,1954, one was 

written from the Canadian Memorial Hospital, Taplow, and the other two 

from ‘Fernley’45, better known as Fernlea (when it had been the family 

home) in Cookham High Street, to which he had returned in April, 1959. 

 

He bought Cliveden View with a weekly mortgage and so returned to 

Cookham after an absence of some years. It was ‘a commonplace little 

house’, according to Daphne Robinson.46 But Spencer liked it, and it 

suited his purposes. It had a living room, dining and kitchen downstairs 

and three bedrooms upstairs. The rooms were small but the area was 

quiet though the village school was across the road; and each day after 

his daily help/housekeeper, Mrs. Price, had left, having done her chores, 

Spencer, alone again, could be in touch with his ‘up in heaven self’ 47.  He 

made the front bedroom with its two windows and view across to Cliveden 

Woods his workspace and bought a metal army bed for it. Elsewhere there 

was enough space for his books and drawings, and certain precious works 

were stored so that Mrs. Price should not be embarrassed by them. A 

rolled up full frontal nude of himself, drawn on wall paper, was kept rolled 

up, and the contentious ‘The Leg of Mutton’ double nude, of Patricia 

Preece and himself, was kept under his bed. 48  

 

Conditions in Cliveden View were basic but good enough for Spencer. He 

cooked on gas and used a paraffin stove to provide heat. Electricity was 

installed in the early 1950s49 which would have given him much better 

evening lighting though he had used special blue night bulbs. There was a 
                                                 
45 Gilbert Spencer, in his memoir of his brother written in the early 1960s, refers to the family 
home throughout as Fernley, and does not use its former name Fernlea. 
46  D. Robinson née Spencer, phone conversation, 7 February, 2008. 
47  K.Pople, p 480. 
48  K.Pople, p 500. 
49 Letter 17 to Daphne, 24 March, 1952. 
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nearby outdoor lavatory but no bathroom although Daphne recalls him 

promising to have one installed before she came to stay.50 (There is no 

evidence that this was done.). The garden was in a wild state and he once 

attempted to reclaim it but got badly stung by the nettles. Later he paid Mr. 

Price, his daily’s husband, to keep it tidy. 

 

Cliveden View was five minutes walk uphill from the railway station and 

about twenty minutes walk from Fernlea and the High Street. To get to 

Cookham village on foot Spencer had first to negotiate The Pound, a 

narrow road below the station, with its pavement wide enough for one 

person only. After that, if going to paint locally, he could walk and push his 

pram with his umbrella and painting things across the slightly raised and 

open moor, and either take a path to the river bank or carry on to the war 

memorial and into Cookham High Street. 

 

Spencer spent nearly 15 years in Cliveden View and a total of 49 of his 

68½ years in Cookham or Cookham Dene.51 This correspondence shows 

that he was settled and happy in Cliveden View, busy with the work that 

he cared about, writing when he could snatch time from his painting or 

when it was necessary to finalise some travelling arrangements.  

 

People came to see him. Daphne Charlton, one of his lovers after his 

failed second marriage to Patricia Preece, frequently sent a young 

musician, Ian Kellam, to see if Stanley was feeding himself properly.52  

Daphne Robinson née Spencer visited several times, and indeed married 

John Robinson from Cliveden View. On different occasions she recalls 

seeing him painting in his bedroom/studio a section of Christ Preaching… 

which was fastened to the wall, perched on a chair lodged very 

precariously on a trestle table.53 And it was from Cliveden View54 that 

Spencer set off on his visits to friends, to make local paintings, to be 
                                                 
50 D. Robinson, phone conversation, 7 February, 2008. 
51  M.Collis, ibid, p17. 
52 K. Pople, email to author, 6 February, 2008.  
53  D.Robinson, personal communication with author, 2008 
54 The house, altered since Spencer’s time and bearing a blue plaque to commemorate his years 
there, was for sale in 2009. The guide asking price was £795,000. 
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entertained at local homes, to go to London, Belfast, China or Yorkshire, 

and to take work to Tooth, his dealer. 
 

1.8 The structure of the dissertation 

Chapter 2  concentrates on one of his most important imaginative 

figurative works, Christ Preaching at Cookham Regatta, with particular 

reference to the ideas he gathered and the many drawings he made for it. 

 

Chapter 3  explores other references to drawing in these letters. Chapter 4  

examines what Spencer writes about his paintings other than Christ 

Preaching at Cookham Regatta. Chapter 5  leaves his paintings and 

drawings and shows how much these letters tell us about the public and 

private Spencer and the essential supporting role played by his dealer, 

Dudley Tooth.   

 

Chapter 6  suggests areas for further study and raises questions prompted 

by the research. Each of the 53 letters  is summarised in the Appendix 

after which a Dramatis Personae  is given of those mentioned in the 

summary. A Bibliography  concludes the dissertation. 
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Chapter 2  

Spencer’s particular passion for one painting 
 

‘I could not help thinking what a glorious thing it was to be an 

artist, to perform miracles…’ 

Stanley Spencer1 

 

 
Letter 12 to Daphne, 20 December, 1951, p9. 

 

 

                                                 
1  Letter to Desmond Chute, 28 October, 1916 quoted in R.Carline, Stanley Spencer at War, p74. 
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In 1916 Spencer wrote to Chute that it was ‘a glorious thing’ to be an artist’. 

His delight in performing ‘miracles’ was still present in his final decade, 

according to the correspondence with Daphne and her mother. This was 

especially true when he was painting his visionary works. Of these one 

painting dominates the correspondence: Christ Preaching At Cookham 

Regatta.2 On page 9 of letter 12, 20 December, 1951 shown above, Spencer 

tells Daphne of his new ‘idea’ or notion of having Christ preaching on the river 

at Cookham.3 Spencer was at his most animated in these letters when writing 

about Christ Preaching at Cookham Regatta (usually referred to in this 

dissertation as Christ Preaching…). 

 

 

2.1 References to Christ Preaching at Cookham Regatta  in 

this correspondence 

 

Although it was in letter 12 that Daphne first heard of ‘the notion of Christ 

preaching on the Lake of Galilee or from the river Jordan’, which was to 

become the painting Christ Preaching…, Spencer had already been working 

on it for some time.  What ideas was he describing? Who else would feature 

in this painting? Here is how Spencer visualised Cookham’s ‘grand evening’ 

occasion:  

 

The “lake” or “river” is the river at Cookham just by the Ferry 

Hotel below Cookham Bridge. The boat (from which Christ 

preaches) is the old large horse barge which is, or used to be, 

moored alongside the Ferry Hotel lawn. The occasion of the 

preaching is at the end of the day of Cookham Regatta when 

instead of a grand evening concert, as is usually given from that 

                                                 
2 Unfinished. K.Bell Stanley Spencer: a complete catalogue of the paintings (London, Phaidon Press, 
1992). The painting is no. 448, p519, collection: the Viscount Astor, on loan to the Stanley Spencer 
Gallery, Cookham (SSG). It was 81 x 211in/ 205.7 x 535.9 cm. 
3 Letter 12 to Daphne, 20 December, 1951, p9. This is a key letter of introduction to the painting. 
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horse barge, and at which Harold & Will used to play, you have 

on this regatta evening Christ preaching. [quoted as spelt & 

punctuated]4 

 

 

For this notion, Spencer was drawing upon one of the great events of the 

Cookham ‘year’: the annual July regatta on the Thames. However, he chose 

not to describe the competitive races, the crowds gathered, nor the ‘grand 

evening concert’ that began the last phase of the long day. Instead, he 

described an extraordinary incident which fuses the prosaic with the visionary, 

the mundane with the religious: Christ preaching to an astonished and partly 

admiring crowd, not from the shore or the river bank of the Ferry Hotel but 

from the old horse ferry barge which until 1867 was used to transport cows 

and horses across the river. The building of the road bridge of that year had 

made the ferry redundant but it survived to be used on special occasions such 

as this. Spencer’s river scene is viewed from above as though he were 

looking down from Cookham Bridge. Everything is drawn from his memory of  

the Regatta of 1904 when he was 13. But if memory is the catalyst, then his 

imagination is the shaper, controller and creator. 

 

In the canvas, Christ is the key figure, a preaching, seated and leaning 

forward Christ, on the river but firmly in Cookham, Spencer’s beloved Eden, 

his paradise. His audience, who are not all listening to him, are those who 

have chosen to be on the river or on the banks of the Ferry Hotel at the end of 

the day’s racing. 

 

The painting, which was always intended to be a large work, was to be part of 

the river or side aisle for his proposed chapel based on life in Cookham.5 

Having already completed in time of peace a chapel at Burghclere (1927-

1932) which captured the ordinary daily non-violent activities of soldiers in 

                                                 
4 Letter 12, p10 . 
5 K.Hauser, Stanley Spencer, 2001, p68. 
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time of war, he wanted next to decorate a chapel which was to celebrate, in 

Kitty Hauser’s phrase, ‘the joys of peace’, which would contain nearly all of his 

paintings, ‘past, present and future.’6 This chapel, whose existence he 

imagined in1932 (possibly earlier), later became known as the Church-House 

or the ‘Chapel of Me’7. The Church-House was conceived to fuse the many 

components of Spencer’s complex and multi-layered domestic, creative and 

visionary lives into one coherent architectural and decorative whole. The 

Chapel’s lay-out would reflect the physical nature of Cookham, its roads, 

lanes and river, transforming his ‘home village into sacred architecture’.8  

Cookham High Street was to feature as the nave of the chapel with the river 

aisle to its right and School Lane to its left.9 

 

In letter 12 it is probably these proposed chapel-intended, figure paintings 

which he was referring to when, he complained, ‘that because of doing so 

much landscape I am in terrible arrears with carrying out the figure pictures I 

have for so many years wanted to do.’10  And he added, ‘All the outside world 

substance that was needed for these works has now been obtained.’11 By 

substance Spencer was probably referring to the source material and ideas 

that made up the various elements of these compositions. He had started 

work on the drawings for Christ Preaching…. but he was nevertheless aware 

that he could well be influenced by things happening around him; and so he 

offers an important caveat, ‘with the exception that certain references to the 

outside world (studies from people and things) usually occur when I come to 

carrying out some work.’12 

 

                                                 
6 K.Hauser, p61. 
7 M. Collis, Stanley Spencer, p143f cites a paper dated 1937 in which Spencer describes his proposed 
building. It was to be called a church-house because it would contain sacred and profane works. That 
combination covered all the subject matter of his paintings. 
8 K.Hauser, p68. 
9 K.Hauser, p68. 
10 Letter 12, p 5. 
11 Letter 12, p5. 
12 Letter 12, p5. 
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At this ‘composing’ stage, Spencer was still open to incorporating new ideas. 

During its extended gestation period the composition was altered.13 We shall 

see in a subsequent letter how substantial were these deliberations; indeed, it 

is clear from the letters that Spencer spent a surprisingly long time 

considering the actual format of the composition, including weighing up the 

pros and cons of a horizontal or a vertical format. 

 

At the composing stage in the making of a painting he tended to turn inwards 

in his thinking: it is after all an imagined work drawn from experiences and 

memories of his childhood. ‘This means that most of my observing eye is 

turned inwards. The things that are happening are happening in my mind.’14 

But his observing eye is also alert to possible useful happenings in the outer 

world: ‘That observing inward happening eye has its peepers often also for 

any thing of the outer world that in any way bears of the inward idea that is 

being so much thought about.’15 

 

In letter 12, and elsewhere, his idiom is a trifle stiff and cumbersome but it is 

consistent with his slow, elongated way of explaining something. Once one is 

accustomed to his way of expressing himself, his prose becomes appropriate, 

lucid, and at times witty and fresh – not so much ponderous as reliably 

trustworthy.  

 

In this same long letter (no.12), having set out his own stall and explained the 

way he worked, he insisted that in this respect he was quite unlike his brother-

in-law Richard (known as Dick) Carline, who had recently been painting in 

India. Earlier in the letter he had acknowledged that Carline was ‘brilliant at 

having immediate reactions to his immediate surroundings.’16 In comparison 

had it been Spencer and not Carline who had returned from a visit to India, it 

                                                 
13  Even when, much later in the 1950s, Spencer had drawn out the design for the whole canvas, it is 
clear from the unpainted part of the unfinished work that he made changes to his original drawing.  
14 Letter 12, p5f. 
15 Letter 12, p6. 
16 Letter 12, p3. 



 36 

would have taken him ten years ‘to squeeze out something’ from his new 

surroundings.17 That was not literally true for he was to catch an essence of 

China in some ten drawings and a few paintings on a visit in 1954. But he was 

quite right that Carline was much quicker at assimilating new surroundings 

and recording them as he was experiencing them. 

 

Spencer preferred to look inward rather than outward, to draw on what he had 

experienced and digested. Carline chose to paint the scene before him. 

Spencer preferred to trust his imagination and memory and create his 

composition largely from the past. This distinction between the two artists 

does not rule out the fact that Carline may have chosen on occasions to paint 

from memory and/or his imagination or that Spencer could not depict a scene 

or person before him. His Shipbuilding on the Clyde series (1940-1946)18 was 

a fine example of an artist responding to what was happening before him, as 

were his portrait drawings. 

 

These letters to Daphne or her mother show that he had a major work in mind 

and wanted to devote his time to it. The project of Christ Preaching… features 

in 23 of the 53 letters: the first time in December 1951 and the last in July 

1959. In the period from December 1951 to July 1954 he wrote about it in 18 

letters, half of them in 1952. In many of these, he related what he was working 

on, explained his ideas for the parts under consideration, and occasionally 

defended a compositional choice he had made. 

 

Given the number of times, and the amount, he wrote about Christ 

Preaching…, it is fitting to devote a chapter to this one work. 

 

                                                 
17 Letter 12, p5. 
18 K. Bell, ibid, nos. 328a-I, collection: Imperial War Museum, London.. 
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2.2 Others’ reactions to Christ Preaching…  

 

Detail of Christ Preaching at Cookham Regatta, 1959. Private Collection. 

 

Before we decide what light this family correspondence throws on the making 

of Christ Preaching… it is necessary to know how others have regarded and 

rated it. Its status has always been that of an important and major late work, 

which regrettably had not been finished. It was exhibited in its unfinished state 

on the north wall behind the choir stalls of Cookham church in the 1958 

Cookham Exhibition of Spencer’s work, and it drew ‘a concourse of people 

surging round’.19 It was bought by Lord Astor and next shown in the Royal 

Academy Summer Exhibition, 1960, one year after Spencer’s death. In 1962 

Astor lent it to the newly created Stanley Spencer Gallery where its fame and 

subject matter have since drawn many people to see it. There is currently in 

some critical quarters a re-appraisal of his work and its significance, which 

suggests that his place in British art is becoming more central and significant.  

Indeed two contemporary Spencer scholars, Timothy Hyman and Patrick 

                                                 
19 G.Spencer, Stanley Spemcer by his brother Gilbert ,1961, p185. 
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Wright, are making the case that it is a travesty to consider Spencer as a 

provincial and eccentric artist who tucked himself away in Cookham. They 

argue that he is of major importance to our understanding of not just twentieth 

century British art from 1914 – 1960 but of European art also.20 

 

I shall come to my own evaluation of it later in this chapter. But what of his 

biographers: how did they respond to it? They agree that it is an important 

painting, indeed they have helped to have it so regarded. Maurice Collis in 

1962 when he first mentioned it, described it as ‘the future great painting’ but 

otherwise wrote very little about it.21 

 

Pople saw Christ Preaching… as one of ‘these powerful compositions’ 

destined for the Church-House that, had he lived for another ten years and so 

been able to finish it, ‘might have resolved more of the messages of his life’s 

work.’22 Viewing it, for Pople, was ‘a poignant experience’. At a mundane level 

its unfinished state revealed the way Spencer worked, but ‘at the 

compositional level he lifts us in it to the threshold of his meaning of love and 

joy.’23 

 

Duncan Robinson, whose two books on Spencer are part biography and part 

documentary, quoted a Spencer letter to Hilda in which he writes of an idea 

he had for a painting of ‘Christ preaching from a boat…The place is Cookham 

bridge’24 to show that the painting’s roots, as with many of his imaginative 

works, went further back – in this case to 194425. Robinson saw Spencer’s 

‘bringing Christ back to Cookham’ as the acknowledgement of ‘the end of his 

own exile’.26   

                                                 
20 T.Hyman in British Vision, 2007,p27-29, and P. Wright, personal communication, 10 November, 
2010.  
21 M.Collis, p185. 
22 K.Pople, p504. 
23 K.Pople, p506. 
24 In D.Robinson  Stanley Spencer, 1990, p120 where he quotes M.Collis (1962), p185.  
25 However, K. Bell,1992, p222, argues for a much earlier date. See further in this chapter. 
26 D. Robinson, p120. 
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Robinson also recognised that Spencer, by having his 1958 Cookham 

exhibition in Holy Trinity church, gave many of his Church-house paintings a 

temporary church setting - the only one they would have in his lifetime - 

including Swan Upping at Cookham 1915-19,27 which Spencer had conceived 

in one of the church’s pews 40 years earlier when he decided to take ‘the in-

church feeling out of church’28 and painted Cookham bridge from the boatyard 

beneath it. The setting for Christ Preaching… was the same, says Robinson, 

(though it is from the bridge’s other side – not looking up to it – and looking 

down onto the river and the Ferry hotel) and the theme was the same: taking 

‘the in-church feeling out of church’. The painting’s ‘great, unfinished design 

underlines the remarkable consistency of Spencer’s vision as surely as it 

confirms his faith in Cookham as the earthly paradise.’29 Robinson concluded 

with Spencer’s words about the painting: ‘Christ’s talking is really me love-

making to everybody’.30 

 

Hauser, was more interested in the painting’s excesses and peculiarities and 

did not commit herself to a judgement on its importance. She agreed with 

Pople that Christ Preaching… revealed Spencer’s ‘working habits at their 

most methodical’.31  More and more ‘Spencer’s pleasure was in perception, in 

memorialisation, and in the choreography of form: he took very little pleasure 

in painting itself, or in color.’ And she quoted Baudelaire in her support to 

suggest that if an artist had too great a reliance on memory, even though like 

Spencer he might have ‘a perfect sense of form’, there could be ‘a riot of 

details all clamouring for justice with the fury of a mob in love with absolute 

equality.’32 

 

Hauser’s claims that Spencer derived little pleasure from the act of painting 

and that he was a picture-maker rather than a painter are based on the 

                                                 
27 D.Robinson, p123. The painting is in K.Bell, no.27, collection: Tate Gallery. 
28 D.Robinson,  p25. 
29 D. Robinson, p123. 
30 D. Robinson, p123 which is based on M.Collis,1962, p219. 
31K.Hauser, Stanley Spencer, 2001, p74. 
32 C. Baudelaire quoted in K.Hauser, p72. 
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following ‘reading’ of his work. The earlier works, such as the studies for 

Mending Cowls, Cookham 191533 and Christ Carrying the Cross, show him at 

his ‘most painterly’, experimenting ‘with broad brushstrokes of colour and 

washes of paint’. But his ‘working practice became increasingly formulaic’, 

and he perceived the business of painting many of the later works as 

‘tedious’, as a form of ‘knitting’. Hauser and others likened this ‘knitting’ to a 

simple form of colouring-in.34 

 

Hauser argued that Spencer found the initial drawing of an idea, as the most 

important part of making a painting. He was most excited and involved during 

the process of seeing the notion or memory come alive. After that the 

squaring up of the completed drawing and its transference onto canvas, 

followed by its painting, were necessary but mechanical stages.35  

 

Further she placed Christ Preaching… alongside The Port Glasgow 

Resurrection Series1945-5036 and the unfinished The Apotheosis of Hilda 

195937 as instances of ‘exercises in visual excess, canvases brimming with 

narrative detail’, which were ‘dense pictures to be “read”, similar to W.P.Frith’s 

crowd paintings. But in Spencer’s case the meanings of these paintings were 

‘private and esoteric’.38 In Christ Preaching… ‘each tiny element told a story to 

its creator; each figure, every gesture was a repository of memory and 

significance.’ 

 

However, she rightly pointed out that sometimes Spencer seemed to possess 

‘an extra sense, as though he had access to a secret language of objects’. 

Places and things ‘seemed to him to possess a double identity, corresponding 

both to this world and another, heavenly world.’ Spencer ‘worried when he 

could not access this other world’. She likened his paintings to ‘an attempt to 

                                                 
33 K.Bell, nos. 26 & 38, respectively, both in the Tate Gallery collection. 
34 All quotes in the paragraph are from K.Hauser, p74. 
35 K.Hauser, p74. 
36 K.Bell, nos. 358a-i, various collections. 
37 K.Bell, no. 450, private collection. 
38 K. Hauser, p74. 
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demonstrate the existence of the double life of things: in a sense they are 

lessons in seeing.’39 The six finished paintings in the Christ Preaching At 

Cookham Regatta Series and the original large unfinished work40 are like 

visual tutorials to enable us to see how Annie Spencer, Spencer, and young 

Gilbert viewed the Edwardian Regatta: how the rich could afford to take a punt 

onto the river while the Spencers and poorer people would have to watch the 

celebrations from the bridge or the bank. 

 

2.2.1  Such promise in an unfinished canvas 

 

From his immediate family we learn most about Spencer from his brother 

Gilbert’s delightful memoir.41 Theirs was a special relationship as they were 

uniquely close. In fact they were ‘affinities’.42 During the compositional and 

painting stages of Christ Preaching…Gilbert the drawings for Christ 

Preaching… set out on the floor of Cliveden View, and later the painting in 

three different locations. He was convinced that there never had been ‘a finer 

assembly of promise in any unfinished canvas’. Had Spencer ‘been fit and his 

circumstances better, it might well have proved his finest achievement.’43 

 

It worried Gilbert that in the later stages of painting Stanley was showing ‘a 

terrifying pre-occupation with extraneous detail’ which bogged him down when 

time was short,44 and it alarmed him that Spencer was alone painting that 

picture on a chair perched on a rickety trestle table.45 

 

Bell cited evidence that Spencer’s idea for the painting went back to the ‘late 

twenties’, some twenty years before Robinson’s date, when he had made a 

                                                 
39 K.Hauser, p75. 
40 K.Bell, nos. 383,386,401,413,425, 443, & 448, 1953-1959. 
41 G.Spencer Stanley Spencer by his brother Gilbert, Gollanz, 1961. 
42 This was Eric Newton’s term in Stanley Spencer, 1947, Penguin. 
43 G. Spencer, p186. 
44 G.Spencer, p186. 
45 G.Spencer, p186. 
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small drawing of Christ preaching from the horse-ferry barge at the Regatta.46 

Spencer had felt that the drawing was ‘not satisfactory’,47 only returning to the 

idea in 1938 when he made four additional drawings in an exercise book, now 

lost. Then in 1940 he made at least one other study.48 But the notion 

continued ‘unrealised’ until c.1949 when Spencer took out the 1938 studies 

and began painting the series that occupied him until his death.49  

 

Bell agreed with Pople that the central idea of Christ preaching at the 

Cookham Regatta was to be part of a series of paintings which would fit easily 

into the flexible design of Church-House (or Chapel of Me). Christ is in 

Cookham in the general context of the Last Day, the Day of Judgement, and 

with his disciples he descends on Cookham to give it his blessing. If this 

interpretation was correct, Bell argued, then the Cookham Regatta could 

become part of the wider celebrations surrounding Christ’s Resurrection 

which had been expanded now to include both the villagers and the smartly 

dressed London day visitors. Spencer in his letters to Daphne and Marjorie 

does not attempt any such interpretation or comment on the meaning of the 

painting, writing mainly about what he is including and why.  

 

Once the preliminary work on Christ Preaching… was begun,50 Spencer 

struggled to bring coherence to his scheme which by then consisted of over 

60 imperial-sized red conté river scene drawings.51 Christ, in the main scene, 

was viewed from above surrounded by a star of punts. This central design 

was kept until 1954 when it changed.52 

 

Continuing compositional difficulties, and the need to reduce the size of the 

main picture, forced Spencer to change the viewpoint of the latter from the 

                                                 
46 K.Bell, p222. 
47 K.Bell,p222. 
48 K.Bell, p375. The work is in private hands. 
49 K.Bell, p222. I shall argue later in this chapter that Bell’s dates are a little early, measured against the 
evidence provided by these letters. 
50 Bell dated this in 1949, which seems too early. 
51 Letter 25 to Marjorie, 7 November, 1952. See also K.Bell, p225. 
52 K.Bell, p225. 
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Ferry hotel lawn to Cookham bridge. Christ was now to be seen sideways on 

facing the hotel to his right.  

 

Bell alone states that Spencer changed the format of the main picture to an 

upright design, similar to his Furnaces design in the Shipbuilding on the Clyde 

series,53 which was also ‘star-shaped’. At this stage Christ Preaching… was to 

be the central ‘altarpiece’, as with Furnaces, surrounded by a predella of 

smaller paintings.54  

 

Spencer reverted to the present (final) shape because he wanted to include 

as many preparatory conté episodes as possible even to the extent of having 

duplications, such as the separate work Conversastion between Punts 1955,55 

which would have kept the most important compositions in one painting even 

if others sold separately. Bell felt that the consequence of Spencer’s settling 

on the horizontal design was the loss of the ‘centralised coherence of the 

early studies, replacing it with a sprawling composition full of separate 

episodes.’56 Bell likened the effect of the new composition to The 

Resurrection, Port Glasgow 1947-50.57. He complained, too, that Christ was 

no longer the central figure, having been moved into the middle distance and 

become as tiny as the Christ receiving the soldiers’ crosses in The 

Resurrection of Soldiers 1928-9.58 Mr. Turk, the boatyard owner, had become 

the dominant figure.59 

 

Furthermore Bell reckoned that in the smaller works for the series Spencer 

‘often virtually ignored the religious aspect of Christ Preaching at Cookham 

Regatta preferring to create the atmosphere of an Edwardian social 

                                                 
53 K.Bell, no.328i. collection: Imperial War Museum, London. 
54 K.Bell, p225. 
55 K.Bell, no. 413, private collection. 
56 K.Bell, p225. 
57 K.Bell, no. 358i, collection: Tate Gallery. 
58 K.Bell, no. 130h, Sandham Memorial Chapel, Burghclere. 
59 K.Bell, p225. 
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occasion’60, and he gave as evidence ‘the lavish dress’, refined manners and 

‘elaborate courtesies’ of the wealthy, as seen in Punts Meeting 195361 and 

Listening from Punts 195462. In contrast he instanced ‘the commonplace 

appearance and activities of the “barmaids”’ in Girls Listening 195363 and 

Punts by the River 195864; and he suggested that Spencer’s sympathies were 

with the lower classes.65 Moreover he detected that Spencer after World War 

Two was more at home with women than men, and that in the working class 

regatta parties there was a preponderance of women.66 

 

As to the big painting’s exact meaning, Bell had no specific answer other than 

to suspect that Spencer felt ‘secure enough’ in the 1950s to use the painting 

to ‘have a crack at his detractors’, not least those in Cookham who 

disapproved of his relationship with Patricia Preece, and to ‘make generous 

amends for his own attacks on supporters like Henry Lamb in the twenties.’67 

 

Bell concluded that Spencer’s return to large, over-ambitious works like Christ 

Preaching… and Hampstead Heath Litter or The Apotheosis of Hilda 195968 

(begun in 1954 but also unfinished on his death) was an attempt to keep ‘the 

most important elements of each scheme in one indivisible work, whose 

statement would be as complete as that summation of his early career, The 

Resurrection, Cookham.’69 

 

                                                 
60 K.Bell, p225 
61 K.Bell, no. 383, private collection.. 
62 K.Bell, no..401, collection: Viscountess Astor, on loan to the SSG. 
63 K.Bell, no. 386, private collection. 
64 K.Bell, no.443, private collection. 
65  K.Bell, p225, which is the source for all the quotes in the paragraph. 
66  K.Bell, p225. 
67 K.Bell, p230. 
68 K.Bell, no. 450, unfinished, private collection. 
69 K.Bell, no. 116, & K.Bell, p230 for the quote. 
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2.3  Christ Preaching… : the drawing stage  

 

With the above responses to Christ Preaching… in mind, it is time to trace via 

the correspondence the stages in the making of the painting: first the prolific 

number of preparatory drawings; then the painting stage, about which he 

writes very little.  But he does refer to his creation of a series of six paintings, 

offspring of the original conception; and how work continued on the large 

canvas. The recipient is understood to be Daphne unless it is stated that it 

was Marjorie. 

 

Spencer was certainly making drawings for Christ Preaching… before 

Christmas, 1951 (letter 12). Three weeks later he announces to Marjorie that 

he is well into the ‘composing’ stage about which ‘Par’, his father, ‘used to get 

concerned with my…seeming to be doing nothing.’70  Stanley elaborates 

further: 

 

After dark during the last three weeks I have been trying to get a 

clear notion of this Christ-preaching-on the-Jordan-that-has-got-

mixed up-with-Cookham-Regatta scene. The other night I 

pushed it a deal further & made several nice drawings. I worked 

from 6 oclock in evening to 4 oclock following morning non-

stop!… I have to paint in day light else I would wish several 

times to compose during the day & in the morning when I am 

fresher. Everything takes ages before I am satisfied to paint it. 

 

Because he needed daylight for his paintings, especially for his landscapes 

and portraits, he tended to compose in the evenings and - when in the mood - 

during the night. 

                                                 
70  Letter 16 to Marjorie, Thursday 17 (?January), 1952. 
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2.3.1  A change of plan but only tentative 

 

In March, 1952 Daphne received an update71 on ‘this notion of Christ 

preaching from the boat to the people on the river bank’, which confirmed that 

compositional work was going well: 

 

During the last three weeks I have done a lot of large drawings 

of the various parts of this picture as I hope they will be. Different 

from my usual way they are red & brown crayon drawings on 

imperial sized sheets. It is nice to draw big direct & not have to 

enlarge by scale, although I like that way as well. 

 

 

Not only did he switch to imperial sized paper (20 x 30 inches) and from hard 

pencil to brown and red crayon for these drawings but four days later (letter 

15) after admitting how focussed he is on this task, he reports that he thinks a 

vertical framework will suit his ideas better than a horizontal or traditional 

landscape one. And he lists the 19 parts of this new design: 

 

Of course the things that interest me are the various 

developments which take place in my work, about which I am 

terribly keen and upon which my whole attention is engaged; it is 

sad what when I talk about it it is to some people a huge wadge 

of talking to one self stuff. Last night I came to the conclusion not 

too conclusive a conclusion, that this Christ preaching to the 

people on the bank: the Cookham Regatta scene, will have to be 

an upright [sketch of small vertical box] shaped picture & not as I 

have been supposing a long narrow one. This shape may again 

widen in to say [sketch of small horizontal box] shape, but the  

                                                 
71  Letter 17 to Daphne, 24 March, 1952. 
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discovery was of value to me as it showed me by making it that 

upright shape where every thing comes.72 

 

This is a fairly radical departure from his intention to produce a large 

landscape format canvas. To clarify what he had in mind he enclosed a 

sketch of the 19 proposed divisions in his vertical design, which he then listed 

as follows: 

 

 

1. Is the background of wooded islands one sees looking South 

East from Cookham bridge. 

 

                                                 
72 Letter 18 to Daphne, 28 March, 1952, p4. Page 5 of the same letter is shown above. 
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2. Is a group of several punts. The drawings of the several 

punts that came in this weeny space takes four imperial 

sheet sized pages, & about four or five half imperial sheets. 

 

3. Several punts in which people are lighting Chinese lanthorns. 

 

4. Several punts decorated & in which girls & children are very 

attentively listening. 

 

5. Don’t know yet. 

 

6. Embarking at wharf scene. About 20 people here. 

 

7. Main scene of people on the river. About 12 imperial sized 

sheets of large drawings for this section. Mainly of people 

lying about in punts & boats. 

 

8. People standing in punts & straining to see what is going on 

in No. 13. Three imperial sheets for this section. 

 

9. Two punts each holding a huge decorated dragon. It is really 

Chinese lanthorns in the shape of huge dragons.  

 

10. People on the bank coming and sitting down on the stone 

steps.  

 

11. Main group of people on the Hotel lawn. Opposite number of 

main on the river group.  

 

12. Punt in foreground with ladies in grand dresses & in near end 

of punt boy asleep on his paddle.  

 

13. Christ in Horse Ferry boat & disciples seated all around him.  
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14. Group of punts seen broadside: in foreground one girl 

empties teapot in river.  

 

15. A water man on the bank holding a lot of oars & paddles & 

mops & boat hooks he rests one end of them on the steps & 

leans on them The blades stick away over his shoulders.  

 

16. One person in an otherwise empty punt three Chinese 

lanthorns hang cloths line fashion along punt.  

 

17.  Mr. Brooks in his green Ferry boat.  

 

18.  Group of foreground standing & listening people.  

 

19.  Rose screen at Brooks garden.  

 

In the same letter he embellished his ideas a bit further: 

 

The lighting of the scene would be just after sunset & the 

lanthorns & little glass ones each with only candles would have a 

glow worm effect. 

 

The proprietor of the Hotel who stands on the Hotel lawn comes 

at the left of the No. 11 group, & looks out across the water. The 

diagramme is a cemetricale one to show the arrangement before 

I have actually got to the final shape of the whole of any one 

group. It is so unwieldy I am having to do it like this. But I am 

nearing the stage when I think I can draw the whole thing. 

 

The sort of cross to the left of No. 2 is a  post on which is written 

“ Danger” to keep boats from getting too near the wier. 

 

 



 50 

However, the switch from a horizontal to a vertical structuring was tentative:  a 

‘not too conclusive a conclusion’. He was later to switch back to a more 

conventional format. But for the next phase of his drawing and composing he 

was faced with the task of cramming this diverse range of detail into the single 

unified canvas – just the problem, identified by Hauser, that faced an artist 

relying on a memory brimming with detail. 

 

Four months later, and after another visit to Harold’s family during which he 

carried out new work, he was still concentrating on the preparatory drawings, 

wanting to ‘further, if I can, this notion I am trying to do, and to do this while I 

am waiting for my canvasses to arrive from belfast’73. And in a P.T.O. he 

adds: 

 

I have done three more large drawings since being back & one 

of them I like very much. I keep seeing vividly in my mind where 

these various happenings take place in the picture. There is one 

where in an extacy with listening to Christ’s preaching the men’s 

arms & hands have much variety of movement and this extacy 

movement is carried on by the branches of the young trees 

growing near.74 

 

 

He identified very strongly with Cookham and with the ‘various happenings’ 

that he was creating. In August, 1952 (letter 21) he sympathised with Marjorie 

as Harold underwent tests for his prostate condition, before mentioning: ‘Also 

I am – when I have the chance – making more advance with the Christ 

preaching at Cookham Regatta. I have done several more drawings which I 

like. But I am still concentrating on the main theme.’75 

 

                                                 
73 Letter 20 to Daphne, 28 July, 1952. 
74 Letter 20, p10. 
75 Letter 21 to Marjorie, 11 August, 1952, p2. 
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The ‘main theme’ is Christ preaching to the crowds gathered at Cookham to 

enjoy the evening of Regatta day. But in the next letter – also to Marjorie – he 

ends a long account of his progress on Christ Preaching… by saying he has 

completed ‘the 58th item’ or drawing.76  

 

2.3.2  A tough schedule 

 

In letter 22 Spencer gives fascinating information on his current work and his 

division of his time. By day he was ‘engaged on’ painting The Baptism 77 – his 

depiction of Christ’s baptism, also set in Cookham - which was ‘getting to a 

very interesting point’. In the remaining ‘short time in the day’, which 

amounted to ‘a few hours in the evening’, he concentrated on his Regatta 

drawing. He recognized that he was ‘not quite as able’ (fresh and alert) in the 

evening ‘as I am first thing in the morning’.78 

 

Tellingly he described his daily routine – ‘I do this as often as I can’:79 

 

I work at the composition [Christ Preaching….] from the moment 

I rise (about 7) to 10  -  in the morning. Then I rest & after a nap 

at 10.30 I begin painting my other work & do so for the day. 

Then in the evening as soon as it is dark I rest – & after nap I 

begin again on the composition & go on composing & napping  & 

napping & composing until all is black & blue.80 

 

 

Spencer took his naps or ‘afternoon rests’ on his bed or curled up on a chair, 

knees drawn up to his chest and his feet beneath his greatcoat, and his head 

                                                 
76 Letter 22 to Marjorie, 4 September, 1952, p19. 
77 K.Bell, no. 380, private collection. 
78Letter 22, p3. 
79 Letter 22, p3. 
80 Letter 22, p3-4. 
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under a blanket.81 He was driving himself hard, yet if invited out he would 

keep the engagement, even if on his return he felt compelled to resume the 

composition work. This had happened twice recently, he told Marjorie. On the 

second occasion he had ‘got home’ from an evening with Mr. Brygmann and 

‘set to again & worked until 3 oclock in morning.’82 

 

In letter 22 to Marjorie he admits his ‘love & enthusiasm & keenness for this 

composition work I am doing’ because ‘you & Harold do know’ – they  

understood what drove him - ‘& do share this marvellous experience I am 

having & so [you] are eager for me to get on with it.’83 They had hoped he 

would stay longer with them in Northern Ireland but he was eager to get back 

to Christ Preaching…. In contrast his friend Mr. Brygmann, who had recently 

entertained Spencer, did not understand why Stanley did not go straight to 

bed on his return home rather than stay up, drawing into the small hours.84  

 

2.3.3  Spencer’s need to write about Christ Preaching… in 

great detail 

 

Spencer used this correspondence both to explain decisions he had made in 

the composition of Christ Preaching… and to recount, sometimes at great 

length, what he had drawn. Letters 22 and 27, both to Marjorie85, a ready  

recipient, are prime examples of this.  His need to talk to someone about his 

work was received in Northern Ireland as a compliment and a sign of trust. So 

he tells Marjorie about how, and what, he composed on his return from Mr. 

Brygmann’s until 3.0 a.m.:  

  

                                                 
81 G.Spencer,  p188. 
82 Letter 22, p9. 
83 Letter 22, p8-9. 
84 Letter 22, p5-6. 
85 Letter 27 to Marjorie, 8 March, 1953.  
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Well, there is a long bit of land that comes between Cookham 

lock Cut & the main river Thames[.] The river goes to the wier 

(which one sees away to the left from Cookham Bridge.[.] The 

lock cut divides an island into 2 islands. From the bridge one 

sees the tip end of the first (artificial) island which as I say 

borders (on one side of the Cut) & on the other side the thames. 

On the tip of this island there are some rough steps a little 

landing stage for the ferry boat to land at when people are 

wanting to go over the three ferrys or to visit Cookham Lock. The 

foot path leading from this point  which I think we called “the 

Cobbler” or “the Cobbles” is as you may remember very nice. 

Lots of wild flowers & grass along it, & a very sedgy bank.The  

drawing that I wanted was of people coming along that path, with 

the river craft  in the lock cut here & there showing between 

them. The people as they are seen walking along seen against & 

interrupting the view of the cut: On the tip end of this narrow slip 

of island there is a real wild pink cherry & just by it Jack Brooks  

(the ferry man) has some chickens. Going over the ferry from 

under Cookham  bridge to “the Cobbles” where he keeps his 

chickens keeps Jack Brooks & his  ferry ‘in commission’ in the 

long winter days. I wanted also the people congregating in the 

tip of this island to be taken back to Cookham, & I wanted them 

all in a state of joy at the speechifying of Christ. I did this drawing 

& all this tip of this island section is now complete.86 

 

 

Spencer went further in his elaboration of this drawing: 

 

It includes or ‘features’ as they now say: The people walking 

along the path approaching the steps of the ferry. The people 

                                                 
86 Letter 22,  p9-14. 
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gathering on the tip. Jack or one of the Brook’s feeding his 

chickens, & - not yet drawn – the may bush.87 

 

He summarises for Marjorie this recent work: 

 

There are in the main four groups of walking people. In the 

second of these a girl swings outwards & overarches herself 

down to smell some dog roses at the side of the path another 

person in this second group holds her belt as she does so. This 

brings about a wedge between the second & the third group of 

people. Between this wedge one sees the water & the end of a 

punt on which stands a person punting. This punting figure leans 

over as she steers the punts noze from the bank…This leaning 

over figure faintly repeats the more impulsive leaning right over-

figure smelling the dog-rose. Many other matters have to be 

considered as one draws the groups. In another glimpse of a punt 

a woman stands in it & brushes the crumbs off her shirt, & so on, 

& I managed to invent this & draw it 3 evenings ago between 12 

at night & 3 in morn. It represents the 58th item of this composition 

I am trying to do.88 

 

Two images, two story-telling elements, particularly appealed to him: firstly, 

the girl swinging out & arching over to smell the dog rose, her companion 

hanging on to her belt lest she slip; and secondly, the person leaning over to 

steer the front of the punt out into the river. These two echo each other’s 

movements. Important as these images are, do they appear in the 

(unfinished) painting? 

 

The answer is no. Spencer painted eight punts, including the big horse ferry 

punt from which Christ is preaching. These eight are lodged together, tucked 

                                                 
87 Letter 22,p14-15. 
88 Letter 22, p15-19 . 
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in side by side, in parallel, in a near vertical line that runs from the top of the 

picture down. In none of these is there someone punting. 

 

However a third of the painting to the left of the line of parked punts is blank 

canvas on which Spencer has drawn. No punting figures are visible. 

Furthermore it is noticeable that there is only a tiny amount of island shown at 

the top left half of the painting.  

 

This amassing of detail in his many drawings continued. In March,1953 (letter 

27), fifteen months since he started composing for this painting, he tells 

Marjorie that he had completed 100 drawings, all 20 x 30 inches, before 

including detailed descriptions of the contents of drawings 83 - 100.89 By this 

stage the composition had become immense, its plethora of detail too much 

for the painting.  

 

2.4  Resolving the compositional complexity 

 

How could Spencer resolve the compositional complexity? Firstly, he painted 

some individual works based on the drawings. Secondly, he drew the whole 

work on the canvas. Neither happened quickly. In June, 1953 (letter 28) he 

complained90 that his work ‘goes really well only the painting has been so 

terribly held up because of my doing all the Regatta drawings.’ It seems that 

he wanted to start painting Christ Preaching… but was still making further 

drawings, and was having to be ‘patient and wait for a final notion to come 

clear.’91   

 

                                                 
89 Letter 27 to Marjorie, 8 March,1953. 
90  Letter 28 to Daphne, 5 June, 1953. 
91 Letter 25 to Daphne, 7 November, 1952. 
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2.4.1  The Regatta Series : a diversion. 

 

In August, 1953 (letter 30b) Spencer wrote to Daphne that he had begun a 

new painting, one which was related to Christ Preaching…: 

 

I have begun to paint one of the Regatta scenes at last, & I have 

managed to select a few of these scenes & of scenes of other 

works that I can paint immediately. I have made a list & hope to 

go ahead with it. The pictures are none of them large items.92  

 

 

This painting was Punts Meeting 1953, the first of the Regatta Series.93  It 

depicted the occupants of punts moored side by side listening to Christ 

preaching from the horse ferry barge. It was 30.5 inches high by 50 inches 

long.94 This may well be the moment when Spencer began to question the 

wisdom of having a vertical format, to which he had switched fifteen months 

before.95  We do not know when he decided to revert back to a horizontal  and 

more traditional format for water/landscape paintings. 

 

Spencer decided to paint smaller works largely because he needed to 

generate some income, which meant selling paintings through his dealer 

Dudley Tooth; and if Spencer wanted to paint figure works Tooth preferred 

him to paint smaller ones, which Tooth reckoned had more chance of selling. 

 

Once Spencer had embarked on painting the smaller Regatta pictures, he 

wanted to proceed rapidly with these paintings without being distracted by 

outside matters (letter 32): ‘ And I am glad of no invitations out just now as I 

                                                 
92 Letter 30a & 30b  to Daphne, 23 & 26 August, 1953.  
93 K.Bell, no. 383, private collection. 
94 It sold quickly in 1954. 
95 Letter 18 to Daphne, 28 March, 1952. 
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am hoping to have this painting [Girls Listening] finished by Jan & another one 

by the end of February & a smaller one by end of March.’96 

 

In fact he completed Girls Listening 1953, the second in the series, in 

December 195397; then the third, Listening in Punts, in 195498; and the fourth  

Conversation between Punts in 1955.99 

 

There was a price to be paid for his diversion from the proposed big painting 

to single regatta works. First the sale of Punts Meeting and its removal to 

Australia100 meant that one work which might one day have featured in his 

Church House collection would not be available. Secondly, as he confided to 

Marjorie (letter 35): ‘it is a pity that I am having to do the Regatta pictures as 

separate pictures like the one I did at Merville [Punts Meeting]. They look so 

lonely by themselves & one cannot sense the true meaning and cause 

underlying them.’101 Not only had these works in the Regatta series lost their 

link with the religious element of the story but there was no sign of Christ 

preaching in any of them.102 The central character, the centripetal pull, was 

either being listened to or being pointed at but in all other respects he was 

absent. Spencer probably felt that he had had to do things the way he actually 

did, but his disappointment and frustration were palpable.103 

 

There was a pause before the fifth work, Dinner on the Hotel Lawn 1956-7, 

was bought by the Tate Gallery.104 The sixth and last work in the Regatta 

Series: Punts by the River 1958 is privately owned.105 

 

                                                 
96 Letter 32 to Marjorie, 10 November, 1953. It was highly praised by John Berger in the New 
Statesman, 20 February, 1953, but not bought until 1958. 
97 K.Bell, no. 386, private collection. 
98  K.Bell,  no. 401, collection: Viscountess Astor, on loan to the SSG. 
99  K.Bell, no 413, private collection. 
100 It was bought in 1954 by H.W.McGregor (K.Bell, p498) 
101 Letter 35 to Marjorie, 29 February, 1954. 
102 K.Bell, p225. 
103 Letter 35, p1.. 
104  K.Bell, no. 425, p511. 
105  K.Bell, no. 443, p517. 
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2.4.2 Omissions and changes to the original grand n otion 

 

How did the making of smaller individual works, which became known as The 

Regatta series, impact in the long term on Christ Preaching…, the big 

painting? Were they responsible for it being unfinished? 

 

By choosing to divert from Christ Preaching… to paint the Regatta series 

Spencer solved two problems: the need to get at least one painting out of all 

the drawings (and so have the chance to make a sale), and how to make use 

of the enormous amount of material he had created. But he still had to decide 

what was the best design for Christ Preaching…. Back in March, 1952 he had 

admitted that the vertical diagram that he had sketched for Daphne was 

symmetrical, i.e. a form of balanced and simplified diagram, ‘to show the 

arrangement before I have actually got the final shape of the whole of any one 

group.’106 The vertical diagram was tentative: the final details for each of its 19 

‘groups’ or parts had still to be worked out. The whole concept was ‘so 

unwieldy I am having to do it like this but I am nearing the stage when I think I 

can draw the whole thing’.107 

 

By undertaking separate smaller paintings Spencer reduced the pressure on 

himself to include the ‘unwieldy’ mass of details and instead he created some 

separate ‘scenes’ which were still part of the whole story of Christ 

Preaching… and yet could be seen alongside, or as an accompaniment to, 

the ‘grand daddy’ picture108. In the Regatta series Spencer showed scenes, 

which had been intended for Christ Preaching… but which, having been 

included in the accompanying series, left omissions in the vertical design, 

thereby rendering it less viable. Therefore Spencer had to look once again at 

                                                 
106 Letter 18 to Daphne, 28 March, 1952. 
107 Letter 18, p10. 
108 In letter 4 to Daphne, January, 1951 Spencer sought some ‘grand daddy’ idea or notion to 
incorporate all his notions.  Christ Preaching…was, it can be argued, the grand daddy for all his 
Regatta notions.  
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creating a second horizontal design which did not include the material 

transferred into the Regatta series. 

 

So which elements of his vertical design (letter 18) survived into the third and 

– once again - horizontal design, which became the unfinished picture now on 

loan to the Stanley Spencer Gallery in Cookham? Of the 19 parts of 

Spencer’s ‘symmetrical’ design six survive - with adaptations:  the background 

islands (faintly visible at the very top) (no.1); a group of several punts at the 

top (no.2); about 20 people embarking from the wharf into a punt below the 

brick wall near the top right (no.6); the main group on the hotel lawn which 

includes the owner of the Ferry Hotel and his wife (no11); Christ and his 

disciples in the horse ferry barge (no.13); and the boatman, Mr. Brooks, 

possibly in his green ferry boat, but now with his mop, oars, paddles, boat 

hooks & baler (no.17). There are only three Chinese lanterns, two yellow and 

one red  (mentioned in no.3 and no.16) though they feature in Conversations 

between Punts 1955109, as does the decorated dragon (no.9) and the people 

sitting on the stone steps (no.10). There is no clear indication of the grand 

punt in the foreground with a boy asleep on his paddle (no.12) or of any 

broadside punts below Christ’s barge; nor of a girl emptying a teapot (no.15). 

The water man on the bank has gone (no.15), and there are strips of lawn and 

flowers in the foreground on the bottom right where he had intended people to 

be standing and listening to Christ (no.18); and the rose screen of Mr. Brook’s 

garden has also gone (no.19). 

 

These changes were dictated by the choices Spencer made when he painted  

the Regatta series. He did not usually repeat a scene in another painting 

though Bell argued that he had used some details twice, especially from 

Conversation Between Punts.110 Certain people, such as Hilda, Patricia, 

Daphne Charlton and himself, might each appear in several works painted 

over several years, but no scene would under normal circumstances be 

                                                 
109 K.Bell, no. 413. 
110 K.Bell, p225. 
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reproduced again. Each of his paintings, whatever the subject matter, was an 

original. 

 

In the unfinished Christ Preaching… the key components are ten punts on the 

Thames together with the horse ferry barge and one incomplete punt with a 

prow figurehead of a Queen; a dark wooden boat house or shed with a curved 

brick wall behind and beside it; and the hotel lawn with small groups of people 

standing on it. Another prow figure, a sailor, is to the left of, and above, the 

Queen’s head. The horse-ferry barge dominates the central area. Aligned on 

a slight diagonal from left to right of the picture, it traverses nearly two-thirds 

of the painting’s breadth (but only the right half of the boat is painted).  

 

For us to-day the picture presents clear horizontals: the punts and the barge, 

in which are the seated or reclining figures; and some verticals: the figures on 

land, Mr. Brooks, one or two standing or stretching up figures in punts, and a 

group of swans, whose necks reach up. People are enjoying being at leisure 

on the water or watching what is happening on the water. Christ is bearded, 

and wears, like his disciples, a traditional Regatta day boater. He sits in his 

big round wicker chair, in the centre right of the painting, and leans assertively 

forward as he preaches and grimaces at the group of children seated on the 

floor of the barge before him. 

 

2.4.3  Waiting for a final notion to ‘come clear’  

 

 Undoubtedly the time Spencer spent on painting each work in The Regatta 

series was time spent away from Christ Preaching…, and therefore delayed 

its painting. Secondly, any diversion into painting smaller scenes could lead to 

a partial fragmentation of the project and a loss of coherence. But it has to be 

noted that Spencer in November, 1952 (letter 25) was not ready to start 

painting Christ Preaching… because there were ‘notions’ within the design 
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which he had not yet resolved: he had to be patient ‘& wait for a final notion to 

come clear.’111 As far as possible, everything had to be in place before he 

began the painting of Christ Preaching…. 

 

While he waited for the final notion, what better than creating a few scenes 

from the whole, which could be starters, tasters, for the final whole? He could 

show some of his ideas in a comprehensible way, arouse interest in the 

project as a whole, and make a few sales. Against that it can be argued that 

such was not Spencer’s practice: he was not that calculating; he did not think 

in terms of creating a market. He painted what interested him and what he 

had agreed to paint.  

 

There is truth in both points of view. However, once Spencer opted to do the 

Regatta series, driven by the need for some sales and by a desire to turn 

some drawings into paintings, he had allowed himself to be diverted from his 

preferred task. But painting and completing smaller works was easier and 

quicker than completing a major and still unresolved one. But while he was 

painting Punts Meeting, there was no progress on Christ Preaching…. By the 

time he wished to return to the latter new commissions had to be met, and so 

there was further delay in working on Christ Preaching…. 

 

So the chances of Christ Preaching… remaining unfinished grew the longer 

the Regatta series took. The more he accepted other commissioned paintings 

and public and private speaking engagements, the further work on his 

magnum opus was held up. By agreeing to go to China in the autumn of 1954 

– not long after he had realised that the Regatta pictures looked ‘lonely by 

themselves and one cannot sense the true meaning and cause underlying 

them’112 – he had delayed further the painting of Christ Preaching…. 

 

                                                 
111 Letter 25 to Marjorie, 7 November, 1952. 
112 Letter 35 to Marjorie, 29 February, 1954. 
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In 1958, with Christ Preaching… still unfinished, he agreed to show recent 

work in a Cookham Exhibition and so raise money for the church.  By then he 

had also accepted the Aldenham school Crucifixion commission113. He chose 

to show the unfinished Christ Preaching… in Cookham church as part of the 

exhibition. He may well have argued that there was a demand to see it and 

that he could gauge people’s reactions to it. But that exhibition and the 

Aldenham commission interrupted his work on Christ Preaching….Had his 

urgency to complete it gone?  

 

Turning to our correspondence for possible answers to these questions, there 

is no epistolary or other evidence that he had lost interest in Christ 

Preaching… or had given up on it. The opposite is the case: he wanted to 

finish it. After the very successful Cookham Exhibition, he returned to painting 

it. But his severe illness at the end of 1958 meant that he could do no work for 

several weeks. When his health and strength permitted, he resumed work on 

Christ Preaching…. In July, 1959 he tells Daphne: ‘I am still pushing on with 

the regatta painting.’114 

 

Spencer wanted to and hoped, eventually, to finish the painting. It so 

happened that the coincidence of his poor health and his Hon. D.Litt and 

knighthood  mid-1959, together with the acclaim and distractions the latter 

brought, took their toll on his painting time. On his death in December that 

year, several paintings were unfinished, including Christ Preaching….115 

 

                                                 
113 Letter 48 to Daphne, 2 July, 1957. See K.Bell, no. 441, painted in 1958, collection: Ivor Braka Ltd., 
London. 
114 Letter 52 Daphne, 6 July, 1959. This information is added at the end of the letter. 
115 K.Bell, p519-521 in addition to Christ Preaching… [no. 448] lists five other unfinished paintings, 
including Me and Hilda,,Downshire Hill [no. 449]. 



 63 

2.5  Does the correspondence  cast light on when Sp encer 

began painting Christ Preaching… and why it remained 

unfinished? 

 

When did he start painting it?  The letters do not give us a specific answer. He 

may have started painting Christ Preaching…  a year or so after he had 

begun painting the first of his Regatta series, i.e. about August, 1954. As early 

as 10 November, 1953116 in letter 32 he declared, ‘I have had this canvas 

tonight looking at it & setting out the general arrangement. About 12 feet of 

this canvas is drawn & there [are] the top portions to draw in & portions to 

right & left of barge.’  

 

He had begun by drawing in the centre of the canvas, placing Christ in the 

horse ferry barge, and from there he intended to radiate out to the top and to 

left and right.  

 

 Some three months later in February, 1954 (letter 35) he refers to ‘the big 

Christ in barge scene now drawn on the canvas’ in connection with his 

decision to abandon another smaller Regatta painting.117 ‘Now drawn’ could 

imply that he has finished the drawing of Christ Preaching…Pople suggested 

a much later date: by 17 August, 1955 it was ‘all drawn on canvas’.118  Pople’s 

date is unlikely for it would have taken Spencer a further 21 months (from 

November, 1953 when Spencer reported that he had started) to complete the 

task.  

 

                                                 
116  Letter 32 to Marjorie, 10 November, 1953. 
117 Letter 35 to Marjorie, 29 February, 1954. 
118 K.Pople, private communication, 16 October, 2007. 
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2.5.1  Starting on the big picture 

 

But we are no nearer knowing exactly when he had started painting. Thanks 

to the correspondence we know by when he had started: in May,1956 (letter 

47) he told Daphne: ‘I am going on with work that takes ages: I am pushing 

slowly with the big painting that shows the main scene of Christ in the Barge & 

the people on the river & on the Hotel bank.’119 And then he gives this reason: 

‘Why I am pushing my way in to the big painting of the river scene is because 

if I go on doing snippets of scenes people will be tired of waiting to see the 

main picture.’120 Outside interest in Christ Preaching… was acting as a 

motivation for him to get on with it. 

 

2.5.2  Recording him at work 

 

There are sightings of him at work on the picture. People called and were 

invited upstairs to see the painting. He let the young photographer, John 

Hedgecoe, photograph him some time in 1957121. Hedgecoe captures 

Spencer in his bedroom-cum-studio perched on a stool on a very rickety 

trestle table122, his back to the camera and his palette in his left hand.  He is 

painting near the seated Christ in the horse ferry barge. He may well be 

working on the head of the seated disciple immediately above Christ. The 

head of the boatman, Mr. Brooks, is visible as a dark shadow immediately 

within the framework of the top half of Spencer’s stool. The bulk of the big 

canvas is rolled up to the left of the wall, close to the door on which hangs 

Spencer’s dressing gown. It is still early in the painting stage. For that reason 

we can tentatively date the photograph in the first half of 1957. 

                                                 
119 Letter 47 to Daphne, 10 May, 1956. 
120 Letter 47, p2-3. 
121 J. Hedgecoe, G2, The Guardian,10 January, 2008, p29. 
122 Daphne Robinson (personal communication, 2008) recalled how worried she was when she saw  
      him perched so precariously. 
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Hedgecoe reported on how Stanley painted: 

 

He would paint each element until it was entirely finished, even 

though the bits around it might not have been started. You can 

see the white patches. I’ve never seen anybody else paint like 

that. I don’t think they ever did, except in medieval times.123 

 

 

Long before Hedgecoe’s visit the flow of letters to Daphne or her mother was 

drying up. Not only were there fewer letters - from 1955 an average of two a 

year - but Spencer did not refer to the painting of Christ Preaching…again 

until July, 1959: ‘I am still pushing on with the regatta painting.’124 This drying 

up may have been due to Daphne writing less frequently because she was a 

mother with a home to run and to Spencer’s habit of replying to letters rather 

than initiating one. Whatever the reason for Spencer’s writing less in the 

second half of the 1950s, we can only speculate about his progress with the 

painting.125  

 

2.6  Recent reflections on the unfinished Christ Preaching…  

 

On Spencer’s death just over half of Christ Preaching… had been painted: the 

majority of the right half had been painted but two-thirds of the left half 

awaited paint. The core of the work is the right half of the horse ferry barge in 

which Christ and several disciples are seated. The still unpainted blocks of 

canvas show the underdrawing, which in places has been overdrawn.  

 
                                                 
123 J.Hedgecoe, ibid, p29. 
124 Letter 52 to Daphne, 6 July, 1959. 
125 I had hoped to look at Spencer’s correspondence with his daughter Unity and with the dead Hilda in 
the Tate Archive to learn, among other things, if there was information about Christ Preaching… but I 
was unable to get permission. 
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In size it is initially overwhelming: the viewer has to look up to it and walk 

along it. There is a great deal of busyness in it, and that adds to an initial 

sense of confusion. But its story soon unfolds; and if you stand close to it, 

almost as close as Spencer was when he painted it, you soon grasp both its 

intimacy and its intricacy of detail and relationships.126  

 

It is a work full of light and joy; not the bright light of day but a softer early 

evening light. The painting radiates happiness and relaxation, backed up with 

chatter, gossip, and the excitement of groups gathered on a special occasion.  

 

Not enough attention has been given to the happiness and joie de vivre 

depicted. It is a particularly happy look back to Spencer’s youth. But it is not 

just the artist who is happy: his imagined people are happy too. 

 

One interpretation suggests that in Christ Preaching… Spencer depicts a 

softer, more humane Christ in comparison with his earlier severer depictions 

of Christ in Cookham.  Another offered by Andy Daniels is that the picture: 

 

like so many others, deals with Spencer’s relationship with Christ 

– a Christ whose nature, he has concluded after much soul-

searching, was defined in his boyhood and by his father, in 

which guise the Christ Preaching… Christ appears.127  

 

 

For Daniels this return by Spencer to his boyhood and his identification 

of his father as a Christ-like figure is the ‘central premise’ of  Christ 

Preaching… and its core meaning. Everything else flows from that 

association and is secondary to it in importance. 

 

                                                 
126 The gallery now has a mezzanine reached by a staircase, and so it is possible to look at it from 
further away and down onto it.. 
127 A.Daniels, e-mail to author, 20 April, 2009. 
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For me, not to take this on board is to miss the point of every 

other consideration in respect of Christ Preaching… – why it’s 

set where it is, at the time that it is, why every element of it – 

lovingly recalled characters and their activities, lovingly painted 

details like …the ripples around swans…- underlines the fact 

that this is where and when Spencer’s Christ took shape.128 

 

Daniels concludes: 

 

we can debate details ad infinitum (that’s the mark of a great 

painting) but unless the central premise is fixed then our 

understanding, if not our enjoyment, of them is bound to be 

limited.129 

 

Daniels’ interpretations is interesting not least for his hypothesis that the 

Christ of the late religious works was based on Spencer’s father. 

 

The painting is true to life. In parts things are calm and contemplative: a group 

of five girls squat and face each; the disciples sit in their smart round wicker 

chairs (two are drawn in but not painted) and listen to Christ preaching or 

laze, their minds adrift. Two of the disciples sport the straw grey boaters 

‘originally worn by the Watch Committee’, the others hold theirs, one rests his 

on his lap, directly below the four buttons of his waistcoat.130 Children sit 

below Christ underneath his gaze  at the moored, hotel end of the ferry. One 

boy is clutching the floor strut beneath him while staring transfixed at Christ. 

An older girl looks up and over Christ’s head. Others are bored and turn away. 

A girl at the back of the barge looks behind her at the flowers on the hotel 

lawn, her face almost touching them.  

 

                                                 
128  A.Daniels, ibid, 20 April, 2009. 
129 A.Daniels, ibid, 20 April, 2009. 
130 Carolyn Leder in the catalogue of Stanley Spencer and the River Thames, 29 April – 1st 
November2009, 50th Anniversary Exhibition, Stanley Spencer Gallery, Cookham. 
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But there is also much activity: people are talking, greeting one another, 

settling into punts. On the hotel lawn people in groups talk or raise their hands 

and dance.  

 

Such a galaxy of people and wide assortment of activities give life and interest 

to the painting while the grassy areas invite the eye to rest on the flower-laden 

grass with delight and wonder.  

 

A criticism of the painting is that some of the pencilled parts are messy; and 

along the left hand side and across the bottom, Spencer seems undecided 

about what to do next. But Ann Danks has countered these reservations by 

pointing out that: 

 

It is important to remember that Spencer was an ill man by the 

time he was working on the parts of the painting where the 

‘mistakes’ occur. The conditions he was working on were not 

ideal…Also the canvas would have had to have been moved at 

least three times in that last year (into the church for the 1958 

exhibition, then from Cliveden View to Fernlea and then from 

Fernlea to the vicarage). No wonder he got a bit confused!131 

 

 

Which brings up the status and role of an unfinished work of art. How 

should we treat an unfinished painting?  There is a school of thought that 

holds that an unfinished painting is incomplete and therefore cannot be 

adequately judged. It is work in progress and has only a limited value.  

Put another way, it is argued that a painting does not become a work of 

art until it is finished. 

 

                                                 
131 Correspondence with the author, 23 July, 2009. She is the archivist of the Stanley Spencer Gallery, 
Cookham. 
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The first generalisation can hold true: much depends on the unfinished 

nature of the work under consideration. It is disappointing that Christ 

Preaching…was not finished but its existing state is satisfying and not a 

bar to our enjoyment of it. 132 

 

The claim, that a work of art has to be finished before its life really 

begins, smacks of an aesthetic of completion, which taken to a logical 

conclusion seeks perfection. Surely a work of art begins its life and 

comes into being as it is made? It can start to appeal to and interest the 

observer from its first moments of being created. 

 

Gilbert Spencer was a great admirer of Christ Preaching….and he was 

convinced of its importance: 

 

 

I don’t think there ever was a finer assembly of promise in any 

unfinished canvas, and I share the view that, had he been fit and 

the circumstances better, it might well have proved his finest 

achievement.133 

 

 

We can learn about Spencer’s methodology by studying the contrasting 

parts of this unfinished painting: there is always potential value to be had 

from discerning how a painting was composed.  

 

And Spencer’s substitution of Christ for the traditional Edwardian concert 

on the Thames the night of Regatta evening a daring and successful 

metaphysical conceit. 

 

 

                                                 
132 I have been helped in my thinking about this topic by a conversation with, and a later email from, 
Kate Matheson, a fellow researcher at UWE, who wrote about unfinished art works for her ‘A’ level art 
project. 
133 G.Spencer,  p186. 
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2.7  The value of these letters 

 

Do his letters to Daphne and Marjorie throw new light on this vast unfinished 

work? They certainly extend our knowledge of its genesis and progress and 

provide detailed explanations for his choices. They are especially interesting 

and informative about the composition and drawing.  

 

We learn, too, that Spencer made more than 60 imperial-sized drawings. In 

letter 27 Spencer says he made 100, which is a big total of preparatory 

drawings for one work.134 Mary Sorrell, a journalist, who interviewed Spencer, 

confirms that higher number, reporting that Spencer had made ‘over one 

hundred’ drawings ‘in pinkish-brown chalk on sheets of jewellers’ tissue 

paper’. To her they were ‘quite exquisite in their light lyrical lines that need no 

chiaroscuro to enrich their lucidity.’135  

 

Hauser, as we have shown, felt that there were risks when an artist over-

memorialized one work, the chief being that it became very hard to finish – 

and potentially indigestible.136  

 

Bell knew that Spencer considered giving the painting a vertical format.137 

Thanks to letter 18, we also learn that. But in addition we have Spencer’s 

sketch and his notes of what he proposed to include in the new 

arrangement.138 Letter 18 adds to our knowledge of how Spencer was trying 

to get his design right: and it marks an important attempt to include all he 

wished to show. That he later rejected it was – perhaps - predictable. But its 

very trialling helped him to discover which format would work best. If Hauser’s 

                                                 
134 Letter 27 to Marjorie, 8 March, 1953. 
135 M.Sorrell, 1954, p36. 
136 K.Hauser, p74-75 in a very valuable discussion about Spencer’s picture-making. 
137 K.Bell, p225: he refers to Spencer working ‘towards an upright canvas’. There is evidence in 
M.Collis, 1962 that he had seen the Stanley Spencer – Daphne Spencer correspondence. 
138 Letter 18 to Daphne, 28 March, 1952. 
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assertion139 that Spencer was more a picture-maker than a painter is true, 

then it mattered enormously to him to get the composition right. 

 

Since Spencer’s death and the gradual dispersal of his estate, many of his 

drawings for Christ Preaching… have been disposed of. Their dispersal in 

sales after his death, largely into private hands, makes it less likely that the 

drawings will be re-united. But when any of his drawings for Christ 

Preaching… are shown, as some were in Cookham in 2009, we can sense 

the love and care Spencer lavished on them for his potentially extraordinary 

‘miracle’.140  

 

                                                 
139 K.Hauser, p74. 
140 The Stanley Spencer Gallery, Cookham exhibition of 29 April – 1 November, 2009 curated by 
Carolyn Leder showed six studies, preliminary drawings, for Christ Preaching… including Sailor, 
c1952; Christ Preaching from the Horse Ferry Barge, c1952; Girls in Punt, with Swans, c1952; and 
Woman in a Pink Dress,c1952.   
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Page 10 from letter 12 to Daphne, 20 December, 1951 in which Spencer 

starts to explain ‘why do I want the subject painted in this way?’ 
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Chapter 3 

The priority that Spencer gave to drawing 

 

‘The distinctive mannerisms of the artist are most clearly 

revealed in his drawings…He writes, or draws, to please himself, 

to explore the recesses of his own mind.’ 

                                                           Herbert Read1 

 

 
Page 3 of letter 27 to Marjorie, 8 March, 1953 in which Spencer writes of his 

‘last drawing’ which was of Miss Hay, a controlling character in his village, in 

her ‘prim looking punt’. 

                                                 
1 Herbert Read, 1959, p95. 
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3.1.  The correspondence provides additional inform ation 

about his drawing 

 

Spencer was born with an aptitude for drawing. He kindled that gift into a 

passion, making drawing the foundation of all his work. His imaginative and 

visionary paintings depended on his drawings. This was certainly true of his 

extensive compositional work in preparation for the painting stage of Christ 

Preaching… This chapter focuses on references to other drawings in our 

correspondence.  

 

Spencer drew to please himself – that was part of his character – and to 

achieve what he sought. But his drawings, as Herbert Read suggested, 

became part of his ‘distinctive mannerisms’, his way of drawing and 

presenting his ideas, thus enabling him to depict what was in his memory and 

his imagination  

 

 

For Spencer the drawing stage was a necessary but exciting part of the 

creation of a painting. Slow and deliberate was his preferred way, whenever 

possible, and not just with a major work like Christ Preaching. Early in 1952 

he told his sister-in-law Marjorie (letter 16), ‘Everything takes ages before I am 

satisfied to paint it.’2 Two months later (letter 17) he mentioned the talk he had 

given at Reading University, in which he had spoken of his current drawings: ‘I 

told them of my latest work [i.e. Christ Preaching…] namely what at present 

exists in the form of drawings.’3 Spencer liked (letter 1) to base his talks on his 

own work: ‘I can’t get up the same amount of interest in work other than my 

own.’4 

 

 

                                                 
2 Letter 16 to Marjorie, 17 ?January, 1952. 
3 Letter 17 to Daphne, 24 March, 1952 
4 Letter 1 to Daphne, mid- 1950. 
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3.2  Drawing new works including portrait heads 

 

These scattered and usually brief references to his other drawings in his final 

decade include writing about the creation of a drawing for proposed new 

paintings, making a portrait drawing of a friend and accepting such a 

commission from another friend. Spencer also recalled past drawings that he 

had made. In addition, Spencer took an interest in Daphne’s drawings (e.g. 

letter 17) and gave her advice.  

 

In July,1951 (letter 7) he had begun a new work while waiting to return to 

Belfast. ‘I am going on with things while I am being held up here. I have drawn 

a baptism idea on to a canvas 2ft x 4 ft.’5 From that drawing came The 

Baptism, 1952, which is referred to in the next chapter.6  

 

Six months later he reports on his progress with ‘the smallish idea’, which he 

had hoped would be drawn sufficiently for him to paint ‘on a short stay’, during 

his next visit to Daphne’s, ‘namely the one of Peter warming his hands.’ But  

the notion ‘would not come clear’ as he needed it to be. But he was not 

dismayed: ‘And yet it is a very good notion: what is clear & is already drawn I 

love.’7 

 

Spencer normally drew in pencil but we learnt in chapter 2 of his change of 

practice in March, 1952 when he switched to making large drawings of Christ 

Preaching…. 

 

During the last three weeks I have done a lot of large drawings of 

the various parts of this picture…Different from my usual way they 

are red & brown crayon drawings on imperial sized sheets. It is 

                                                 
5 Letter 7 to Daphne, c.July, 1951. 
6 K.Bell, no. 380. 
7 Letter 15 to Daphne, 14 & 17 January, 1952. The whereabouts of the drawing are not known. Nor did 
it lead to a painting. 
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nice to draw big direct, & not have to enlarge by scale, although I 

like that way as well.8 

 

 

His references to individual drawings sometimes appear within an 

account of a visit he made. In July, 1952 he stayed the weekend with the 

Brygmanns at Greenwich. Sheila Brygmann sat for him. ‘I began & 

nearly finished a sepia crayon drawing of Sheila on Sunday afternoon: it 

wasn’t terrible.’9  

 

That October he stayed with John and Elizabeth Rothenstein in their 

‘most heavenly house’ at Warborough. There was a married couple 

staying also. Spencer introduces the husband as follows: 

 

I managed to do the drawing of the man’s head & when I had 

done I said I thought it had an American look & a Roman 

Catholic look; that the eyes had a sort of Cardinal look. They 

were interested in this last because he had been in a Dominican 

noviciate for some years & so had an ecclesiaticle look.10 

 

 

In a letter to Marjorie, sent about the same time, Spencer referred to his 

visit to the Rothensteins and added that financially it had been 

worthwhile: 

 

I wish I could get some more jobs like that Rothensteins: only 

two whole days away & draw a head for £25; very all-right that 

sort of job & the wife loved the drawing & so did Elizabeth 

Rothenstein.11 

 

                                                 
8 Letter 17 to Daphne, 24 March, 1952. 
9 Letter 20 to Daphne, 28 July, 1952. The drawing’s whereabouts are not known. 
10 Letter 23 to Daphne, early October 1952. The man’s name is not known, nor the whereabouts of the 
drawing. 
11 Letter 24 to Marjorie, 7 October, 1952. 
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By 1957 he was being asked more frequently to draw children. That July 

(letter 48) he tells Daphne of three such commissions: 

 

I did several drawings of the Morrell boys12 at Edgbaston, 

Birmingham in early April, & I also did a small landscape there. I 

tried to draw Ld. Astor’s boy William up at Cliveden but he 

moves about all the time & I did so badly that I said I could make 

no more attempts. I told Ld. A that he could have it as a gift if he 

so wanted it. He seemed to like it.13 I believe the boy would sit 

like an angel for you. The drawing I did of Mr.Shiel’s 

grandaughter was quite good I thought.14 

 

 

Spencer was realistic about his successes and failures at portrait 

drawing. It pleased him, too, if others, especially those for whom it was 

intended, liked a drawing.  

 

3.2.1 Responding to Daphne’s drawings 

 

But Spencer was not just telling Daphne about his own drawings. She 

was showing or sending him hers, and he was responding to them. In 

return he gave advice and suggested new subjects. He had a high 

regard for her work and felt that William Astor would sit more quietly for 

her than he had for him. 

 

As Daphne became more interested in drawing she would consult 

Spencer about how to improve her drawing and about art classes; and in 

March 1952 (letter 17) he replied: 

 
                                                 
12 Letter 48 to Daphne, 2 July, 1957, p7-8. They were the sons of Mrs. Morrell who commissioned a 
portrait of herself, which Spencer painted the following year. K.Bell, no. 445. The drawings’ 
whereabouts are not known. 
13 The drawing’s whereabouts are not known. 
14 Letter 48, p8. The drawing’s whereabouts are not known. 
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About going to art classes: here in Cookham any one can get to 

Maidenhead Technicle & Art School & draw from the life model, 

so that you should be able to get straight on to life drawing at 

some art school in Belfast if you wished. Do a drawing of your 

hand & show the master.15 

 

 

Four months later, after Spencer had just returned from visiting Harold’s 

family in Belfast, in his ‘thank you’ to Daphne (letter 20) he hoped that 

she ‘would have luck with the angel & the drawings’- clearly Spencer and 

she had discussed her drawing while he was over there; and he ended 

by suggesting to her that ‘With the coronation coming on I think you 

should do a composition of the Virgin. But I like your hope to do a Virgin 

& Child.’16  

 

Five weeks later (letter 22) he shared his interest in Daphne’s progress 

with Marjorie, ‘I am glad Daphne’s done a drawing of our Ted Kirkley. I 

think it would be possible that little Avia would sit to Daphne.’17 When he 

next wrote to Daphne (letter 23), Spencer had seen the drawing of Ted 

Kirkley and liked it. 

 

The drawing of Ted is wonderful. It is good at the far end of the 

room as well as near. I want to hold on to it for a few days as I 

want to show it to people.18 

 

 

                                                 
15 Letter 17 to Daphne, 24 March, 1952. 
16 Letter 20 to Daphne, 28 July, 1952. 
17 Letter 22 to Marjorie, 4 September, 1952. 
18 Letter 23 to Daphne, October, 1952.  
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Daphne Spencer, ‘Ted Kirkley’ 

Pencil on paper, 35.5. x 25.5 cm, 1952. 
Collection: Daphne Spencer 
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Spencer was proud of his niece and did show her drawing of Ted Kirkley 

to others. A month later (letter 26), he reported to her:  

 

I am at last returning your drawing of Ted. It is much admired & 

lately I showed it to Mr. Wilenski. He was amazed although he is 

(as I am) ready to see wonderful drawings coming early in an 

artist’s career.19 

 

High praise indeed. Of the two drawings by Daphne included in this 

dissertation the first, her (unfinished) portrait drawing of Spencer on 

page 2, follows his drawing of her. Spencer’s of her is simple, fluent and 

smooth in tone; it is a very accomplished and mature drawing. In 

contrast her drawing of him conveys struggle and perseverance, inch by 

inch progress, achieved by persevering until Spencer’s head has 

emerged out of the carefully built up areas. She has achieved a likeness 

of her uncle but her drawing lacks a line to model the head fully. 

 

Her second drawing, a finished head and shoulders portrait, is softer in 

tone. Kirkley looks straight at us. All the details of his head, jacket, shirt, 

tie, and handkerchief in top pocket are very clear and intelligible.  

Marriage and motherhood were likely reasons for the resulting 

interruption to her making of art but neither reduced her interest in it and 

in her uncle’s work and his letters about it.20 

 

 

3.2.2 Spencer also encouraged others in their drawi ng 

 

He had also admired the drawings of one of the students at the 

Bryanston Summer School of Music, 1952, to which he had been invited 

                                                 
19 Letter 26 to Daphne, 7 November, 1952. R.H.Wilenski was a friend and critic. the author of two 
books on Spencer including Stanley Spencer Resurrection Pictures 1945-1950 (1951). See Dramatis 
Personae. 
20 She was later to try oil painting and to attend classes. Personal communication to author. 



 81 

to give a talk about painting. ‘One girl there’, he told Marjorie (letter 24), 

‘showed me some wonderful quick compositional drawings she had 

done of the students playing.’ The student later visited Spencer at 

Cookham ‘and brought some very good paintings & drawings.’21  

 

Spencer was happy for art students and practising artists to visit him, 

and he would show them his work and look at theirs. On the other hand 

he admitted to Marjorie, in the same letter, that he had declined an 

invitation from a psychiatric social worker to see a patient in the 

Bethlehem Hospital who wanted advice about painting. Spencer, who 

was troubled by the information provided about the man, felt he had had 

his ‘quota’ of being with people who were odd or different, and could not 

‘see what use it would be’ if he did see the man.22  

 

3.2.3 References to earlier drawings that he had ma de 

 

A month later (letter 25) Spencer tells Marjorie how he had turned a 

drawing of children coming from the Glen in Glasgow into a painting, ‘a 

very amusing scene’ as they were ‘all sliding down a curving rail by 

some steps’ and  ‘somersaulting’.23 He also mentions that he returned to 

‘an old idea I had years & years ago of the raising of Tabitha.’24  He is 

referring to an earlier drawing with the help of which he had been 

struggling to make a new drawing based on ‘the Dorcas story in the Acts 

of the Apostels’.25  

 

It is a lovely scene but I will have to get a differently proportioned 

canvas. The center is occupied by the bed with Peter at the foot. 

He kneels back view to spectator & has his elbows on bed & 

fists clenched. Tabitha did good works made cloths for the poor, 
                                                 
21 Letter 24 to Marjorie, 7 October, 1952. 
22 Letter 24, p9.. 
23 Letter 25 to Marjorie, 7 November, 1952, p4-5.. 
24 Letter, 25, p7. 
25 Letter 25, p8.. 
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& I imagine the morners have spread some of her work over the 

bed & are pointing out the beautiful needlework. As they do this 

& unnoticed by them Tabitha comes to life and instinctively her 

arms wander to her work.26 

 

Tabitha’s arms, as she comes to life, wandering to her work, is a 

beautiful image. Spencer’s gives a detailed picture of the imagined 

scene: 

 

She wears some sort of wrapping round her head & it bunches a 

little on top & flops forward. Behind her & the bed is standing a 

woman who is pressing a long strip of material in the middle 

against her body & holding the end as high as possible with the 

other hand. She is folding it & a little of the material also flops 

over the high raised hand. This slightly in shape repeats the 

angle of Tabitha’s head. There is only a weeny drawing of this 

part. Then a third of right hand is taken up with two women in 

foreground & as they walk towards each other in act of folding a 

big bedspread they both turn their heads inwards towards the 

bed. With their long dresses they walk floatingly & the bed 

spread or table cloth bellies a little around them. To the left of 

the bed & occupying most of the left side other two women [are] 

doing the same: i.e. folding a white cloth. They have both 

‘arrived’ at each other (not at myself at each other Marjorie) both 

with arms raised high up. The folded white table cloth is pressed 

between these two dark clothed women. It sounds as if there is 

too much of folding but these women could be so beautiful & 

some how their movement in showing the cloths & folding up 

sheets is like some sort of ballet. Well any way this canvas 

wouldn’t take it & there are still hitches.27  

 

 

                                                 
26 Letter 25, p 8-9. 
27 Letter 25, p9-12. 
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Spencer’s word order is here stilted: ‘Behind her & the bed is standing’ 

and ‘This slightly in shape repeats’; and his phrasing is cumbersome, yet 

his meaning remains clear. The image of two women in long dresses 

walking ‘floatingly’ and his likening the folding of the sheets to ballet add 

to the beauty of the scene. But the ‘hitches’ in design must have 

persisted for there was no painting.28 

 

His letters mention other past drawings: for instance his drawing of Hilda 

in an Annunciation scene (letter 27) of March, 1953. The act of drawing 

the reclining poses of the élite Cookham ladies for Christ Preaching… 

reminds him of a drawing of Hilda in an Annunciation scene: 

 

It is in the same red crayon. It is not up to Annunciation 

standards as Daphne Charlton says as we amusedly remember 

Jas Woods lovely description of the house painters complaining 

that an undercoat of paint that should not be there ‘grinned 

through a bit’ that Hilda ‘grinns through’ a good bit. In the 

drawing Hilda flopps back in her arm chair: plenty of cushions 

pushed into the hollow of her back ungainly in her passionate 

determination to be comfortable. Adorable to me of course. The 

archangel sits sort of by the side of her or nearly at her feet & 

holds over her spread out self a long spray of lilies which hover 

over & here & there flop on to her. This spray has been lifted by 

the angel out of a long cardboard box which is open & lays 

across ways at Hilda’s feet: you just see her crinkle stockinged 

feet under neath it. This is held by a cherub a sort of achille 

Serre messenger. The long cardboard box is empty but for the 

crumpled tissue paper from which the lilies have been exhumed. 

Another cherub holds the lid. It’s a grand arrangement; but 

somehow it isn’t right? Holds together well & all that but - 29 

 

                                                 
28 There is no record of it in K.Bell, 1992 & the drawing’s whereabouts are not known. 
29 Letter 27 to Marjorie, 8 March, 1953, p9-12. 
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He digresses within the digression to recount the incident of the 

undercoat of house paint grinning through. Hilda’s pose thrills him; and 

then the rest of the details tumble out. This memory is the second time in 

the correspondence that his thoughts return to his ‘adorable’ Hilda.30 

After the ‘but’, at the end of the reminiscence, he resumes his previous 

topic: his current Regatta drawing. 

 

3.3. A curator’s visit 

 

In August, 1953 Spencer had a visit from the critic and curator David 

Sylvester (1924 –2001) who had come to select ‘50 drawings for an art show 

in the provinces’. 31 Sylvester needed to visit Spencer at Cliveden View since 

that was where the majority of the drawings were. However, their 

conversation was interrupted by the sudden arrival of the Pike family. Spencer 

was ‘so busy with David’ that he had no time ‘for much talk’ with them.32 Letter 

30b did not tell Daphne anything about Sylvester’s way of selecting drawings 

that afternoon, but Sylvester gave his findings in his introduction to the 1954 

exhibition.33 

 

He was amazed that Spencer had drawings in every room which he had kept 

over the years but very few paintings. These drawings were of ‘immense 

personal importance’ to Spencer for ‘sentimental’ and ‘practical’ reasons: he 

could return to an old drawing and make it into a picture. Spencer’s drawings 

were ‘statements of great public interest’ because ‘the paintings are public 

statements and derive their life … from the drawings.’34 

 

                                                 
30 Letter 3 to Harold, 5 January, 1951. Both recollections show how important Hilda was to him.  The 
drawing’s whereabouts are not recorded; nor was there a painting. 
31 Letter 30b to Daphne, 23 August, 1953. 
32 Letter 30b, p1.. 
33 D.Sylvester, Introduction to Drawings by Stanley Spencer, The Arts Council of Great Britain, 1954, 
pages unnumbered. 
34 D.Sylvester, ibid. 
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Sylvester recognised how greatly Spencer valued and was dependent on his 

drawings. This correspondence conveys the passion that Spencer put into 

composing subjects for future paintings. The page quoted below (letter 27) 

continues his account of how – in another drawing for Christ Preaching… - he 

imagines what Miss Hay is doing in her punt and who is with her. 

 

  

 
Letter 27 to Marjorie, 8 March, 1953, p4. 
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Chapter 4  

 

How these letters shed light on Spencer’s other 

paintings, 1950 – 1959 
 

 

 

 
Letter 28, page 1 to Daphne in which Spencer admits that his ‘painting has 

been terribly held up because of my doing all the Regatta drawings.’ 
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4.1 Spencer’s painting output during this period 

Spencer painted at least 93 works, six of which were unfinished, in the period 

covered by these letters.1 Many of the paintings are mentioned in this 

correspondence. This chapter examines the references to paintings other 

than Christ Preaching…  

 

In the page shown above (letter 28) he complains – in the midst of his news - 

how his painting is being held up. At other times his news comes first and he 

finishes with his painting news: this happened (letter 3) when he wrote to 

Harold two months after Hilda’s death (1950). Having commented on Hilda, 

he ended with an admission that he is struggling with a picture: 

 

I am now very occupied with a big picture of Christ in a Garden with 

disciples I don’t quite know what it is about but trust it will be “all right 

on the night”. A lot of long shadows cast by setting sun: very peaceful 

and serene…I hope.2 

 

During the period covered by this dissertation, the subject matter of Spencer’s 

paintings depended on two kinds of choices: the commissions that he 

undertook, which were at times brokered through his dealer, Dudley Tooth, 

and his own preferences for imaginative work. The former consisted almost 

entirely of landscapes or portraits, the latter of more ambitious and detailed 

figurative works – with the inclusion of an occasional portrait or landscape.   

The figurative works are invariably visionary, often having a religious subject 

with a narrative as their basis, and each is treated in Spencer’s idiosyncratic 

way.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 K.Bell, p493-521, nos. 360- 453. The unfinished works were nos. 448-453. 
2  Letter 3 to Harold, 5 Janauary, 1951. 
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4.2  No slowing down in his sixties 

 

The Spencer-Daphne correspondence emphasizes that he clearly did not 

slow down on entering his sixties. However, throughout the 1950s he was 

frustrated over not being able to paint his preferred work. Late in 1951 (letter 

12) he grumbled: 

 

…and then there is the fact that because of doing so much 

landscape I am in terrible arrears with carrying out the figure 

pictures I have for so many years wanted to do.3 

 

These ‘figure pictures’ that he had in mind were medium-sized religious 

subjects. Of these between 1950-1959 he painted Christ Delivered to the 

People (1950)4 The Daughters of Jerusalem (1951)5, The Sabbath 

Breakers (1952)6, Christ in Cookham (1952)7, The Baptism (1952)8, and 

The Crucifixion (1958)9. All but The Daughters of Jerusalem are 

mentioned in the letters. 

 

 Around October, 1950 (letter 1) Spencer reports on his progress with 

Christ Delivered to the People: 

 

Nothing at all ‘exciting’ is happening to me just now except that I 

am pushing along with the Christ-being-handed-over-to-the-

people picture. Pilate looks swell in his hat which looks like some 

flood lighting apparatus. The towel and his hands being dried are 

now painted, and the whole of that Pilate incident is quite good I 

think. Pilate looks as if he was thinking thusly to himself. “What a 

pity; harmless ass doubtless, & lands himself in this mess, 

                                                 
3 Letter 12 to Daphne, 20 December, 1951. 
4 Collection Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh, K.Bell, no. 356. 
5 Sold by Sotheby’s, 1992, K.Bell, no.360. 
6 Collection Bernard Jacobson Gallery, London, K.Bell, no. 373. 
7 Collection Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney, K.Bell, no.378. 
8 Private collection, K.Bell, no.380. 
9 Collection Ivor Braka Ltd, London, K.Bell, no. 441. 
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however there is nothing to be done about it” & so Pilate washes 

his hands of the whole affair.10  

 

 

This is an interesting letter, not least for the use of the American 

colloquial word ‘swell’, for his coinage ‘thusly’ (for ‘thus’ or ‘in this way’), 

and the easy profanity – ‘harmless ass’; but also for the parallel drawn 

between a hat and floodlights. In fact Pilate’s hat was an extraordinary 

shape, more like a Fool’s hat than a ruler’s, with globes or glass balls on 

its three curved and protruding parts. This concoction, which ridiculed 

Pilate, making him a figure of fun, may well have been based on a hat he 

had once come across.11 

 

Ironically, the casual comment that ‘Nothing at all “exciting” was 

happening to him was soon to change. Within a few days of his writing 

this letter, Hilda, his first wife, died on 1 November, 1950.  

 

Spencer had continued to write to her after their divorce. He had visited 

her in hospital regularly and sat by her bedside as she was dying. 

Having written to her and about her when she was alive, he continued to 

write to her after her death.12 His next letter referred to her after her 

death:  

 

Hilda was very good about the Spencers really. She loved 

Harold & she wrote a wonderful description about Will. She 

wishes that what Will was could be preserved and seen for all 

time.13 

 

 

                                                 
10 Letter 1 to Daphne, probably October, 1950. 
11 K.Pople, 1996, p471 thinks that Spencer may have copied Pilate’s hat from a light fitting. 
12 See, for example, D.Robinson, 1990, p112; K.Hauser, 2001,p58f; R Carline in Stanley Spencer RA, 
1980, RA catalogue, p18; & A.Glew, 2001, p243 where a long letter to Hilda (‘Dear Ducky’), written 
January 1955, is quoted in full. 
13 Letter 2 to Marjorie, 5 January, 1951. 
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Spencer might have added that Hilda’s family, the Carlines, were very 

good to him, especially Richard. 

 

4.3 His R.A. Diploma painting 

 

In letter 1 Spencer announced that he had ‘finished the R.A. “diploma” 

picture’, The Farm Gate (1950)14, and that it was ‘now framed and 

awaits my decision to give it to the R.A.’15 He had made his peace with 

the Academy and had exhibited five works in the 1950 Summer 

Exhibition16 as an Associate (A.R.A.); and the new President, Sir Gerald 

Kelly, had then improved the offer to full R.A. membership, an offer 

which Spencer had accepted. This was during the extraordinary, but 

eventually fruitless, campaign for obscenity against him, which the 

retiring President, Sir Alfred Munnings, and others had been conducting. 

In the same letter Spencer was blunt about his feelings: 

 

In return for the nasty things some Royal Academicians have 

been saying about me in the papers I feel more like giving them 

a punch on the noze rather than a picture of cows coming 

through a farm gate.17 

 

 

Spencer was deeply hurt by this ‘witch hunt’ and went on to say: 

 

I don’t see the point of my being in the R.A.: it seems to bring a 

lot of needless unpleasantness my way. I am quite sure that an 

art society that was not “Royal” would not have behaved in this 

way.18  

 
                                                 
14 Collection Royal Academy, K.Bell, no. 352. 
15 Letter 1, p1-2. 
16 Tate Gallery Archive (TGA) Arthur Tooth & Co correspondence, 8917.2.19 1950. 
17 Letter 1, p2. 
18 Letter 1, p2-3.. 
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He had a valid point. Nevertheless he stuck with his decision to rejoin as 

an Academician, and in November, 1951 the Secretary of the R.A. 

wrote19 to Tooths, Spencer’s dealer, to acknowledge receipt of 

Spencer’s diploma painting, The Farm Gate. It was shown in their 1951 

Summer Exhibition. 

 

Munnings had claimed that some of Spencer’s drawings were obscene. 

Writing to Daphne early in 1951 (letter 4), Spencer reports that despite 

his election he had heard that Munnings was still ‘gunning’ for him. He 

recalled an old cartoon about such a pursuit: 

 

Some years ago there was a cartoon in “Punch” of a Royal 

Academy painting of a farmer with a gun: you know shirt sleeves 

turned up & gun held at the side ready. Under it said “He is 

looking for Spencer”.20 

 

Spencer was thick-skinned enough to carry on painting, despite his 

aggrieved feelings, yet in his own way he may well have been gunning 

for Munnings. Pople, writing of Christ Delivered to the People (1950), 

believed he had found Spencer’s painterly riposte in that work by 

suggesting that the official on the far right who helps drag Christ away 

was Munnings seizes Christ’s sleeve with his right hand which also holds 

a document which might be the warrant for his execution or Munnings’ 

threatened writ of persecution.21 

 

 

                                                 
19 TGA, ibid, Sir Walter Lamb to Richard Smart, 7 November, 1950. 
20 Letter 4 to Daphne, January, 1951. 
21 K.Pople, 1996, p 471; K.Bell, 1991, p488 follows Pople’s interpretation.  
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4.4 Depicting water presents difficulties 

 

Another religious painting The Baptism (1952) is mentioned in three letters. 

The first (letter 7) was written from Cookham in between visits to his brother 

Harold’s family. Spencer announces: ‘I have drawn a baptism idea on to a 

canvas 2 ft 6in x 4 ft.’22 About six months later (letter 11) he told Daphne that 

he had finished ‘the Cedar landscape at Mr. Shiels “Englefield” House23, and I 

have done a lot to the baptism painting. I could not get the water to look wet 

and ripply’[.]24  

 

This difficulty with depicting the water was hardly surprising, since the lower 

half of the picture consists almost entirely of water, which in its finished state 

is agitated throughout with ripples, tiny waves and two areas of fluid circles. 

This disturbance of the water is in contrast to the lazing figures of those 

outside the water who are unaware that below them John the Baptist pours 

water over the head of the largely immersed Christ.  

 

Eight months later (letter 21) when he was ‘very much at last stuck into my 

work’ he was more satisfied with the progress of his Odney scene: ‘This 

painting I have been doing of the Baptism is going better than I dared to 

hope.’25 

 

Significantly he was also, when time permitted, ‘making more advance’ with 

new drawings for Christ Preaching….26 These letter extracts show that 

Spencer was capable of working simultaneously on two or three canvases, or 

their preliminary drawings, at the same time.  

 

 While working on The Baptism, Spencer was persevering with a larger 

painting Christ in Cookham (1952). His need to finish it, together with its 

                                                 
22 Letter 7 to Daphne, about July, 1951. 
23 Engelfield House, Cookham (1951), private collection, K.Bell, no.367. 
24 Letter 11 to Daphne, undated – probably late November/early December, 1951. 
25 Letter 21 to Marjorie, 11 August, 1952. 
26 Letter 21, p2.. 
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strong ‘Cookham’ feeling, prevented him from visiting Daphne and her family 

that Christmas. His solicitor, Mr. Evill, wanted to buy it.  

 

I had a visit from my great big enormous solicitor and he is 

wanting the big painting I am still slowly plodding on with, for the 

Contemporary Art Society. He is having his year of being buyer 

for the society. He was determined to have the painting but, of 

course, only wanted to give £500. I managed to get him to tack 

on another £100 on it. This painting is so ‘Cookham’ in feeling 

that I felt I must do it here. I began it here & it has the ‘here’ 

feeling.27  

 

Christ in Cookham  was finished in 1952 and bought not by Evill on 

behalf of Contemporary Art Society but by the Art Gallery of New South 

Wales, Sydney.28  

 

4.5 His disquiet with ‘potboilers’ 

 

The letters also convey the conflict of interest he suffered whenever his dealer 

felt that there was a pressing need to paint landscapes and to accept 

commissions for portraits. Painting these ‘potboilers’ interrupted the 

imaginative work that he was currently doing, “my ‘homework’ up in my room”, 

which he so ‘hated being torn away from’.29 These letters show that, although 

he grumbled about this tension, he could not avoid it; and that he had learnt to 

live with it. 

 

But in the correspondence the grumbles and frustrations of work are 

balanced by news of works that are finished, and also of sales. For 

instance he reported (letter 9) that he had had a good journey back (from 

                                                 
27 Letter 12 to Daphne, 20 December, 1951.  
28 K.Bell, p496. 
29 Letter 47 to Daphne, 10 May, 1956. 
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staying with them in N. Ireland), and that he had finished a landscape of 

Engelfield garden in Cookham, ‘the one with the Deodar Cedar’30 and 

‘also I have just finished yet another self-portrait.’31  

 

And a year later he tells Daphne: 

 

I have sold the “Monkey puzzle” & the “Fairy Glen” & the 

“Whitehouse Foreshore”. It is funny that the portraits32 of you 

have not yet gone. They will go in time. You remember Mary 

Behrend said that if they are still lying they would have the first 

one…33 

 

Spencer was to paint three more portraits of Daphne, all on visits to his 

brother Harold’s. Daphne recalled that Spencer had ‘difficulty with my 

mouth’, the first time he painted her. ‘I said, “I’ll paint it”, and he let me.’34 

All four paintings were sold, the first and the last after being exhibited at 

Tooth’s suggestion in the RA Summer Exhibition, 1952 and 1954 

respectively. 

 

 

                                                 
30 Engelfield House, Cookham (1951), K.Bell, no. 367. 
31 Letter 9 to Daphne, 7 November, 1951.Self-Portrait (1951), K.Bell, no. 365, private collection. 
 
33 Letter 26 to Daphne, 7 November, 1952. Two of the three paintings which had been sold – The 
Monkey Puzzle, Whitehouse, N.Ireland (1952), collection Carrick Hill Trust, Hayward Bequest, 
Adelaide, K.Bell, no. 375, and The Foreshore at Whitehouse, N.Ireland (1952), private collection,  
K.Bell, no. 374, were painted in N. Ireland during a visit to his brother Harold’s near Belfast. The Glen, 
Port Glasgow (1952), collection Glasgow Art Gallery & Museum, K.Bell, no. 381, was also painted in 
1952 but in Cookham: Spencer based it on a drawing that he had made in 1944 [K.Bell,  p498]. Mary 
Behrend was the wife of Louis Behrend and together they had commissioned and financed the building 
of the Burghclere Chapel and the murals in it. They did not buy the first and largest of the four portraits 
of Daphne, or indeed any of them, that Spencer painted on his visits (1951-1953) to his brother 
Harold’s. The first of the four, Portrait of Daphne Spencer (1951), collection Ulster Museum, Belfast 
[K.Bell, no.370]. See letter 26. 
34 Personal communication to the author, 6 October, 2007. The second was Daphne by the 
Window,Northern Ireland (1952), collection National Art Gallery & Museum, Wellington, K.Bell, no. 
372. The third was Daphne Spencer with Green Scarf (1953), private collection, K.Bell, no.389. The 
fourth was Head of Daphne Spencer (1953), private collection, K.Bell, no. 390.  
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4.6 Using letters as a way of talking about his ide as 

 

Persuaded by Daphne and Marjorie, Spencer returned to Belfast in 1951 

for a short post-Christmas visit. Then two weeks after his return to 

Cookham (letter 15) he brings Daphne up-to-date: 

 

Before I came out … to Belfast I tried to get the smallish idea 

ready that I was going to paint on a short stay namely the one of 

Peter warming his hands; but even that would not come as clear 

as I needed it to be. And yet it is a very good notion: what is 

clear & is already drawn I love.35 Yesterday I had a good day 

with the big painting  [Christ in Cookham] and I think it may be 

done in time for the Academy. Excuse this talking-to-myself style 

of letter but I love talking about my ideas as I believe you 

know.36  

 

 

Spencer liked to talk not just to himself but also to his family about his 

work and ideas. In addition he made sure they knew the conditions he 

needed to produce his best work.  

 

4.7 His preferred working conditions 

 

 Writing to Marjorie early in 1952 (letter 16), he apologised: 

 

I have no news & nothing to write about but I must write and 

thank you for the lovely time. I am being very slow over my 

painting & I dare say that if painting, i.e. putting paint on canvas 

was my only job I would get on faster & better with the job in 

                                                 
35 See also chapter 3: the drawing’s whereabouts are unknown and it did not lead to a painting. 
36 Letter 15 to Daphne, 14 & 17 January, 1952. 
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your sitting room with you all than I do when I am alone. But 

there is this other part of the job namely the ‘thinking out’ & 

preparing an idea prior to painting it. In this part of the job I need 

to be alone.37 

 

 

His painting was going very slowly. He enjoyed company and is happy to 

paint with others around him when he is ready to paint. But solitude in 

the right surroundings, which invariably meant Cliveden View, best 

suited his composing stage.  Above all, he wrote, ‘Everything takes ages 

before I am satisfied to paint it.’38 

 

4.8 Prepared to take on a new challenge 

 

By October, 1952 (letter 23) as he was ‘coming to the end of a painting 

of Christ in the corn & the villagers shocked at his Sabbath breaking’, 

which he felt was ‘nothing much except that it holds together very well’39, 

he was asked by the architect of Llandaff cathedral ‘if I would consider 

doing a Doom for the underside of a parabolic arch.’ A Doom was a 

representation of the Last Judgement, a popular subject in medieval art 

but rare in Spencer’s time. But the fact that Giotto di Bondone (c.1270-

1337), one of his heroes, had depicted a Doom over the door at the west 

end of the Arena Chapel, made the request particularly appealing. 

 

He would not be the only artist involved. ‘Epstein is to do a great figure 

of Christ reigning from the cross which will stand on the arch in front…’ 
40Spencer was aware that this offer was subject to the Dean’s approval; 

                                                 
37 Letter 16 to Marjorie, 17 January, 1952. 
38 Letter 16, p3. 
39 The Sabbath Breakers (1952), K.Bell, no. 373. 
40 The sculptor Jacob Epstein (1880-1959) created a vast figure of Christ cast in unpolished aluminium 
for the front of an impressive cylindrical organ case supported by a great concrete arch that dominates 
the nave of Llandaff Cathedral. 
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and hoped to persuade the selection panel to let him paint ‘a happier 

subject’ than a Doom.41 

 

In the same letter he admitted to Daphne, ‘I want to do some more 

smallish paintings [like The Sabbath Breakers] so that I can have a stock 

of paintings at Tooth’s at the back of me. I can’t launch out on any big 

thing until and unless I am well stocked up with good & saleable 

paintings.’42 He normally preferred to choose his own ‘big’ subject but he 

would explore the Llandaff offer further in case he decided to accept 

their proposal.  

 

In November, 1952 (letter 26) he reported that he had had a follow-up 

letter about the proposed Llandaff job ‘from an important man in the 

matter saying that he & the architect & myself were the only people who 

knew about this & a hint for me to keep it to myself.’ Spencer replied that 

he had told others about the proposal as he ‘did not know not to’.43 

 

There was no reply to Spencer’s disclosure but he was invited to a 

‘luncheon party at Llandaff.’ He declared that at it, ‘I was in a merry 

mood’, and that he had kept the assembled company – (‘present The 

Dean, Dolorese, Epstein, Mr Pace Architect, & self’44) – amused with his 

hope that Wesleyans and Christian Science Churches would get over 

their ‘fear of having pictures on the walls of their Chapels’; and he told 

them how his painting of the interior of a Christian Science Reading 

Room, Silent Prayer (1952), had been bought a year before by 

Connecticut Art Gallery in the U.S.45 

 

The commission did not take place, and we do not know why. Had 

Spencer talked himself out of it? He usually preferred to paint what he 

wanted to paint rather than what others suggested to him. 
                                                 
41 Letter 23 to Daphne, October, 1952. 
42 Letter 23, p6-7. 
43 Letter 26 to Daphne, 7 November, 1952. 
44 Letter 27 to Marjorie, 8 March, 1953.  
45 Letter 27, p 2. But K.Bell, p493, records it in the Ella Gallup Sumner and Mary Catlin Sumner 
Collection, Wadsworth Athenaum, Hartford. 
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This episode shows how commission proposals can lead an artist into a 

cul-de-sac. There was, however, a happy outcome to his painting of The 

Sabbath Breakers (1952).  In (letter 25) he reports: 

 

I know that for some time I have wanted to do a scene of Christs 

rubbing his hands in the corn & the Church goers shocked, & 

that I have sketches for this. I wanted the scene to take place 

where my Bridlepath landscape is. And so I work this idea out & 

it worked very well so that I soon had it drawn on the 

canvas…that painting took about a month & is now at Tooths. It 

is quite a nice one & I think it will go.46  

 

 

Requests for commissions usually reached Spencer via Tooth’s unless 

friends approached him directly (as Jack Martineau and Lord Astor did). 

At the end of 1955 (letter 46) Spencer responded to the news that 

Daphne had had appendicitis with a long ‘ramshackle’ letter which 

includes talks given, a flower painting finished – ‘the white nettles were 

hanging down the sides of the bottle by the time I finished them’,47 and 

news of a commission which appealed to him: 

 

I have one small job which I am going to do for some charming 

old Archdeacon who came to Tooth’s. I did not see him but he 

wants a small religious painting & I am going to do two or three 

which I have ready to be painted. These are rather similar to 

what I painted last year.48 

 

This proposal, too, was not realised but we sense his pleasure at being 

free to paint a subject of his choice for which a drawing was already 

made. The painting that matches the information given - that is a work 

                                                 
46 Letter 25 to Marjorie, 7 November, 1952. Spencer was right: it was sold in 1952 [K.Bell, p496]. 
47 Letter 46 to Daphne, begun late November, finished 6 December, 1955. It was a small painting of 
white nettles and yarrow. Spencer called it November Wild Flowers. K. Bell called it Wild Flowers [no. 
409]. 
48 Letter 46, p5-6 . 
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completed in 1956 or later - is In Church (1956),49 which Bell says was 

commissioned by the Fellows of St. Edmund Hall, Oxford. But one 

reason why this may not be the Archdeacon’s painting is that In Church 

was 36 x 24 inches in dimension, by Spencer’s practice, a medium sized 

work. Spencer stated that a small work had been required. Even if the 

Archdeacon had approached Tooths on behalf of the College, Tooths 

are likely to have known that and told Spencer accordingly.  

 

Here again the letters reveal how not every enquiry for a painting could 

be realised. In considering whether he could take on  commission 

Spencer had to consider various factors . It is possible that the 

Archdeacon may have changed his mind.50  

 

4.9 Finding peace of mind  

 

Three years earlier Spencer (letter 25) asked Marjorie51 to forgive him 

for writing mostly about his own work, and admitted that it ‘makes a big 

difference in one’s life’ whenever he was left to paint what he wanted to. 

He looked back gratefully.  

 

I was so thankful that I was able to carry off that (Faber Gallery) 

series of Port Glasgow Resurrections, after finishing the 

Shipbuilding paintings.52 And now I am hoping to manage this 

Cookham Regatta notion. The only real peace I get is when my 

mind is hovering about one of these notions. While that notion is 

still cooking not too many other irons are in the fire. I am 

                                                 
49 K.Bell, no. 420, p509. 
50 The Tooth correspondence (TGA 8917.2.14-28) makes it clear that there were many enquiries in the 
1950s which did not result in Spencer undertaking a commission. 
51 Letter 25 to Marjorie, 7 November, 1952. Faber had published Wilenski’s book about the Glasgow 
Resurrections, and Spencer had contributed to the introduction and to the information about each work 
that had been reproduced. 
52 The Port Glasgow Resurrection Series (1945-1950), K.Bell, nos. 358a-I, pp. 488-493; and 
Shipbuilding on the Clyde (1940-1946), K.Bell, nos.328a-I, pp. 476-7. 
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sometimes amazed at the amount of thinking I get through in just 

one day…53 

 

In this long letter, besides writing about Christ Preaching… Spencer 

introduces two other works. The first is a Port Glasgow ‘Glen scene’. 

Prior to writing this letter, Spencer had realised that Tooths preferred 

small paintings in the autumn since their clients often visited the gallery 

then, to attend their annual Autumn and pre-Christmas shows. ‘And so I 

did the already drawn scene of children coming from the Glen at Port 

Glasgow. They are all sliding down a curving rail by some steps & are 

summer saulting as they come. They were on their way to school. It is a 

very amusing scene. This now finished & is at Tooths.’54 His hunch was 

right, and the picture sold. 

 

4.10 Resolving a dilemma 

 

Secondly, this same letter indicates that he had a spare canvas, ‘this 

lovely fully primed 3 ft x 5 ft canvas already on stretcher’ and he ‘longed 

to be painting on it.’ But what to paint? A river scene to accompany his 

detailed preparatory work on Christ Preaching…?  After all he had had 

‘the feeling that if the regatta thing does not come complete itself I will 

have to do it in bits: a sort of memorial of on the River life at Cookham.’ 

No, he decided that he would not spoil the unity of the one big notion by 

creating some smaller versions of it. ‘Still’, he wrote in November, 1953, ‘ 

I must be patient & wait for a final notion to come clear.’55 And he 

‘considered’ things some more: 

 

& began to try to get an old idea I had years & years ago of the 

raising of Tabitha. You remember the Dorcas story in the Acts of 

                                                 
53 Letter 25, p2-3. 
54 Letter 25, p4-5. The Glen, Port Glasgow. K. Bell, no. 381, collection: Glasgow Art Gallery and 
Museum.  
55 Letter 25, p6-7. 
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the Apostels. I struggled with this for a few days. It is a lovely 

scene but I will have to get a differently proportioned canvas. 

The center is occupied by the bed with Peter at the foot. He 

kneels back view to spectator & has his elbows on bed & fists 

clenched. Tabitha did good works made cloths for the poor, & I 

imagine the mourners have spread some of her work over the 

bed & are pointing out the beautiful needlework. As they do this 

& unnoticed by them Tabitha comes to life & instinctively her 

arms wander to her work.56  

 

 

His mind was teeming with Tabitha ideas but there was a snag: his 

canvas was not large enough for that notion57.  Therefore he looked for 

another idea and ‘decided to do this Cana marriage scene which I 

describe in Daphne’s letter.’58  The primed canvas was used for the first 

of The Marriage at Cana series. His dilemma was solved.  

 

Thanks to the ‘Tabitha letter’ (no. 25) we learn of the factors that led 

Spencer to begin the new series and so break his resolution not to spoil 

the unity of the one big ‘notion’. On the canvas that he hoped to paint the 

Tabitha notion, he painted instead The Marriage at Cana: A Servant in 

the Kitchen Announcing the Miracle (1952-1953).59 

 

4.11 Spencer also answered requests to paint portra its  

 

Requests to paint portraits either at the sitter’s home or in their place of 

work drew on his time and energy, as the letters indicate. Spencer’s 

election as an RA (1950) and his being awarded the CBE (1950) raised 

his public profile and ‘ensured public recognition of his work, as well as 

                                                 
56 Letter 25, p7-9. 
57 It was never painted, and the drawing’s is untraced.                                                                                                                               
58 Letter 26 to Daphne, 7 November, 1952, p2-5. 
59 K.Bell, no. 382, collection: The Beaverbrook Art Gallery, Fredericton.  
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social re-establishment, particularly in Cookham’60. In the final decade of 

his life he received a steady stream of requests for portrait commissions.  

 

His popularity as a portrait painter is not difficult to fathom: at his best he 

created a striking likeness, placing the subject sympathetically and with 

objects or furnishings near them to tell us about them, and so revealing 

something of the character of the sitter. Many of these portraits were 

exhibited at the Royal Academy Summer Show, bestowing on the sitter 

a certain social cachet, which led to Spencer receiving more requests. 

 

Lord Astor wanted Spencer to paint his portrait. Spencer preferred a 

family portrait, as he enthused to Daphne: 

 

And I could possibly do a lovely portrait of Lord Astor out on the 

terrace & lying back in a sort of couch chair in summer get up & 

Lady Astor further off & sitting up & knitting & a great terrace 

vase a sort of grandly dressed Adam & Eve [.] Oh but it would be 

franticly difficult & take ages. It’s a lovely arrangement: this Astor 

family group, because little boy William is further back on the  

terrace & comes between the back of Lady Astor & the profile of 

Lord Astor. Some what thus61 

 

The family group portrait remained an idea and instead Spencer painted 

Lord Astor on his terrace.62  

 

                                                 
60 K.Bell, p350. 
61 Letter 47 to Daphne, 10 May, 1956. 
62 Portrait of Viscount Astor, 1956, private collection, K.Bell, no. 419. 
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Spencer’s sketch of his proposed ‘lovely arrangement’ of the Astor family. Letter 43, p6. 

 

 

Travelling to fulfil these portrait commissions took him to Devon, Wales 

and other parts of England. For instance in 1954 (letter 38) he wrote to 

Daphne: 

 

I have been to Dartmouth to do a small painting of a man named 

Eric Williams. He writes & was the man in that Starlag tunnel 

escape in the war & wrote ‘The Wooden Horse’. He looks a 

‘heluva’chap & he has a charming wife. They both live in almost 
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secluded state in a sort of long Swiss chalet type of house over 

looking Start point. They built this place themselves!63 

 

 

Spencer had gone there to do a drawing of Williams and one of his wife 

but Spencer did not like his drawing of Williams and offered instead to do 

a portrait on canvas for the same price.64 The sitter recalled that it took 

‘about a fortnight’. Spencer started on the face, beginning with one eye 

and completing it before moving on to other aspects of the face, finishing 

each distinct part of the face before moving on.65 His prolonged stay in 

Dartmouth led to two further later paintings: Williams’ commissioning of a 

portrait of Sybil, his wife, and a view from their home.66  

 

Spencer also describes (letter 44) a rather different commission: to paint 

Jummie III, his friend and patron Dr. Frank’s dog. Jummie was a 

Yorkshire terrier whom Spencer painted ‘life size’ with his owner holding 

him ‘in the cruch of his arm in the usual way…Everyone says its exactly 

like Jummy…And so you see Daphne I’ve simply “gone to the dogs”.’67 

At first Spencer had tried to paint Jummie with the dog facing him, and 

no one else in the room. But Jummie wanted to be elsewhere.  

 

I could not have done the painting unless Frankie held him 

because when I was alone with ‘Jummy’ he naturally sat 

alongside me & facing the same way as I faced, & directly I went 

to another chair he came over & again sat beside me.68 

 

 

                                                 
63 Letter 38 to Daphne, 13 July, 1954. 
64 C.Leder, introductory talk on the exhibition Stanley Spencer and the River Thames, Stanley Spencer 
Gallery, Cookham, 14 May, 2009. The portrait of Eric Williams was in the exhibition. 
65 Portrait of Eric Williams, MC, 1954, collection: Plymouth City Museums & Art Gallery, K.Bell, no. 
400. 
66 Sybil Williams, MBE, 1955, collection: Plymouth City Museums & Art Gallery, K.Bell, no. 407, and 
Privet Hedge at Sea Cliff, 1955, private collection, K.Bell, no. 406. 
67 Letter 44 to Daphne, 2 March, 1955. 
68 Letter 44, p6..Jummie 111 and Dr. Frank, 1955, collection: Massimo Martino S.A., Castagnola, 
Switzerland, K.Bell, no.410. 
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In the same letter Spencer describes how he made sure that a large 

painting, the ‘long “Moor” picture’, reached Tooths: 

 

I took it to London myself. Wheeled it on my pram to Cookham 

Station & then in guards van to Paddington, & then in a taxi to 

Tooths69. 

 

 

Spencer had started this painting in 1937 and finished it 18 years later.70 

It was 2 feet 7 inches high by 10 feet 2 inches long. Given the time it had 

taken him to complete it, and its size, he clearly wanted to deliver it by 

hand to his dealer, not entrusting it to Fine Art carriers.  Attaching it to 

his pram must indeed have been a challenge. For those villagers used to 

passing him with his pram stacked high with his painting tools and easel, 

it must have been a rare sight to see him wheeling an extremely large 

canvas to the station. 

 

 

4.12. Self-portraits 

 

Spencer chose to do four self-portraits during the years of the Spencer-

Daphne correspondence: two in 1951, the third in 1957; and his final one in 

1959 when he was dying of cancer. There are brief references in these letters 

to the first two. On his return from Belfast (letter 9, November, 1951)  he 

reports that he has ‘just finished yet another self-portrait’; and soon after 

(letter 11): ‘I have done another self-portrait since my return.’ 71 

 

                                                 
69 Letter 44, p1. 
70 Now known as Love on the Moor, 1937-1955, collection: Fitzwilliam Mueum, K.Bell,no. 415.  
71 Letter 9 to Daphne, 7 November, 1951 refers to Self-Portrait, 1951, collection: Bernard Jacobson 
Gallery, London, K.Bell, no. 364, that he painted at Harold Spencer’s home in Belfast. Letter 11 to 
Daphne, undated, written on his return to Cookham from N.Ireland in November or December, 1951 
refers to Self-Portrait, 1951, private collection, K.Bell, no. 365. Letter 17 to Daphne, 24 March, 1952 
confirms that Spencer’s friend Frankl bought this more recent self-portrait for his wife. Bell (p494) 
says that the artist gave it to Mrs. Frankl. 
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Bell argues that they mark a return to the ‘straightforward compositions of his 

early paintings;’ and that Spencer depicted himself in a ‘ruthlessly direct 

manner’, avoided ‘pretentious poses’, seeing himself as ‘austere and 

unidealized’.72  

 

The third Self-Portrait (1957)73 was probably created rapidly in response to an 

unusual invitation. The Test cricketer Denis Compton was to have opened the 

1957 Cookham Village bazaar. But he fell sick, and so the vicar, the Reverend 

Michael Westropp, at short notice invited Spencer instead.74 Spencer 

accepted and, in a typical act of generosity donated a self-portrait for sale at 

the bazaar to raise money for Cookham church. 

  

The occasion is briefly touched on (letter 49 to Daphne) when he enclosed  

some clothes for Diana, her baby, bought at the Bazaar. 

 

I bought these at Cookham Church Bazaar…I could not 

remember Diana’s age…I am afraid they are a lot too small!…I 

was suddenly asked to open it by Rachel (Mrs. Vicar) to take the 

place of Dennis Compton. So there was the grand crowd waiting 

for him & lo it was me. Colonel Barroll barrolling about at the 

back of the hall – no cricket.75 

 

4.13 Insights into earlier paintings: Spencer liked  to look back 

 

On occasions Spencer looks back in a letter and reminisces about a 

painting he had completed many years before. His lengthy letters and 

roving mind allowed for this backward reflection. Moreover, he only 

looked forward when he was making arrangements. 

 

                                                 
72 K.Bell, p364. 
73 Sold by Sotheby’s,1992, K.Bell, p512, no.430A. 
74 K.Bell, p512. 
75 Letter 49 to Daphne, 6 December, 1957. The painting is not mentioned in the letter. 
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In the letters under scrutiny there are two extended disquisitions on past 

works. In the first Spencer reflects on an aspect of The Resurrection, 

Cookham (1927) and the second how he came to paint John Donne 

Arriving in Heaven (1911). 

 

4.13.1 Hilda’s sleeve 

 

When in 1950 Harold Spencer had written to Stanley to commiserate 

about Hilda’s death, Harold had referred to her as ‘an invaluable asset to 

art’ and ‘as a co-operative inspirator’ of it.76 ‘Exactly so’, Spencer had 

replied (letter 3), before musing on his The Resurrection, Cookham 

(1924-6)77 and relating how Hilda had ‘inspired and supported me in its 

creation & in its carrying out.’ And in the solving of one problem: 78  

 

In the centre foreground of that picture you can just see an arm 

in a long sleeved woollen dress & a bit of a head & face showing 

of the figure reclining on top of the ivy covered table tomb. That 

was Hilda not only posed for it but meant to be her. The girl 

smelling the flower is in an old dress of Hildas. The figure being 

helped over the stile (into Belrope meadow) is Hilda, & on the 

right there is a figure in a long black dress. This dress was 

Hilda’s. But the central tomb idea where with inspired intention 

the figure was Hilda; the circumstance was remarkable – I had 

had great trouble about that ivey covered tomb: I had wanted 

some thing of great moment to be there. But all the drawings I 

did for it were not right. You may be able to notice that as we 

remember, the ivey would grow up and round the tomb then 

reaching the top some fronds would lean over towards the railing 

surrounding the tomb & some would creep a little on to the table 

top. This led in time to the ivey – having found an anchorage – 

                                                 
76 Letter not in the correspondence but Spencer quotes from it. 
77 Collection Tate Gallery, K.Bell, no. 116. 
78 Letter 3 to Harold, 5 January, 1951. 
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bunching up round the table top so that one looked over the 

uneven bunches of ivey down on to the top of the tomb, making 

it a sort of floor of a huge nest. This made me want some thing 

very nice there. To make some thing of import one usually has a 

better chance with two or more persons than with only one. It 

takes two to make a quarrel: it takes two to make a 

circumstance….And so I tried drawing two persons & at once, as 

Byron says about some latin in Don Juan “the tu’s too much” 

referring to some wrong quantity in grammer – two was too 

many. So I tried one & one was not enough. And I went on, even 

trying one & a half human beings. No good. And so I thought 

seriously, “now what do I want?” I want some thing of import to 

happen there. I thought what would make me happy what would 

satisfy me to put there,…what…do I like? And so I went for that 

Hilda sleeve & I think it is right.79 

 

This crucial letter explains how Spencer eventually reached a decision.  

For Spencer it was a significant solution to something that had severely 

taxed him. When painting he had to achieve the appropriate and exact 

level of detail within his whole ‘notion’, and he turned to his wife for the 

solution in a work which has been described as a celebration of the 

union of the physical and the spiritual.80 

 

                                                 
79 Letter 3. p2-6. 
80 Pople, p. 235. 
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The Resurrection, Cookham, 1924-6. Collection: Tate Gallery. The ivy-covered tomb 

with ‘Hilda’ on it is in the centre foreground. 

 

4.13.2 ‘John Donne Arriving in Heaven’ 

 

In letter 46 to Daphne81 Spencer looked back even further, recalling how 

the idea for a very early painting came to him. He had been explaining 

that there was interest in his radio talks because in them he showed how 

his paintings emerge ‘from nothing at all’. He then described how the 

‘beginning’ of his 1911 small canvas John Donne Arriving in Heaven82 

came about, how he was ‘very hopeful’ that he would discover in it 

something very important. 

 

I am sure the thing I long for is a tangible thing. I have no idea of 

its appearance and shape but I know it is going to come into 

existence & that I shall be made happy by it. I go for a strole 

round the back lane & see the stables & a horse’s head sticking 

                                                 
81 Letter 46 to Daphne, this part written after 6 December, 1955. 
82 K.Bell, no. 10, private collection. 
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out…and the horse’s head casts a long shadow of itself down 

the side of the stable. And, I (young as I am then) am satisfied 

the world is full of enchantment & wonder. I go indoors & read 

some Donne [1572-1631] some thing about his passing from 

darkness into light & I tried to draw him half dark & half light 

coming from under a tree. Not much good. Then I thought of that 

passage of his sermon which I had seen in Chambers 

Encyclopedia of English Literature of his going to heaven. And 

then I took another turn round the back lane & thought about 

heaven. It must be heaven every where in heaven. Every way 

you look at it must be heaven: every way you cut it it’s polony [a 

form of sausage]. 

 

Triggered by Donne’s words about passing from darkness to light, 

Spencer surmises that the notion he is hunting will be influenced by but 

not necessarily set in Cookham, his beloved place. For heaven the 

setting will have to be ‘good in all directions’ and ‘a not-in-this-world 

place’, as he goes on to elaborate: 

 

Now in Cookham which I loved I noticed that the magic lay in a 

certain aspect a place would have for instance that the Bucks 

side of the bank would look marvellous from the Berks side & 

when on the Bucks side of the river the Berks side looked good. 

And I always found that I wanted to turn to the eastern sky & 

Cliveden woods. But I wanted something that was good in all 

directions as heaven would be. I also longed for a not-in-this-

world place (in spite of my love of Cookham) because I could in 

a way see it. I was indoors again & soon I saw clearly that in 

order to convey the feeling of heaven being everywhere the 

people should pray anywhere & in any direction & just be in their 

perfect state. And then John Donne sees it. As soon as I saw the 

people praying I saw what sort of place they were in: in fact I 

think it was the dimly but surely seeing & feeling the atmosphere 

of this place in heaven that showed me where people were. 
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Heaven for Spencer is not Cookham but it is good and marvellous and 

there are people praying in all directions. Pondering further on the 

praying that goes on there led to his ‘seeing & feeling the atmosphere’ of 

this part of heaven, and this in turn helped him to ‘place’ the people in 

his mind’s picture. Then he decided to test his proposed grouping by 

creating a surrogate set of figures: 

 

Any way to be sure of how they were standing I put four matches 

on the table cloth & it looked good to me. These showed that the 

intervals of space were of equal import with the people. I did not 

need to be assured of this because I knew that the original 

longing wish would provide for all that. It was just rather fun 

arranging the match sticks. 

 

 

This memory, recalled in a letter over 40 years later, tells us much about 

Spencer’s process of composing a single work. It began with ‘the original 

longing wish’ which he had to pursue and explore, largely in his 

imagination. It was then re-visioned on paper and materialised, rather 

gently through a surrogate tableau, performed with a miniature 

matchstick arrangement.83  

 

                                                 
83 Michael Johnson, The Friends of Stanley Spencer Gallery Newsletter, January, 2010, p1.The 
drawing for this painting was sold by Sothebys in November, 2009 for £87,650. Set on Widbrook 
Common, Cookham Spencer’s first version had four men praying with clear expressions on their faces, 
each facing a different direction. John Donne entered the scene from the bottom left corner. Spencer 
was not satisfied with the way he had drawn John Donne and so he stuck a piece of paper over John 
Donne and drew him a second time. According to Johnson the auctioned drawing has more life in the 
praying men’s faces than the painting. 
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4.14 Spencer’s habit of focusing on the mundane and  the 

menial: how major happenings are hardly touched on 

 

The Arts Council Exhibition of his drawings (1954) is briefly mentioned in 

the correspondence in connection with Sylvester’s visit and his 

estimation of Spencer’s work. The Tate Retrospective Exhibition (1955), 

a major tribute, surprisingly is hardly touched on; and the Cookham 

church and vicarage exhibition (1958) is not mentioned.  

 

One reason for these omissions is that the correspondence diminishes in 

number and frequency on both sides after 1955. Daphne had married 

that April in Cookham church and had a daughter, Diana, the following 

year; clearly she had less time to write. Spencer was busy and tended to 

reply – often after an interval – to letters rather than initiate them himself, 

unless he needed something. The affection on both sides continued 

unabated but circumstances and other commitments slowed the 

correspondence right down. Furthermore, Spencer was becoming  

nationally and internationally known, especially after the Tate Exhibition; 

and he was receiving more requests to give radio and other talks and to 

attend functions.  

 

Moreover, friends or strangers called at his door and, if he was in, they 

would invariably be welcomed and shown the latest work in progress. 

Spencer was always a sociable artist who, when at home, rarely turned 

a caller away; and he was not afraid of being interrupted, being keen to 

explain the complex narratives and interior stories of his work.84 

 

                                                 
84 Anne Bancroft called on him at Cliveden View, on the off chance, never having met him, and he 
invited her in, and a friendship developed. Letter to the author, 5 May, 2009. There are Cookham 
instances of locals whom he did not know, calling on him ‘out of the blue’, and becoming friends. 
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4.14.1 Stanley Spencer A Retrospective Exhibition  

(November-December, 1955), The Tate Gallery 

 

When the promised Tate exhibition eventually took place, one would 

have expected Spencer to be keen to write about it. In fact he was rather 

critical of the selection that had been made and says surprisingly little 

about the exhibition once it is on. Initially we learn that Spencer is to 

have an exhibition85 but that the proposed date has been postponed.86 

Then, after a period of uncertainty, there is a further fourteen month 

postponement with the exhibition finally scheduled for November 1955. 

 

Spencer wants Daphne and Johnnie, her husband, to come and see it 

and tells them, ‘I think my show opens the 2nd or 3rd Nov at the Tate’.87 

But they must take that information as their official invitation and decide 

whether it is ‘worth your while to come over to see it.’ For unfortunately 

he has serious doubts about the Tate’s selection:  

 

I am right in feeling reticent about sending invitation cards to 

every body because the Tate has included paintings in the Show 

which I advised them not to show & I am not going to have the 

responsibility of inviting any one to look at them. I admire these 

included pictures but that is quite a different thing.88 

 

 

It is ironic that, having waited patiently for his exhibition, Spencer finds 

himself dissatisfied with some of the eventual selection. He is happy 

about the inclusion of works which he wanted shown but not about those 

which he ‘advised them not to show’.  As with Tooth’s exhibitions of his 

                                                 
85  Letter 34 to Marjorie, 9 December, 1953. It was to be on 16 September, 1954. Letter 37, to Daphne, 
4 June, 1954, confirmed this. 
86  Letter 39, to Daphne, 30 August, 1954. John Rothenstein had written to tell him that it was 
postponed ‘owing to pressure of work’ until 1955. 
87 Letter 45 to Daphne & Johnnie, 6 October, 1955. 
88 Letter 45, p2-3. 
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work, so it was with the Tate’s retrospective: Spencer wanted to be able 

to decide what was shown. Neither gallery saw fit to let him. Both tried to 

humour him by meeting some of his wishes. 

 

For Spencer there was a second and perhaps more painful disquiet: by 

looking at the works of four decades he could see that he had lost much 

of his early vision.89 This was only the second time he had been invited 

to write about his paintings90.  His thesis was that on his return from the 

First World war something had changed: he could not recapture the 

early rhapsodic vision of his early Cookham-based work91. Fortunately 

from 1922 he found he had enough worthwhile notions drawn and ready 

to be painted to last him ten years. But that after he had completed the 

Burghclere chapel he felt that he had run dry, his vision had deserted 

him. The 1930s were very difficult years for him.92 

 

Spencer explained, in his introduction to the catalogue, that the 

consequence of this drying up of his vision was his dissatisfaction with, 

and sadness at, the post-1932 work in the show. His dismay at some of 

the selection stemmed from his unwillingness to have work displayed 

that lacked ‘conviction’.93  

 

As for the Cookham exhibition of his work (Summer, 1958).  Spencer 

was probably far too busy to write. This was a local initiative which 

received his ready support94, to which  - to the village’s surprise - 

thousands came, making it unexpectedly a major event.  

 

                                                 
89 See his Introduction in Stanley Spencer: A Retrospective Exhibition, Tate Gallery, 1955, p3-5. 
90 The first being in Wilenski’s Faber Gallery book, (1951).  
91 This included John Donne Arriving in Heaven whose origin Spencer recalled in letter 46, quoted 
from above. 
92  See for example Pople (1996), p357, 369, 396-7; Robinson (1990), p80-1, 84; Hauser (2001), p57. 
93 As for footnote 89 above, p5. 
94 James Tilden, in a personal communication with the author on 3 March, 2009, recalled that his aunt, 
Mrs. Ashwanden, and Spencer devised the idea of the show to raise money for the church roof.. 
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4.15 A late major painting 

In 1957, Spencer complains (letter 48) of ‘going hard at it’95, having to 

work on two landscape paintings, one in the mornings in Cookham, the 

other in the afternoons at Taplow. But his painting in Jack Martineau’s 

garden at Taplow led to a further prestigious commission. Martineau, a 

governor of Aldenham School, a Brewer’s school, invited Spencer to do 

a painting for the chapel, and drove him over to the school where they 

had lunch with the Headmaster, Mr. Martin, and his wife.  

 

Spencer, however, was not at all sure that he could paint in the intended 

space: 

 

The space behind the alta is a very involved shape; & I don’t 

know why I am always invited to paint on the most un-paint-on-

able space that can be devised: top elevation is this [and he 

added a small sketch of a semi-circular apse behind the altar 

with a cross on it] .But Jack said it was just a beginning and 

offers £1000 for a smallish painting behind the alta. It is very 

kind of him, & as the matter is solely between myself and Jack 

Martineau there should be some hope of something being 

done.96 

 

Spencer had reason to be sceptical of this school scheme lest like so 

many other commissions it failed to materialise. But the suggestion had 

come from Martineau, a friend, someone whom he could trust. ‘Un-paint-

on-able’ is another of his portmanteau coinages. There are several in the 

correspondence. The school, it transpired, wanted two works in the 

chapel apse: one large picture and a predella under it, both to be painted 

by Spencer. He had ideas for the two spaces: 

 

                                                 
95 Letter 48 to Daphne, 2 July, 1957. The morning painting was The Brewhouse (1957), private 
collection, K.Bell, no. 428; and the afternoon one: Rock Roses, Old Lodge, Taplow (1957), private 
collection, K.Bell, no. 430. 
96 Letter 48,  p5-6. 
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The ‘notions’ I have that may be suitable …are a “crucifixion” & a 

“Christ & the doctors”. The Crucifixion is very promising. The line 

of rooves down Cookham High St. make a sort of basin shape of 

sky in which space you see the tops of the three crosses[.] The 

malefactors are facing inwards & the three crucified persons 

seem (as Unity puts it) to be in a coffin shaped space formed by 

the cross bars. A broken coffin: jolly for the boys…The 

headmaster said “that’s allright: they can take it”[.] 97 

 

 

His main subject - Christ being crucified along with a thief on either side 

of him – was soon drawn. For years he had longed to paint a crucifixion, 

and he felt his idea would work well in the space provided. The second, 

predella subject, which was to go beneath the crucifixion, took him 

longer to decide on. He already had ‘a nice drawing of a Madonna & 

child’98 which he liked but it did not suit the space. Eventually, he settled 

for In Church, a low horizontal painting of the inside of Cookham church, 

based on his boyhood memory of it. 

 

In April 1958, (letter 50) he apologises to Marjorie for not acknowledging 

her last letter: ‘I have little energy now a-days so that every lively 

moment I go straight on with a painting.’ He has ‘finished the “In Church” 

predella’99 [1958], which he painted first, and he is now ‘half through’ a 

painting of the Crucifixion, which ‘is also a part of the Aldenham 

Altapiece. Its just over 7 ft. square[.] It is the crucifixion I have for years 

wanted to paint.’100  

 

                                                 
97 Letter 48, p11-12. 
98 Letter 48, p12. 
99 K.Bell, no. 442, collection: Letchmore Trust. According to Catherine Martineau (J.Rothenstein, 
p131), the predella picture did not look right under The Crucifixion in the School’s chapel and was 
soon moved to hang on its own, in a side chapel.   
100 Letter 50 to Marjorie, 11 April, 1958. The Crucifixion 1958, K.Bell, no..441, collection: Ivor Braka 
Ltd., London. 
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Page 2, letter 50 to Marjorie, 11 April, 1958 

 

 

Spencer adds, by way of explanation:  

 

It’s the shape that is made by the way the crosses are arranged 

with the thieves facing inwards on Christ…The wood of the 

crosses is like a smooth silver birch (usually rough) or wood 

stripped of bark101. 

 

 

                                                 
101 Letter 50, p3. 
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The Crucifixion was hung first in Cookham church, along with other 

paintings with religious subjects, for the recently planned Cookham 

exhibition of his works, already referred to, which ran from 31 May – 22 

June.102 

 

It was a work which pleased Spencer enormously, which he enjoyed 

talking about. He had set the scene in Cookham High Street where the 

roof line had caught his eye. In this ‘basin-like view’ he could imagine 

‘the cross wedged across the street “like a crashed airline”’.103 The pile 

of earth into which the crosses are thrust was inspired by mounds of 

earth made by excavations in the High Street when main drainage was 

being put in. Here too, as with Christ Preaching…, Spencer drew on a 

happening in his village. And he went further: a key figure, the man up 

the ladder, the left hand of the two wearing red Brewer’s hats, with bushy 

eyebrows and four nails splayed out in his mouth, about to hammer a 

nail into Christ’s left palm, was based on a well known Cookham 

resident, Eddie Smythe.104 

 

Spencer may have liked it but others did not. While still on display in 

Cookham church, it was criticised for its weak composition and for the 

undoubted savagery and violence in the scene. It is brutally explicit.  

Carnage is taking place and Mary, the mother of Jesus, lies in a faint or 

simply grief stricken, overwhelmed by events. 

 

Spencer defended himself in a long letter to The Times (12.6.58); and 

later unashamedly told the boys of Aldenham School: ‘I have given the 

men who are nailing Christ on the Cross…brewer’s caps, because it is 

                                                 
102 The exhibition was due to run for two weeks but because of the widespread interest in it, the 
committee continued it for a third week. There are photographs of Spencer painting The Crucifixion 
destined for Aldenham chapel, one of which is in the exhibition catalogue, on the opposite page to 
where the painting is listed (alphabetically) as Q - and as one of the works hanging in the church. 
103 K.Bell, p516, who in turn quotes from Spencer’s letter to The Times, 12.6.58. 
104 Spencer related that, after the painting was finished, he met Eddie Smythe in the village and said, 
‘I’ve got you at last!’ 
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your Governors and you, who are still nailing Christ to the Cross’.105 

 

 
Page 15 of letter 28 to Daphne (5 June, 1953)  in which Spencer laments on 

the lack of ‘eagerness’ to buy his figurative works. 

 

                                                 
105 K.Bell, p516, who quotes J.Rothenstein, 1979, p131. 
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Chapter 5  

The public and private man as revealed in these 

letters 
 

 

From letter 20 to Daphne, 28 July, 1952, p1 in which Spencer thanks his 

Belfast family for their hospitality. 

 

The Spencer-Daphne letters give valuable insights into the kind of man he 

was and the many ‘selves’1 which went into the art that he made. For The 

                                                 
1 J.George, 2009, p14 stresses that Spencer saw himself as made up of many ‘selves’, and she quotes 
Spencer’s 1943 letter to Hilda in A.Glew, 2001, p216. 
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boxful of letters from Spencer to his Belfast relatives, so carefully kept by 

Daphne, mixes home news and happenings and wider social activities with 

public engagements and honours. Each letter is a private communication, 

intended for his niece or her mother and/or father; and perhaps because of 

that the contents of each are of interest.  

 

As we read Spencer’s account of ordinary daily happenings, his work and 

ideas, his lifestyle and occasional journeys, what is mundane to him is often of 

interest to his family; for his daily round, from the past as well as the present, 

fed fully into his art. In its turn this rhythm or cycle of happenings has a wider 

appeal to those interested in the ‘being’ and the making of an artist.  

 

The people mentioned in this chapter and in the letter summaries, including 

writers and public figures, are introduced in the Dramatis Personae in the 

Appendix.  

 

5.1 The private Spencer: daily and domestic matters , and 

traits 

 

Chapters 2,3 and 4 have drawn on his artistic output, as discerned in these 

letters, and also explored his passion for his work and his dependence on 

‘notions’- his imaginative and visionary ideas. These were the product of an 

active brain and a lifetime’s thinking; of his retentive and detailed visual 

memory, strengthened by his powers of concentration, strong constitution, 

and appetite for work; and his realisation that he had to be faithful to his slow 

and laborious way of making art.   

 

Fortunately there is still much more that this correspondence will yield. For 

instance, we see him relaxing and enjoying himself, when his demanding 
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painting schedule permitted.  We learn how he coped in his ‘bachelor’ 

existence with the daily round; and that his sense of humour and capacity to 

have fun, were never far from inclusion in his writing as he experienced new 

things, such as acquiring a typewriter or being taken to the theatre. His letters 

show, too, how his friends fed his sociable side and found him an entertaining 

companion, if at times rather tiring company. 

 

These letters, written in pencil or biro, were in places hard to read, and yet he 

had ambitions to write for a wider audience. What then to do about this? In 

late 1951 he had an answer (letter 11): ‘I know I can give my writing to no one 

to type either paid or non paid, & so I bought from Tooths…a dear little 

(secondhand) Corona’ typewriter from Mr. Cox. His excitement is palpable as 

he tells Daphne of this purchase: 

 

It is almost new & feels nice when I lift it folded in its compact 

shape out of its case[.] And there is a little brochure describing it 

& giving first lessons, I have been most careful to keep to the 

rules & use all fingers correctly[.]…I went slowly (you bet) & 

learnt the fingering & the whereabouts of the letters. It becomes 

a visual thing at last. I could almost draw a sort of garden & 

show where every letter-flower grows.2 

 

He had to make the exercise ‘visual’ because he was ‘some one with a 

bad memory’ and he likened his new writing machine to ‘a marvellous 

insect’. But progress was slow: ‘I still don’t get beyond six words a 

minute’.3 However, the typewriter did not solve his problem of achieving 

sufficient legibility or his wish to write for a wider audience: indeed none 

of the subsequent letters in the collection under scrutiny is typed. He 

probably could not spare the time to practise enough to raise his speed 

to a level to match his handwriting. 

                                                 
2 Letter 11 to Daphne, probably late November/early December 1951. 
3 Letter 11, p4-5. 
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5.2 The private Spencer: being a godfather 

 

In the same 1951 letter (no. 11) Spencer relates how he had become a 

godfather for the first time. His goddaughter was Hermione, the daughter 

of Dick and Nancy Carline. Carline was a brother of Hilda, his first wife.4 

When Spencer told his ‘daily’ help, Mrs. Price, that he was about to 

become a godfather, she ‘took over’ and told him exactly what he had to 

do: 

 

At first she said “Oh, you just have to be there & see that the 

little one has its God father bless its little heart” & then warming 

to the theme, she proceeded with Oh, & then you look to its 

welfair, & maybe give it a little something now & again” & 

stacked it up with birthdays; Christmas presents; little outings, 

and of course you should help it all you can poor little mite”[.]5 

 

 

This extract exemplifies the unorthodox and personal style of his spelling 

and punctuation, and reflects both the stream of his thoughts and the 

way Mrs. Price, his daily help, talked.  

 

The second time Spencer acted as godfather was in 19546.  He 

describes to Daphne (letter 37) how ‘instead of pushing on with my work 

[landscapes with lilac and flowers7] I had a lovely day with Liam Macwitty 

being godfather to his babe’.8 Joanna Jane had ‘dark eyes’ and was 

‘constantly looking from one person to another’. It was ‘only a small 

christening party, all (including self of course) were famous’, he reports 
                                                 
4 Hilda had four brothers, two were artists; George, the eldest, was an anthropologist,; Roly, the second 
son, had died of tuberculosis when a student; Sydney was master of drawing at the Ruskin School, 
Oxford, and Richard had like Spencer been a war artist. K.Pople. 1996, p200-201. 
5 Letter 11, p6-7. 
6 Letter 37 to Daphne, begun end of May/beginning of June & posted 4 June, 1954. 
7 Spencer refers to Lilacs, 1954, private collection, K.Bell, no 397 and possibly to Walllfowers, 1954, 
collection: Bernard Jacobson Gallery, London, K.Bell, no. 396. Both were painted in the garden of 
Cliveden View. 
8 Liam Macwitty was a friend of Spencer’s. This is the only time he is mentioned. 
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in mock-heroic vein. The godmother was an actress whom he had never 

heard of, and whom he doubted had ever heard of him. The press were 

not admitted because the newspapers ‘would never have heard of us 

either’. He had a ‘grand time’ swapping hospital stories with ‘a charming 

girl a cancer research doctor’ about how awful ward sisters could be. But 

in the midst of the fun ‘we famous folk had to forget our glories’ as ‘there 

was likely to be a technicle hitch’, not on the baby’s side but on 

Spencer’s: it emerged that Spencer had never been confirmed.9 

 

How had this happened? The answer was that Spencer had started 

attending confirmation classes but Dr. Batchelor, the Vicar of Cookham 

had refused to continue preparing him. 

 

Dr. Batchelor…would not do so because I said I was troubled by 

the book of Ecclesiastes. I am sure that I was not the only 

person who had ever been troubled that way. That Ecclesiastes 

said & after describing a lot of delectable things that all was 

vanity & that I could not understand it & Dr. Batchelor said ‘I 

never discuss religion with a miner & I thought he meant coal 

miner: what ever is a miner? Any way he fled & I was not 

confirmed & all at the party yesterday had to get down to it 

wether I for this could be disinherited (we could not find the right 

terminology) from being Godfather to this babe.10 

 

 

Through this rather garbled story we learn how the young Spencer had 

been left puzzled (‘what ever is a miner?’), dismissed from the class, and 

never confirmed.  His Vicar’s unsympathetic and apparently uncharitable 

actions had left Spencer puzzled by Batchelor’s arcane ways.11  

 

                                                 
9 All quotes from letter 37, p1-3. 
10 Letter 37, p 3-4. 
11  We are left to assume that Joanna Jane’s christening happened and that Spencer was deemed to be 
her godfather. 
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Yet there is something comic and ridiculous about that incident. Spencer 

brings out the absurdity of the situation, its grotesque and cruel legalism; 

and he exploits, partly at his own expense, the scope for considerable 

humour. The Spencer-Daphne letters bubble, at times, with an impish 

and self-deprecatory humour, sometimes wicked, at others childlike.  

 

 

5.3 The private Spencer: full of fun and good humou r 

 

Spencer’s ability to see humour in the ordinary or incongruous surfaced 

again when, in early 1952, he was relating to Daphne (letter 15) how he 

had listened to a broadcast talk he had given in Northern Ireland on his 

last visit to her family. He was invited to supper at the Shiel’s, who lived 

in Cookham. (Mr. Shiel had commissioned a landscape of his tall cedar 

by Spencer, and was later to acquire and build a room for his collection 

of his paintings.12) During the evening Mr. and Mrs. Shiel and his sister, 

her husband, Spencer and three dogs sat down to listen to the 

broadcast. Spencer remarked on the behaviour of one of the dogs: 

 

The little poodle sat on my lap & tried to wash my face. I believe 

several people heard it – the broadcast; not the face washing – 

quite well about here. I found it rather humiliating to tell people I 

was broadcasting because…they looked surprised & said, What 

about?’13 

 

 

Spencer enjoys juxtaposing the sound of his face being washed and the 

hearing of the broadcast. We will look more closely at his public talks 

later in this chapter. However. Spencer, for all his success as an artist 

                                                 
12 The cedar or deodar dominated Englefield House, Cookham, 1951, K.Bell, no. 367, which was G.G.. 
Shiel’s home.  
13 Letter 15 to Daphne, 14 & 17 January, 1952. 
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and growing fame, was acutely sensitive to being considered as lacking 

intellectual ability; and he hated being taken for an artist who could only 

paint. He was equally touchy when misunderstood and sensitive to his 

status in others’ eyes. He could easily feel snubbed, especially by a 

casual remark. He might well remain polite and outwardly calm but 

inwardly he bristled, resenting the way he had been put down. 

 

In this correspondence he reveals his feelings, the disappointment he 

had experienced or alternatively the moment of real pride. He admits to 

Daphne that he was humiliated (letter 37) by Dr. Batchelor’s rejection of 

him. However, he did not bear grudges for long but such ‘put downs’, 

even if they were not intended as such, rankled and made him feel not 

just small physically, which he was, but also uneducated.14 

 

The letters are also full of his near continuous self-absorption and his 

great egotism. But they are a vehicle, too, for candid admissions of the 

struggle he faced at relating to and getting on with others; and also at 

coping with being the sort of person he was. 

 

He is fully capable of choosing what he wants to do. In 1953 (letter 31) 

he asks Marjorie if he can come and stay, if possible when Daphne is on 

holiday. He then hopes that she found Daphne well on her return from 

Cookham to Belfast, observing humorously: 

 

She seemed to have enjoyed her stay here even though most of 

the people we saw were over 60s over 70s over 80s & over 90s 

(Dr. Batchelor the old vicar of Cookham; Vicar when I was a little 

boy)[.] Next visit we will see what can be done with the over 

hundreds. Dr. Batchelor looks as if he will enjoy that distinction.15 

 

 

                                                 
14 He was 5 ft. 2 inches high. 
15 Letter 31 to Marjorie, 30 August, 1953. 
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Dr. Batchelor’s past treatment of him had not stopped Spencer from 

keeping in touch with him, and is evidence of Spencer’s even-

handedness, and rather flies in the face of those who regarded him as 

vengeful.16  

 

5.4 The private Spencer: ‘wary of certain things’ 

 

Spencer had no telephone and by the early 1950s showed no sign of 

having one installed. He could be contacted by phone, if necessary, but 

only if one rang his neighbour Mrs. Cook, who lived next door. Tooths 

quite often needed to get a message to him, to remind him to do 

something or to ask him a question. Similarly friends or family might 

need to contact him.17 

 

Fortunately for Spencer and for those trying to contact him urgently, 

Marjorie Cook was willing to call over the fence or to go round and fetch 

him. The truth was he did not like the phone, was not used to it (his 

parents never had one), and was wary of getting in a muddle. In 1952, 

when staying with a friend, he admitted to Daphne (letter 19), ‘I am such 

a hopeless person on these arrangement matters. Travelling etc.’18 He 

further admits, ‘One of my bothers on the phone is that I forget what the 

person said at the other end almost as soon as they have said it, & the 

pencil is not quick enough.’19 

 

These little give-away remarks expose the vulnerability of Spencer as a 

‘single’ man. He dreaded phone calls since they made him anxious and 

caught him unawares. Back in November, 1951 (letter 9) he had a 

                                                 
16 Paul Gough made this observation in a personal communication with the author, 16 February, 2010. 
17 A telegram was the other way of contacting Spencer quickly. They were used quite commonly in the 
I950s. They were quite cheap and were delivered to the recipient’s door. Spencer often sent and 
received them. 
18 Letter 19 to Daphne, 17 July, 1952. 
19 Letter 19, p.1-2. 
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pleasant surprise when Mrs. Cook ‘came round from next door’. He 

thought, ‘oh that must be a phone call but Marjorie seeing my anxious 

look through the glass called out “Its allright it isn’t the phone”20. 

 

On this occasion Mrs. Cook had called to let him know that Wilenski’s 

second book about him had come out.21 Spencer continued the story, 

‘She had just been down to the little book shop on the way to the village 

& had seen a great display of them in the window & had bought one.’22 

 

Spencer, very excited, then borrowed her phone, rang Wilenski and 

wondered where his complementary copies had got to. Wilenski 

promised to ‘get on to Fabers to see what they had done.’ Spencer went 

down to the shop – the window was indeed filled with copies - and ‘made 

my purchase of one copy.’ A few days later he lunched ‘with Mr. 

Wilenski…& he & I went through the repros in the now completed book.’ 

Wilenski ‘confessed to a mistake he had made in one of the repros’. In 

the picture The Resurrection,Tidying  (1945) a ‘red smear appears just 

above the central pinky-red stone pillar.’23 

 

Spencer was thrilled that a book about his art had been published. He 

was especially pleased that some of his writing - or as the book’s cover 

expressed it: ‘with notes by the artist’ - had been included in a book. 

There is indeed a curved red patch above the ‘pink granite pillar head-

stone’ which falls, like a back-to-front question mark, across the brown 

dress with red spots of a ‘nurse-maid woman’ who is carrying a child.24 

Spencer was not too troubled by this minor printing mishap. 

 

                                                 
20 Letter 9 to Daphne, 7 November, 1951. 
21 Wilenski, R.H., Stanley Spencer Resurrection Pictures (1945-1950) (London, Faber and Faber, 
1951). His first book on Spencer was published in 1924. 
22 Letter 9, p2. 
23 Letter 9. p3. Collection: Birmingham Museums & Art Gallery, K.Bell, no. 358a. 
24 Quotes from Spencer’s notes, p18 of Wilenski’s book.  
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To judge from the personal inscriptions he put in various copies we can 

be sure that Spencer enjoyed distributing his complementary copies of 

Wilenski’s book.25 

 

 

5.5 The private Spencer: the reluctant lender 

 

Spencer was wary of borrowing books or lending them. He even begged 

his brother Harold (letter 10) not to lend his copy of the Wilenski book. 

‘Here is the book duly inscribed. Please don’t lend it any where. This 

edition cannot be procured.’26 Spencer considered every copy to be 

precious. 

 

He had once been tricked into lending a book by persuasive people who 

promised that ‘the utmost care will be taken of it’, and he had failed to 

note down to whom he had lent it, and the borrower had forgotten ‘to 

return it or who lent it.’ Another recent instance still rankled: he had lent 

a book by Gilbert and wanted it back. He asked around – with no 

success. Then it suddenly came back, thanks to a divorce in 

Maidenhead: 

 

I had that experience once not long ago when I stupidly fielded 

to requests to borrow the “Gilbert Spencer” book. I cudgled my 

(brain I was going to say) & could not remember, & yet the 

assurances were terrific. Time went on; people came to whom I 

wanted to show it. I thought to myself; it must have been 

somebody very important…was it John Rothenstein a bad 

returner. Asked him; no. At last when I had long given up hope 

there was a divorce (keep calm; you’l see the connection in a 

                                                 
25 Daphne Robinson’s copy is inscribed in pencil ‘Daphne Spencer from Stanley Spencer. Christmas 
1951’. 
26 Letter 10 to Harold, 21 November, 1951.  
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minute) Any way that was the rumour respecting a couple living 

in Maidenhead. I paid no attention to this: minding Cookhams 

business is enough let alone Maidenheads, when I all at once 

received back this little Gilbert Spencer book. And then I could 

see that even divorce like other ill winds blew some good…27  

 

Realising he is being long-winded and that Harold would be getting 

impatient, he adds, ‘you’l see the connection in a minute’. His chatty 

style and his admission of his limitations, all speak of an easy familiarity 

between the brothers. The throw away remark that he has enough to do 

to mind his own village’s business is neatly humorous. His choice of 

language is typical of Spencer’s turn of phrase, in which families, 

domesticity, and lineage play a major part. 

 

Spencer wished to keep up his reading even if it had to be fitted in round 

his work. He read something every day and his Bible on most days. He 

valued his books, which was the main reason why he did not want to 

lend them, and he enjoyed showing callers, especially fellow artists, 

reproductions of paintings and drawings from his collection of art books. 

  

There are brief references to his own reading in the letters. He quotes 

(letter 3) a Byron play on the Latin word ‘tu’ (meaning you) with ‘two’ (the 

number).28 He tells Daphne (letter 4) that he has read the Traherne 

which she had sent, and adds ‘Although I am not good at understanding 

poetry there is something in Traherne which I do like.’ He resolves to 

‘read it more thoughtfully’, adding: 

 

I think he [Traherne] goes to infancy in his thoughts naturally and 

responsively but also to be able to express the significance and 

meaning everything has for him – now as a grown up.29   

                                                 
27 Letter 10, p1-2. 
28 Letter 3 to Harold, 5 January, 1951. 
29 Letter 4 to Daphne, January, 1951. Daphne had sent him some (unidentified) writing by Traherne 
(c.1637 – 1674), a cleryman and writer of prose and poetry, who is now seen as an important  C17 
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Like Traherne, Spencer looked back to his infancy30 and he liked to 

‘express the significance and meaning everything has for him’ in his 

conversation, writing and art. 

  

In letter 4 Spencer turns naturally from Traherne to muse about ‘the true 

meaning of things.’ What follows is an example of his seeing the sacred 

in something ordinary. He recalls, during his homecoming by ship from 

Macedonia after the First World War, when the ship was off the Isle of 

Wight. He writes as if he was the sole occupant of the ship. But that is 

hardly surprising, given that it is his own intensely spiritual experience 

that he is describing. It is not clear what is ‘the Resurrection subject’ (see 

the first sentence, below): could he be looking back to The Resurrection, 

Cookham of 1927? Is he referring to his recent series of Glasgow 

resurrections, painted between 1945–1950, which were the subject of 

Wilenski’s book?  Or is he referring to the Resurrection of Soldiers at 

Burghclere? I think he is referring to his fondness for the Resurrection as 

a painting subject. Perhaps the stimulus lay in the Traherne extract 

which may have been about Resurrection: 

 

I think I have been led to do the Resurrection subject through 

this sence of true meaning of things. I used to say “today is the 

world to come” meaning that it contained as much & could 

express as much as that. I had a sence of this being born again; 

of approaching the ‘world to come’ when I was returning from 

Macedonia after all the years out there & never expecting to 

return. As I approach the lighthouse off the Isle of White in the 

dark & the light swinging round & round now on our ship now 

not; its wonderful. I ‘the unborn babe’ still in the ship – am having 

a little chat with a sort of angel who is giving me advice & some 

notion of what this life of mine in England is going to be like. In 

this imaginary converse I now & then get a little concerned at the 

                                                                                                                                            
thinker and theologian. See Denise Inge, 2008, p2-6. The material Daphne sent Spencer was probably 
poetry.    
30 See for instance his broadcast The Eye and the Image (1951). 
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future possibilities being foretold & raise my unborn eyebrow & 

say “nothing precipitate I hope?”31 

 

 

It is a very powerful memory in which he recalls a sense of being born 

again, his own Resurrection experience. Here again we see a reprise of 

the use of ‘family’ metaphors and analogies that are used so often in his 

correspondence. Spencer concluded this significant recollection by 

resolving to bring with him, when he next visits Daphne in Northern 

Ireland, ‘my writing of this 1918 return to England.’ 

 

Traherne’s writing clearly engaged Spencer at a deep level. Other 

references in the correspondence to his reading are brief but suggest the 

range of his interests. For Christmas in 1951 Shirin and Unity gave him 

Framley Parsonage by Trollope, which included the familiar Barsetshire 

characters. The book pleased him very much.32 Spencer was also lent a 

book about Parnell, when visiting his Belfast relations mid-1952, and he 

returns it via Daphne (letter 20), with the rider: ‘I am returning book 

unfinished as I am afraid of it getting lost or my forgetting it.’33  

 

In the same letter Spencer praises Carline’s ‘water colours of the Dyacks 

& Sarawack people’ (Carline had recently been travelling in Burma and 

India, and Spencer may have been reading Carline’s book on the 

subject), and also some ‘wonderful ones of the Shway Dagon at 

Rangoon’, before adding: 

 

I do wish I could have been with him. I have read & read of & 

loved so much those Indian & Burmese temples (Buddhist).34 

 

                                                 
31 Letter 3 to Daphne, p1-3. 
32 Letter 14 to Marjorie, 27 December, 1951. 
33 Letter 20 to Daphne, 28 July, 1952. 
34 Letter 20, p7. 
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Here is evidence of his interest in world religions, especially in Indian 

and Burmese temples.35 He made five visits to his family and friends in 

Northern Ireland which were fitted into the period 1951 – 1953.36 He 

never did visit the Indian or Burmese temples but in 1954 he spent a 

month in China, from where he wrote two letters which we shall look at 

shortly. 

 

5.6 The private Spencer: social engagements beyond 

Cookham 

 

We know from these letters that he was often invited out for a meal or to 

stay for the week-end by friends further afield than Cookham. He chose 

to tell Daphne about these times away from Cookham because she was 

likely to know these friends. 

 

For instance, in July 1952 (letter 20) Sheila and Robert Brygmann invited 

him to stay for the weekend. Part of him wanted to ‘stay at home a bit & 

further if I can, this notion I am trying to do’, and to do this while waiting 

‘for my canvasses to arrive from belfast’.37 But despite hearing that his 

canvasses had been dispatched to him, there was another part of him 

which ‘did not want to miss seeing the Brygmanns.’ And so he went? 

 

It wasn’t very adventurous. I went Saturday evening & we talked 

for hours, & on Sunday morning Sheila and I went to a little 

church at Charlton (17th cent. Ch.) a 3d bus journey from 

Greenwich. When we arrived the Church was packed with 

youths & maidens all busily singing a sung eucharist. The 11.15 

                                                 
35 Adrian Glew,both on p11 and in his footnotes, especially p255-261, shows the breadth and depth of 
Spencer’s reading, and lists books in Spencer’s library.  
36 The letters under study indicate that Spencer went to Belfast to stay with Harold, Marjorie and 
Daphne about 24 May, 1951 (it is not clear for how long) and returned there on 31 October that year. 
After Christmas and in time for the New Year of 1952 he made a short third visit. He was back in 
Belfast again in July, 1952; and his final visit was in November, 1953 
37 Letter 20 to Daphne, 28 July, 1952. 
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matins followed & of course the chief service was over & nearly 

all the people gone. It was however very charming and villagy.38 

 

 

That afternoon, true to his passion for drawing, he started a drawing of 

his hostess: 

 

I began & nearly finished a sepia drawing of Sheila on Sunday 

afternoon: it wasn’t terrible. After a walk in Greenwich – all the 

grass bone dry – I had supper (cooked by Robert) Robert took 

me to the Station and so home by 9.15 from Paddington.39 

 

There are many other accounts of short visits to friends as well as 

evenings out for a meal with local friends. The run up to Christmas was a 

favourite time for people to invite him to a concert or pantomime. But he 

also had invitations to go to the theatre at other times in the year. In 

1953  (letter 28) he writes extensively of his social life. Dr. Frank and his 

wife had recently invited him to dinner: 

 

I went to Frank’s on Saturday last & they took me to Windsor 

Theatre where I saw “Smilin’ Throu”. It might be a bit sentimental 

but I loved it & fairly wallowed. Years ago at some melodrama 

with Dick [Carline] one woman of the play had wronged another 

& was kneeling to the wronged one asking for forgivness. I 

turned to Dick & said. “look here Dick, if she does forgive her I’m 

going to cry.” It was nice to be at Dr. Frank’s again at Chauntry 

Court & having dinner in the old style.40 

 

 

                                                 
38 Letter 17, ibid. 
39 Letter 17, ibid. 
40 Letter 28 to Daphne, 5 June, 1953. 
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Spencer was both in touch with his feelings and also ready to share 

them.41. Being entertained by his friends helped him to relax and gave 

him a break from his demanding self-imposed work pattern. When 

Spencer was painting ‘the Cookham Church landscape’42, he had to 

abandon his work ‘as there were two funerals & so I packed my things 

up & went into bellrope meadow.’ However he had a social date to look 

forward to. ‘Tomorrow I am having lunch at mr. Wilenski’s at Tugwood, 

Cookham Dean, & the Rothensteins are going to be there,’43 The 

previous year Spencer had stayed with the Rothensteins for two and a 

half days in order to draw an American man. That visit, he told Daphne, 

he had much enjoyed: 

 

…they live in a most heavenly house at Warborough (near 

Shillingford) which is about 10 miles from oxford. Elizabeth has 

the American’s capacity for restoring the former loveliness of a 

place. A little river runs round the garden of this old rectory & a 

very old church is alongside of it. The villagers are a little fearful 

because the Rothensteins are Catholics (converts) & it is a bit 

sad when the village’s own vicar is not in the Rectory.44 

 

 

Spencer had been enchanted by the Rothensteins’ country home and 

had noticed some of the village tensions caused by a Catholic couple 

buying the former rectory. Sir John as Director of the Tate Gallery would 

later offer Spencer a Tate retrospective (1955). 

 

                                                 
41 Letter 40 to Daphne, of October, 1954 from Hangchou shows how an opera moved him. 
42 Letter 28, p14: Cookham Churchyard, Whitsun 1953, K.Bell, no. 387, private collection, S.Africa. 
43 Letter 28, p15. Spencer had stayed with them several times. See the next extract & also see 
Rothenstein, 1979. 
44 Letter 23 to Daphne, October, 1952. 
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5.7 The private Spencer: Cookham happenings 

 

Revealed in the correspondence are Cookham happenings, village 

occasions, into which Spencer was drawn – sometimes reluctantly, 

sometimes accidentally, and sometimes because he took the initiative. 

On the day of the Queen’s Coronation (June 1953) Spencer watched the 

ceremony on the television next door but not with Marjorie Cook and her 

family, for they had by then moved to Epsom,45 but with his new 

neighbours, the Giordanis. 

 

I saw the ‘teley’ next door…at the Giordanis who now live there. 

He is a Doctor & half Italian & half French. There is a little boy & 

a baby girl. So I saw the crowning etc in the morning & it was to 

continue all afternoon.46 

 

 

However, after lunch Spencer thought he ought to support Cookham’s 

celebrations of the great day and found – to his surprise – that he was 

given a companion. 

 

But it was a bit on my conscience that perhaps one should see 

our own local effort[.] I had done nothing but felt I should see all 

the efforts that had been made. So Mr. Giordani (who wanted to 

see the television in the afternoon) dumped Michael (aged 5) in 

Cookham village & there we were. 

 

This was a fast move on the part of his neighbour: Spencer was not 

used to taking care of five year olds. What should the pair of them do? 

Michael knew what he wanted. 

 
                                                 
45 It is not known whether Mrs. Giordani let Spencer use her phone to receive incoming calls. 
46 Letter 28, p5-6. 
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The Village was empty. Michael said “have you got any money 

on you?” I thought goodness I am in my Sunday best I believe I 

left my money in my other suit. Mercifully I had some paper 

money in an envelope, & we made our way to what used to be 

Poppetts…But being coronation day they were closed. Perhaps 

also mercifully other wise Michael would have spent the whole 

time eating ice-creams. We both went to the top end of the 

village where the decorated cars were beginning to assemble & 

here after standing among the onlookers for a while Michael 

spotted his great boy friend (another Michael, M: Trimmer) who 

was perched up on one of the decorated cars. A farming ‘float’ it 

was & fixed up to carry a lot of people. I explained to the fancy 

dressed ladies that if they were going to take Michael I would 

have to come also & they insisted on my coming. So off we all 

went. I realized that I was on the Women’s Institute car & caused 

much amusement & speculation on the part of the villagers. 

 

I explained that I was a sort of nursemaid to Michael; & he took 

some looking after. Any way ‘our’ car won the first prize even 

with me on it. So all was well.47 

 

 

Despite Spencer’s growing alarm, his knack, usually, of being able to 

ride with the unexpected carried them through. His letters leap happily 

into such adventures, & he relishes playing the self-mocking hero at the 

centre of this picaresque story.  

 

 

                                                 
47 Letter 28, p6-8. 
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5.8 A question the correspondence raises  

 

Spencer enjoyed his moments in the limelight but did that make him 

vain? He was undoubtedly very egotistical, and he delighted in talking 

about himself in his letters, for which he could apologise.48 Yet he could 

relate warmly and naturally to others, whether they were family, friends 

or strangers. And, paradoxically, he had a natural humility: he usually 

stood back. But he was very clear about his own worth and he could not 

bear to be put down or diminished. Such knowledge made him bristle in 

self-defence and, later, angrily to recall such treatment. 

 

But given the chance, he liked to talk about his own work – he enjoyed 

having the stage to himself – in his own way. His own work was what he 

knew best, it was what really interested him; and it was what he was 

always thinking about.  

 

If by vain, we mean someone who is empty, shallow, rather light weight, 

then Spencer certainly was not that. If we mean someone who had an 

excessively high opinion of himself (of his appearance, qualities, 

possessions, etc.), then he was certainly not vain about his 

appearance.49 He did have a high opinion of his work but it was based 

on a realistic knowledge of what he had achieved in comparison with 

both his predecessors and his contemporaries. His life style was simple. 

He had not collected many possessions (though he accumulated a vast 

number of his drawings).He did not flaunt himself or his achievements. 

 

But – and here is another paradox – it mattered to him what others 

thought of him. If that is being vain, then at times he was, but it was not a 

predominant feature of his character. In 1954 (letter 35) he wrote to 

Marjorie: 

 
                                                 
48 Letter 15 to Daphne, 14 & 17 January, 1952. 
49 From The Oxford Illustrated Dictionary (1981) (second edition), p931. 
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There is quite a nice notice [about the] latest paintings of mine in 

the New Statesman for February 20th 1954 in which John Berger 

…gives the tit for a tat that came in David  Sylvesters 

introduction to the show of my drawings… David said that either 

I was a very bad artist indeed or a genius. And ever since then I 

have been going about in a state of some perplexity: my brows 

puckered & almost cross-eyed with anxiety & earnestly saying to 

myself. “Oh, I do so Hope I am a genius[”] and now the New 

Statesman rescues me & I can make long nozes at Mr. 

Sylvester. I can say “John Berger says I am a genius, so there 

David see?  then, he he he,cats in the cupboard can’t see me.”50 

 

 

Despite his obvious approval of Berger’s verdict, Spencer writes with 

irony and tongue in cheek. Underneath his badinage there is a serious 

question: is my work good enough?    

 

But, thanks to these letters, it is clear that whatever the verdict of others  

on Spencer’s ability, he will continue his work, trying to satisfy himself 

first and foremost, and make the drawings and paintings that he knows 

he can make.  

 

5.9 The private Spencer: an attempt to indulge him 

 

Another memorable instance of his involvement in Cookham life (also 

taken from letter 28) was a painting occasion which turned into a social 

event. The new Vicar of Cookham, Mr. Westropp, wanted a revised 

brochure about the church and had asked Spencer to contribute ‘a 

colour repro of the Church on the paper cover.’ After some discussion 

                                                 
50 Letter 35 to Marjorie, 29 February, 1954. 
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Spencer decided he ‘would do a landscape of the Church (which of 

course will sell) & let them reproduce it.’51 He described what followed: 

 

And so I am landed & pretty well stranded with doing a big 

painting of the Church. I am most days just in that space round 

by the church & the ladies of the lovely old houses round there 

vie with each other in offering me coffee & cake & bread & butter 

& jam or honey or Orange curd; only got to mention it. There’s 

Mrs. Munance & Joan King & the Vicars wife (who is a pianist) & 

Mrs. Somebody-Hodgett (who lives in the big house facing the 

Church yard)….Then there is Mrs. O’Conner & then Mrs. 

Briggs…who brought me Sherry & nice things to eat, & all neatly 

in a basket; but I sadly had to refuse this as I don’t feel I could 

manage work & Sherry every morning.52 

 

 

Amidst what develops into a farce the beleaguered Spencer wants to 

paint. Every interruption delays his work. Even worse a competitive edge 

had crept in.  As Mrs. Munance pointed out to him: ‘You know what it is 

don’t you?’ ‘No,’ Spencer said. ‘It’s a sort of game now as to who wins.’53 

 

5.10 The private Spencer: too self-critical? 

 

Writing in the manner that Spencer did, and writing so much over such a 

long period, leads almost inevitably to moments of apology and 

confession, of sharing regrets or mistakes. These moments of admission 

find him on the defensive, contrite and also a little hesitant, before, 

having shifted something off his chest, he moves quickly on to write 

about what does interest him. 

                                                 
51 Cookham Churchyard, Whitsun 1953, private collection, K.Bell, no. 387. 
52 Letter 28, p2-4. These women are introduced in the Dramatis Personae (see the Appendix). 
53 Letter 28, p4-5. 
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Thus in January, 1951, sensing Marjorie’s exasperation, he begins (letter 

2): ‘I do hope you had not given up all possibility of my answering your 

letter of Ist Oct. 1950.’54 Two years later (letter 24) he apologises to her: 

 

I am sure I owe you a letter & thanks for something sent at 

Xmas. I can’t remember what it was, any way to be on the safe 

side thank you Marjorie. I am in such a muddle over letters. I as I 

expect you know some times thank people for the wrong things 

& probably thank them twice.55 

 

 

Pressures of work and the various calls on his time, meant that the 

business of answering letters was fitted in when he could or when he 

remembered. But he is honest and admits his confusion. The ‘I as I 

expect you know’ is a cumbersome sub-clause, and its twisted shape 

depicts his guilt - and his muddled affairs. But he feels his family 

understand and accept him.    

 

 

After that opening apology he makes another:   

 

I don’t know which for length is going to win in these two letters, 

yours or Daphnes. I can’t help it Marjorie. I seem either without 

news or oh so long winded.56 

 

 

He prefers to write to Marjorie and Daphne separately, having rejected 

writing a joint letter.57 He wanted to tell each of them what he had saved 

up for them; and they wrote to him separately.  

 
                                                 
54 Letter 2 to Marjorie, 5 January, 1951. 
55 Letter 27 to Marjorie, 8 March, 1953. 
56 Letter 24 to Marjorie, 8 March, 1953. 
57 The only joint letter in this correspondence is to Daphne and Johnny. But I assume letters to Daphne 
or Marjorie might well be shared within the household. 
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His failures as a correspondent were supplemented by defensiveness 

about his hospitality. On his return from China, he tells Marjorie that ‘It is 

really very charming having Daphne & Johnnie’ to stay, then adding, ‘I 

do not feel that I am filling my part of the business with distinction or with 

a good grace.’  Turning next from being hard on himself to his visit to 

China, it was ‘futile’ for the time it ‘took up’ but ‘Marvellous as a treat; & 

as a sight see.’ He had expected to find so much flying a ‘bore’. It turned 

out to be ‘a wonderful experience.’58  

 

Spencer could feel that his brother Gilbert exposed his faults. This in turn 

made him blame Gilbert for questioning his (Spencer’s) motives for, in 

this instance, going to China; and so Spencer became further self-

critical: 

 

Gilbert was delightful: you know the wish to make it appear that 

one has done well rather a fine thing really well, I thought I could 

feel I had done well in going all that way; Gil said “you only went 

because you were afraid not to”[.] Glorious. It’s a funny thing but 

I am never able to do a good thing without tracing it back to 

some not so good motive in myself. When I looked after the 

babies so well as I did…was it not that I was afraid of the 

consequences if I didn’t? When in recent years I looked after 

Hilda so well did not people look askance & say “well well…this 

is hardly the thing, they are divorced you know”[.]59 

 

 

Gilbert Spencer clearly knew how to unsettle Spencer: was he envious 

of his brother or was he being playfully mischievous?60 Either way such 

                                                 
58 Letter 43 to Marjorie, I December, 1954. 
59 Letter 43, p1-3. 
60 Gilbert Spencer’s memoir of his brother Stanley conveys ‘such love’ for his brother and fellow artist. 
It is true that ‘there was a healthy sense of competition between them’ but there was a great respect and 
affection between them, and they took a pride and delight in each other’s success. See ‘It takes a 
Spencer to know a Spencer’, an introduction (unpublished) to a proposed third edition of Gilbert’s 
memoir, written by Paul Gough as if Gilbert’s daughter, Gillian, was introducing the book. 



 143 

stirrings caused Spencer to agonise about what he had done. There was 

a vulnerable side to Spencer, as these confessional letters remind us. 

 

Before looking further, through the perspective of his letters, at 

Spencer’s visit to China, we need next to appreciate the public face of 

‘being Stanley Spencer’, beginning with his public speaking. 

 

5.11 The public Spencer: a giver of talks and broad casts 

 

Spencer was often invited to give talks. In 1950 he agreed to give a talk 

to the Bank of England Club for which there was to be no fee. Despite 

the ‘gold and silver they must have down in their vaults’, he complains, 

they cannot pay him. ‘I shall just talk about my own pictures. I can’t get 

up the same amount of interest in work other than my own.’61  

 

That interest in his own work, a passion which never diminished, was to 

be the central feature of any talks he gave whether for radio and 

television or to clubs and organisations. 

 

The next opportunity (within this correspondence) came most probably 

through Johnnie Robinson, who worked for the B.B.C. in Belfast. A Mr. 

Boyd had invited Spencer to give a broadcast in October, 1951. Spencer 

decided to call it The Eye and The Image, and he insisted that Daphne, 

his niece, who also worked for the B.B.C., should be present with him. It 

was recorded on 31 October, 1951 as a 20 minute talk and was 

broadcast on 12 November. Spencer was paid a fee of £21.62 

 

                                                 
61 Letter 1 to Daphne, probably mid-year, 1950. 
62 Letter 11 to Daphne, undated, probably late November/early December, 1951. The CD copy that I 
have of the talk, courtesy of Kathy McWhirter of the BBC Northern Ireland, lasts for nearly 35 
minutes. 
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Spencer had hoped to give a portion of that fee to Daphne towards the 

cost of the piano she wished to buy. But he learnt that ‘the Vault at the 

Cookham Cemetery which Dick Carline ordered to be built had not been 

paid for’. The vault contained Hilda Carline’s body. In addition to the £30 

Spencer had paid towards her burial expenses, he was being asked to 

contribute another £23, which he paid in the hope that he would get 

some of it back from his brother-in-law.63 So, Daphne did not receive a 

donation towards her piano. 

 

In March, 1952 he congratulated Daphne on becoming a B.B.C. 

secretary, after having successfully passed ‘those terrifying tests & 

exams’: 

 

…what a mercy I was never ‘subjected’ to such things:- except 

on that famous occasion at London. Univ. Coll. About a fortnight 

ago I did a talk at Reading University, which I rather enjoyed. I 

told them of my latest work namely what at present only exists in 

the form of drawings.64 

 

The ‘famous occasion’ is a reference to the compulsory entrance exam 

that Spencer was made to sit before being accepted by the Slade. The 

staff soon realised that they must make an exception of him, so 

unaccustomed and unprepared was he for such tests, relaxed their rules 

and gave him a place. His ‘latest work’, the subject of his talk, was the 

imperial sized red and brown crayon drawings he was doing for the 

Christ Preaching…canvas. 

 

In a more informal context, on a visit in August, 1953 with his friend 

Dickory to an art show at Maidenhead Technical School, where he had 

studied before going to the Slade, he gave an impromptu talk (described 

in letter 30b). His memory of his year at the Technical School was so 

                                                 
63 Letter 11, p2-3. 
64 Letter 17 to Daphne, 24 March, 1952. 
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extraordinarily clear, even after 47 years. The letters show Spencer 

living in the present, very alive to what he was experiencing, yet able to 

return imaginatively and richly to his past.  

 

In 1952 Spencer was invited to speak at Bryanston School, near 

Blandford to the Summer School of Music, an occasion he greatly 

enjoyed. His talk ‘topped up’ or ended a day of lectures and concerts. 

The last of the concerts was given by the Vague Quartet, who ‘were any 

thing but Vague’, playing three Bartok quartets which ‘I little thought I 

could enjoy and stick out…but only in the last did my attention wander at 

all.’65 There followed a meal break: he ate with William Glock, the course 

organiser, and his wife, before giving his talk. 

 

I began my talk by saying that although I was engaged because 

they wanted a change from music & to hear about painting & 

that I was more or less forbidden to mention music, that I would 

have to mention it. That my present big work I was engaged on 

all arose from the fact that years ago in Cookham Col. Ricardo 

got up for every Cookham Regatta a Grand Evening Concert: I 

explained to the packed audience that they were very high class 

concerts & that arteests came from London & that my brothers 

played also & so on. And so amid much laughter the talk went 

on. They all remained to the very end & I went on for ages.66 

 

Spencer talked at length and was astonished, that all stayed until he had 

finished. Glock told him that his talk ‘was a huge success’, and he 

received a ‘cheque for £15-15 shillings, which was very good’. He then 

accepted an invitation to stay on until the end of the School and attended 

the students’ own concert on the last evening and their cabaret in which 

they ‘did a glorious burlesque of my talk.’  

 

                                                 
65 Letter 24 to Marjorie, 7 October, 1952. 
66 Letter 24, p3-4. 
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The Bryanston visit was a highlight for Spencer: a social and musical 

occasion as well as the chance to talk about his work. In 1955 (letter 44) 

because of a cold he had to cancel talks in Petersfield and at Clifton 

High School for Girls.67 And not long after the B.B.C. recorded an 18 

minute talk of his, only to tell him that they failed to record a word of it. 

He agreed to do it again, ten minutes later. The second attempt was ‘not 

so good’ but was accepted. In compensation they B.B.C. sent him 30 

guineas, double the agreed fee, ‘saying how sorry they were & thanking 

me for my cooperation.’68 

 

5.12 The public Spencer: talking about what ‘only I  can know 

and tell’ 

 

In the autumn of 1955 he did some further work for the B.B.C., this time 

for a Mr. Miles who knew Spencer’s friend Jack Martineau. Spencer 

talked on the Monday Panorama programme. He told Daphne: 

 

The Panorama talk only lasted about 4 minutes but it was 

noticed in the Evening News (said I was “teligenic”) the Daily 

Mail… & news Chronicle (a good variety turn) & that it was gem 

of the B.B.C. 2 panorama. 69 

 

 

By this time Spencer had his retrospective show at the Tate and there 

was increased awareness of his work and more demands for him to take 

part in television programmes. John Read of the B.B.C. wanted to make 

a film about Spencer, who was initially keen. But Spencer grew distinctly 

cold when Read told him that he was considering engaging ‘Clifford 

Diment’ to write the commentary. Spencer was indignant, fulminating 

                                                 
67 Letter 44 to Daphne, 2 March, 1955. 
68 Letter 44, p 4. 
69 Letter 46 to Daphne, late November- 6 December, 1955. 
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about Read’s lack of understanding that artists are just as able to talk as 

paint, and he visualises Read, defending his choice of Diment and 

rejecting him by saying, ‘an artist should not need to talk about his 

pictures pictures should speak for themselves.’70 

 

Spencer’s advocacy and reasons for his being the most suitable person 

to talk about his work were as follows: 

 

The interest in my talks is that I show my paintings come into 

being from nothing at all. This is not criticism & is what (as far as 

my paintings are concerned) only I can know and tell. This 

fascinating story I have in the form of letters & essays on my 

paintings & in school talks I have given, been telling for about 30 

years.71 

 

Spencer was especially interested in how a picture came about – ‘This 

fascinating story’ - and not just in what it depicted. He expected others to 

be equally interested in the origins of his pictures and how they 

developed into the form they finally took. Critics, on the other hand, liked 

to respond to the picture or drawing before them and showed less 

interest in how a work came about. His audience, however, enjoyed the 

chance to hear an artist talk about his work. 

 

On 24 May, 1956, Spencer wrote to Daphne, that the B.B.C. were due to 

show a film about him at the British Council Theatre: 

 

It is in two ½ hour films. I don’t fell too sure of its success[.] As I 

say my memory is bad & when I have to say the same or much 

the same thing over again it gets dead and forced.72 

 

Spencer no doubt gave many more talks than the ones briefly touched 

                                                 
70 Letter 46, p 14 . The two half hour films were made in 1956. 
71 Letter 46, p 16-17. 
72 Letter 47 to Daphne, 10 May, 1956. 
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on in the correspondence. Such talks proved a useful source of 

additional income, particularly needed in the early 1950s; and they 

helped to spread knowledge of his work and paintings, which in turn 

became more sought after, and then more costly to buy. He liked to hold 

the floor or studio in a monologue.  He did not have a script or use notes. 

The subsequent talk might bear little connection to the chosen title.73 In 

Belfast he liked Daphne to be present when he made a broadcast. He 

struggled when he had to re-do a broadcast because each talk was 

spontaneous and new, and he could not rely on his memory if he had to 

repeat anything. 

 

The Spencer-Daphne correspondence shows that he was happy to give 

talks, and once he had given a talk, he wanted feedback from those who 

had invited him and from the audience. He sought praise, such was his 

desire to be a successful speaker, but he could be self-critical and 

honest enough to admit when a talk was not so good. 

 

The talks always flowed from his work. Only in private might he talk 

about another artist or art period. The pleasure he derived from 

becoming a speaker fed back to his painting. Talking to another person 

or giving a talk were both part of his exploring and sharing of his work 

and ideas. Talking made him more alive and better company. 

 

 

5.13 The public Spencer: on a delegation to China 

 

The origin of Spencer’s visit to China was a ‘message’ signed by some 

675 eminent British people, including Spencer, to Chinese workers in the 

arts and sciences.74 In this public letter respect was expressed for the 

                                                 
73 As in the contents of ‘The Eye and the Image’ which is about his earliest memories of life at 
‘Fernlea’. 
74 Letter 39 to Daphne, 30 August, 1954. 
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ancient culture of China, and it was hoped that the political differences 

between the United Kingdom and China could be settled peaceably. The 

signed sheets were bound together into a presentation volume. Dr Ross, 

a zoologist from University College, London and a member of the 

committee which collected the signatures, learnt from his contacts and 

Chinese friends that ‘the news of this volume has aroused much interest 

in China & that our Chinese colleagues would like five of the signatories 

of the declaration to take it to them in person.75  

 

Dr. Ross invited Spencer to be one of the five who would stay for one 

month in China, travelling as guests of the inviting body, ‘the recently 

established Chinese People’s Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign 

Countries’, to whom the volume would be presented.76 Spencer 

accepted the invitation, feeling he could not miss such a chance, but with 

the proviso: ‘(subject to such official information as will satisfy me).’77 His 

fellow delegates were the philospher A.J.Ayer, the architect Hugh 

Casson, the geologist Professor Hawkes, & the writer Rex Warner. The 

lecturer John Chinnery was their secretary and interpreter.78 

 

The party of six flew out late in September, 1954. Spencer, a great 

home-lover, told his brother Gilbert, ‘It took China to get me away from 

Cookham.’79 They flew via Prague and Moscow, and then over Russia, 

to Peking. To get there and back, they had to make 25 separate flights, 

which came to 79 hours of flying.80 Spencer, to his surprise, found the 

flying ‘a wonderful experience’.81 His brother Gilbert asked him if he had 

been nervous when flying. “No, except when the engine went fit! Fit! Fit!!! 

                                                 
75  Letter 39, p 3. Spencer quotes from the letter he received from Dr. Ross. 
76  Letter 39, p 3, also from Dr. Ross’ letter. 
77 Letter 39, p 5. 
78 A.J.Ayer, 1984, p100. I have drawn much of my information from Ayer’s account. 
79 G.Spencer, 1961, p189. 
80 A.J.Ayer, ibid, p101. 
81 Letter 43 to Marjorie, 1 December, 1954. Spencer forgets himself and spells her name as ‘Margery’ 
twice. 
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Then I looked down into a forest & said to myself ‘There are bears in 

there.’”82 

 

Spencer wrote about aspects of the travel and of his time in China, in 

four of the letters under scrutiny83 while A.J.Ayer wrote a much fuller 

account of their month away.84 On arrival in China, the delegation spent 

a fortnight in Peking during which they handed over their special volume; 

then they flew to Shanghai and spent two days there; after which they 

travelled by a special train to Hangchow for a short stay, before returning 

to Peking in readiness for their return to Britain.85 Spencer stayed on in 

Peking to paint after the others had left.86 He left China on 22 October 

and arrived back at his home in Cookham at midday on Tuesday, 26 

October, 1954.87 

 

Spencer’s four letters provide snapshots of his impressions and selected 

activities. He delayed writing his first (letter 40) until he had been to the 

opera in Hangchow; and then he wrote about the actual opera and 

nothing else.88 His next (letter 41) followed soon after their return to 

Peking. In this airmail Spencer summarised his impressions of China 

and the Chinese and the drawing and painting he had done.89 His third 

and fourth letters were both written from Cliveden View, on his return: 

the first of this pair, to Daphne, summarises the physical cost to him of 

his month away.90 The second, written a month later to Marjorie, gives 

her a potted picture of his time away and is a more cheerful and 

balanced account of the pros and cons of his visit. He comments on the 

status of an artist in China and Britain, and has a humorous quip about 

the Chinese girls that he drew. The home-loving Spencer was by this 

                                                 
82 G.Spencer, 1961, p189. 
83 Letters 36 – 39 in this correspondence. 
84 A.J.Ayer, Part of My Life, 1977. Patrick Wright’s Passport to China 2010 about the five delegates in 
China was published as I was revising my text. 
85 A.J.Ayer, ibid, p115. 
86 A.J.Ayer, ibid, p112. 
87 Letter 42 to Daphne, 1 November, 1954. 
88 Letter 40 to Daphne, from Hangchow, October, 1954. 
89 Letter 41 to Daphne,  20 October, 1954. The only airmail in the correspondence. 
90 Letter 42 to Daphne, from Cookham, Monday 1 November, 1954. 
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time recovering his composure after the ordeal of the trip. In general he 

disliked travel.91  

 

What is extraordinary about the contents of these letters is that at no 

point does he mention who his fellow delegates were. There are a few 

references to ‘we’: such as ‘We have just returned from the Opera…’.92 

He tells Daphne and Marjorie a little of what he saw and did but he might 

as well have been in China on his own. This further demonstrates his 

self-centredness both as storyteller and participant and also his 

complete lack of interest in his companions. In contrast when Ayer wrote 

about his 1954 visit to China, he  wrote about his companions and 

especially about Spencer. This was because the two men were so 

different and clashed. Ayer found Spencer so objectionable – ‘the most 

self-centred man that I have ever met’.93 If Spencer felt Ayer’s 

exasperation and hostility or disliked Ayer, he certainly did not write 

about it. The other three participants, in their accounts of their visit, were 

tolerant, and more understanding, of Spencer.94 

 

5.13.1 Spencer’s private reflections on his experie nces in 

China: ‘Like music coming across the water’ 

 

Spencer’s first letter to Daphne (no. 40) from China was focussed on the 

opera he had just seen. It begins, ‘We have just returned from the Opera 

on Hangchou; it really is a tragedy.’95 A Chinese boy and a girl disguised 

as a boy meet at a boys’ school and fall in love. But her father marries 

her to an older man without her even having met him. The boy she loved 

dies of a broken heart. She visits his grave and dies at it. 

 

                                                 
91 Letter 43 to Marjorie, 1 December, 1954. 
92 Letter 40 to Daphne, October, 1954. 
93 Information supplied to the author by Patrick Wright in a phone conversation, 9 June, 2009. 
94 Information supplied to the author by Patrick Wright, ibid. 
95 Letter 40, p1. 
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Such a singleminded sticking to the story of the opera is reminiscent of 

the point made above: how Spencer’s letters omit all but what interests 

him. But this letter is more than a recital of the plot. He is transported in 

awe and wonder into the world depicted ‘on the flat stage’. 

 

Of course school boys of this class wear the most lovely robes & 

head dress & engage in elaborate ceremonies but lovely polite 

behaviour towards each other. The scenery is very simple: they 

reveal their wonderful capacity for miming by this means. For 

instance the exactness of their walking & then when the boy 

comes to the mountains he takes great high steps & has to lift 

his skirt a little. The other ‘boy’ (being the girl) doesn’t manage 

so well.96 

 

 

Spencer admires the ‘exactness of their walking’, the miming and the 

storytelling, and the music. ‘All is done to the most (to me) enchanting 

music.’ He is deeply moved when the two ‘boys’ part, and by the deaths 

of the boy and the girl. 

 

Then you have the last scene where they are changed to two 

butterflies & do a lovely dance. Sounds ordinary enough but their 

wonderful miming & singing & such haunting music (with 

melodies not unlike in mood to Irish ones) gave me such a 

sence of utter loveliness that I wished you could have been here. 

You would have remembered a lot of the themes. The 

instruments (strings) sounded like music coming across the 

water.97 

 

His sense of the strange and ‘utter loveliness’ of it all stays with him 

during their backstage visit. 

                                                 
96 Letter 40, p1 . 
97 Letter 40, p4 . 
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We were taken behind the stage & introduced. It seemed so 

strange to be shaking hands with these (what seemed on the 

stage) remote beings.98 

 

Spencer’s narrative fits his intentions perfectly: its effect is ‘like music 

coming across the water.’ Spencer’s second letter to Daphne from China 

was intended to make up for the lack of news in the previous one. 

 

I have had a wonderful time. I managed to do some painting and 

drawing but most of my time I have been sight seeing & also I 

had almost from my arrival a relaxed throat. Knowing that this 

was with me a sign of a cold & general upset I fell worried.99 

 

The only worry was ‘a relaxed throat’. Sure enough… 

 

I had the usual round of cold & so on but the Chinese Doctors 

have been very good & at last I am getting over it. The 

Interpreters & our Chairman (all Chinese) have waited on me 

hand & foot. Just now: rather funny, the Chinese want to 

reproduce 4 of the things I have done & one of the 4 is a 

painting, the Interpreter just now brought back the painting for 

me to sign[.] I informed him that I never sign my paintings[.] It 

seemed beyond their comprehension[.]100 

 

He was well looked after and felt stronger, well enough to give a talk and 

to do some sightseeing, but he did have to explain ‘that I never sign my 

paintings’.  

 

Yesterday I gave a talk at the Art School. Yesterday afternoon I 

went to the Forbidden City it is very lively wandering about in 

these great paved court yards with the red walls & gold tiles & 

                                                 
98 Letter 40, p4.. 
99 Letter 41 to Daphne from Sin Chiao Hotel, Peking, 20 October, 1954. 
100 Letter 41, p 1. 
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blue sky above the walls except where some Palace Hall rises 

out of them. Birds floating over head: the Chinese said they were 

eagles but I think they must mean kites.101 

 

The Forbidden City provided him with ‘very lively wandering’ and in its 

‘great paved court yards’ he was struck by the predominant colours of 

‘the red walls & gold tiles & blue sky’. His talk, given that evening  ‘to the 

Academy of Art’ after his walkabout, had gone well, he later told 

Marjorie.  Together with the questions after it, it had gone ‘on nearly the 

whole evening’.102  

 

His air mail letter to Daphne with news of his visits to the Ming Tombs 

was posted shortly before his departure for the United Kingdom. 

 

All the time we are treated royally. I have a room at the Art 

School & have done some drawings there[.] I have been three 

times to the Ming Tombs & have done two paintings there. 

Imagine a great plain with a road wandering across the center of 

the plain. On either side of this road & rising unceremoniously 

out of the fields at the side of the road large figures of annimals. 

These line the road either side & recur at about telegraph pole 

distance, after the annimals come generals looking very 

ferocious & then ministers looking very saintly. All these 

(annimals & all) are meant to be mourning for the Emperor. I 

begin my journey home on Friday (22nd Oct) early.103 

 

Spencer catches the landscape of the Ming Tombs effectively and with 

humour in his contrasting of the ferocious with the saintly figures. His 

spelling of ‘annimals’ makes them seem even larger. This letter reached 

Daphne in Belfast long after his return to Cookham, as he had warned.  

                                                 
101 Letter 41, p1-2. 
102 Letter 43 to Marjorie from Cliveden View, 1 December 1954, i.e. he was writing nearly a month 
after his return from China. 
103 Letter 41, p 2. 
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His third letter about his time in China was written to Daphne from 

Cookham, shortly after his return. 

 

Yesterday I sent you a telegramme to say I am back & this 

morning I have received your letter…I am still very weak from 

the not being able to eat in China & losing 11/2 stone in weight. 

My hand is very shaky still & I am just beginning to paint. I felt 

very sorry to be so much trouble to the Chinese who were very 

concerned. I am no good on these big trips. It interferes with my 

naps & then I get run down & then bad throat & a cold & then my 

tummy is upset & the doctors are busy. I managed to force 

myself to do two paintings & about a dozen or more drawings. 

The kind of person good on this sort of job is Dick Carline. I 

asked if he could not go as he was so good at immediately 

reacting to what he sees and doing on the spot the most original 

paintings[.]104 

 

 

First he sent her a telegram and then a short letter (which ended with an 

invitation to Daphne and her fiancée Johnnie to come and stay).  

A month later he wrote to Marjorie, the fourth and last of his letters about 

China. By this time Daphne and Johnnie were indeed staying with him. 

After a self-mocking and jokey boast, the rest of the letter describes how 

he was treated: 

 

I felt it necessary to make it as clear as possible that with all due 

respect to delegations and Attlee that I was possibly the most 

marvellous visitor to China they had ever had something on a 

par with the coming of Buddha. Apart from my wish to be seen  

as who I am I found it as I say urgent & necessary because in 

England if people don’t know who I am I am at once called upon 

to carry heavy suitcases. And so I took all the books I have of 

                                                 
104 Letter 42 to Daphne, 1 November, 1954. Spencer painted four works while away, not two. 
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my work[.] But this cut no ice (hardly an expression to use in 

reference to the warmhearted Chinese people) because out 

there is China almost any artist of the least note has his work 

published at once by the Government in de lux editions. So my 

books were just lost among the welter of beautifully reproduced 

books of modern Chinese artists with which all hotel bedroom 

were furnished.105 

 

The reference to carrying others’ heavy suitcases harks back to the time 

when as a student he was humiliated by an older man asking him to 

carry his suitcase out of Paddington station. The man turned out to be 

the professor presenting the prizes at the Slade and Spencer was a 

recipient.   When visiting China he was determined that such a mistake 

would not happen.  Next he turns to his work: 

 

I did about a dozen drawing of the Chinese people (chiefly the 

children) & some grown ups. The right hand repro in the Sunday 

Times of a little girl was drawn in a gloomy over-head light. She 

came to be drawn along with about 6 other grown up girls for 

‘safety’. Some days after one of these grown up girls came & I 

did a good drawing of her. My God they have such charm, & 

humour & with such repose & ease. I said because all girls have 

hair done in two plaits: “Must hair always be in plaits?[”] & the 

girl smiled & in a desultory way began to undo one but I shouted 

at the interpreter “no, no, don’t bother, its alright”[.]106  

 

There is a different feel to his writing when he describes who he draws; 

the words flow with extra energy and authority. The sameness of the 

grown up girls prompts to tell the Academy of Art that ‘it is well that I am 

                                                 
105 Letter 43 to Marjorie, I December, 1954. 
106 Letter 43, p5-6. 
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a Head Hunter & not a Clothes Hunter because all their clothes are the 

same.’ He felt this uniformity of dress was ‘a pity’.107 

 

His trip to China was by far the furthest east he had ever been and it was 

the high point of his travels in his final decade even though his health 

suffered during it. It was quite an achievement and yet not enough has 

been made of it by his biographers.108 The Spencer-Daphne letters give 

interesting details about his observations, feelings and struggles. Back in 

Cookham once more with plenty of painting to get on with, he had no 

wish, nor perhaps the energy, to leave England again. 

 

5.14 The public Spencer: receiving honours 

 

In his last decade Spencer made his peace with the R.A. and became 

once more an A.R.A. in 1950. That was quickly upgraded to R. A. Then 

he was awarded a C.B.E., also that year; and in 1959 he was given an 

Hon. D.Litt by the University of Southampton, and soon after he was 

knighted by the Queen Mother.109 The latter two events he enjoyed very 

much. But in the Spencer-Daphne letters there is little about receiving 

these honours or how he felt.110  

 

In 1954 (letter 38) Spencer refers indirectly to his C.B.E. after he has 

responded to her news of her engagement to John Robinson: 

 

I do send you both my love & congratulation & blessing. It would 

be rather fun to have the wedding in Cookham, if you could both 

                                                 
107 Letter 43, p6. 
108 Patrick Wright’s book has helped to fill this gap. 
109 The Queen being out of the country. 
110 The Tooth Papers in TA 8917.2.24-28 show that his health was cause for concern in the years when 
the correspondence is occasional. 
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rough it here in this cottage. Hotels in Cookham are expensive & 

I know people where you could have bath etc.111 

 

Daphne’s father Harold, an elder brother of Spencer’s, had died in 

October, 1952 and so Daphne had no father to give her away. Spencer 

liked both the Vicar of Cookham, Mr. Westropp -‘an awfully nice man’- 

and his wife, who was ‘a pianist’, which he thought would appeal to 

Daphne who had ‘met them.’ Spencer had an additional reason for 

proposing that Daphne be married in Cookham: 

 

I would love the honour of giving you away & I could wear my 

‘insignia’ [his C.B.E.] if I get the proper morning coat etc. It 

seems a little hard on your Irish friends if they are to be deprived 

of seeing your wedding but they will have you with them to 

live.112 

 

Spencer took full advantage, where possible, of the opportunities and 

privileges given him by becoming an R.A., and made a point of later 

telling his niece or her mother what he had been up to. 

 

In 1953 (letter 28) in addition to writing about Cookham’s marking of the 

Coronation, he relates how he and his brother Gilbert went to the R.A. 

dinner. Spencer sat next to Brigadier General Sir Brian Horrocks and 

talked with him about the harmful side of compulsory National Service 

(or conscription), which Spencer argued was: 

 

This taking of young people boys or girls into the army at that 

age. I said that at the age of 18 (& at any age really) it was 

reasonable & just that a person should have aspiring hopes: 

hopes for a possible realization of a kind of heaven on Earth. If 

                                                 
111 Letter 38 to Daphne, 13 July, 1954. 
112 Letter 38, p1-2 . 
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they could have a time at that early stage to realize sufficiently 

their hopes to enable them to take root.113 

 

Spencer was not shy about sharing his ideas with a general nor of his 

wish for a person to have ‘aspiring hopes’. Sir Brian, ‘a charming man’,  

who ‘listened most carefully to my little pleas’, was unconvinced. He 

knew ‘that the young people after & during their 18 months & 2 years 

expressed great liking & would not have missed it etc’. Spencer replied 

by saying that he ‘was quite sure that the army treated its men & women 

better now than in the old days, but I did not make the real point which is 

that of force.’ The young were conscripted. ‘The chief damage is in the 

fact that of the service being enforced.’114 

 

Also present at that year’s R.A. Dinner was Sir Oliver Moorshead, the 

‘keeper of the drawings at Windsor Castle’, who was on Spencer’s left. 

Spencer could see Churchill ‘at the end table’. Churchill had a deaf aid 

and had to ask his neighbour, Viscount Alexander, what others had said. 

Lord Morton, who lived in Cookham, was also present, and when 

Spencer confided that he had had to go to ‘a valet to get my funny little 

tye right’, Lord Morton had replied, “Well you look perfectly magnificent 

now.”115 

 

Proud to have been at this dinner and revelling in the pomp and 

ceremony associated with it, he found it ‘quite exciting looking out of the 

R.A. windows & seeing the band coming through the arch from Piccadilly 

into the courtyard.’116  

 

He then remembered his ‘visit to the R.A. when the Queen … came to 

see the Academy & the Dutch painters & there were writers & dramatists 

                                                 
113 Letter 28 to Daphne, 5 June, 1953. 
114 Letter 28, p10-11 . 
115 Letter 28, p 12. 
116 Letter 28, p 12. 
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there. I thought her lovely dress was all diamonds & was sad when 

informed that it was some kind of sequin.’117   

 

Although not presented to the Queen on that occasion, he was 

presented to the Queen Mother in 1955 (letter 42). ‘I don’t remember if I 

told you [Daphne] I was ‘presented’ to the Queen Mother at the Arts 

Council party by Sir Kenneth Clark. I had just been having a long chat 

with Madam Rambert…I can’t think of anything else to boast about.’118 

 

                                                 
117 Letter 28, p13. 
118 Letter 42 to Daphne, started late November, 1955. 
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5.15 Back in ‘Fernley’, his family home 

 

 
‘Femley’, Cookham High Street is the right hand house of the pair.  

Author’s photo (2009) and collection. 

 

In July, 1959 Spencer wrote to Daphne (letter 52) after a six months gap. 

He had had a colostomy at the end of 1958 and when he left hospital his 

Vicar, Michael Westropp, and his wife Rachel had invited him to 

convalesce with them. Then, thanks to the kindness and generosity of 

his friends, Lord Astor and Jack Martineau, he had been moved back 

into his family home, by then re-named ‘Fernley’. Since his operation 

Spencer found that travel was hazardous, something which he avoided 

unless it was essential: 

 

I am sorry I can’t do this going about now a-days. I tire very 

quickly but I work alright. 
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Its awkward if I am away or on a journey & the colostomy 

becomes suddenly very active. That happened when I went to 

draw Macmillan (they are very pleased with the drawing)& when 

I went (the day before yesterday) to Southampton University to 

receive my hon: d.Litt[.] I had to return directly after the 

ceremony. That was a very grand affair. I looked like a lady bird 

in my black velvet hat & red robe. The robe & hood are quite 

magnificent: I wish one could keep them but they may one day 

send me the hood119…Tomorrow I shall go to the investiture only 

in my ordinary dark suit: Its been cleaned & in the rules & 

regulations it says dark lounge suit.120 

 

This is the single reference in the correspondence to his making a 

drawing of Harold Macmillan, to his honorary degree, and to his coming 

knighthood, and to the effect of his colostomy on his travels.  

 

On moving back to his first home Spencer had been determined to make 

it ‘a house of studios because I want rooms.’121 Equally he could not 

refuse family visitors. 

 

But I can’t resist Unity & Shirin & I can’t resist you & Diana. 

There is only one or two rooms which I can have as bedrooms & 

they are quite nice atticks Unity sleeps in one when she comes 

& they both have charming views across the cookham house 

tops.122 

 

Daphne wanted to come and look after her uncle for a while, if he would 

let her. Also living at Fernley was the pianist Francis Davies, who played 

the grand piano, specially provided for him, for several hours a day. 
                                                 
119 They did. The blue hood is now usually on display in the Stanley Spencer Gallery, Cookham. When 
Spencer was back in hospital in December, 1959, and dying, Gilbert Spencer and his daughter Gillian 
visited him. He proudly showed them his hood, packed in its box, and then took delight in placing it 
correctly on Gillian. G.Spencer, 1961, p191. 
120 Letter 52 to Daphne, 6 July, 1959. 
121 Letter 52, p 1. 
122 Letter 52, p1-2. Diana was Daphne’s first daughter and she was born in 1956. 
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Spencer loved painting to an accompaniment of live music. His meals 

were taken care of, as he explained to Daphne: 

 

I am having all my meals out in the village: heaps of restaurants 

& its so pleasant[.] I am also a member of the Odney Club & we 

can go there some times[.] I shall love to see you.123 

 

Since his operation his family and friends had been concerned about him 

and his daughters visited when they could. Daphne and Diana did visit 

him at Fernley, and he wrote (letter 53) to thank them. ‘It meant much to 

me to see you again.’124  

 

Spencer was aware that his younger brother Gilbert and his wife Ursula 

had been going through a bad time, and he was concerned for them: 

 

It was terribly sad that Gilbert has lost Ursula. Suddenly both her 

kidneys packed up. I went to the hospital (the Royal Berkshire 

hospital at Reading) & sat by her bed. Mercifully she was 

unconscious. She died about 2 days after. ...She was with us in 

Cookham when the B.B.C. did a short television of my return to 

Fernley combined with Gil becoming a Royal Academician. Gil 

said “Gillian has been a saint: I am not leaning on her…only 

admiring” poor Gil. Even in his sorrow he cheered up for a 

moment for our sakes & said “Oh well any way I’m sleeping with 

the Matron”[.] She was a wonder little person apparently very 

worried that neither Gil nor Gillian were getting proper sleep, & 

so she fixed them both up in her compartment.125 

 

 

                                                 
123 Letter 52, p2. The Odney Club in Cookham was owned by the John Lewis Partnership. 
124 Letter 53 to Daphne, 14 September, 1959. In a personal communication to the author  (2008) 
Daphne recalled that the grand piano was in the living-room, Spencer’s bedroom was on the first floor 
and she occupied the second floor. In another personal communication (19 January, 2010) Daphne 
showed me her pencil sketch of Francis Davies, which must have been made on that visit. 
125 Letter 52, p4-5. 
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Spencer, in his brother’s hour of need, gave him the support he could 

and, despite his own physical weakness, visited his sister-in-law in 

hospital in Reading. Once again we have a little exchange of gossip and 

a humorous take on matron’s kindness. 

 

And writing of hospital kindness (letter 51) in January, 1959 a month 

after his colostomy operation in the Canadian War Memorial Hospital, 

Spencer thanked Daphne for her letter and shared his experiences: 

 

I am going along very well indeed. Each day I feel more my self I 

am glad you were able to get track of me: though today (a month 

after the operation) is the first day I have been fit enough to 

write. When one is plunged to such depths as is natural in a 

major operation, it takes a little while to ‘surface’ again[.] But 

thanks to these battleing nurses, unflagging in their duties (most 

technical)[.]126 

 

The operation, as far as he could tell, had been ‘very well done.’ And he 

was pleased at Daphne’s news. ‘How lovely to hear of your little ones…I 

was glad when my second child was a girl also. And what family there 

can be.’127 

 

Later (letter 52) Spencer emphasised how kind the nurses had been: 

 

These hospitals are amazing: you remember at Cliveden I asked 

little sister Hill if she could lend me her muff as my hands were 

so cold & she went straight of & brought a hot water cover & said 

“now you see: put your hands in like this pull it out taute & now 

twist your wrists like that & there you are” Charming & in her 

high pitched Brecon voice.128 

 

                                                 
126 Letter 51 to Daphne, late January, 1959. 
127 Letter 51, p 2. Daphne had had a second daughter, Anthea. 
128 Letter 52, to Daphne, 6 July, 1959. 
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In September 1959 , his last and fifty-third letter in this correspondence, 

Spencer was looking forward to a visit from Unity, and he was touched 

that a former neighbour’s daughter had cooked supper for Francis (his 

pianist companion) and him, and flattered that ‘They miss me at 

Cookham Rise.’ Reporting that  the piano is about to go, he signs off 

very affectionately. 

 

 ‘Give my love to Johnnie & the Minnic129 & Marjorie. I loved 

hearing his voice on the ‘phone the other day. Give Diana a little 

hug for me. Love, Stanley.’130 

 

Affection, respect, an interest in her affairs and progress, and a playful 

delight in entertaining his niece are the hallmarks of his correspondence 

with Daphne. On the other hand Spencer confined most of his comments 

on Harold’s health and progress to Marjorie. To both women he writes 

about his painting and work in progress. For Marjorie he reserves more 

detail and some long explanations, especially about Christ Preaching…, 

for which he apologises.  

 

5.16 The private and public Spencer needed a ‘middl e man’ 

 

Spencer’s London art dealer, Dudley Tooth, although little mentioned in 

these letters, was crucial to Spencer’s financial survival and general well 

being. Without the wisdom, encouragement, tact and support of Tooth 

Spencer would have been overwhelmed by events and unable to make 

the decisions which left him free to focus on his painting. Tooth’s 

steering and stewarding kept Spencer going. 

 

The partnership had started on 21 October, 1932 when Dudley Tooth of 

Arthur Tooth and Sons of 31, Bruton Street, London W1 became 
                                                 
129 Letter 53 to Daphne, 14 September, 1959. Minnic was Daphne’s pet name for Anthea. 
130 Letter 53, p 3. These are the last words of the correspondence. 
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Spencer’s sole agent.131 Spencer’s previous agent, Mrs Marchant, had 

died and he needed someone to act for him. Soon after Tooth had taken 

Spencer on it became clear that he had to be Spencer’s business 

manager as well. Throughout the 1930s Spencer’s affairs grew more 

complicated. His first marriage ended, by which time he had spent a lot 

of money on Patricia Preece and needed more. His marriage to her was 

disastrous; and his mental health and well-being suffered badly. Tooth 

rescued him and helped him to recover his former zest for life.132 

 

By 1950 Tooth and his staff were between them acting for Spencer in 

several ways. Tooth decided how much money Spencer received as a 

small weekly sum, authorised any additional extra payments, and paid 

Spencer’s bills. He or one of his staff would write to or phone Spencer to 

make sure he had completed work or remembered something.   

 

Tooth took his standard commission of one-third together with framing 

charges in accordance with their agreement.133 Thanks to Tooth and his 

staff, Spencer was able to concentrate on his painting while being free to 

accept additional work without consulting Tooth.  

 

Spencer knew full well what Tooth (and his staff) did for him, and was 

grateful. In 1954 he told Marjorie: ‘I would not dream of having any other 

dealer in the world he is a most decent charming and kind man’.134  

 

In the Spencer-Daphne correspondence the other references to Tooth 

and the gallery’s practice are to the advice Tooth gave about what 

paintings to send in to the R.A.Summer Exhibition; Tooth’s interest in 

French paintings; and to mutterings from Spencer that Tooth could 

                                                 
131 TGA 8917.31 from a summary of the Tate’s Tooth box file made by Maurice Collis. 
132 Dudley Tooth had to write to assert his right to act in Spencer’s best interests in the mid-1930s, and 
when Spencer agreed by accepting that Tooth had to have a free hand in selling his pictures, Tooth kept 
his side of the agreement from then on. Tooth was managing Spencer’s finances well before he married 
Patricia Preece. See Pople, p357-361. 
133 K.Pople, p357-358. 
134 Letter 36 to Marjorie, 4 June, 1954. 
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always sell his landscapes and portraits, and wanted more, but that he 

was far less successful at selling Spencer’s imaginative works.  

 

However, the Tate’s Tooth-Spencer correspondence shows clearly that 

Tooth and his staff did appreciate the visionary paintings. They knew 

that it took longer for them to sell. There was also real respect and 

affection on their part for Spencer; and they were delighted for him when 

his work sold and at the honours he received. And when he was ill they 

sent messages of concern and support.  

 

Examples from the correspondence of Tooth’s role in Spencer’s affairs 

are occasional. In March, 1952 (letter 18) when Spencer thought that he 

was ‘not going to have any thing at the Royal Academy’ in the Summer 

Show, he told Daphne:  

 

When I was in London day before yesterday my dealers told me 

I was a day too late to send the one painting available namely 

the portrait of you.135 

 

Spencer had not been ‘very keen on sending it.’ But there had been a 

development: 

 

But this morning Dudley Tooth rang me up (at Mrs. Cooks next 

door) he had run in to Humphrey Cooke (the new RA secretary) 

who asked him to send the portrait. So it will go in after all. I do 

not know when the RA opens but it is usually very early in 

May.136 

 

 Two years later, when the lilac was in bloom and Spencer was in the 

midst of continuing ‘the race to paint some’, he lamented to Marjorie that 

‘I wish I was still doing the Regatta paintings’ but he had to leave them 
                                                 
135 Letter 18 to Daphne, 28 March, 1952 
136 Letter 18, p 2. Portrait of Daphne Spencer was painted in 1951 in her Belfast home; collection: 
Ulster Museum, Belfast, K.Bell, no.370.  It was the first of four portraits he painted of her over there. 
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for ‘some flower painting and landscapes…I am having to be commercial 

artist once more.’137 Spencer grumbled that Tooth, whom he had just 

praised as the best dealer for him, was exhibiting ‘masses & masses of 

French painting (modern ones) & is always selling them.’ Linked with this 

grumble was Spencer’s dislike of his work being exhibited by Tooths in 

‘mixed shows’:  

 

I have always felt my paintings do not look at all happy in mixed 

shows & Richard Smart [former employee] seldom exhibited my 

work in mixed shows. He only did this with such works of mine 

as he had great difficulty in selling.138 

 

At times, then, there were tensions between dealer and artist. But 

despite his complaints, Spencer knew that Tooth wanted to sell his 

paintings and that his job was to produce enough paintings for Tooth to 

sell. Spencer (letter 36) was tempted to stray into Tooth’s side of the 

partnership by thinking he could do better at selling. 

 

When I first took my Regatta paintings to Tooth I had no thought 

that they would be including them in some mixed show they 

were having. When Peter Cochrane [a newer member of staff] 

told me he was doing this I could not say anything without 

causing inconvenience & I was too completely surprised, & of 

course they regard the showing and selling of my work as their 

province & so on. However I will not make this mistake again & 

on taking any such painting to Dudley I shall have some say in 

the matter …I don’t want this job because the more I do of this 

(dealers business) part of the job the more…will be handed over 

to me.139 

 

 

                                                 
137 Letter 36 to Marjorie, posted 4 June, 1954. 
138 Letter 36, p 3-4. 
139 Letter 36, p 4-5. 
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Spencer is shaping up to challenge Tooth’s control by insisting he be 

given ‘some discussion in the matter of how & when & where’ his work 

‘is publicly shown.’ But he readily admits:  

 

The two assistant dealers at Tooths are very nice chaps & so 

dislike announcing to me the non-sale of paintings of mine.140 

 

It is not known whether Spencer confronted Tooth about his disquiet and 

depressed feelings. He hated his work being divided into two kinds: the 

landscapes that sell ‘readily’ and the figure works which sell ‘not nearly 

so readily.’141 But he had noticed that ‘when one or two landscapes are 

at Tooths then there are sales ‘of the other work also.’142 He was 

concerned about ‘my outgoing colossal weekly payments’, and  ‘that my 

account was low’. He resolved, therefore, to paint more landscapes. 

Fortunately ‘within a few days’ he had arranged to paint three, which 

would bring in enough money to surprise the young Tooth men. He was 

saddened to have to ‘chuck up the figure paintings but it had to be’.143 

But his solution, the conclusion to his letter, was not realistic:  

 

I cant work well with the awful feeling of hurry. If I had the will 

power I would just go on pot boiling winter & summer non stop 

until I am well stocked up with cash to make it possible for me to 

paint the thing I long to paint in peace.144 

 

However, there was a welcome upswing in his financial affairs in the 

next three years, partly brought about by the sale of the smaller Regatta 

paintings, but also by the Tate Retrospective of 1955 and his TV 

programmes. Tooth wrote to Spencer in November, 1957 to announce 

that his account stood at £2500, a sum far in excess of what was usually 

                                                 
140 Letter 36, p 6. 
141 Letter 36, p8. 
142 Letter 36, p7. 
143 Letter36, p7-8. 
144 Letter 36, p 9-10. 
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in his account. This being so Tooth had put aside £1000 to cover income 

tax for 1958 and 1959.145  

 

Spencer was relatively wealthy for the first time in his life, and was to 

have no further money worries. The Tooth-Spencer partnership had well 

and truly ‘paid off’. And after Spencer was rushed into hospital on Boxing 

Day morning, 1958, the staff at Tooths had a collection and sent him a 

bottle of brandy with a message encouraging him to enjoy it when he 

was ready to do so, and to leave everything else to them.146  

 
Page 9 and the conclusion of letter 20 to Daphne, 28 July, 1952 

which began this chapter. 

                                                 
145 TA 8917.31, letter from Dudley Tooth to Spencer, 27 November, 1957. 
146 TA 8917.2.28. 
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Chapter 6: The discoveries that I have made and add itional 

research that is now required 

 

 
Page 1, letter 46 to Daphne, late November – 6 December, 1955. 
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6.1  Findings from researching this Spencer genre 

 

The letters reveal how Spencer coped as a single man, in his own modest 

home, isolated from family, dependent on domestic help and a neighbour’s 

phone but back in the village he loved. They show how affectionate and kind 

he could be, especially to his niece Daphne, and his easy rapport with her. 

(See chapters 1 and 5 especially.) 

 

In contrast his letters to Marjorie are written more from a sense of duty though 

he is concerned for Harold and her (letters 21 & 22). He begins defensively 

and only breaks free of that when he tells her about his art (e.g. letter 27). In 

telling her about his progress and current interest he forgets his hesitations 

and becomes passionate. (See chapter 1, and for his defensiveness chapters 

4 and 5.) 

 

As regards Spencer’s affection for his Belfast family, the big surprise is that 

there is no reference to Harold’s death or the gap he left: he died on 14 

October, 1952. Nor is he mentioned after letter 24, written a week before he 

died. From then Harold drops out of the correspondence. Did Spencer attend 

the funeral? Did he write a letter of condolence which has not survived? Was 

his brother’s death too painful a subject for any of the surviving 

correspondents to bring up? 

 

Above all the letters reinforce our understanding of Spencer’s absolute 

necessity to make art. They also reveal his aptitude for writing, his third way of 

expressing himself, talking being the second. However, he only lets himself 

write a letter when he has to or when his work allows. 

 

During the first half of the correspondence we learn much about Christ 

Preaching….The letters extend our knowledge about the thinking and work 

put into Christ Preaching… , especially that he toyed (letter 18) with a vertical 
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design for a period of its gestation. They also clarify why and when he moved 

away from the presentation of his ideas on one big canvas and decided, 

reluctantly, to paint a supporting series before returning to continue work on 

the original. It was very close to his heart. (See chapter 2 in particular.) 

 

His urge to draw was central to his work and his drawings were crucial to his 

painting purposes. Drawing was his chosen way of expressing and testing his 

ideas. He hung on to his drawings and let them furnish his home, as David 

Sylvester found out. (Chapters 2 and 3) 

 

Another discovery was his rich and active imagination which together with 

very accurate powers of recall, not just for recent happenings or details but far 

back into the past, gave him abundant material.  (Chapters 2,3 and 4 

demonstrate this rich seam of creativity.)1  

 

Spencer’s talked in a ‘stream of consciousness’ way. When giving a talk he 

chose the topic, regardless of what others expected, and set off in his 

preferred way. The same applies to his broadcast or filmed talks. The 

monologue was a characteristic feature of his talking and formal talks.  

 

In his correspondence he writes a stream of consciousness letter though he 

does sometimes pause to apologise to Marjorie for being longwinded before 

continuing. (Chapter 5 has several ‘stream of consciousness’ quotations.) If 

we give Spencer’s letter ‘voice’ time to make his point and tell his story, his 

meaning is clear. In that respect the proposed first stage of my methodology 

(chapter 1) has proved fitting.2 

 

It is clear that Spencer’s month in China in 1954 was an important interruption 

to his usual routine. He gives good reasons why his time there did not suit him 

(see chapter 5.13 & 13.1). The experience was not just a ‘one-off’, which 

                                                 
1 K.Bell Stanley Spencer (1992) shows the range, breadth, depth, and variety of Spencer’s opus. 
2 In a ‘One Show’, BBC 1 programme (7.0 p.m., Monday 1 March, 2010) during which the Cookham 
resident and author Joan George and others were being asked for their memories of Spencer, he was 
described as ‘eccentric’, idiosyncratic in his ways, and the creator of powerful and literal images.   
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broadened his outlook by giving him some knowledge of very different people 

in a strange culture, it also helped to confirm his own lifestyle, choices and 

preferences.   

 

The letters reveal two aspects of his character: his self-confidence in his 

artistic ability and practice and, secondly, his humility.  On one occasion (letter 

35) he wonders whether he is a genius and wants to be told that he is. Yet 

though he is unconcerned about his reputation he is watchful for favourable 

reviews. In his Spartan home where he makes do with very little, he does not 

seek comforts; and when he falls ill, he plays down his sufferings in hospital, 

accepting that he must endure as best he can. In the village he plays his part, 

when he can, and otherwise gets on with his life and minds his own business 

(Chapters 3,4, and 5). 

 

The unexpected saviour within this correspondence, a passer through rather 

than a central figure, is Dudley Tooth, Spencer’s agent and business adviser. 

Studying the Spencer-Daphne correspondence led me to other Spencer 

scholars, especially to Ken Pople, who suggested I should read through the 

Tooth archive in Tate Britain.3 Having done that, it was obvious how much 

Tooth’s firmness, tact and diplomacy had been a steadying and helpful 

influence on Spencer in the 1950s. 

 

It has been necessary, and very worthwhile, to visit Cookham and to deepen 

my knowledge of the village and the scenes for some of his paintings. I have  

seen three different exhibitions in the Stanley Spencer Gallery, heard talks 

there and attended village events, serious and lighthearted, linked to Spencer. 

I have met and talked with many people, some of whom were Cookham 

residents and knew Spencer. 

 

There is a unique warmth and affection within the village for their Spencer: 

both a pride in him and a form of ownership of him. Joan George summed it 

                                                 
3 TGA 8917.2.14-28. 
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up: ‘He was Cookham.’4 But the village’s affection for Spencer is not new: it 

was apparent in the 1950s, as Spencer’s letters testify; and it was specially 

expressed when a small group of people decided – with Spencer’s keen 

assent - to arrange a Cookham exhibition of his paintings in 1958. (The 

exhibition is not mentioned in the correspondence but is touched on in chapter 

4.) 

 

6.2 He was a remarkable writer whose writings need further 

research 

 

Spencer was a prolific writer, exceptionally so for an artist, as chapter 1 

makes clear. There would seem to be much research still to be done on the 

collections of his papers in the Tate Archive;5 and there could well be other 

sets of correspondence in private hands which could be placed in the Tate, 

Cookham or Burghclere Archives, were the owners known and approached.6 

It would not be difficult to advertise for the loan of written material in private 

hands or write an article or letters to the press. The celebrations and special 

events that marked the half-centenary since his death (2009) may have 

encouraged holders of Spencer material to let scholars see private papers, 

drawings and other memorabilia in their possession. 

 

Glew has given us a first selection from Spencer’s letters and writings, which 

has drawn attention to the range of his correspondents as well as the quality, 

variety and quantity of Spencer’s other writings.7 These additional papers 

include, journal entries, autobiographical pieces and lists. A further selection 

of his letters/writings is overdue. A full edition of the Spencer-Daphne 

correspondence would add significantly to the published material. 

 

                                                 
4 ‘One Show’, BBC1, ibid. 
5 Patrick Wright, personal communication to author, June 2009. 
6 For example, on the advice of Paul Gough, I contacted Anne Bancroft and she showed me two letters 
to her from Spencer written in November, 1958. 
7 A.Glew, 2001. 
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Although Hyman supports the publication of more of Spencer’s letters, he 

prefers a fuller anthology of Spencer’s writings. He argued: 

 

I’ve tried to suggest that a lot of his energies – perhaps his best 

energies – moved into the written word. He becomes a really 

remarkable writer – and we don’t yet have (in my view) the 

anthology that does him full justice. He’s thrilled by the ideas and 

the scenesetting – but not by the painting of them.8  

 

6.2.1  A comparison 

 

An artist whose letters have aroused great interest is Van Gogh.  Since 

2009 there have been major exhibitions of Van Gogh’s paintings in 

Vienna and the U.S.A. with the latter focusing also on his letters. In 2010 

the Royal Academy, London exhibited The Real Van Gogh The Artist 

and His Letters, at which claims were made for the fluency, power and 

brilliance of the 902 surviving letters of Van Gogh’s. Thanks to great 

diligence, fine scholarship, and enterprising publishers three scholars 

have produced ‘the first ever complete illustrated edition’ of Vincent Van 

Gogh – The Letters.9 This event, coupled with the opportunities to view 

some of Van Gogh’s paintings and some of the original letters, gave 

good cause for celebration. Hailed as ‘one of the major landmarks in 

modern art publishing’10, it does enable the reader to follow Van Gogh’s 

career from when he was 19 until his death aged 37, often on a day-to-

day basis. The publication has been greeted with high praise: for 

example, ‘This could be the best autobiography of an artist yet to appear 

anywhere’11, and ‘The greatest cache of writing about art left behind by 

an artist’.12. 

                                                 
8 Timothy Hyman, personal letter to author, 21 February, 2009. 
9  Quote taken from The Folio Society’s flier for the set. 
10 The Folio Society, ibid. 
11 Quoted from The Economist  in The Folio Society, ibid. 
12 Quoted from The Sunday Times in The Folio Society, ibid. 
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The existence of Van Gogh’s letters has been known about since his sister-in-

law, Jo Bonger and others took steps after his death in 1890 to collect and 

publicise them.13 Van Gogh’s letters are remarkable. But so are Spencer’s 

which – currently – are far less known but which in their own way are 

fascinating, informative, and of great value to anyone interested in twentieth 

century British Art. 

 

The day after Spencer’s death The Times published an obituary in which he 

was described as: ‘One of the few contemporary British artists who could be 

called with some confidence a man of genius as distinct from a man of 

talent.’14 ‘A man of genius’, then, who was seen as ‘a small, eager man, 

absorbed in his own interests’.15 Fortunately it was Spencer’s eager 

absorption in his own interests, his narrow range of subject matter, reflected in 

Pepysian-like passages about his day-to-day doings, which has made the 

correspondence with Daphne, at times, so vivid and unique, and of national 

importance.  

 

He wrote more than Van Gogh, we can confidently say, but lived much longer. 

However quantity does not guarantee quality; and although Spencer would 

not edit his writings, others may want to do so in the interests of brevity and 

order. 

 

 Comparisons, then, are not always helpful. While not questioning the pivotal 

importance being given to Van Gogh’s letters, this thesis contends that this 

instance of Spencer’s correspondence shows him to have been an 

unorthodox but very effective letter writer. Future generations may well rate 

his letters and writings more highly and deem them essential to our 

understanding of him. 

 

 

                                                 
13 Jo Bonger (1862-1925) married Theo, Vincent Van Gogh’s younger brother in 1889. By 1914 she 
had edited and published three volumes of Vincent’s letters.  
14 Anonymous obituary, The Times, 15 December, 1959. 
15 The Times, ibid. 
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6.3 Gaps which need filling 

 

But there are gaps in his story. I have suggested in chapter 5 that not enough 

attention has been given by biographers and cultural historians to his month in 

China in October, 1954. Patrick Wright16 has now helped to fill that gap. He 

has put in context Britain’s relations with China and the opening of political 

and cultural dialogue between the two countries which led to Spencer’s visit. 

Wright’s many sources include the relevant letters in the Spencer-Daphne 

correspondence. 

 

Much more can be told of the very successful Cookham Exhibition of his work 

in the summer of 1958. Although it does not feature in the Spencer-Daphne 

correspondence, two good resources are the archives at the Stanley Spencer 

Gallery, Cookham and eyewitness information from those still living who 

attended it.17  

 

6.3.1 Collecting his talks, broadcasts and TV progr ammes 

 

Fifty years after Spencer’s death we are still coming across new material 

about him and by him, and so learning more about him. The correspondence 

under scrutiny in this thesis has revealed that he gave many talks and public 

addresses. But there is not yet a designated Spencer oral archive. Ideally it 

should be in the same place as his written archive material, which makes Tate 

Britain the preferred location. We need, too, transcripts, where possible, of the 

recorded talks. But unless the talk was recorded we are unlikely to have any 

material from it.  

 

                                                 
16 Passport to China published by O.U.P. in 2010. 
17 I have talked to two Cookham residents (May, 2009) who either remembered the occasion or had a 
family member closely involved.  
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And we also need a Spencer film archive, preferably where the oral archive is. 

In the 1950s artists were beginning to be filmed or to feature in TV 

programmes or documentaries. Spencer enjoyed these filmed opportunities to 

expound his artistic gospel. He was fluent and personable, had plenty to say 

in a spontaneous unscripted way, and a melodious voice.18 His declamatory 

style was reminiscent of his contemporary the poet Dylan Thomas. His talks 

and TV work, together with his art, helped to make him a celebrity. 

 

6.3.2  There are books waiting to be published abou t Spencer 

and by him 

 

We need publishers ready to risk bringing out more books about Spencer, and 

even by him, and we need his estate to encourage that.19 For instance there 

may well exist enough material for a Spencer guide to his own work, which 

would include his account of how various paintings came into being. Instances 

of the latter are in our correspondence (letters 3 and 46). In letter 46 Spencer 

refers to ‘This fascinating story I have in the form of letters & essays on my 

paintings & in school talks I have given, been telling for about 30 years.’20  

 

Other similar material exists, such as the brief notes that Spencer dictated to 

Daphne about each of the Christ in the Wilderness paintings (1939 – 

c.1954).21   

 

                                                 
18 Paul Gough suggested that Spencer had a high-pitched voice (personal communication, 9 July, 2009) 
but the voice I heard on a video film of Spencer talking about The Resurrection, Cookham 1927 was 
baritone, possibly tenor. 
19 I know of two unpublished manuscripts about Spencer that await such a publisher. 
20 Letter 46, p17, see the reproduced page at the end of this chapter, by 1959 the ‘essays’ on his 
painting which had been published were his contributions to R.H.Wilenski, 1951 and his introduction 
to the Tate Retrospective, 1955. 
21 These notes have survived: private collections. For the series see K.Bell, nos. 283a-h, collections: not 
known 
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6.4 Other reflections raised by this research 

 

There are ideas raised by this research which are worth pursuing further. The 

first stems from a question: was Spencer a ‘Holy Fool’?22 In his readiness to 

imagine Christ in Cookham; and to see signs of the divine in such everyday 

things as cabbages and teapots? Was not Spencer a kind of fool for Christ’s 

sake? After all he had a visionary side to his nature and work. 

 

Spencer was ‘fool’ enough to follow his particular calling, costly as it 

sometimes was. There was, too, a kind of personal holiness about his simple 

home, furnishings and lifestyle which one associates with Fools. In his letters 

he clowned when in playful mood and when relating comic circumstances 

(letter 28). At these moments he was a type of Holy Fool. 

 

Secondly, it would be very instructive to trace the whereabouts of as many as 

possible of the 100 or more drawings that Spencer made for Christ 

Preaching… They provide a subject for an exhibition or a special publication. 

Many of these drawings should still be traceable.23 Spencer invested much 

time and imagination in creating them. 

 

Thirdly, when Spencer’s family/trustees are ready to allow general access, 

there may well be more to be learnt about Spencer, for instance, from a study 

of his letters to Hilda and also to Unity. The late Ken Pople regarded the 

Spencer-Daphne correspondence as ‘invaluable’ but he recommended that 

both sets of these other letters be consulted. 24  

 

Lastly, Spencer wanted to create a ‘Chapel of Me’, a church style home for his 

paintings about life in peacetime, making such a ‘gallery’ a celebration for his 

                                                 
22 Brian Keeble (ed.) Cecil Collins The Vision of the Fool and other writings, Golgonooza Press, 2002 
prompted this question. 
23 Six of these studies were exhibited in the Stanley Spencer and the River Thames exhibition of 
Spencer’s work at the Stanley Spencer gallery, Cookham, which ran from 29 April – I November, 2009 
and was curated by Caroline Leder. 
24 For various good ‘official’ reasons I have not seen either of these sets of letters.   
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ordinary and everyday works as well as for his visionary pictures. That Chapel 

was never realised by him, remaining a dream, a metaphorical and 

metaphysical place where he could place paintings about the women in his 

life and about the religious and other subjects that had appealed to him. 

 

Even though Spencer did not have his desired ‘Chapel of Me’, yet after his 

death his second Chapel came about.25 The former Methodist Chapel, with its 

associations of his mother’s and his Sunday attendance in it, now the Stanley 

Spencer Gallery, is a ‘Chapel of Me’. It is small – and modest compared to his 

hopes. But it is a Spencer Chapel which keeps, at any one time, some of that 

dream alive; and it is a place in the heart of Cookham where his memory and 

presence live on. 

                                                 
25 The first is the Sandham Memorial Chapel, Burghclere. 
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Page17 of letter 46 to Daphne which began this chapter: Spencer refers to 

‘this fascinating story’ found in his letters, essays and talks.  
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Appendix: Part 1: A summary of the Stanley 

Spencer – Daphne Spencer Correspondence, 

1951 – 1959 
 
 
Unless stated the letters are to Daphne and were written from Cliveden View, 
Cookham Rise on white paper. Harold Spencer died on 14 October, 1952. 
There are no known extant copies of Daphne and her family’s letters to 
Stanley Spencer during these years. Additions in square brackets are my 
comments or editing. The identification of paintings is taken from K.Bell 
Stanley Spencer A Complete Catalogue of the Paintings and the number 
given is the catalogue number of that painting. The people mentioned in this 
summary are introduced in the Dramatis Personae that follows. 
 
 
No. 1  Undated: mid-1950, 5 sides, 7.4 x 5" writing paper, pencil. 
Writing, it seems, before Hilda’s death in November, Spencer thanks Daphne 
for her letter and the photos, ‘the first & only I have had of Unity & Shirin 
grown up.’ He reports that he has finished the R.A. ‘diploma’ painting [The 
Farm Gate, Bell, no. 352] and has yet to decide to give it to the R.A. In 
exchange for ‘the nasty things some Royal Academicians’ have said about 
him, he feels ‘more like giving them a punch on the noze than a picture of 
cows coming through a farm gate.’ What is the point of being an R.A. if it 
brings ‘a lot of needless unpleasantness my way’! He is sure that ‘an art 
society that was not “Royal” would not have behaved in this way.’ 
 
His life is currently unexciting except that he is ‘pushing along with the Christ-
being-handed-over-to-the-people picture [Christ Delivered to the People, Bell, 
no. 356]. Pilate looks ‘swell’ in a hat which ‘looks like some flood lighting 
apparatus’, and his towel and hands are now painted, to Spencer’s 
satisfaction. Pilate looks as if he is thinking that Christ is a ‘harmless ass’ who 
‘lands himself in this mess, however there is nothing to be done about it’, and 
he ‘washes his hands of the whole affair.’ 
 
He has agreed to give a talk to the Bank of England Club – for nothing – and 
yet he thinks ‘of all the gold & silver they must have down in the vaults.’ He 
will talk about his own pictures: he ‘can’t get up the same amount of interest in 
work other than my own.’ He would love to stay with them in Belfast. He ends, 
‘Yours sincerely, Stanley’. 
 
No. 2 To Marjorie Spencer, 5 January, 1951, 4 sides, 7 x 5.3", pencil.  
In reply to hers of 13 November, 1950, he reminisces on his brother Harold’s 
humour and Christmas ‘speeches’, and also about Hilda’s - his late first wife -  
affection for both Harold and their eldest brother Will. 
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No. 3 To Harold Spencer, 5 January, 1951, 7 sides, 7.3 x 5.5", pencil. With 
thanks for two letters and in praise of Hilda, his muse and inspiration, through 
recalling her role and appearances in The Resurrection, Cookham 1927 [Bell, 
no.116] and in particular her help in his solving what to put on the ‘ivycovered 
table tomb’. See chapter 4.13.1 for extracts from the letter about Hilda’s 
sleeve. Currently he is painting ‘a big picture of Christ in a Garden with his 
disciples’ [probably Christ in Cookham, Bell, no. 378]. 
 
 
No. 4  January, 1951, 6 sides – some frayed edges, 10 x 7.5", pencil. 
Spencer recalls his return from Macedonia after his First World War service 
and refers to two series of paintings he made in the 1940s.  
After thanking her for her letter, photo, and the Traherne extract [not 
identified] which he likes: he admires the way in which Traherne ‘goes to 
infancy in his thoughts naturally and responsively’ and can also ‘express the 
significance and meaning everything has for him – now as a grown up.’ 
Spencer reflects on what led him to ‘do the Resurrection subject’ [his most 
recent series of Resurrection paintings: see below] and recalls his sense of 
‘being born again’ when, returning from Macedonia after the First World War, 
his ship was caught in a lighthouse’s beam off the ‘Isle of White’ and he felt 
like an ‘unborn babe’, wondering about what was to come. He muses on his 
‘notions’ [ideas that might be transformed through his imagination into an 
artwork]. He has wondered whether he can come up with one grand notion 
which will ‘great grandpa the lot’ and has concluded that God was ‘the grand 
daddy of them all’ and that ‘a sort of Day of Judgement would be the thing into 
which all these notions would be hurdled.’ He imagines that he is like Adam, 
the first man, who named the animals and trees. Spencer carries on Adam’s 
job by continuing to name and identify things – only he expresses himself in 
compositions [paintings]. 
.  
Tooths currently had ‘biggish’ paintings of his including ‘two Resurrection 
paintings left over from my show’ [Stanley Spencer: recent landscape, 
portraits and flower paintings, London, Arthur Tooth & Sons Ltd.] which were 
both 2 feet by 5 feet [from The Port Glasgow Resurrection Series, 1945 – 
1950, Bell, no. 358a-i]. He encloses for her The Illustrated London News in 
which he has marked reproductions of the two works. He reckons that Mr. 
Frankl would want a painting ‘about 2ft 8in x 23 in’, and adds a small vertical 
sketch, similar in size to The Farm Gate. He reports that ‘the shipbuilding 
paintings of mine are in the Imperial War Museum London’ [Shipbuilding on 
the Clyde, 1940-1946, Bell, no.328a-i]. He likes Barry Haldane’s and her idea 
that those paintings be shown ‘to the workmen in the shipyards’ but thinks 
their size may make such an exhibition impractical. He ends with some gossip 
about Munnings who, he has heard, was “gunning for Spencer”: ‘I believe 
M[unnings]: is a better shot than I am’, and he describes a Punch cartoon of a 
Royal Academy painting in which a farmer carries a gun very purposefully and 
the caption says, “He is looking for Spencer”.  
 
No. 5  Undated,  probably early May, 1951, 4 sides, 7.4 x 5", pencil. 
He thanks her for her letter and regrets that he is ‘very bad about writing’ and 
still has letters unanswered.’ He is happy to be seeing them soon in Belfast 
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[on his first visit] and can work in his bedroom. He has a ‘scramble’ on to 
finish a painting for Mr.Martineau [not identified in Bell] before he leaves for 
Ireland on the 14th and he has to return from there in time to paint another 
landscape for Mr. Shiel of ‘Englefield’, Cookham whom Harold will remember. 
In addition he is ‘also wanting to paint all those sort of pictures which very few 
people seem interested in.’ He has several of these ‘notions’ or ideas for a 
painting ‘in the form of scribbles on old bits of paper’ which are ‘tucked away 
in little boxes’. From time to time he takes a ‘peep at one or other of them’ and 
wonders when he will get the opportunity to paint one. He is ‘so pleased’ that 
one has been painted and bought by Mr. Frankl [Christ Delivered to the 
People, Bell, no. 356]. ‘What a vindication & deliverance for those little 
studies.’ 
 
No. 6  To Marjorie, 21 May, 1951, 1 side, 5 x 4", pencil. 
Spencer confirms that he will be arriving on the 25 or 26 May to stay with 
them near Belfast. 
 
No. 7  About July, 1951, 2 sides, 8.8 x 6.8", pencil. He encloses two photos 
[very likely of works painted on his May visit to them, including a portrait of 
Daphne] and hopes to return for a second visit that year. Meanwhile he has 
‘drawn a baptism idea on to a canvas’ and has begun painting a landscape of 
part of Mr. Shiel’s garden at ‘Englefield’, Cookham [Englefield House, Bell, no. 
367] which ‘is just Heaven’ and includes ‘a big Deodar in the foreground.’ 
 
No. 8 To Marjorie, November, 1951, 2 sides, 7.9 x 5.9", pencil. 
He thanks her for the gift of a dressing gown. Then, excitedly, he announces 
the publication of R.H. Wilenski’s Faber Gallery book of his Glasgow 
Resurrection paintings, 1945 – 1950, and how his own ‘golden words simply 
pour out’ of it.  He is relieved that Wilenski has returned his (Spencer’s) 
writings and photos of the paintings. The Shiels sympathised with Daphne 
when she managed to hold back a sneeze during a broadcast talk that he 
gave in Belfast.  
 
No. 9  7 November, 1951, 5 sides, 8 x 6", pencil. 
This overlaps in content with his to Marjorie (above). He had ‘a very 
comfortable journey back’ from Belfast; and he asked Daphne to thank 
Marjorie not just for the dressing gown but also for the ‘socks, books, shirts, 
handkies etc.’ He has finished the ‘Deodar Cedar’ landscape [Bell, no. 367] 
and ‘yet another self-portrait’ [Bell, no. 365]. His neighbour, Marjorie Cook, 
came round to tell him that ‘the Faber Gallery book’ was displayed in the 
window of ‘the little book shop on the way to the village’ He bought a copy and 
looks forward to receiving his complimentary copies. Yesterday he lunched 
with his co-author Mr. Wilenski, who confessed that a red smear had 
appeared in the picture Tidying [Bell, no. 358a] just above ‘the central pinky-
red stone pillar.’ Spencer jokingly told Wilenski that ‘I could now regard myself 
as a sort of Michel Angelo only different’ – especially since his niece was ‘in 
Ireland & out of earshot’ 
 
Then he gives the details of his B.B.C. Belfast contract and the fee for his talk, 
‘The Eye and the Image’, though as yet there was no broadcast date. He has 
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been out socialising: two suppers and one tea, and was due to spend an 
evening with Mr. Frank. Their mutual friend, Mr. Frankl, had written to say that 
there was ‘no one to tease me now’. In a P.S.: Unity [his younger daughter] 
had written, ‘rather sad’ that Sir William Coldstream had not commented on 
her big painting. 
 
No. 10  To Harold, 21 November, 1951 5 sides, 2 of 8 x 6" & 3 of 8.8. x 7", 
pencil. He encloses a copy of the Faber Gallery book which he begs him not 
to lend to anyone. To reinforce this he narrates how a Maidenhead couple 
who borrowed, against his wishes, his copy of a book about Gilbert, and failed 
to return it. He could not remember to whom he had lent it. Then the couple in 
question divorced and when sorting out their possessions found a book which 
did not belong to them and returned it to Spencer.  Much as he would like a N. 
Ireland Christmas, his children want him to spend Christmas with them in 
Hampstead. In a P.S. he reckons he should now pay, Patricia, his second wife 
an allowance of £8 a week instead of £6. 
 
No. 11  Undated, probably late November/early December, 1951, 8 sides, 6 of 
7 x 4.5" & 2 of 8.8 x 6.8", pencil.  
He thanks Daphne for her letter of 10 November and wishes he could have 
accompanied her to buy the record player. He had hoped to send her some of 
his B.B.C. fee (towards the buying of a piano) but he has to pay a further £23 
towards the cost of a vault for Hilda. He has, however, bought ‘a dear little 
(secondhand) Corona’ typewriter, a portable, from Mr. Cox [of Tooths]. He 
knows his writing is not easy to read. He is learning to touch type, going 
slowly, being ‘most careful to keep to the rules & use all fingers correctly’. 
Typing has become ‘a visual thing…I could almost draw a sort of garden & 
show where every letter-flower grows.’ He can manage six words a minute.  
 
A few weeks before he was godfather to Hermione, Dick and Nancy Carline’s 
daughter and he ‘swatted’ up what he was to ‘say and do’ and when he told 
Mrs. Price, his daily help, she then listed the presents, outings and help he 
should provide! He encloses a [signed] copy of his book which has yet to be 
reviewed. He hopes that people will realise that ‘page 6 to page 22 is my own 
writing’ together with about a fourth of the introduction. 
 
In his painting he has ‘done another self portrait since my return’ [Bell, no. 
364], finished ‘the Cedar landscape’ for Mr. Shiels [Bell, no. 367], and ‘done a 
lot to the baptism’ although he ‘could not get the water to look wet and ripply’ 
[The Baptism, Bell, no. 380]. He is also ‘pushing along with the large painting 
of Christ and disciples’ which the Contemporary Art Society wants to buy 
[probably Christ in Cookham, Bell, no. 378]. He sends his love and wants to 
be remembered to Mr. Boyd. 
 
No. 12  20 December, 1951, 14 sides, 8 x 5", pencil. 
He very much regrets that he cannot spend Christmas with them in Ireland. 
He will be with his daughters, Shirin and Unity, at 17 Pond Street 
(Hampstead) but their uncle Dick, their mother Hilda’s brother, will be in India. 
Spencer had been visited by his ‘great big enormous’ solicitor [Mr. Evill], a 
buyer that year for the Contemporary Art Society, who wants the ‘big painting 
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I am still slowly plodding on with’ - of Christ and his disciples & in which 
children play hop scotch [Bell, no. 378]. He has persuaded his buyer to pay 
him £600, an increase of £100. This painting is ‘so “Cookham” in feeling that I 
felt I must do it here.’ 
 
 Some time ago Dick Carline had said ‘that if I would like to go to India, he 
could arrange it with the Arts or British Council’. Dick is ‘brilliant at having 
immediate reactions to his immediate surroundings’ and when faced with new 
surroundings, produces original and most interesting work. ‘I would love to 
have gone but there is always one snag in my staying anywhere’, which is ‘I 
can…make no comment at all on immediate surroundings.’ Another snag was 
that ‘because of doing so much landscape I am in terrible arrears with 
carrying out the figure pictures I have for so many years wanted to do.’ 
 
One of these was ‘the notion of Christ preaching on the Lake of Galilee or 
from the river Jordan, which idea I pushed a bit further last night.’ In fact he 
set the scene on the Thames at Cookham ‘just by the Ferry Hotel below 
Cookham Bridge’. The boat from which Christ preaches was ‘the old large 
horse barge’ which used to be ‘moored alongside’ the hotel lawn. The 
‘occasion of the preaching’ was the evening of the Cookham Regatta day 
‘when instead of a grand evening concert, as is usually given from that horse 
barge, & at which Harold & Will used to play, you have on this regatta evening 
Christ preaching.’ [This unfinished painting became known as Christ 
Preaching at Cookham Regatta: in this dissertation its title is shortened to 
Christ Preaching…Bell, no. 448] His reason for presenting the subject in this 
way was because ‘Christ was very much in the world: was made flesh and 
dwelt among us.’ There was nothing ‘more in the world than Cookham 
Regatta’ which he imagined as taking place about 1904 when the cost to sit 
on the hotel lawn was £1 and to hire a punt £5 an hour. He envisaged ‘people 
listening enraptured as they were at those concerts from the barge – gathered 
on the bank listening and listening from the boats.’  After his day’s painting 
yesterday he drew ‘a lot more of the grand people in the punts.’ He recalled 
that after the day’s racing had ended the concert in the evening ‘was always 
classicle, so that there was a slight feeling among the crowds of a swing over 
to more spiritual reflection. In fact it was a wonderful thing.’  
 
He has social events to look forward on the coming Saturday and Sunday 
evenings while the previous week-end he was at the Brygmann’s and they 
went ‘to Southwark Cathedral and heard Bach’s Christmas Oratorio.’  
 
No. 13  Wednesday evening Boxing Day, 1951, 2 sides, 8 x 5", pencil. 
After much debating, and that evening’s visit with the Franks to Cinderella at 
Windsor, he has decided that he can accept her ‘appeal’ and ‘slip over for a 
wee bit of the Christmas Season in Belfast’ – but it will ‘a very short stay’ as 
he has work which he can only do at home. 
 
No. 14  To Marjorie, Thursday 27 December, 1951  2 sides, 8 x 5", pencil. 
He plans to arrive in time for the New Year party by catching the Saturday 
night boat and arriving Sunday morning – not too early, he hopes. His 
daughters gave him Trollope’s Framley Parsonage for Christmas. With the 
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three of them yesterday at Pond Street were Nancy (Dick’s wife), her children 
Francis and Hermione, and Miss Arnfield. James Wood called in the afternoon 
and later Kate Foster and her daughter Charlotte who made very fine 
plasticine animals for Francis. 
 
No. 15 14 & 17 January, 1952, 4 sides, 8 x 5"pencil. 
He apologises for not having written sooner on his return to Cookham & 
thanks her for information that his talk was to be broadcast on Sunday 13 
January. He heard it at Mr. and Mrs. Shiels’s together with her sister Mrs. 
Elsden and her husband. Three dogs were also present, one – a poodle – sat 
on his lap and tried to wash his face. It hurts Spencer that people in London 
and elsewhere think that because he paints he is dumb. He finds it ‘rather 
humiliating’ that when he tells people that he was broadcasting, they ask, 
‘What about?’ Spencer was grateful that the editor, Mr. Boyd, did not chop it 
about although he had ‘rambled somewhat’; and Spencer felt that the talk’s 
content could ‘reveal much of me & my feelings in art.’ As for his work, that 
which is drawn of the ‘smallish idea’ of Peter warming his hands [the 
drawing’s whereabouts are not known], which he has struggled with, he loves; 
and yesterday he had ‘a good day with the big painting’ [Bell, no. 378 ] which 
may be ready in time for the R.A. summer show. He asks her to excuse ‘this 
talking-to-myself style of letter but I love talking about my ideas as I believe 
you know.’ 
 
No. 16  To Marjorie, 17 (January), 1952, 3 sides, 8 x 5", pencil. 
A short thank you letter in which he explains that he needs time on his own to 
think out and prepare an idea before he paints it. His father, known as ‘Par’ 
Spencer, used to be concerned when he during his days of composing 
appeared ‘to be doing nothing.’ For three weeks now, once it is dark, he has 
continued making drawings for Christ Preaching…. The other night he worked 
non-stop on its drawings from 6 p.m. until 4 a.m. ‘Everything takes ages 
before I am satisfied to paint it.’ 
 
No. 17   24 March, 1952, 6 sides, 8 x 6½", pencil. 
He thanks her for two letters, the last of 14 March, and apologises for his 
delay in replying. His excuse is that ‘the Patricia trouble worries me’: he has to 
pay her a weekly allowance and she wants the sum to be increased. He has 
not sold any work since November, when Frankl bought a self-portrait [Bell, 
365], and yes, his ‘profession usually is precarious’ and he can normally cope 
but ‘other matters’ have made his life harder. However, he has sold some 
paintings and electricity is going to be installed in his house (which will make it 
easier for him to have her and her friend, Miss Jackson, to stay). His sales 
were the Shillington’s House, Whitehouse [Bell, no. 366], The Daughters of 
Jerusalem [Bell, no. 360], and the long landscape Merville Garden Village 
near Belfast [Bell, no. 369]. The Contemporary Art Society looks as though it 
will buy the big picture but, as they will want to show it at their annual Tate 
Gallery end-of-year show, he will not be able to send it to the R.A. summer 
show. At present he only has the portrait he painted of her to send the latter, a 
work with which he is ‘disappointed’. 
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Her news pleases him: he senses that she will find secretarial work wore 
interesting, which leads him to praise the R.A.’s Secretary, Sir W.A.M.Lamb 
who is about to retire. How she passes ‘these terrifying tests and exams’ 
amazes him. ‘What a mercy I was never “subjected” to such things – except 
that one famous occasion at London Univ: Coll.’ He then relates that a 
fortnight ago he gave a talk at Reading University about his ‘latest work’ which 
‘at present only exists in the form of drawings.’ These drawings for Christ 
Preaching… are different, not being in pencil but in red and brown crayon on 
‘imperial sized sheets’. He is enjoying the change of drawing ‘big direct’ 
instead of having to enlarge by scale. 
 
He ends by giving her some advice about art classes, does not know when he 
can next visit them, but longs to see them all. 
 
 
No. 18  28 March, 1952, 11 sides, 7 x 4½", pencil. 
This letter is important for his announcement that he has reached the ‘not too 
conclusive a conclusion’ that his big Regatta painting will have to be ‘an 
upright shaped picture’ and not ‘a long narrow one’. He gives little rectangular 
sketches to show this. He then sketches in a full page his ideas for the upright 
picture, and marks 19 sections in it, which are then explained one by one. He 
began the letter by saying that her telegram and his last letter crossed in the 
post before explaining that the new R.A. Secretary and his dealer, Dudley 
Tooth, had agreed the his painting of her could be shown in the Summer 
Show whose Private View was likely to be on 2 May. 
 
No. 19  Thursday, 17 July, 1952,  c/o Patric Stevenson, Seabright Studios, 
Prestwick, 3 sides, 7 x 4½", pencil. 
He thanks Daphne for hers (and through her Marjorie and Harold for theirs) 
and is en route to stay with them. His friend, Patric Stevenson, is going to 
phone and make his travel arrangements, for when he [Spencer] phones he 
forgets what a person has said to him. Patric’s wife and her father, Mr. Foster, 
have played chamber music in the evenings and he has loved hearing them 
play. He has also listened to Patric’s records, chiefly Berlioz. 
 
No. 20  28 July, 1952, 10 sides, blue paper 8 x 5", pencil.  
Back home again, he thanks them for an enjoyable visit in which he ‘spent 
most of the time’ painting. He has had a letter from Mr. Boyd who ‘was sorry 
not to have seen me’. While waiting for his canvasses to arrive from Belfast, 
he stayed last weekend with Robert and Sheila Brygmann in Greenwhich. 
They talked for hours and on Sunday Sheila and he went to a service in the 
little church at Charlton: ‘all very charming and villagy.’ He all but completed a 
sepia drawing of Sheila [whereabouts unknown], they went for a walk, and 
Robert took him to Paddington to catch the 9.15 home. 
 
He is returning a book on Parnell (lent by friends and unfinished) for fear of 
losing or forgetting it. He muses on how Parnell was caught and on the 
comforts of the boat. He has seen Unity twice and she showed him her Virgin 
and Child painting which he liked. He also saw and liked very much Dick 
Carline’s water colours of the Dyacks and Sarawak people and of the Shway 
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dagon at Rangoon. He wished he could have gone with him. ‘I have read & 
read of & loved so much those Indian & Burmese temples (Buddhist).’ 
 
He hopes Harold is feeling better and relates lunching locally with a Mrs. Riley 
where he met the wife of a governor of South Africa who lives in the house 
next door to ‘Fernlea’, where he grew up, in the house that used to belong to 
his Uncle Jen and Aunt Jenny. Patric Stevenson had looked at buying that 
house. 
 
He approves of Daphne’s plan ‘to do a Virgin and Child’ and adds that she 
has impressed Jack Ricardo. He is pleased with ‘three more large drawings’ 
he has done: one vividly catches the ecstatic reactions of men’s arms as they 
listen to Christ preaching, a movement that the trees repeat. 
 
No. 21  To Marjorie, 11 August, 1952, 2 sides, 8 x 5", pencil. 
Daphne had written on 8 August that Harold had prostate cancer and Spencer 
sends his sympathy and hopes that while he is in hospital she will get a good 
night’s rest. His Baptism painting is ‘going to be better than I dared to hope’ 
[Bell, no. 380] and he is pleased with the further drawings he has made for 
Christ Preaching…. Looking back, he is so pleased that he ‘heard two of 
Daphne’s & Harold’s little Saturday concerts at Crymballs.’ 
 
No. 22  To Marjorie, 4 September, 1952, 20 sides, 7 x 4", pencil. 
Spencer apologises for not having answered her last three letters about 
Harold who had had a collapse on 26 August and had to be attended by three 
doctors. His current painting [The Baptism] is at ‘a very interesting point’ and 
only gives him a few hours daily to ‘concentrate on this composition of the 
Regatta’. Currently his routine is: he works at the composition from his rising 
at 7 to 10 a.m. Then he has a nap for half an hours before painting his other 
work. Then as soon as it is dark he has a nap and returns to composing and 
goes on ‘composing & napping & napping & composing until all is black & 
blue.’ 
 
Despite having such rewarding and demanding work to do, he finds it 
‘unworkable’ not to go out and see friends, such as the Brygmanns who 
expect him to be sociable. If necessary, he returns from an evening out and 
works ‘from near midnight until 3 oclock in morning.’ Even if his enthusiasm to 
return to his composing puzzles his friends, he knows that she and Harold do 
understand and ‘share this marvellous experience I am having’. He gives a 
lavishly full account of a drawing he made late one evening of four groups of 
people walking on a path known as ‘The Cobbles’ on an  artificial island that 
lies between Cookham lock and the Thames. He includes such details as a 
girl in the second group who ‘swings outwards & overarches herself down to 
smell some dog roses’ while another person ‘holds her belt as she does so.’ 
There are also people congregating on the island’s tip awaiting Jack Brooks’ 
ferry which would take them back to Cookham. This drawing, invented and 
drawn ‘3 evenings ago’ between midnight and three in the morning 
‘represents the 58th item of this composition I am trying to do.’ 
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Spencer is pleased to learn that Daphne has drawn Ted Kirkley and thinks 
‘that little Avia would sit’ for her. 
 
 
No. 23  October, 1952, 9 sides, 8 x 5", pencil. 
A newsy letter even though he is ‘terribly busy’. First he praises Daphne’s 
drawing of Ted Kirkley, which she had sent him and which his neighbour, Mrs. 
Price, had looked after while he was away for two and a half days, staying 
with the Rothensteins in their ‘most heavenly house’, the old rectory at 
Warborough. He went there to draw the head of an American whom Spencer 
decided, had both an American and a Roman Catholic look about him. He 
was right: the man had been a Dominican novice for some years. 
 
Spencer was pleased to have ‘such good reports’ of Harold, whom people in 
England did not know and so had to rely on Spencer’s ‘description of him’. 
The Rothensteins and their American guests could, however, visualise Harold 
from Spencer’s story of the time when Harold (the leader of the orchestra) 
tried to quieten a member of the orchestra when Rachmaninoff was playing a 
concerto. Harold was quoted as saying to the man, “I said play the music 
man, that’s all, just play the music. Bless my soul…” 
 
Spencer reported that he had not seen his brother Percy since his visit to their 
eldest brother Will (also sick like Harold) in Switzerland. Then Spencer turned 
to news of his paintings. He expects to finish in two days time The Sabbath 
Breakers [Bell, no. 373] which although small (13½ x 30") ‘holds together very 
well’. He wants to paint more of these small paintings ‘so that I can have a 
stock of paintings at Tooth’s at the back of me. I can’t launch out on any big 
thing until & unless I am well stocked up with good and saleable paintings.’ He 
has had a letter from the architect of Llandaff cathedral asking ‘if I would 
consider doing a Doom (Last Judgement) for the underside of a parabolic 
arch.’ Epstein is to sculpt ‘a great figure of Christ reigning from the cross 
which will stand on the arch in front’. Spencer drew a tentative sketch of what 
he thought he was being asked to compose. He thinks the Dean, who is the 
person in charge of all such arrangements, does not yet know of the offer 
made to him; and he hopes that he will be allowed to paint a ‘happier’ subject 
rather than such a typical cathedral ‘sable hued’ one. 
 
No. 24  To Marjorie. 7 October, 1952, 9 sides, 8 x 5". 
This letter is chiefly about his visit to Bryanston, near Blandford, to give a talk 
at the Bryanston summer school of music, which he deferred covering in his 
last to her and knows will interest Harold, who he is glad is making progress. 
Next he reports that he is ‘so hard at painting as well as doing my Regatta 
drawing that directly there is time to write I am too tired.’ 
 
His talk came at the end of a day of ‘hours of lectures and concerts’ and it 
followed a recital by the Vague Quartet who were ‘any thing but Vague’ in 
their playing of three Bartok quartets. Spencer had been asked to talk about 
painting not music but he had to mention the latter because his ‘present big 
work’ arose from the Cookham practice of having ‘a Grand Evening Concert’ 
after each regatta’s day of racing. His brothers were among the musicians 



 

 192 

playing in these ‘very high class concerts’. His talk continued amid much 
laughter- he ‘went on for ages’ - and everyone stayed to the end. William 
Glock who had given him supper was very pleased with the talk for which he 
was later sent a cheque for 15 guineas. He was persuaded to stay on for the 
following day, the last, when the students gave a concert and then presented 
a cabaret at which there was ‘a glorious burlesque of my talk’. The next day 
he travelled up to London by train and heard from a student of their late night 
high spirits (he had been kept awake), had his ticket upgraded to first class by 
a Dr. Anderson, and was shown ‘some wonderful quick compositional 
drawings’ by a girl who later visited him in Cookham when she brought ‘some 
very good paintings and drawings.’ 
 
He recalled his enjoyable visit to the Rothensteins but forgot that grace was 
said before meals which meant that he would be caught in the middle of a 
joke ‘just as they were praying and crossing themselves.’ He wished he might 
have more such commissions: ‘only 2 whole  days away & draw a head for 
£25’, and ‘the wife loved the drawing & so did Elizabeth’ [its wherabouts are 
unknown]. 
 
Other than the above he has no news. He has not seen his daughters for 
some time, Patric Stevenson had sent him ‘some good snaps’, and he had 
had a letter from a psychiatric social worker at the Bethlehem Hospital asking 
him to see a patient seeking advice about his painting but did not think that a 
visit from him would be of use. 
 
No. 25  To Marjorie. 7 November, 1952, 12 sides, 8 x 6.7", pencil.   
Spencer apologises for his ‘long delays in writing’ and now that he is 
corresponding again, hopes she will forgive him ‘if it is only about myself in my 
work’. He is ‘so stuck into it & so hoping to get done’ what he wants to 
achieve. After finishing the Shipbuilding on the Clyde series [Bell, no. 328a-i], 
he was ‘so thankful to carry off the (Faber gallery) series of Port Glasgow 
Resurrections’ [Bell, no. 358a-i]. Now he hopes to ‘manage this Cookham 
Regatta notion.’ Only when his ‘mind is hovering about one of these notions’ 
does he find ‘real peace’. He is ‘sometimes amazed at the amount of thinking’ 
he does in one day. Having completed his Baptism painting with its ‘very 
difficult-to-paint water’, he decided to paint ‘a rather smaller painting (some 23 
in x 30 in). He settled on ‘a scene of Christs rubbing his hands in the corn & 
the Church goers shocked’ for which he already had sketches, and he set it in 
Cookham’s ‘Bridlepath landscape’ [Bell, no 373]. The idea ‘worked very well 
so that I soon had it drawn on the canvas’. Within a month the painting was 
finished ‘& is now at Tooths.’  
 
At this time of year people tend to buy paintings from Tooths therefore he 
painted another smallish picture. He had a drawing of ‘children coming from 
the Glen at Port Glasgow which led to a painting of a ‘very amusing scene’ of 
them on their way to school ‘all sliding down a curving rail by some steps’ and 
‘summer saulting as they come.’ [The Glen, Port Glasgow, Bell, no. 381] This, 
too, is finished [Bell] and at Tooths, where Dudley Tooth is training two new 
young staff how to sell ‘very meticulously detailed’ French landscapes which 
Spencer felt were ‘monotonously alike’. 
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But what to paint on ‘this lovely fully primed 3 ft x 5 ft canvas already on a 
stretcher’ which he longed to use? A Regatta scene? He had had ‘the feeling 
that if the Regatta thing does not come complete itself I will have to do it in 
bits: a sort of memorial of on the River life at Cookham.’ He had already ‘over 
60 complete river scenes drawn and finished’ and he could turn them into 60 
3ft x 5ft canvasses and ‘love doing every one of them’. Yet he should be 
‘patient & wait for the final notion to come clear.’ 
 
For that reason he ‘considered again’ and went to an idea of ‘years ago’ 
based on the raising of Tabitha, performed by Peter as related in the Acts of 
the Apostles. In this composition there is a bed in the centre with Peter at its 
foot, kneeling ‘back view to spectator’ with ‘his elbows on bed & fists 
clenched.’ Tabitha made cloths for the poor and Spencer imagines the 
mourning women ‘have spread some of her work over the bed & are pointing 
out the beautiful needlework.’ The mourners do not notice Tabitha coming to 
life and ‘instinctively her arms wander to her work.’ However, he realised that 
this ‘lovely scene’ would not fit the ready primed canvas and needed ‘a 
differently proportioned’ one. Even so he described more of the scene, 
including how the showing of cloths and two pairs of women folding a ‘big 
bedspread’ and a ‘white table cloth’, respectively, was like ‘some sort of 
ballet.’ 
 
The outcome of trying out his latest Dorcas idea was that ‘there are still 
hitches’, and so he had decided to paint a ‘Cana marriage scene, which I 
describe In Daphne’s letter’, and which he hopes Marjorie will read. He still 
has not replied to Patric Stevenson’s letter with its ‘charming photos’:  but he 
cannot see how he could meet Patric’s father’s needs.  
 
No. 26  Also 7 November, 1952 (which presumably went in the same 
envelope as No. 25), 11 sides, 8 x 6.7", pencil. 
This letter is also ‘a description of my pictures chiefly.’ But he also muses, at 
times, on what his portrayal of Christ in his Regatta work means to him. He 
begins with his returning of her drawing of Ted Kirkley (shown in chapter 
3.2.2). ‘It is much admired & lately I showed it to Mr. Wilenski’ who was 
‘amazed although he is …ready to see wonderful drawings coming early in an 
artist’s career.’ He has completed ‘two other figure paintings’ since completing 
the Baptism picture and ‘now I have embarked on another biggish one…it is 
one of the Cana Marriage series of ideas I have.’ [The Marriage at Cana: A 
Servant in the Kitchen Announcing the Miracle, Bell, no. 382] The scene is the 
kitchen of the house where the servant has entered from the dining-room and 
tells the kitchen maid the news of the water turned into wine. Among the 
effects created are having the kitchen maid lit by the ‘warm light coming from 
the oil lamp’ on the table near her, the placing a ‘red shiny blind at the back of 
the lamp’; and dressing the servant ‘in parlour maid get up ‘(black, white cuffs, 
white lace, frilled apron & hat)’. The servant announces the news with her left 
hand while gathering ‘cloths airing off the cloths horse with the other’ as 
guests arrive at the open back door and wipe their boots and get mud off with 
a walking stick. Below these new arrivals are ‘discarded Wellingtons & 
galoshes of the former arrivals.’ The area beyond the back door is lit by light 
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coming from the outside of the dining-room window which picks out the wall of 
‘an ivey-covered summer larder.’ 
 
He has sold three works: ‘the Monkey Puzzle [Bell, no. 375] & the Fairy Glen 
[Bell, no. 381] & the Whitehouse Foreshore [Bell, no. 374] but surprisingly no 
one has bought the portraits of Daphne. ‘They will go in time.’ There has been 
no news of the proposed Llandaff cathedral job other than ‘an important man’ 
writing to ask him to keep the matter secret. Spencer replied that he had not 
known this and had already spoken to several people about it.  
 
Returning to his main preoccupation, he is ‘so keen on this Regatta thing’, 
which is his adaptation of Christ’s ‘preaching from the boat on the lake of 
Genessaret’. With that as the starting point ‘it becomes my story which is 
Christ in this world & expressing his love for it.’ He cannot be sure that what 
he shows ‘as to me being lovely & lovable is what Christ loves. But I can 
imagine what he might love & approve, & I hope it would coinside with what to 
me is wonderful.’ He has expressed what is wonderful in that evening scene 
by including ‘all the wealthy people in the punts & grand steam launches & the 
crowds on the bank & the Chinese lanthorns & so on’; and when he showed 
the Rothensteins the drawings, saying how much he loved the world, she 
replied, “But of course you loved the world.” He has started to draw the 
launches, which have so far required a drawing 5 foot long. He visualises the 
launches as they swing about in ‘remoteness’ from each other as planets 
which one could live on. He has yet to depict the way ‘their respective figure 
heads converge in an unstable & irregular way & Christ in his boat comes 
somewhere among these figure heads like another kind of Figure head’, 
which ‘gives to him the some-thing-different-from-the ordinary-human-beings 
look.’ 
 
No. 27 To Marjorie. 8 March, 1953, 19 sides, 8 x 5" later switching to 9 x 7", 
blue biro, the first use of it in this set. 
Once again he is sure he owes her a letter – and also thanks ‘for something 
sent at Xmas’. The truth is ‘I am in such a muddle over letters.’  He complains 
that he either lacks news or is long-winded (as in this case). However, he 
reports on the Llandaff lunch party that he attended where he met the Dean, 
the architect and the sculptor Epstein, and at which ‘I was in a merry mood.’ 
He amused the company with his view that it ‘would be a good thing if 
Wesleyans could get over their fear of having pictures on the walls of their 
Chapels’. He also told of his ‘success with interior of a Ch: Science Reading 
Room being bought by the Connecticut Art Gallery.’ [Silent Prayer Bell, no. 
361] Spencer lets slip later in the letter that he has been making ‘several Last 
Judgement drawings’. In the event the commission did not happen. 
  
He reports that ‘so much more’ has been done to ‘my Christ & Cookham 
Regatta since my last big report’, he describes what is in ‘nos 83 to 100 of the 
big Regatta drawings, each of which is 20 in x 30 in.’ [Their whereabouts is 
not known.] He begins with the drawing of ‘the prim looking punt of Miss Hay’, 
a controlling influence in the village. Her great niece is Sheila Brygmann, 
Spencer’s friend, whom Daphne has met and heard about in earlier letters. 
The punt is ‘drawn in under Gooldens Wall: the sacred wall of the Grove, just 
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where the stream turns to go into Odney Mill Stream.’ Besides the reclining 
Miss Hay, who hooks the handle of her closed sunshade over the top of the 
wall, there are also a girl (probably based on Mrs Hay, Sheila’s mother), 
another lady feeding a swan, a little girl (based on Sheila) ‘with her arm down 
deep in the water, and a boy, Jack Hay (her brother?), who ‘holds the punt 
with a rope through an iron ring in the wall.’ Also present, it seems, are ‘an old 
boy reading a paper & a lady with a paddle.’ 
 
From that punt Spencer turns to ‘the next lot of big red crayon Regatta 
scenes’, which form ‘the last of the “Electric” launch group of drawings. 
Having drawn ‘gracefully reclining ladies in a launch’, he wanted a male ‘echo 
of this’. He felt that these contrasts ‘will have a bewildering effect’ as ‘one 
gazes from one boat full to another’; and that ‘I haven’t half rung the changes 
on the male & female theme.’ Next he mentions the figure head drawings of 
two sailors and one of Queen Victoria. ‘These figure heads will be ranged 
round Christ as the launches are still nozing in towards him’, an idea he 
conceived from looking at fan vaulting ‘nozing into the centre’ like the prows of 
ships in a photo he had seen of the lantern of a cathedral tower. 
 
After this he had to ‘introduce you to a few more of the Cookham Elite in their 
launches.’ First though a ‘humble scene of Mrs. Brooks’, the ferryman’s wife, 
standing on the land outside their cottage and feeding swans. Before he 
returns to the Cookham ladies, those who could afford punts, he digresses to 
describe an Annunciation drawing he made of Hilda, his first wife, in the same 
red crayon. He gives a beautiful description of Hilda flopping back in her 
armchair, the archangel sitting nearby and holding over her a long spray of 
lilies which have just been brought out of a long cardboard box, and two 
cherubs are also present. Somehow the drawing was not right and so sadly it 
was put on one side. 
 
Returning to his Regatta drawings, he realised that to achieve a star-shaped 
arrangement of launches round Christ he would need ‘more electric launches’. 
He already had 3 – he needed  ‘about 5 more.’ One  had ‘a lot of swell looking 
hotelish chairs & grand ladies & gents in Straws.’ The second  had ‘almost 
entirely children’ or girls ‘young enough to have dolls.’ These dolls are being 
shown what is happening around them and are being made ‘to listen to the 
teaching. What a world of wonder & happening these dolls are in.’ The third 
new launch is viewed as if ‘one was on the (road) bridge & were looking down 
into it.’ There is a ‘very select party’ in it ‘consisting chiefly of two fat wealthy 
ladies, an elderly bearded gent & a young bride.’ The fourth additional launch 
has a ‘party of reclining women. At one end there are ‘four women all except 
one in long dresses lying their stately but unrigid selves easeful selves 
alongside each other. He then muses on the effect lying down in a boat has 
on the person concerned. There is ‘a mystery & special meaning’ to this lying 
down, which removes the ways these people are usually known by. In this 
state they reach ‘a kind of nothing state(,) a being no-one-at-all state;’ they 
are ‘merely cumbering the earth’, and ‘an aura of incognito-ishness creeps 
round them & any attempt at knowing goes into this surrounding atmosphere 
& becomes part of the Cookham Regatta atmosphere.’ Paradoxically, all 
these ‘recumbent figures’ are very much wide awake, they are ‘just a row of 
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fish lying out on a slab’, and even like ‘a bunch of bananas’. In the final launch 
there are chiefly women who ‘knit as they listen’ and their gestures make it 
clear what they think, such as the ‘shrugged shoulders of the one who has 
dropped a stitch, and ‘not a word of Christ’s speechifying is missed’ by them. 
 
Familial matters next: he wonders how Timmy the cat is; he has forgotten the 
name of a hairdresser and her husband ‘outside whose house I painted’; 
Wilenski ‘very much admired’ his second painting of Daphne [Daphne by the 
Window, Northern Ireland Bell, no. 372]; before sending love to her and Brian. 
 
No. 28  5 June, 1953, 15 sides, 8 x 5", blue biro. 
He assures Daphne that he will pass on her greetings to the people she has 
mentioned. His work is going well but his painting is being held up ‘because of 
my doing all the Regatta drawings.’ He thinks that Ursula’s portrait of his 
younger brother, Gilbert, also an artist, is ‘a beauty’. He has no further news 
about the Llandaff job. The new Vicar of Cookham, Mr Westropp wants a new 
brochure about the church and wanted ‘a colour repro of the Church ‘ on the 
cover and asked Spencer if he would agree to their using his ‘landscape with 
the memorial kneeling angel’ and Spencer he would paint a new one which 
they could reproduce. And so he is ‘landed and pretty well stranded with doing 
a big painting of the Church.’ [Cookham Churchyard, Whitsun   Bell, no. 387] 
Most days he can be found by the church painting while the ‘the ladies of the 
lovely old houses round there view with each other in offering me coffee & 
cake & bread & butter & jam or honey or Orange curd. He lists them the ladies 
concerned, one of whom brought him ‘Sherry & nice things to eat, & all neatly 
in a basket’. Another Mrs. Munance points out that this bringing him food was 
‘a sort of game now as to who wins.’ 
 
He watched the Queen’s coronation next door with the Giordanis who now 
live in what was the Cooks’ house. Then in the afternoon he felt he ought to 
support ‘our own local effort’ and found himself looking after Michael Giordani, 
‘a sort of nurse maid’, who was 5, and they walked through a deserted village 
until they found the ‘decorated cars’ at the top end which were being lined up 
for a parade. Michael spotted his friend Michael Trimmer ‘perched up’ on a 
farming “float” and wanted to join him, and so Spencer also climbed onto the 
float amidst ‘fancy dressed ladies’. He learnt they were on ‘the Women’s 
Institute car’. There was general amusement and speculation and their car 
won first prize ‘even with me on it.’ 
 
His friends the Metzes have moved from the village to a ‘real homely house’ 
near Maidenhead Station. After this news he confirms that he and Gilbert 
went to the Royal Academy (RA) dinner. On arrival Spencer needed to ask ‘a 
valet to get my funny little (bow) tye right’. Spencer ‘sat next to some 
interesting people: on his right was a Mr. Butler, a Cambridge professor, a 
brother of ‘Rab’ Butler, the Chancellor of the Exchequer and on his left was 
Sir Oliver Moorshead, ‘the librarian and keeper of the drawings at Windsor 
Castle’. At the far end of the table he could see Sir Winston Churchill who had 
a deaf aid and had to rely on his neighbour, Viscount Alexander, to report 
what was being said. During the dinner he had ‘a long chat’ with the 
‘charming’ Brigadier General Sir Brian Horrocks about conscription with 
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Spencer pointing out ‘the great harm’ it caused and Sir Brian ‘listened most 
carefully’, and defended it. It was ‘quite exciting for Spencer looking ‘out of the 
RA windows & seeing the band coming through the arch from Piccadilly into 
the courtyard.’ 
 
The dinner reminded him of the Queen’s visit to the R.A. to see the exhibition 
of ‘Dutch pictures’ and ‘there were writers & dramatists there.’ He thought her 
lovely dress was ‘all diamonds’ and was sad to learn ‘that it was some kind of 
sequin.’ He had recently been taken by the Franks to see “Smilin’ Throu” at 
the Windsor Theatre. Although it was sentimental, he ‘loved it & fairly 
wallowed.’ 
 
‘Today’a funeral had prevented him from doing much to the church landscape 
but he had met Lady Guiness who, instead of offering him refreshments, 
thought her ‘long room at the top’ of her house ‘would make a fine studio.’ He 
was due to lunch with Mr. Wilenski ‘tomorrow’ and the Rothensteins were 
going to be there. 
 
Monday 15h June and time to post the letter.  He was ‘still plodding away at 
the Church landscape’. Three people now wanted to buy it. ‘I wish there was 
the same eagerness to acquire my “other” work. 
 
No. 29  25 June, 1953, 2 sides, 8 x 5", blue biro. 
Ten days later he tells Daphne that he is still ‘plodding with the same 
Cookham Church landscape.’ In reply to her letter of 23 June, he confirms 
that ‘it will be quite alright’ for her to come and stay on 31 July, and he 
explains that their mutual friend Frankl wrote to say he was coming to London 
and hoped to see Spencer. His letter ‘has only just arrived’, on the day that he 
was due to leave London. 
 
No. 30a.  23 -26 August, 1953, two letters sent together, the first is a covering 
note of 1 side, 7.9 x 5", & is the first in ink. 
 
Spencer began a letter (no. 30b ) to Daphne before she had returned to 
Ireland and before he had received her letter. He finished it after reading her 
letter. 
 
No. 30b.   23 August, 1953, the other letter (see above), 5 sides, 7.9 x 5", also 
in ink. 
He ‘supposed’ that Daphne crossed to Belfast ‘last night’ & he ‘imagined’ her 
arrival there, and wondered how she ‘got on at Morecombe’. ‘Today & while I 
was busy with David Sylvester preparing the collection of 50 drawings for an 
art show in the provinces,’ all the Pike family, other than their baby girl, 
arrived, looking very well after their holiday, and en route for home. ‘Peggy 
was beaming with holiday-having.’ They were sorry to have missed her, as 
was he. He was so busy with David that he ‘had no time for much talk.’ 
He has begun to ‘paint one of the Regatta scenes at last, & I have managed 
to select a few of these scenes & of scenes of other works that I can paint 
immediately.’ He had made a list which he hoped ‘to go ahead with’ and  
although ‘it was a rush today’ he had ‘managed to paint up to 3 [p.m.]when 
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David arrived.  [He had therefore decided to set aside the big picture Christ 
Preaching… while he painted smaller related scenes.] 
 
His friend Dickory also called, went away and returned to drive David to 
Maidenhead station and then take Spencer an ‘art show’at ‘the Tech. School’ 
[where Spencer had studied 47 years ago]. He showed the ‘amused crowd of 
visitors…the various spots in the different rooms where…I failed to distinguish 
myself.’ The art show was in the room where had failed to ‘do a good drawing 
of the Gladiator’ and where cocktails were served to the staff and ‘swell 
guests such as myself you know and Franky and Dickory…I didn’t pass a 
perspective exam.’ 
 
The Franks [this same couple he attended the art show with] had taken him 
the previous Saturday to see Lady Windermere’s Fan at the Windsor theatre. 
Wednesday 26 August. Her letter had just come. People are asking him if she 
was still staying with him, including Margery Metz who ‘almost reproached’ 
him that she had left without saying goodbye. He reckons that those who did 
see them, who included Epstein, were lucky. 
 
He then comments on ‘how different one part of a country can be from 
another’, presumably referring to the places they had jointly visited. He would 
rather wait to see her photos until his visit in September [see the next letter to 
Marjorie]. He does not like ‘winter travelling’ and he can bring some painting 
and writing.  
 
No. 31  To Marjorie. 30 August, 1953, 2 sides, 8 x 5", blue biro. 
He invites himself ‘for a few weeks if you can manage.’ Ideally he would like to 
come in September when Daphne has her holiday but he wants to fit in with 
any plans Marjorie has made. He hopes she found Daphne looking well on 
her return. ‘She seemed to have enjoyed her stay here even though most of 
the people we saw were over 60s over 70s over 80s & over 90s’. Dr. 
Batchelor, a former Vicar of Cookham, came into the latter age group. 
Spencer promised that for Daphne’s next visit he will see if they can visit 
someone over 100 and thought Dr. Batchelor might well ‘enjoy that 
distinction.’ 
 
He would like to bring two small primed canvasses ‘& some composition’ to 
do. 
 
No. 32  To Marjorie, 10 November, 1953, 6 sides, 7 x 5”, pencil. 
This letter confirms that he had stayed with them (since writing letter 31), and 
was not long back in Cookham. But there is no mention of Harold who was 
suffering from his prostate condition. He ends with: ‘Love to you & Daphne & 
Timmy from Stanley.’ Secondly he reports that he had just begun drawing 
Christ Preaching… on to canvas, which meant that the composing stage, the 
making of two years work, was over. 
 
He grumbles – by now a familiar cry to his readers - that he has ‘no time for 
anything but my blessed work.’ It takes ‘ages in composing my pictures to 
decide about things & ages more to alter any thing wrong.’ He had 
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accidentally blocked out an important detail in drawing his ideas onto canvas 
for his Christ Preaching…painting when in the foreground he had drawn a 
boat man in the punt in front of the barge which had Christ and his disciples in 
it. This life size boat man was carrying in ‘all the oars, hooks, punts and poles 
etc’. But also in the central foreground of the huge canvas he had drawn men 
raising their hats in another punt, one of whose heads would come behind the 
mop carried by the boat man. The mop ‘must be inviolate’ and ‘must be free 
from any thing’ that ‘takes away’ its impact. If any thing goes it has to be ‘that 
extra hat raiser’. For the mop, ‘a dull sort of Indian red in colour’, was ‘a 
simple and natural part of the chief listener’, the boat man. Positioned ‘in the 
midst of the most momentous part of a momentous scene it just hangs away 
over the boatmans shoulder & drips’. However at the ends of the mop’s 
strands are ‘the sullen sides of the boats & an almost dank & inauspicious 
nothing-happening area of ledges & boat buffers & water.’ [This bottom 
section of the painting was still unpainted at his death six years later.] 
 
Earlier that evening he was looking at the canvas ‘& setting out the general 
arrangement.’  About 12 feet is drawn and he has to add the top section and 
the areas to the right and left of the barge. His life consists of going to his 
room and painting a picture ‘pinned on the wall’ and is very similar to what he 
does when staying with them, and yet strangely it feels ‘so different’. He is 
glad of ‘no invitations out’ as he is hoping to have ‘this painting finished by Jan 
& another one by the end of February & a smaller one by end of March.’ 
 His only other news is that their friend Estar will receive from Tooths the 
portrait of Daphne Spencer with Green Scarf  [Bell, 389], for which she had 
paid £75, once they have framed it. His first outing since his return to 
Cookham ‘was to blow at the 5 of Nov: bonfire’ for Mrs. Pullen and her 
children. But he will not ‘hold even the most harmless firework’ in his hand. 
 
No. 33  No addressee but it has to be to Daphne, 9 December, 1953, 2 sides, 
9 x 7”, pencil. 
He sends a photo of his portrait of her, which Estar had bought, which people 
liked. David Gibbs of Tooths liked a smaller one [Head of Daphne Spencer, 
Bell, 390], as she had, and now wants him to paint a portrait of his wife. But 
he wants ‘to get on with these Regatta paintings’, and for that reason has not 
replied to the BBC’s letter. He is content that his Tate exhibition is postponed 
until 16 September, 1954 but hopes that this will not affect her. As for visiting 
Belfast again, he is ‘nervous about crossing these days’: the rough seas make 
him ill. For relaxation he stayed the previous week-end with the Brygmanns 
who took him to Southwark cathedral to hear Mozart’s unfinished Requiem, 
whose ‘lovely themes’ he had first heard played by Henry Lamb on the piano, 
and later at the Slessers on their pianola.  
 
No. 34  To Marjorie, also 9 December, 1953, 2 sides, 9 x 7”, pencil. 
There is much overlap with the previous letter: the photos of her portrait which 
he is sending Daphne, the date of his Tate show, the Regatta painting, and 
his awful boat crossing on his return to England. He encloses a [thank you?] 
letter which he had meant to post sooner, and apologises for being slow in 
answering hers. He hopes Estar is happy with her painting. Since his return 
he has pressed on with his next Regatta Painting, Girls Listening [Bell, no. 
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386], which he expects to finish by Christmas. Nearly four feet square, it 
depicts ‘barmaids sitting at a table doing nothing & listening to the sermon’ 
and shows ‘a little of the river on the left’. He learnt about the delayed date for 
his Tate show from John Rothenstein, whom he met at the private view of the 
RA Flemish show. 
 
No. 35  To Marjorie, 29 February, 1954, 8 sides, 8 x 5”, pencil. 
Spencer is concerned that she is having a hard time [presumably because of 
Harold’s illness]. He is sending Estar ‘the one other large photo which I had 
ordered’. Hard at work, he is liking what he is doing but wishes he was not 
having to paint separate Regatta pictures like the [first] one which he worked 
on when with them [Christ Preaching…: Punts Meeting, Bell, 383]. ‘They look 
so lonely by themselves & one cannot sense the true meaning and cause 
underlying them.’ Last week Tooths told him of a wealthy man who wanted 
the Regatta pictures [Punts Meeting and the second Girls Listening, Bell, 386 
were on show in the gallery] as they fitted a scheme he had for a big room. 
This potential buyer was due to come and visit Spencer this week but there 
had been no sign of him. His friend Ruth Gollaney wanted the ‘bar maids’ 
painting, which, if sold to her, would create a gap in the proposed set. He 
decided to leave the matter to Tooths. 
 
Then he had halted painting one of his separate Regatta pictures, having 
completed three-quarters of it, once he had realised that ‘it would have fitted 
in to the big Christ in barge scene now drawn on the canvas’ for it belongs 
there. 
 
His spirits were lifted by John Berger’s review of 20 February, 1954 in the 
New Statesman of recent paintings by him, especially because David 
Sylvester in his introduction to the Arts Council show of his drawings had said 
that either he ‘was a very bad artist indeed or a genius.’ Spencer is delighted 
that Berger says that he is a genius and gleefully contradicts Sylvester. But he 
praises that the catalogue for this exhibition with its five reproductions and 
reports that he only has one of his five complementary copies left. 
 
He ends by asking Marjorie to thank Daphne for her Christmas card and adds 
that he reckons the date for his Tate show is still provisional because of ‘this 
Tate to-do.’ [It is not clear what he refers to.] He thinks that ‘there must be a 
little gremlin way down in me; the way directly I come into some thing the 
whole thing blows up.’  There is a P.S. in the margin of the first side. ‘What a 
mercy Johnny helped.’ [How and over what is a mystery.]     
 
No. 36  To Marjorie, begun at the end of May, posted 4 June, 1954, 10 sides: 
7 x 4" for 6 sides in pencil, 9 x 7" for the last 4 sides in blue biro. 
He thanks her for two letters, the last just received, and is sorry for his 
‘neglect in writing’ and to hear of Miss Ross’s accident - and that he has not 
yet sent Estar the photos of Daphne. He writes before ‘the race to paint some 
lilac in the garden’. Flower painting and landscapes have forced him to set 
aside his Regatta paintings, when he was keen to continue them. But he is 
‘having to be commercial artist once more.’ 
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There is much repetition of the tensions he faces in this letter in which he 
makes these points: (1) much as he likes Dudley Tooth, his dealer, he cannot 
understand why he exhibits masses of modern French paintings; (2) 
Spencer’s paintings, including his Regattta paintings, do not ‘look at all happy’ 
in mixed shows, i.e. amongst work by other artists, and they certainly do not fit 
alongside modern French paintings; (3) he accepts that Peter Cochrane and 
the staff at Tooths ‘regard the showing & selling of my work as their province’ 
but he intends in future to have some say in how his work is shown; though he 
is aware that the more he takes on such ‘dealers business’, the more will be 
handed over to him [when all he wants is to keep painting]; (4) he mentions, in 
self-justification, the ‘quite good notices’ the first two Regatta paintings have 
received, and knows that ‘the two assistant dealers at Tooths’ do ‘so dislike 
announcing to me the non-sale of paintings’.  
 
He resumes the letter on 1 June using larger paper and (5) ponders on the 
‘falling off’ in sales of his work which occurs from time to time: despite what 
the Tooths staff think he puts this down to his ‘experiment’ of giving himself ‘a 
longer spell of doing the work I like to do’, i.e. his figure paintings, which then 
means that Tooths ‘get no landscapes’; and landscapes sell ‘& the other work 
doesn’t’ unless it is shown with one or two landscapes. (6) He admits that he 
is conjecturing, and that ‘there is no hard & fast rule about the vagaries of 
sale.’ He is stimulated and inspired by ‘genuine appreciation & interest’, and 
thinks that ‘the ready sale of my landscapes’ has led to ‘a false division’ or 
estimation of his work. He sees these so-called “two ‘kinds’” of his work as of 
equal worth, ‘one no better than the other’, and whatever he paints, sets out 
‘to do a lively painting’. (7) He is in the midst of three landscapes which is 
helping him ‘to keep pace with my outgoing colossal weekly payments’. He 
cannot ‘work well with the awful feeling of hurry’. If he had ‘the will power’ he 
would ‘go on pot boiling [painting landscapes] winter & summer non stop’ until 
he had earned enough for him ‘to paint the thing I long to paint in peace.’ 
 
No. 37  Also posted on 4 June, 1954 but begun before that, 4 sides, 9 x 7", 
blue biro. 
This complements the previous letter and in each he sends love to the non-
recipient. But to Daphne he is cheerful not dismal, concise, and even gossipy 
as he spills out his news, hardly mentioning his painting, other than that he is 
‘in a desperate hurry’ not because of preparing for the Tate show – 16 
September is still a provisional date – but because he is having ‘to do 
landscapes just now lilac etc & flowers don’t last.’ 
 
He was thrilled to have her letter and the photos, and likes her idea of a music 
and painting show. Yesterday, instead of painting, he had a lovely time ‘with 
Liam Macwitty being Godfather to his babe’. It was a small and enjoyable 
christening party. The participants were famous, though he did not know 
them, and the press were kept away. Joanna Jane had dark eyes with which 
she looked from one person to another. Her father photographed both 
Spencer and the godmother, an actress, holding her. Spencer chatted to a 
charming cancer research doctor who like him had to cope with her fear of 
ward sisters. A hitch occurred when it was realised that he had not been 
confirmed. He would have been when he was young, had not his vicar, Dr. 
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Batchelor, objected to his asking questions about the meaning of ‘all was 
vanity’ in Ecclesiastes, and ceased to prepare him. After some discussion, 
Spencer was not ‘disinherited’ but allowed to continue as a godfather. 
 
No. 38  15 July, 1954, 9 x 7", 4 sides each on a separate sheet, pencil. 
Just back from Dartmouth where he had painted a portrait of Eric Williams, 
the author of The Wooden Horse [Portrait of Eric Williams MC, Bell, no. 400 ], 
he was delighted to find her letter with its news of her engagement [to Johnnie 
Robinson] and sends his ‘love & congratulation & blessing.’ Mrs. Price is also 
delighted. He invites them to have their wedding in Cookham ‘if you could 
both rough it here in this cottage’, recommends the vicar, Mr. Westropp as the 
officiant, and would love to give her away. Her Irish friends would be 
disappointed not to attend their wedding ‘but they will have you with them to 
live.’  
 
He is trying to arrange with the Tate for his show to be at a time when Daphne 
can see it. Since Whitmonday to his relief, he has sold several paintings: a 
new addition to the Christ in the Wilderness series [The Hen, Bell, no.  283h] 
which his solicitor has bought; the little self-portrait of 1951 [Bell, no. 364]; a 
nude he painted in the 1930s [probably Nude (Portrait of Patricia Preece) or 
Girl Resting, Bell, no. 222], and Punts Meeting in the Regatta series [Bell, no. 
383] which he painted when with them at Merville: it sold for £700. 
In addition his brother Gilbert, acting for an Oxford Art Society, selected at 
Tooths ‘one of those 1930 ‘couple’ paintings [not identified]. And recently his 
The Marriage at Cana: A Servant in the Kitchen Announcing the Miracle [Bell, 
no. 382] has been sold as well as ‘the last three panelled Resurrection 
painting’ in his Glasgow series, Rejoicing [Bell, no. 358f]. So he is rejoicing, as 
is Mr. Shiel, in whose garden he has painted another landscape, and who 
suggests they should celebrate. 
 
He send his love ‘to Marjorie & Johnnie & every body’. 
 
No. 39  30 August,1954, 7 x 5.3", 7 sides, pencil. 
Spencer apologises for his delay in replying to her letter of 11 August but ‘so 
many things keep happening’ that he has had ‘to alter or cancel things.’ One 
change is that his Tate show has been postponed by them until next year – 
with no date yet fixed. Another development is that he has been invited to go 
with an official party to China as one of a delegation of five. A Dr. Ross wrote 
to invite him and they have met twice since. He then copies out – in his letter 
to Daphne – much of Dr. Ross’s letter which gives the background to the 
invitation, says that the party will set out early in September and stay one 
month in China as guests of the recently established Chinese People’s 
Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries. Dr. Ross concludes that 
he can think of nothing more likely to improve cultural relations between 
Britain & China than a visit to China by a few of the distinguished supporters 
of the declaration. 
 
This declaration, which had been signed by 675 people, took the form of a 
message bound into a presentation volume from British colleagues to their 
Chinese counterparts in the arts and sciences. Spencer has accepted the 
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invitation and there- fore cannot be at Cliveden View to welcome Daphne and 
Johnnie, should they still want to come and stay in the last week of 
September. But they could use the cottage without him. He should be back 
towards the end of October. 
 
The journey takes about five days and the route is Prague, Moscow and 
finally Pekin. He is disappointed that they will be flying as he had hoped  ‘to 
have seen the country’ but Dr. Ross assures him that with three hour flights 
there will be ‘various stops & opportunities’ for doing that. He will inform her of 
his departure and return. He ends with the news that he is finishing a portrait 
of Mrs. Hodgson of Taplow [does he mean Portrait of Angela Hobson, Bell, 
393?]: Unity and Shirin, who have been staying with him, like it and he thinks 
‘it is rather a good likeness for me’. 
 
No. 40  From Hangchou, China, undated but very likely to be October, 1954, 
4 sides, 8.2 x 7", pencil. 
Spencer, in China on his cultural visit with the small delegation, describes 
their visit to the Opera in Hangchou and narrates the story of the tragedy they 
have just seen, adding his commentary. ‘A wealthy old grandee’ refuses to let 
his daughter attend a good school. Unknown to him she does so by disguising 
herself as a boy. She meets another boy and they journey to school together 
and begin a friendship. They study together for three years and fall in love. 
Her father falls sick, calls her home and marries her to a man. On learning 
this, the boy dies. She asks to visit his grave on her wedding day, her father 
aggress, and she dies there of grief. They are both turned into butterflies and 
‘do a lovely dance’.  
 
Spencer wishes Daphne could have been there. What ‘sounds ordinary 
enough’ was performed with ‘wonderful miming & singing & such haunting 
music (with melodies not unlike in mood to Irish ones)’, all of which gave him 
‘a sence of such utter loveliness’. After the performance their party was taken 
backstage and met the cast. ‘It seemed so strange to be shaking hands with 
these…remote beings.’  
 
No. 41  20 October, 1954, Sin Chiao Hotel, Peking, 2 sides, airmail (11.6 x 
8.5"),  blue ink. 
In this second letter from China, and the only one from Pekin, Spencer says 
he has been having ‘a wonderful time’ and been ‘treated royally’. He has done 
some painting and drawing but mostly spent his time sightseeing. Soon after 
his arrival he developed ‘a relaxed throat’, which for him was ‘a sign of a cold 
& general upset’. Sure enough he had ‘the whole usual round of cold’ but the 
Chinese doctors ‘have been very good’ and the Chinese interpreters and the 
delegation’s Chinese Chairman have waited on him ‘hand & foot’. He is 
feeling better. The Chinese want to reproduce four of the things he has done, 
including a painting and the interpreter has just brought back the painting and 
asked him to sign it. He explained that he never signed his paintings, 
something they could not grasp. 
 
Yesterday he gave a talk at the Art School, where he has a room in which he 
has made drawings, and in the afternoon he visited the Forbidden City and 
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wandered in ‘these great paved court yards with the red walls & gold tiles & 
blue sky except where some Palace Hall rises’ up. Overhead kites floated 
though the Chinese thought they were eagles. 
 
He has been three times to the Ming Tombs and made two paintings there. 
‘Imagine a great plain with a road wandering across the center of the plain.’ 
Rising on either side of this road, about a telegraph pole distance apart, are 
firstly large figures of animals, then ferocious-looking generals, and after them 
‘ministers looking very saintly’. All three kinds of onlookers are ‘meant to be 
mourning for the Emperor’. He starts his  journey home early on Friday, 22 
October. 
 
No. 42  Monday, 1 November, 1954, 7 x 5½", 2 sides, pencil. 
He arrived home on 26 October and yesterday sent her a telegram to tell her 
he was back. Her letter reached him today. He is ‘still very weak’ and has lost 
one and a half stone in weight. His hand is ‘very shaky still’ and he is just 
beginning to paint again. He wished he had not caused so much trouble to the 
‘very concerned’ Chinese. He is not suited to ‘these big trips’ which interfere 
with his naps and then cause him to become ‘run down’ and then have a ‘bad 
throat & a cold & then my tummy is upset’. He managed to force himself to do 
two paintings and ‘about a dozen or more drawings.’ Dick Carline is good ‘on 
this sort of job’ and Spencer asked if he could be included as he reacts 
immediately to what he sees and produces ‘on the spot the most original 
paintings’. 
 
He would love Johnnie and her to stay if they can manage and accept that he 
has to do some work between now and Christmas. 
 
No. 43  To ‘Margery’, 1 December, 1954, 7 x 5½", 7 sides, pencil. 
He misspells her name before acknowledging how ‘very charming’ it is to 
have Daphne and Johnnie staying although he is not playing his part ‘with 
distinction or with a good grace.’ He ‘got fed up’ with the time taken up by 
what was for him ‘the rather futile’ visit to China: it was marvellous as a treat 
and ‘as a sight see’. He had expected the flying to ‘be a bore’ but it was ‘a 
wonderful experience.’ Hoping to impress Gilbert because he had travelled all 
that way, he was floored by Gilbert’s suggesting, ‘you only went because you 
were afraid not to.’ This made him question his motives whenever he did ‘a 
good thing’ and left him rattled; and he concluded that even when he painted 
it ‘was just a form of self-indulgence’ 
 
Neither was James Wood impressed when shown a photo of Spencer walking 
in the Summer Palace grounds. ‘Looks like Hampstead Heath’, Wood said. 
Spencer admitted that he had ‘felt it necessary’ to make it clear to everyone 
that he was ‘possibly the most marvellous visitor to China they had ever had 
something on a par with the coming of Buddha’. He did this because he had 
to stick up for himself as otherwise he is taken for someone who can ‘carry 
heavy suitcases’. He just wishes ‘to be seen as who I am’. To reinforce his 
position as an artist he took with him his books about his work. This did not 
impress the Chinese whose government publishes de luxe editions of the 
work of ‘almost any artist of note’, and these books furnish all hotel bedrooms. 
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He did about a dozen drawings of children (mostly) and grown ups. The 
Sunday Times published one of a little girl he had drawn ‘in a gloomy over-
head light’. These children have ‘such charm, & humour’ and behave with 
‘such repose & ease.’ All the girls have their hair ‘done in two plaits’. This so 
exasperated him that he shouted to the interpreter, ‘Must hair always be in 
plaits?’ His talk to the Academy of Art went on ‘nearly the whole evening’. He 
remarked that it was well that he was ‘a Head Hunter & not a Clothes Hunter’ 
because all their clothes were the same. 
 
No. 45  2 March, 1955, 7 sides, 7 x 5½", pencil. 
He is late in answering her letter of 12 February. [It is three months since his 
last letter, which was to Marjorie.] He has four topics: Daphne and Johnnie’s 
wedding at Cookham on 2 April; his cold which put him out of action for much 
of February; his recent paintings; and a BBC broadcast he gave which was 
not recorded and he had to do again. 
 
Cookham is looking lovely, cold but sunny. He is holding himself ‘in readiness’ 
for their wedding over which ‘people in Cookham are getting very interested’ 
though the Franks are sad that they will be in Jamaica then. His painting of 
“the long ‘Moor’ [Love on the Moor, 1937- 1955, 31 x 122", Bell, no. 415] was 
finished before he had the ‘flu. He took it himself to London, first wheeling it 
on his pram to the station, then leaving it in the guard’s van of the Paddington 
train, and finally taking it in a taxi to Tooths. Because of his cold he could not 
give talks at two schools and missed a private view at Tooths for a show 
which had four of his paintings. He has had no further news from the Tate 
about his one man show but has heard that there was one on David Jones 
and now there is one on Ben Nicholson. His BBC talk should have been 
recorded in Manchester but ‘had to go to Bristol first’, and so he was asked to 
give it again ten minutes later. He felt it was not so good but Miss Cohn, the 
talks director, was satisfied with it and paid him 30 guineas instead of their 
normal 15. 
 
He hoped to have ‘some nice exciting works to show’ her in April but has 
nothing other than “the finished ‘Fertility’” [unidentified: possibly Wallflowers, 
Bell, no. 396 or Lilac, Bell, no.397] He had managed to paint Jummy, Dr. 
Frank’s Yorkshire terrier, life size [Jummie III and Dr. Frank, Bell, no. 410] but 
only when Frank held him. Left alone with Jummy, Spencer found that the dog 
wanted to sit alongside him facing the same way instead of sitting opposite 
him, as Spencer wanted. The Forest Mars company has bought the painting 
in order to present it to Frank. It is judged to be ‘exactly like’ Jummy. “And so 
you see Daphne I’ve simply ‘gone to the dogs’”.  
 
No. 45  To Daphne and Johnnie, 6 October, 1955, 4 sides, 7 x 5.3", blue biro. 
Seven months later, Spencer is ‘so pleased to have the good news’ that they 
are expecting: ‘when you have a child you are a family.’ His news ‘is not 
exciting’ though he is grateful for good health. From his work’s point of view it 
has been a dull year because he has not been doing the work he would like to 
have done. 
His ideal year would have been spent in ‘carrying out the work I like & then 
having a one man show at the dealers. No fanfares, no fuss, but new work.’ 
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Instead he has been ‘painting Dr. Franks dog & doing scrappy portraits of 
people & landscapes’. 
His Tate one-man show opens on 2nd or 3rd November to which this letter is 
their invitation. If they wish to come, they can of course stay with him for as 
long as they want. He is reticent about sending invitations to the private view 
because the Tate ‘has included paintings…which I advised them not to show’. 
He still hopes ‘in about 2 years or 3 years to have enough work’ for a one man 
show at Tooths but it is a remote hope, judging by this year’s work. He had 
hoped to spend the rest of this year on two paintings which he ‘wanted to do 
very badly’ but he has been asked to ‘do a portrait of the master of the 
Brewers Co.’ [Portrait of J.E.Martineau, Bell, no. 405] ‘But for the money’, he 
feels that this is ‘another waste of my time’ and ‘will add nothing to my work.’ 
His only other news is that he had a private look at the Gauguin exhibition.  
 
No. 47 begun late November, continued on 1 December and 6 December, 
1955, 7 x 5", 25 sides, biro. 
This ‘ramshackle’ and rambling letter was started well after the Tate 
retrospective of Spencer’s works which Daphne and Johnnie saw. Then put 
aside, it was continued again and finally posted. Spencer hoped that Daphne, 
pregnant with her first child, was recovering well from her appendicitis. 
Relieved that her baby was alright, he commented on ‘how accommodating 
babies can be’. 
 
He had given a short TV interview on BBC 2 Panorama programme which 
had generally been liked and was mentioned in three daily newspapers but 
which Daphne and Johnnie had missed. It had come about as a result of 
meeting a Mr. Miles of the BBC at dinner at Jack Martineau’s where he was 
staying and painting the latter’s portrait. ITV were considering making a short 
film of Spencer in Cookham but there had been no further news of that. 
Meanwhile a Miss Dove, who worked for Mr. Miles, had let him know that a 
BBC colleague John Read wanted to make a film about him at the Tate. 
Spencer was keen enough until he heard that Clifford Diment had written a 
script which Read liked. Spencer, now out of sorts, assumes that Read sees 
him as an artist who could only paint and whose pictures should speak for 
themselves. Spencer imagines Read saying that he Spencer ‘probably is 
dumb, expect that’s why he painted.’ Behind Spencer’s parody is outrage and 
hurt, expressed as sarcasm. He feared that if he agreed to make this film he 
would be deprived of the chance to talk about his paintings. For he reckoned 
that ‘the interest in my talks’ springs from his being able to ‘show how my 
paintings come into being from nothing at all.’ Such an explanation is not art 
criticism: it is something which only he can do; and for about 30 years he has 
been telling ‘this fascinating story’ in letters and essays and school talks. So 
far only the Faber Gallery book [on the Port Glasgow Resurrections] has an 
example of that part of his work. He then describes in detail how the painting 
John Donne Arriving in Heaven of 1911 (Bell, no.10) came into being. 
 
Apart from continuing the Martineau portrait Spencer has finished a flower 
painting Wild Flowers (Bell, no. 409) with the white nettles drooping down the 
sides of the bottle as he did so. His dealer had let him know that a ‘charming 
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old Archdeacon’ wanted ‘a small religious painting’ which he was prepared to 
do. [This work was never painted?] 
 
Spencer developed ‘a rotten cold’ and visited his GP who prescribed ‘some 
medecin & tablets’ and advised him to ‘suck boiled sweets.’ Away from 
Cookham he had seen a dramatised version of Vanity Fair at the Windsor 
Theatre with the Martineaus, and being ‘presented’ to the Queen Mother by 
Sir Kenneth Clark at an Arts Council party and chatted to Madam Rambert. 
He would like to visit them in Belfast again but he has to be in Birmingham on 
4-5 January, 1956 in order to open an exhibition there, and he needs to have 
his teeth cleaned by his dentist, Peter Barton who has a drawing of his [not 
identified]. 
 
No. 48  10 May, 1956, 6 sides of thin blue paper, 7.9 x 5", pencil. 
Six months after his letter about Daphne’s appendicitis his next congratulates 
her on the birth of her daughter [Diana]. The new great uncle expects Johnnie 
to ‘be crazy with delight’. He is ‘pushing slowly’ on with the big painting Christ 
Preaching…, ‘work that takes ages’, having realised that if he goes on ‘doing 
snippets of scenes’ from it ‘people will be tired of waiting to see the main 
picture.’ He has just completed a small portrait of Louis Behrend [Bell, no. 
423] and has no idea when Diana Dors can give him time to paint her portrait 
[this never happened]. 
 
On 24 May the BBC are showing two half hour films about him at the British 
Council Theatre [Cookham Village and War and Peace]. He is not sure of the 
films’ success because his ‘memory is bad & when I have to say the 
same…thing over again it gets dead & forced.’ 
He is expecting soon to paint a landscape or portrait at Lord Astor’s [Cliveden 
House] but would prefer to paint Lady Astor’s portrait. Though Lord Astor ‘is 
rather fun’, Spencer hates “being torn away from ‘my homework’ up in my 
room’, and grumbled that his sitters ‘are never able to give me the time I need. 
Look at the ages you gave me.’ [He painted four portraits of her.] He then 
imagines a lovely Adam and Eve style portrait of Lord and Lady Astor 
reclining on their terrace with their son William further back, and he sketches 
this group for her [small rectangular drawing of this idea, 1½ x 3"]. 
 
No. 48 2 July, 1957, 14 sides, 8 x 5", pencil. 
The frequency of Spencer’s letter drops from 1955 onwards: only one exists 
for 1956 and this, the first of two in 1957, was written 13½ months later.  He 
thanks her for her letter of 29 June and for remembering his birthday. He 
imagines she has little spare time and was interested to hear of their new 
home, glad that it is “still ‘in the Malone’”. The map she enclosed brings where 
they now live vividly before him. He had passed on her news to Mrs. Price. 
In another rambling letter, which is mostly about his paintings and 
commissions but includes news of his daughters, he writes animatedly about 
the proposed Aldenham School chapel painting(s) which Jack Martineau had 
commissioned. This resulted from his undertaking a landscape painting in 
Martineau’s garden, which he has now finished [Rock Roses, Old Lodge, 
Taplow, Bell, no. 430]. 
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He is ‘in the midst of land-scape work’, which is a slow business. Since 29 
April he has been painting a landscape in Cookham village in the mornings 
[The Brew House, Bell, no. 428] and from 4 May the Martineau one in the 
afternoons. It takes him ‘far too long to do just one these days’ and he ‘would 
do more & better work’ if he could do the work he preferred to do.  
Before he agreed to paint the Aldenham crucifixion Martineau took him over to 
the school to have lunch with the Headmaster, Mr. Martin, and his wife. Here 
he draws a small top elevation sketch for Daphne of the seven sections of the 
semi-circular apse behind the chapel altar, to illustrate how it was ‘a very 
involved shape’ and to complain: ‘I don’t know why I am always invited to 
paint the most un-paint-on-able space that can be devised’. However he was 
reassured by Martineau’s saying that he would pay him £1000 for a work 8 
feet high and about 4 feet wide, and that the matter was between them. 
  
Spencer’s current ‘notions’ or ideas for the school chapel include a Crucifixion 
and a smaller Christ and the Doctors painting. He would site the former in the 
line of rooves down Cookham High street which forms a ‘sort of basin shape 
of sky in which space you see the tops of the three crosses’. The two 
malefactors face inwards and ‘are straining away from their crosses’ and 
aggressively taunt Christ to come down off the cross. The three crucified men 
seemed - to Unity - ‘to be in a coffin shaped space formed by the cross bars.’ 
He had seen Unity recently at an ‘At Home’ at the Carlines in Hampstead at 
which Arthur Waley and Julian Huxley were present. She is teaching at a girls’ 
school in Kent. She wrote yesterday to tell him that Mr. Baggett - Spencer had 
painted Mr. and Mrs. Baggett [Bell, no. 426] – had bought her portrait of her 
father [exhibited at the Stanley Spencer Gallery, Cookham, 2009]. His elder 
daughter, Shirin, is due to go to Africa to teach for two years, work she sought 
in order to be near a National park. 
 
Other work he has done included ‘several drawings of the Morrell boys at 
Edgbaston, Birmingham in early April [whereabouts unknown] and also a 
small landscape there [The Boys’ Garden, Bell, no. 432]. He had tried to draw 
William Astor but he could not sit still and Spencer ‘did so badly’ that he was 
unwilling to make further attempts and gave his drawing to Lord Astor, who 
seemed to like it. Spencer however thought that ‘the boy would sit like an 
angel’ for Daphne. On the other hand the drawing he made of Mr. Shiel’s 
granddaughter ‘was quite good’ [whereabouts unknown]. Back in February he 
did a little painting Winter Aconites [Bell, no. 429] for his Vicar to give to his 
wife on their twentieth wedding anniversary. 
 
He was so glad that Daphne had found his photos taken in China. He had 
assumed they were lost, having wondered if he had left them somewhere 
when he gave a talk for Eric Newton at Clerkenwell and not known how to 
make enquiries about them. And in a P.S. he reported that the Chantrey 
Bequest had bought ‘my people having dinner on the Hotel Lawn’ for the Tate 
[Christ Preaching…:Dinner on the Hotel Lawn, Bell, no. 425]. 
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No. 49  6 December, 1957, 2 sides of blue paper, 7 x 3.3", blue biro. 
In haste he sends a note with some clothes for Diana which he bought at the 
Cookham church bazaar. He fears they are too small. He was suddenly asked 
to open the bazaar in the place of Dennis Compton, who was taken ill. The 
large crowd had to put up with him and ‘Colonel Barroll barrolling about at the 
back of the hall – no cricket.’  
 
No. 50 To Marjorie, 11 April, 1958, 4 sides, 7 x 5.3", blue biro. 
He apologies for his slowness in thanking her for her letter and his brief reply. 
What little energy he has he puts into continuing a painting.  
He has finished the In Church  predella painting [Bell, no. 442 ] for Aldenham 
boys’ school and is ‘now half through a painting of the Crucifixion, which is 
also a part of this Aldenham altapiece’ [Bell, no. 441]. Just over seven feet 
square, ‘it is the crucifixion that I have for years wanted to paint.’ He then 
adds a biro sketch of the three cross pieces. The crosses are so arranged that 
the thieves face ‘inwards on Christ’, their wood is ‘like a smooth silver birch’ 
with the bark stripped off. He thinks the painting will be finished before the end 
of May. 
 
George MaCann wrote and asked if he could use Spencer’s name as a 
referee for something. He can not find George’s address. Could Johnnie or 
she ‘tell him it is alright to use my name’ though he thinks anyone wanting a 
job ‘would be better advised to keep it dark that they knew me.’ 
 
No. 51 undated but clearly late January, 1959, Canadian Memorial Hospital, 
Taplow, Bucks, 3 sides, 7 x 5.4", blue biro. 
Writing from the local hospital a month after his colostomy operation, he 
thanks Daphne for writing and says he is ‘going along very well’ and ‘each day 
feels more’ himself. He is glad that she tracked him down. Today is the first 
day he has been ‘fit enough to write’ thanks to ‘these battleing nurses, 
unflagging in their duties’. He loved hearing news of her two daughters, and 
was glad when his second child [Unity] was a girl also. ‘And what family there 
can be.’ He apologises for sending only a lengthy note as he does not want to 
get tired, and sends his love to ‘Johnnie & all’. 
 
No. 52  6 July, 1959, Fernley, High Street, Cookham, Berks, 6 sides, 8 x 9.9", 
blue biro. 
This is the second and longest of his letters written after his operation. Back in 
the family home again [with Francis Davies, a pianist, for company], he thanks 
her for her letter. His plans are to make the house ‘a house of studios’ but he 
can not resist Unity and Shirin coming nor a visit from Daphne and Diana. The 
one or two bedrooms that are available are ‘quite nice atticks’, one of which 
Unity uses, and they both have ‘charming views across the cookham house 
tops.’ He is eating all his meals in the village which has ‘heaps of restaurants 
& its so pleasant’; and as a member of the Odney Club he can go there also. 
He would love to see her and is sorry that he ‘can’t do this going about now a-
days. I tire very quickly but I work alright.’ He is ‘still pushing on with the 
regatta painting’ [Christ Preaching…, Bell, no. 448]. 
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Travelling these days is awkward if ‘the colostomy becomes suddenly very 
active.’ As happened when he ‘went to draw Macmillan (they are very pleased 
with the drawing)’ [its whereabouts are not known] and when he went on 4 
July to Southampton University to receive his honorary D.Litt. The ceremony 
was ‘a grand affair. I looked like a lady bird in my black velvet hat & red robe. 
The robe & hood are quite magnificent: I wish one could keep them but they 
may one day send me the hood’. Tomorrow he will wear an ordinary dark suit 
to receive his knighthood [from the Queen Mother since the Queen was 
abroad]. 
 
He is ‘terribly sad’ that Ursula, his brother Gilbert’s wife, has died. Her kidneys 
‘suddenly packed up.’ He went to see her in the Royal Berkshire hospital, 
Reading and sat by her bed. ‘Mercifully she was unconscious. She died about 
2 days after.’ Gilbert had been staying with their brother Percy but has now 
returned to his home in Upper Basildon. Ursula was with both of them ‘in 
Cookham when the B.B.C. did a short television of my return to Fernley 
combined with Gil becoming a Royal Academician.’ Gilbert cheered up in his 
sorrow, praised his wife, and related how Matron had let them use her 
compartment because she was worried that neither was ‘getting proper sleep’. 
This leads Spencer to write: ‘These hospitals are amazing, and he recalls how 
when he was at Cliveden he told ‘little sister Hill’ his hands ‘were so cold’. She 
at once went and brought a hot water bottle and showed him how to put his 
hands in it so that they were fixed snugly and warm inside. If Daphne lets him 
know when she is coming to stay, ‘I’l fix it.’ 
 
No. 53  14 September, 1959, 3 sides, 7 x 5.4", blue biro. 
In this final letter of the set, his third since the colostomy, he thanks Daphne 
and Diana for coming to stay. ‘It meant much to me to see you again.’ Unity 
has just returned from Salzburg and is coming to see him tomorrow but has to 
return to London to look after a sick cat. Francis and he had their supper 
cooked for them at home last night. Mrs. Mackey’s daughter Jill came round 
with some rashers, as her excellent mother had promised. ‘They miss me at 
Cookham Rise’ [his neighbours at Cliveden View]. The grand piano, which 
was on loan, is going in a few days. He sends his love to Johnnie, the Minnic, 
Marjorie, and to her. He loved hearing Johnnie’s voice on the phone. ‘Give 
Diana a little hug for me.’  
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Appendix: Part 2: Dramatis Personae 
 

Arranged alphabetically by surname, these notes include all those people 

mentioned by name in this set of letters from Spencer. Some do not appear in 

the letter summaries. By introducing each person so mentioned we learn 

about those who Spencer knows, meets and relaxes with. A (key) letter in 

which a person is mentioned is shown in brackets at the top of an entry as 

follows: (L36). Quotations, unless otherwise stated, are from the letter so 

identified. Paintings are identified by Keith Bell’s catalogue reference number. 

 

 

Anderson, Dr. (L24) 

He was a medical doctor who attended the Bryanston Summer School of 

Music, 1952 and at the end travelled on the same train back to London, 

upgrading Spencer’s ticket to First Class so that they could sit together. 

Spencer recorded that ‘it was a great time.’ 

 

Arnfield, Miss (L14) 

A friend of Richard and Nancy Carline whom Spencer met on Boxing Day, 

1951 at 17, Pond Street, their home in Hampstead. 

 

Astor, William Waldorf, Third Viscount (L47 & 48) 

He was Nancy Astor’s son and the owner of Cliveden. He was a patron and 

friend of Spencer’s. In Spencer’s youth the second Viscount walled in 

Cliveden, thus spoiling the view from Cookham of Cliveden Woods. From then 

on he was known to the Spencers as Walled-off Astor. In 1956 the third 

Viscount suggested that Spencer paint his portrait but he replied that he 

preferred to paint Lady Astor. However, writing later to Daphne, Spencer 

fancied painting the Astors lounging on their terrace as an Adam and Eve 

couple with their son William by his mother. A compromise was reached: it 

was Astor that Spencer painted alone on his terrace [K.Bell, no. 419]. Later 

Spencer made a drawing of William (who is the fourth Viscount and a trustee 

of the Stanley Spencer gallery) which he did not like but he gave it to Astor 
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who ‘seemed to like it.’ After his operation for cancer of the colon, Spencer 

moved into ‘Fernley’, his old family home, thanks to the generosity of Astor 

and Jack Martineau. There in the front room he resumed painting Christ 

Preaching…. After his death Astor bought it, unfinished, and lent it to the 

Stanley Spencer Gallery, where it can usually be seen. 

 

Avia (L22) 

She was a little girl in Northern Ireland whom Spencer had met and whom he 

thought would sit for Daphne to draw her. 

 

Baggett, Mr and Mrs (L48) 

Patrons of Spencer’s. He painted their portraits in the dining-room of their 

Highgate home, 1956 – 1957 with a view behind them of the graveyard and 

Highgate School [K.Bell, no. 426]. Later Spencer reported that Mr. Baggett 

had bought Unity’s portrait of her father. 

 

Barroll, Colonel (L49) 

A Cookham resident who was ‘barrolling about at the back of the hall’ during 

Spencer’s opening of the Cookham Church bazaar – in the absence of the 

Middlesex and England cricketer, Dennis Compton. 

 

Barton, Peter (L46) 

He was Spencer’s dentist and he owned a drawing by Spencer. 

 

Batchelor, the Revd. Dr. (L37) 

A former Vicar of Cookham, who, when Spencer was young refused to 

continue preparing him for confirmation when he said he ‘was troubled by the 

book of Ecclesiastes’. When Batchelor was in his 90s Spencer took Daphne 

to meet him. 

 

Behrend, Louis and Mary (L26) 

Louis Behrend (1881 - 1972) and his wife Mary were principal patrons for 

Spencer and his contemporaries. They first met Spencer in 1914 at a party 

given by Lady Ottoline Morrell and later bought Swan Upping at Cookham 
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[K.Bell, no. 27]. On a visit to Henry Lamb in Poole in 1924 they were so 

impressed by Spencer’s plans for a sequence of wall paintings for a memorial 

chapel that they decided to build a small chapel to house the murals in 

Burghclere where they were living. It was dedicated to the memory of her 

brother, Henry Willoughby Sandham RSC, who had died in 1919 from 

illnesses contracted on active service in Macedonia. They were also generous 

to Spencer, paying his rent in London when he was painting The 

Resurrection, Cookham [K.Bell, no. 116] in the Vale of health Hotel, 

Hampstead, and then having a cottage built for him and his family in 

Burghclere when he painted the murals. Spencer painted Behrend’s portrait in 

1956 [K.Bell, no. 423] when he was staying with them in Wales. Behrend’s art 

collection, which included many Spencers and works by Sickert, Henry Lamb, 

Burra and Augustus John, was shown in the Leicester Galleries in May, 1962. 

 

Berger, Peter (L35) 

English novelist, playwright and Marxist art critic who was born in 1926. After 

studying art he became a painter and drawing teacher before turning to 

writing. His Ways of Seeing has become a classic and his novel G won the 

Booker prize, both being published in 1972. He gave Spencer’s latest 

paintings in the New Statesman for 20 February, 1954 ‘quite a nice notice’ 

which, Spencer thought, reflected an alternative view to Sylvester’s rather 

ambiguous introduction in his Arts Council exhibition of Spencer’s drawings. 

Berger wrote of Christ Preaching…: Girls Listening [K.Bell, no. 386] that he 

was convinced that Spencer was ‘the only living British painter whose genius 

is certain’. In a letter Spencer mocks himself, rejoicing that Berger thought 

this. 

 

Billy (L20) 

His surname is not known. During his third visit to Belfast either Billy or Arthur 

Martin lent Spencer a book about Parnell. He returned the book via Daphne 

‘unfinished’ as he was ‘afraid of it getting lost or my forgetting it.’ 
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Boyd, Mr. John (L15) 

He worked for the BBC in Belfast and commissioned the twenty minute talk 

The Eye and Image, which Spencer recorded with Daphne alongside him. It 

was broadcast on 13 January, 1952 and Spencer heard it at the Shiels’. He 

felt that he had rambled but that Boyd had wisely not chopped it about. The 

two men kept in touch, Spencer asking Daphne asking to be remembered to 

Boyd (L11), and Boyd writing to Spencer to say he was sorry not to have seen 

him on his last visit. 

 

Briggs, Major and Mrs. (L28) 

Cookham residents who lived near the church. He had won a V.C.; and his 

wife brought Spencer ‘Sherry and nice things to eat, & all neatly in a basket’ 

when he was in the churchyard painting a landscape of the church. He 

refused her kind offer as he did not feel he ‘could manage work & Sherry 

every morning’. 

 

Brogan, Sir Denis (L46) (1900 – 1974) 

Scottish historian and academic who became professor of political science at 

Cambridge, 1939 and whose books were about historical and modern 

America. He was a regular contributor to the BBC’s radio programme Brains 

Trust. Spencer told Daphne that ‘Dennis said I was greatest conversationalist 

he knew’. 

 

Brooks, Jack and Mrs. (L22) 

He was the ferryman who would take people by water to and from Cookham. 

He is the man with the many paddles and the mop in the centre foreground of 

Christ Preaching… On a little island in the Thames he kept some chickens. 

Looking after them and taking people over from Cookham bridge to ‘The 

Cobbles’, the landing place on this island tip, kept him going in the winter. 

Spencer had made a drawing of people walking from ‘The Cobbles’ along the 

footpath; and later he drew Mrs. Brooks (L27) outside Ferry Cottage, her 

home, ‘standing by the rose covered trellis feeding the swans’. 
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Brygmann, Robert and Sheila (L12 & 20) 

They were good friends of Spencer’s who lived in Blackheath. Sheila was 

Miss Hay’s great niece. Spencer went to stay with them on several occasions: 

in December, 1951 they took him to Southwark cathedral and they heard 

Bach’s Christmas Oratorio. Seven months later they talked late on the 

Saturday evening before Sheila and he went to church in the village of 

Charlton. Back at their home he began, and nearly finished, a sepia drawing 

of Sheila. Robert cooked supper and then took him to Paddington to catch his 

train. 

 

Byron, George Gordon, Sixth Baron (L3) (1788 – 1824) 

British aristocrat, Romantic poet and lover, traveller and soldier who fought for 

the Greek insurgents against the Turks. His Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage was 

very popular. Spencer quoted Byron when writing to his brother Harold about 

Hilda as he portrayed her in The Resurrection, Cookham [Bell, 116]. Spencer 

recalled wondering what to put on the top of an ivy-covered tomb. Two 

persons? No, he decided, remembering what Byron had said about ‘some 

latin in Don Juan “the tu’s too much” referring to some wrong quantity in 

grammer - two was too many.’ 

 

Calderwood, Mr (L6) 

A member of Dudley Tooth’s staff. 

 

Carline, Francis (L14) 

He was the son of Nancy and Richard Carline. 

 

Carline, Hermione (L11) 

She was the daughter of Nancy and Richard and Spencer became her 

godfather. 

 

Carline, Hilda (Mrs. Hilda Spencer) (L3) (1889 –1950) 

Hilda came from a cultured Hampstead family of artists which included two of 

her brothers, Sydney and Richard. She was an established artist before she 

met Spencer in 1919 and a Plymouth Brethren. She was 30 and he was 28. 
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Spencer accompanied the extended family on a painting trip to Bosnia. They 

married in 1925 in the parish church of Wangford, Suffolk where she had 

worked as a wartime land-girl. They had two daughters, Shirin and Unity. 

Motherhood put her painting on hold but an exhibition in 1999 featured 72 

pictures completed between 1910 and 1946 and showed her to have been a 

painter of quality. She divorced Spencer in 1937 because of his continuing 

obsession with Patricia Preece but they continued to see each other. She 

would not have him back after the swift collapse of his second marriage to 

Patricia. Hilda was Spencer’s muse and he celebrated her and their marriage 

in The Resurrection, Cookham [K.Bell, no. 116]. Years later Spencer wrote to 

Harold to say how he struggled to find the right way of depicting Hilda in that 

painting on an ivy-covered tomb; and how much she cared for Will and 

Harold. She suffered from failing mental health in the 1940s and in 1947 she 

was diagnosed with cancer. Spencer visited her and did what he could for her. 

After her death in 1950 he wrote letters to her and painted pictures of her and 

their children. 

 

Carline, Nancy 

Nancy Higgins was a former Slade student. She married Richard Carline and 

was the mother of Francis and Hermione. 

 

Carline, Richard (1896 -1980) 

Artist, teacher, writer, and administrator, he was born into a family of painters. 

During the First World War he and his brother Sydney became renowned for 

their paintings of aerial views of Mediterranean theatres of war. After the war 

his studio and family home in Hampstead became a popular centre for artists 

and writers, including Henry Lamb, John Nash and Spencer, whose work had 

a strong impression on him and who became his brother-in-law. From 1924-

1929 he taught at the Ruskin School, and had his first one-man show at the 

Goupil Gallery in 1930. He became interested in African art in the 1930s and 

after the Second World War, during which he supervised the camouflage of 

factories and airfields, he was appointed first Art Counsellor to UNESCO, 

travelling widely in Africa and Asia. He later became Chairman and then 

Honorary President of the International Association of Artists. In 1978 he 
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published a memoir of Spencer’s war experiences and the making of the 

chapel at Burghclere. Spencer praised him for his ability to capture the sense 

of a place within a short time and to respond well to new stimuli. He played a 

major role in the organising of the 1980 definitive exhibition of Spencer’s work 

at the Royal Academy and died later that year. 

 

Casson, Sir Hugh (L39) (1910 – 2002?) 

English architect, author and illustrator, he was professor of interior design at 

the Royal College of Art (1953 – 1975) and President of the Royal Academy 

1976 – 1984. He represented the architects on the cultural mission to China, 

1954 and wrote the foreword to the Catalogue of the Royal Academy’s 

Retrospective Exhibition of Spencer’s works. 

 

Chamot, Miss (L38) 

She was an assistant lecturer at the Tate whom he consulted mid-1954 about 

the likely date for his Tate Exhibition. She was ‘very vague’ about it. 

 

Charlton, Daphne (L27) 

She studied painting at the Slade where she met and married her husband 

George who was a lecturer at the Slade. They first met at a party given by 

C.R.Nevinson and after that Spencer was a regular visitor to the Charlton’s 

home in Hampstead. In 1940 he stayed with them in the White Hart Inn, 

Leonard Stanley, Gloucestershire where he worked on his Glasgow 

shipbuilding paintings. For a time Daphne and he were lovers. He painted her 

portrait twice [K.Bell, nos. 293 & 297] and also featured in his On the Tiger 

Rug [K.Bell, no. 294] but grew away from her, finding her overpowering. He 

even instructed Tooths not to forward her correspondence. She is mentioned 

once in these letters: Spencer recalls her observing on a past occasion that a 

drawing of his was not up to Annunciation standards. 

 

Churchill, Sir Winston (L28)   (1874 – 1965) 

Britain’s most famous modern Prime Mimister, author and artist, who led the 

country through the dark days of the Second World War. He too was at the 

1953 Royal Academy dinner and Spencer could see him ‘at the end table’, 
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wearing a hearing aid and relying on his neighbour Viscount Alexander, the 

distinguished Anglo-Irish soldier and statesman, to relay to him anything 

anyone said about Churchill. 

 

Clark, Sir Kenneth (L46) (1903 – 1983) 

English art historian and an authority on Italian Renaissance art. He was 

director of the National Gallery, professor of fine art at Oxford, and professor 

of art history at the Royal Academy. His books included Landscape into Art 

and The Nude. His pioneering television series Civilisation reached a wide 

audience. He presented Spencer to the Queen Mother at an Arts Council 

party in 1955. 

 

Cochrane, Peter (L35) 

Also a member of Tooth’s staff whose Christian name Spencer used. 

 

Cohn, Miss (L44) 

She was a talks director at the BBC, London who in 1955 commissioned 

Spencer to give a talk, which he gave and she liked – only for the young 

engineer to apologise that it had not been recorded, as intended. She invited 

Spencer to give it again, which he did 10 minutes later but it turned out to be 

‘not so good’. She arranged for him to be paid 30 guineas, twice the agreed 

fee. 

 

Coldstream, Sir William (L9) (1908 – 1987) 

British painter, mainly of portraits but also of landscape, nudes and still lifes, 

and teacher. He was professor at the Slade School (1949 – 1975) . Spencer 

mentions that Unity was ‘rather sad’ because Coldstream had not commented 

on her big painting. 

 

Compton, Denis (L49) (1918 – 2008?) 

A very fine cricketer who played for Middlesex and England (for 78 Tests) . He 

also played football for the cup-winning Arsenal side of 1950 and won an  
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England cap in 1943. Because of Compton’s ill-health, Spencer opened the 

Cookham Church bazaar in 1957. 

 

Cook, Mrs. Marjorie (L9) 

Spencer’s next door neighbour who took phone calls on his behalf, calling him 

when someone wanted to speak to him. She called one day to tell him that 

copies of Wilenski’s book on Spencer’s Glasgow Resurrection paintings were 

on display in the local little book shop. She and her husband Charles moved 

to Epsom. 

 

Cooke, Humphrey (L18) 

Sir Walter Lamb’s successor as Secretary to the Royal Academy who in 

March 1952 asked Tooth to send in for the R.A.’s summer show Spencer’s 

portrait of Daphne [K.Bell, no. 370]. 

 

Cox, Mr. (L11) 

A backroom employee of Tooth’s with whom Spencer would go and chat and 

off whom he bought ‘a dear little (secondhand) Corona’ typewriter, knowing 

that his handwriting was hard to read. Spencer mentions that one of Mr. Cox’s 

jobs was sending out the invitations for Tooth’s shows. 

 

Diment, Clifford (L46) 

The writer asked by John Read to write a script about Spencer and his work 

for the film that was to be made about Spencer. 

 

Donne, John (L46)   (c.1571 – 1632) 

Poet (one of the ‘Metaphysicals’), and religious leader. Born in London, and 

educated at Oxford and Cambridge before studying law in London, he was 

secretary to Thomas Egerton, Keeper of the Great Seal and an MP. But after 

his secret marriage to the Egerton’s niece, he was dismissed and cast (briefly) 

into prison. A Catholic by upbringing, he joined the established church and 

was ordained (1615), becoming Dean of St. Paul’s (1621) where his sermons 

were very popular. His verse is generally divided into the love poetry of his 

youth and the religious poetry of later years. Spencer remembered reading 
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Donne’s sermon about going to heaven (in Chambers Encyclopaedia of 

English Literature). Letter 46 describes how, influenced by that memory, he 

composed a drawing which led to John Donne Arriving in Heaven (1911).  

 

Dors, Diana (L47) (1931 – 1984) 

Born Diana Fluck, she was an English actress and ‘pin-up’ film star, who 

occasionally took stage parts. In the 1950s she had a house down by the river 

in Maidenhead. Spencer was invited to paint her portrait in 1956 but she was 

too busy. 

 

Dove, Miss (L46) 

She worked for a Mr. Miles in the BBC in London. Spencer gave a four minute 

interview in a BBC 2 ‘Panorama’ programme and she wrote to thank him and 

to say that someone wanted to make a film about him and his work at the 

Tate. 

 

Dugivid, John (L11) 

A friend of Richard and Nancy Carline whom, ‘with his beard and responsible 

God fatherly look’, Spencer viewed as a rival candidate along with his popular 

younger brother Gilbert for the post of godfather to their daughter Hermione. 

In fact Spencer was asked to do that job, much to his delight. 

 

Edwards, Dr. (L46) 

He was Spencer’s GP whom he went to see on 1 December, 1955 because 

he had ‘a rotten cold’. 

 

Elizabeth II (L28) 

She was born in 1926 and as princess Elizabeth she was crowned Queen of 

Great Britain and Ireland on 2 June, 1953. Spencer watched her coronation 

on the Giordanis’ television. He also attended the Queen’s visit to the R.A. 

and the Dutch paintings on show there, and was disappointed when he learnt 

that the diamonds on her dress were some kind of sequins. 
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Elsden, Mr. and Mrs. Maureen (L15) 

She was Mrs. Shiel’s sister and had just recovered from an operation on both 

hips. They were staying with the Shiels and they heard the broadcast of 

Spencer’s talk ‘Eye and Image – The Sense of Glory’. 

 

Elvinson, Estar (L32) 

A Northern Ireland friend of Daphne’s family whom Spencer met and sold 

Daphne Spencer with Green Scarf to for £75 in 1953 [K.Bell, no. 389]. 

 

Epstein, Sir Jacob (L27)  (1880 – 1959) 

American born Sculptor (and occasional painter and illustrator), who studied 

in Paris and was affected by ancient and primitive sculpture and influend by 

Brancusi, Modliagni and Picasso. He settled in England in 1905 and his early 

public commissions, modernist in style, caused great controversy on the 

grounds of alleged obscenity. Spencer met him at a luncheon in connection 

with proposed improvements to the badly damaged Llandaff Cathedral (after a 

German landmine exploded in 1941). Spencer was not asked to paint a work, 

after all, but Epstein produced a vast figure of Christ in unpolished aluminium 

which dominated the large medieval nave. In his later years Epstein was very 

busy sculpting in bronze portrait heads of public figures. He also made the 

large bronze group of St.Michael and the Devil (1958) for Coventry Cathedral. 

 

Epsons, The Misses (L28) 

In reply to Daphne’s question, Spencer confirms that the Epson sisters now 

live at the end of his road. It is likely that Spencer was referring to the Upson 

sisters who were his neighbours. Dorothy Upson was a writer.  

 

Evill, Mr. (L12) 

Spencer’s solicitor who acquired a large collection of Spencer’s paintings. He 

was a large man (‘my great big enormous solicitor’, according to Spencer) and 

drove a hard bargain over the price he paid for a Spencer painting. In 1951 he 

was a buyer for the Contemporary Art Society (CAS) and he offered Spencer 

£500 for ‘the large painting of Christ and his disciples’ [Christ in Cookham, 
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K.Bell, no. 378]. Spencer managed to persuade him to ‘tack another £100 on 

it.’ 

 

Felicitas (L24) 

Someone both Spencer and Daphne knew. She heard Spencer’s evening talk 

at the Bryanston Summer School of Music. 

 

Foster, Kate and Charlotte (L14) 

She was a very old friend of Richard Carline’s whom Spencer met at 17, Pond 

St., Hampstead, Richard and Nancy’s home on Boxing Day, 1951. Charlotte 

was her daughter who gave Francis Carline some plasticine and ‘made for 

him some extraordinarily good animals’. 

 

Frank, Dr. Osmund and Mrs. Dicky (Dr. W.A. Doherty) (L13 & 30b)  

They were friends and patrons of Spencer’s, who commissioned five 

paintings. She is likely to be the person referred to as Dickory in two letters 

(e.g. L30b) . They lived at Chauntry Court, Maidenhead. He was Mayor of 

Maidenhead from 1946 –1950. She was a well known psychiatrist and a J.P. 

Spencer first painted Dr. Frank’s portrait [K.Bell, no. 351], then a still life 

[K.Bell, no. 362]. Next he painted hers as a companion piece to her husband’s 

[K.Bell, no. 368] and later their son Nicholas [K.Bell, no. 392]. Finally he 

painted their dog Jummie111 being held by Dr. Frank [K.Bell, no. 410]. 

 

Frankl, Zoltan and Anny Lewinter (L9 & L17) 

Friends of Spencer’s from N. Ireland whom he saw when over there. They 

owned two paintings by Spencer: a small religious work [K.Bell, no. 356] and 

a self-portrait that he had painted at Harold’s in October, 1951 [K.Bell, no. 

365].  Frankl is mentioned in several of the letters: once for asking Daphne to 

pass on that now Spencer’s was back in England there was no one to tease 

him now. Frankl wrote to Spencer and also visited him when in England. 

 

Freers, Rowl (L11) 

Author of ‘Mainly Spanish’, who sent Spencer a copy, which Spencer 

described as ‘a delightful book’. 
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Gibbs, David (L33) 

Another employee of Tooth’s who admired a portrait Spencer had painted and 

hoped that he might paint a small portrait of his wife. 

 

Giordani, Dr & Mrs (L28) 

He was a doctor and was half Italian and half French. They had a little boy, 

Michael, and a baby girl. They bought Mrs. Cook’s house and so became 

Spencer’s neighbours. Spencer watched the Queen’s coronation in the 

morning on their TV but felt he should see what was happening in the village 

in the afternoon, so Dr. Giordani took Spencer and Michael into Cookham and 

left them there. 

 

Giordani. Michael (L28) 

He was the five year old son of Spencer’s new neighbours, the Giordanis; and 

on the afternoon of the Queen’s coronation Spencer found himself looking 

after Michael in the middle of the village. The ice cream shop was closed but 

they spotted Michael’s friend, Michael Trimmer, on the top of a decorated car 

and joined him there, only to find it was the Women’s Institute car and that 

they were very welcome. Their car won the first prize. 

 

Glock, William (L24) 

He studied music in Cambridge and Berlin and was a critic and lecturer. He 

was musical director of Dartington Hall and Controller of Music of the BBC 

(1959 – 1972). He invited Spencer to give a talk to the 1952 Bryanston 

Summer School of Music, which he did by explaining that the idea for Christ 

Preaching… came from the grand evening concert that ended the Cookham 

regatta. Glock praised the talk and paid him 15 guineas. 

 

Gollaney, Ruth (L35) 

She was ‘a very old friend’ of Spencer’s who saw his Girls Listening [K.Bell, 

no. 386] at Tooths in 1954 in their Today and Yesterday show, and wanted to 

buy it but she was told a young man was also interested. In the end it was not 

sold until 1958. 
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Guinness, Lady (L28) 

She lived in Cookham by the Thames in a ‘lovely’ house, ‘Riverdean’, and in 

1953 she let Spencer know that she had ‘a long room right at the top that 

would make a fine studio’. [Nothing came of that conversation.] 

 

Haldane, Robert 

A Northern Irelander known to Daphne and who agreed with her that the 

Glasgow shipbuilding series ought to be shown together in one place. 

 

Harris, Lady Wyn (L20) 

She was the widow of a former Governor of South Africa who lived at 

‘Delwiren’ in the High Street, Cookham (formerly ‘Belmont’) where his Uncle 

Jen and Aunt Jenny and their children, his cousins, used to live in his 

childhood. She re-named her house ‘Balingho’. He met her when having lunch 

with Mrs. Riley. 

 

Hay, Miss (L27) 

In a long letter to Marjorie, Spencer describes the occupants of Miss Hay’s 

prim looking punt which is ‘drawn in under Gooldens Wall’. Miss Hay 

exercised ‘controle of the village’ and, in this new drawing, those with her in 

her punt included her niece Mrs Hay and great niece Sheila (who was to 

become Mrs. Brygmann) and Jack Hay, then only a boy. 

 

Hill, Sister (L52) 

She nursed Spencer when he was in the Canadian Hospital at Cliveden. She 

was ‘charming’ and had a ‘high pitched Brecon voice’. When he complained 

that his hands were cold, she went and brought a hot water bottle cover and 

showed him how to twist it round his wrists to keep warm. 

 

Hodgett, Mr. and Mrs. (L28) 

She lived ‘in the big house facing the Church yard’ and together with Mrs. 

Briggs and other Cookham women who lived near there, she tried to 

persuade Spencer to accept some refreshments when he was painting a view 

of the church. Her husband, having just been given a coronation medal for 
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good conduct was very excited and proud. His wife told Spencer, “I’m sure he 

thinks he’s won the VC”; and even Spencer left his easel to join the others 

looking at the medal. 

 

Horrocks, Brigadier-General Sir Brian (L28) (1895 – 1985) 

Distinguished professional soldier, military historian and author who served in 

both World Wars. Spencer had a long chat with him at the Royal Academy 

dinner in June, 1953 when he was C.I.C Western Command. Horrocks 

‘listened most carefully to my little pleas.’ Spencer questioned the value of 

forcing men to do National Service when they were at the age to ‘have 

aspiring hopes’ and even realise ‘a kind of heaven on Earth’. Horrocks said 

that young people expressed a ‘great liking’ for their two years service and 

would not have missed it. 

 

Hutchinson, Diana 

She is the elder daughter of Daphne and Johnny and when very young she 

and her mother stayed at ‘Fernley’ in the High Street, Cookham in the 

summer of 1959. Spencer sent some baby clothes for her, which he had 

bought at the Cookham church bazaar that he opened. 

 

Huxley, Sir Julian (L48) (1887 – 1975) 

English biologist, humanist, author and academic. He was the brother of 

Aldous Huxley and held professorships in the U.S. and London. He extended 

the apllication of his scientific knowledge to political and social problems. In 

1957 Spencer and his daughter Unity were at an ‘At Home’ at the Carlines. 

Huxley and Arthur Waley were also there 

 

Jackson, Miss (L17) 

She was a friend of Daphne’s. Daphne wrote and asked if they could both 

stay with Spencer at Cliveden View. He replied that he was happy to see her 

with Daphne provided Miss Jackson could “rough” it. 
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King, Joan (L28) 

Like Mrs. Briggs and Mrs. Munance, one of the Cookham women who lived 

near to the church and sought to ply Spencer with refreshments when he was 

painting his picture of it in 1953. 

 

Kirkley, Ted (L23) 

A Northern Irelander who sat for Daphne. Spencer praised the drawing which 

she had sent him: ‘It is good at the far end of the room as well as near.’ He 

showed it to others, including Wilenski. 

 

Lamb, Henry (L27) (1883 – 1960) 

He was born in Australia and educated in England before becoming a doctor, 

a career he abandoned to become a painter, studying in Paris. A founder 

member of the Camden Town group he served in the Royal Army Medical 

Corps in Macedonia and Palestine and was awarded a Military Cross for 

removing wounded men under heavy shellfire. He first met Spencer in 1913 

and a year later he bought The Centurion’s Servant [K.Bell, no. 21]. His 

friendship sustained Spencer during his war service and in the next decade 

he also provided support and shelter for the younger painter. It was through 

him that the Behrends commissioned Spencer to decorate the chapel they 

had built in Burghclere. Lamb was known for his striking portraits. He became 

an R.A. a year before Spencer’s election and by then he was a Trustee of 

both the National Portrait and the Tate Galleries. 

 

Lamb, Sir Walter (L17) 

He was Secretary to the Royal Academy of Art and in March, 1952 Spencer 

reported that he had just reached retiring age, had been a ‘marvelous 

secretary’ and had recently written Spencer ‘a charming note’. 

 

Landaff, Dean of and his wife Dolores (L27) 

They hosted a luncheon in Cardiff for Epstein, Pace, the cathedral architect, 

and Spencer with a view to ascertaining whether Spencer was willing to paint 

The Doom they desired for the underside of a parabolic arch. Whether or not 
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he talked too much at the lunch is not known but he did not undertake the 

commission. 

 

Lane, Constance (L46) 

She was a member of a panel of Critics in a radio broadcast in 1955 in which 

Spencer participated. He felt she was on his side and reported that after 

something she said, he ‘was purring with delight.’ 

 

MaCann, George (L50) 

A friend of Daphne and Johnnie’s in N. Ireland who wrote in 1958 to Spencer 

asking him to be a referee for him. Spencer had lost his address and asked 

Daphne to let MaCann know that he would do this, adding that he could not 

think why anyone would want to use his name. 

 

Mackey, Mrs and Jill (L53) 

Neighbours of Spencer’s at Cookham Rise. On 14 September, 1959 Jill the 

daughter, who was still at school, brought rashers of bacon and cooked 

supper for him and Francis Davies when they were living in ‘Fernley’. Jill, on 

leaving, made it clear that his neighbours missed him. 

 

Macmillan, Sir Harold, first Earl of Stockton (L52) (1894 – 1986) 

English aristocrat, Conservative MP and statesman, Prime Minister (1957 – 

1963), and author. Spencer drew him in midsummer 1959, and told Daphne: 

‘they are very pleased with the drawing’. 

 

Macwitty, Liam  (L37) 

A friend of Spencer’s who invited him to be godfather to his daughter Joanna 

Jane. Spencer accepted and attended the christening which was delayed 

when it was learnt that Spencer had not been confirmed. This ‘technicle hitch’ 

was not allowed to stop the proceedings. 
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Maconnell, Mrs. (L28) 

Another person who is mentioned briefly in one letter. She was a Northern 

Ireland mutual friend of Daphne’s and Spencer’s who promised that he would 

get Tooths to send the garden landscape photos to her. 

 

Marshall, Anthea née Robinson  (L51) 

She is Daphne and Johnnie’s second daughter. Spencer was delighted to 

hear of her birth but never saw her. 

 

Martin, Arthur (L20) 

Another contact Spencer made when in Belfast in July, 1952. He may have 

lent Spencer the Parnell book He saw Spencer onto the ship that was taking 

him back to England and Spencer regretted not shouting out to him 

‘“Hesitancy” the word that Piggot was caught on’. 

 

Martineau, Jack and Catherine (Cash) (L45) 

They were great friends and important patrons of Spencer’s, who gave him 

several painting commissions in the 1950s, and he also drew their son. When 

Martineau was Master of the Brewer’s Company in 1955 - 1956 Spencer 

painted him at home at Old Lodge, Taplow in his regalia [K.Bell, no. 405]. He 

also painted Rock Roses [K.Bell, no. 430] in their garden. Martineau also 

suggested to Spencer that he paint a picture behind the altar in Aldenham 

School Chapel and then took him to have lunch with the Headmaster, Mr. 

Martin, and his wife (L48). The Crucifixion [K.Bell, no. 441] which resulted, 

was a work Spencer had long wanted to do. Thanks to Martineau, Spencer 

also painted a predella, In Church [K.Bell, no. 442], for the school. 

 

Metz, Philip and Marjorie (L9) 

Friends of Spencer’s. They used to live at ‘Poppets’ in the Pound, Cookham 

where she ran a shop. They moved to Maidenhead to a house near the 

station which Spencer liked very much. She was disappointed not to see 

Daphne when she stayed with Spencer in August, 1953.He painted her 

portrait [K.Bell, no. 435]. 
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Miles, Mr. (L46) 

A BBC London executive who invited Spencer to appear on the BBC2 

‘Panormama’ programme. They met at a dinner given by the Martineaus at 

their home. 

 

Moorshead, Sir Oliver (L28) 

Librarian & Keeper of the Windsor Castle drawings. He sat on Spencer’s left 

at the Royal Academy dinner in June, 1953 and said he would show Spencer 

round one day. Spencer liked him and found that Moorshead knew his friends 

the Pikes. 

 

Morton, Lord (28) 

A Cookham resident whom Spencer met at the 1953 R.A. dinner. When 

Spencer confessed to having great difficulty with his bow tie, Lord Morton 

replied, ‘Well, you look perfectly magnificent now.’ 

 

Price, Mrs.  (L11) 

Spencer’s house help who would come in most days and do some tidying, 

laundry and cooking, as required. Her husband kept the garden of Cliveden 

View under control. She advised Spencer on his duties as a godfather and 

was delighted to hear that Daphne was pregnant. 

 

Munance, Mrs. (L28) 

She lived in one of the old houses near Cookham church and along with Mrs. 

Briggs, Joan King, Mrs. Westropp, Mrs. Hodgett, and Mrs. Conner she offered 

refreshments – ‘coffee & cake & bread & butter & jam or honey or orange 

curd’ - to Spencer in the summer of 1953 when he was painting a view of the 

church from near the gate. Mrs. Munance realised that she and the others 

were competing in a game ‘as to who wins’. Spencer managed to resist being 

thus fed and watered. 

 

Munnings, Sir Alfred (L2) (1878 – 1959) 

English painter and countryman, born in Suffolk, he specialised in the painting 

of horses and sporting pictures. He was President of the Royal Academy 
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(1944 – 1949) . He was well known for his forthright criticism of modern art. 

He tried to bring a prosecution of Spencer for obscenity. He was somehow 

shown private drawings of Spencer’s which were not intended for publication 

and which he disliked intensely. The hounding of Spencer which followed did 

not result in any court case and damaged Munnings’ reputation, for instance 

Harold Spencer felt that he had “still further” decreased in stature, more than 

Spencer’s. Munnings’ successor as President, Sir Gerald Kelly took steps to 

arrange for Spencer’s return to the R.A. fold. 

 

Newton, Eric (L48) (1893 - 1965) 

British writer on art and mosaic designer. He was art critic of The Guardian 

and The Sunday Times and published European Painting and Sculpture 

(1941) and wrote a monograph on Spencer (1947). He was professor of fine 

art at Oxford (1959 - 1960). Spencer mentions giving a talk for him at 

Clerkenwell in 1957. 

 

O’Conner, Mrs. (L28) 

This is Spencer’s spelling of her surname. She too, along with the other 

women living near to Cookham church, hoped to persuade Spencer to accept 

some elevenses when he was painting a view of the church. 

 

Pace, Mr. (L23) 

He was the architect of Landaff cathedral who wrote to Spencer to ask if he 

would ‘consider doing a Doom (Last Judgement) for the underside of a 

parabolic arch’. The celebrated sculptor Sir Jacob Epstein (1880 – 1959) was 

to do ‘a great figure of Christ reigning from the cross which will stand on the 

arch in front’. Spencer met Pace at a luncheon party given by the Dean at 

which Spencer reckoned he kept the company amused. 

 

Parnell, Charles Stewart (L20) (1846 - 1891) 

Irish politician who studied in Cambridge before becoming an M.P.. He gained 

great popularity in Ireland by his obstructive parliamentary tactics and for the 

causes he supported, including Home Rule. Spencer was lent a book about 

him, ‘done with magnificent dash.’ He returned it unfinished but was reminded 
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of ‘the glorious show up of the forger Piggott’, who tried to discredit Parnell, 

and his (Spencer’s) ‘Pa telling us how it was discovered.’ 

 

Pike, Mr. and Mrs (L30b) 

They were friends of Spencer’s whom Daphne also knew. They and their 

children - apart from their baby girl - called on him on their way home after 

their holiday when David Sylvester was selecting drawings. Spencer was ‘so 

busy with David’ that he ‘had no time for much talk’. He wrote to Daphne that 

they were sorry to have missed her and that their daughter Peggy was 

‘beaming all over with holiday-having.’ 

 

Preece, Patricia (L10 & 17) 

She lived in Cookham in the 1930s with Dorothy Hepworth and met Spencer 

then. An artist, much of whose work was in reality Dorothy’s, she married 

Spencer in 1937 but they never lived together. He had to support her as well 

as Hilda and the two children and this led to tensions and difficulties with 

Spencer preferring to put things in the hands of his solicitors. We catch sight 

of the strain this caused Spencer in a P.S. to letter 6. At his death she did not 

attend any of the memorial services and refused all press interviews. She 

became increasingly reclusive, dying in 1966 aged 72. 

 

Pullen, Mrs. (L32) 

She and her family lived near Spencer. On his return from China his first 

outing was ‘to blow’ at their November 5 bonfire. He refused to ‘hold even the 

most harmless fire work’. 

 

Rambert, Dame Marie (L46) (1888 – 1982) 

Polish born British ballet dancer and teacher whose company became the 

Ballet Rambert in 1935. Spencer, name-dropping to Daphne, wrote that he 

had a long chat with Madame Rambert at an Arts Council party in 1955. 

 

Read, John (L46 & L47) 

He was a film-maker who wanted to make a film of Spencer’s life and work at 

the Tate. Spencer was interested and hoped to be invited to talk about his 
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own work. He was therefore not pleased to learn that Clifford Diment had 

written the script: ‘some poeticle fantasy’, Spencer called it. He was certain 

that he, Spencer, was best suited to talk about his work. Read did make the 

film in 1956. Entitled Stanley Spencer, it consisted of two half-hour films: part 

1 was called Cookham and part 2 War and Peace. On 10 May Spencer tells 

Daphne that the BBC are showing the film on 24 May, 1956 at the British 

Council theatre. Spencer did not ‘feel too sure of its success’. The credits say 

that it was ‘written, directed and produced by John Read’ and there is no 

mention of Clifford Diment; and Spencer does talk about his work in it. So his 

objection was noted.  

 

Renoir, Auguste (L46) (1841 – 1919) 

French Impressionist artist who began life as a painter on porcelain and then 

of fans before turning to painting on canvas and in the open air. In 1954 

Spencer (L36) grumbled to Marjorie about Tooth’s focus on French painting: 

‘he seems to have masses & masses of French painting (modern ones) & is 

always selling them.’ Later in 1946 Tooth exhibited some Renoirs and other 

French masters and claimed that they painted on fully primed canvases. 

Spencer disagreed. To prove his point he showed David Gibbs of Tooth’s the 

untouched mesh of a Renoir. 

 

Ricardo, Jack and Elsie (L7 & L9) 

Cookham residents who were hospitable to Spencer. He wrongly suggests 

that Jack was the Colonel Ricardo who used to organise the grand evening 

concert that ended the annual Cookham Regatta.  Elsie had met Spencer in 

Burghclere in the 1920s, married and moved to Cookham. She admired 

Spencer’s portrait of Daphne [K.Bell, no. 370]. Jack used to meet Spencer on 

the train coming home and invite him home. He twice had supper with the 

Ricardos in 1951. Their daughter Lorna brought home a message that the 

nuns at her school, St, Bernard’s convent, hoped Spencer might give a talk for 

them. Later Jack and their three children called on Spencer and admired 

Daphne’s drawing of Ted Kirkley. 
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Riley, Mrs. (L20) 

She lived at Cookham Dean. Spencer went to supper with her early in 1952 

and there met Lady Wyn Harris, the wife of a former Governor of South Africa. 

Robinson, Johnny A former journalist, he was a publicity officer for the BBC, 

Belfast and Daphne became his secretary. It was through Johnny that 

Spencer was invited to give a talk that were broadcast from Belfast. 

 

Ross, Dr. (L39) 

A zoology lecturer at University College, London. He invited Spencer to visit 

China in October, 1954 as one of five members of a cultural delegation. 

Spencer along with many others had signed a message to Chinese workers in 

the arts and sciences. He quotes Ross’s’ letter in full in his letter to Daphne 

before saying that he went to University College to meet Dr. Ross and learn 

more before accepting the invitation. 

 

Rothenstein, Sir John and Lady Elizabeth (L23 & 24) 

He was an English art historian, teacher and author, who taught in the United 

States before being director of Leeds, then Sheffield Art Galleries, before 

becoming Director of the Tate (1938 – 1964). He invited Spencer to have an 

Exhibition at the Tate in 1955. She was American and a Roman Catholic. 

They both wrote books about Spencer. They lived at the Old Rectory, 

Warborough – ‘a most heavenly house’ which she had restored to its ‘former 

loveliness’. They were hospitable to Spencer, kind and very patient when he 

kept talking. Spencer stayed with them for two days in 1952, and apart from 

forgetting to keep quiet when grace was about to be said he drew the head of 

an American, also a visitor, and was paid £25 for it. 

 

Shiel, Mr. and Mrs. (L7) 

They lived at ‘Englefield House’, Cookham not far from Spencer and were 

patrons of his, commissioning several paintings of their house and garden, 

including Engelfield House [Bell, 367] which features their big deodar tree. 

Spencer liked them and thought their garden was ‘just Heaven’. They built an 

extension to their house to house their paintings by Spencer. They 

entertained him socially several times in the 1950s. It was at their home in 
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January, 1951 that he heard the broadcast of the BBC talk he had recorded in 

Belfast, their little poodle on his lap. 

 

Sieh, Mr. (L7) 

A former resident of ‘Engelfield House’, Cookham whom Harold also would 

remember. 

 

Slesser, Sir Henry and Lady Margaret (L33) 

He was Solicitor-General for the Labour Government of the 1920s. They lived 

at ‘Cornerways’, Bourne End just across the Thames from Cookham. In 

November, 1919 the Behrends took Spencer to tea there and the Slessers 

invited him to stay. He needed space and so went to stay with them in April, 

1920. His room overlooked the Thames and in the next years he painted 

nearly 20 paintings, including Portrait of Lady Slesser [K.Bell, no. 33] and The 

Last Supper [K.Bell, no. 34]. In December, 1953 Spencer writes to tell Daphne 

that he had heard Mozart’s Requiem in Southwark cathedral with its ‘lovely 

themes’ which he had first heard Henry Lamb play on the piano but also on 

the pianola at the Slessers. In The Resurrection, Cookham [K.Bell, no. 116] 

Spencer had portrayed Hilda, his wife, Richard Carline, his brother-in-law, 

himself and friends such as Slesser, who is shown in the foreground in his 

Justice’s robes emerging out of a tomb, which is surrounded by flowers. 

 

Smart, Richard (L36) 

Also employed by Tooths. Smart appreciated that Spencer’s work did not 

‘look at all happy in mixed shows’ and so only included in them such works as 

they were having difficulty in selling. 

 

Spencer, Brian   (L8) 

He was the son of Natalie and Harold who Daphne grew up with. Spencer 

sends messages to him from time to time. 

 

Spencer, Daphne (Mrs. Daphne Robinson)   (e.g. L1,4,7) 

She was born in 1932 to Harold and Marjorie Spencer. Stanley Spencer wrote 

34 of the letters to his niece in Belfast. It is thanks to Daphne and her 
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husband Johnnie Robinson (they married in 1955) that the letters have 

survived. Daphne knew Cookham and Spencer’s friends and stayed with him. 

She and Johnnie were married from Cliveden View. She was musical and 

accompanied her father at the piano – Spencer was pleased that he heard 

two of their ‘little Saturday concerts at Crymballs’ (L21). She was also artistic 

and her drawing of Ted Kirkley was praised by Spencer. She sat for Spencer 

for four portraits, each painted in her home. She worked as a secretary at the 

BBC in Belfast. Spencer was pleased by the news that she was pregnant, 

concerned when she had appendicitis but relieved that the foetus was 

unharmed, and delighted when Diana was born – and later when a second 

daughter, Anthea, was born. 

 

Spencer, Gilbert R.A. (L48)     (1892-1979) 

Spencer’s younger brother and the youngest of the nine children. He and 

Spencer grew up together and were educated by their sister Annie. Both 

became artists. They remained good friends but ‘Gil’ knew how to upset his 

brother’s equilibrium by making caustic remarks or teasing him. The two of 

them were filmed at Fernley to mark his becoming an R.A. and Spencer’s 

return to the family home. He wrote a fine, sensitive memoir of his brother 

which beautifully evokes their childhood and upbringing in Cookham. 

 

Spencer, Harold (L2)    (1880 – 1952) 

He was Stanley Spencer’s second eldest brother, a musician who played the 

violin and organ. Daphne was his daughter by Marjorie, his second wife, and 

they lived with Brian (his son by his first wife Natalie Balloo) and Timmy the 

cat in I76, Merivale Garden Village in the north of Belfast. Spencer wrote two 

of this set of letters to him. On Spencer’s first wife Hilda’s death in 1950, 

Harold’s family became a surrogate one to him – certainly for the first half of 

the decade during which he visited them four times between 1951 - 1953, 

always painting and working while he was with them. His visits were carefree 

and fun, and he loved listening to Harold playing Bach on the piano. Spencer 

recalls (letter 2) Harold’s sense of humour and his speeches at Christmas, 

when Spencer was a child, mocking their father’s lapses in poetic taste. 
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Harold had cancer of the prostate from which he died. Strangely there is no 

reference to his death in the correspondence. 

 

Spencer, Jen and Jenny (L20) 

Uncle and aunt to Spencer and his siblings. They lived at ‘Belmont’ next door 

to ‘Fernlea’, Stanley Spencer’s birth home, and were two of the 70 people in 

the Cookham area to whom he was related. 

 

Spencer, Marjorie Nina  (L8) 

Born in 1895, she married Harold in 1923 and they had a daughter, Daphne. 

Marjorie was kind to Spencer, her brother-in-law, and mothered him, sending 

him a dressing gown. He wrote 17 letters to her, often starting by apologising 

for his delay in replying to hers (e.g. letter 2) before telling her in detail about 

his drawings and progress. 

 

Spencer, Percy (L23) 

He was the fifth child of William and Anna, the third of Spencer’s elder 

brothers. He was the business man in the family and not especially musical. 

By the 1950s he was looking after the affairs of Annie, the elder daughter; and 

when Annie moved out of ‘Cliveden View’ he arranged for Spencer to move 

in. He went out to Switzerland on behalf of the family when Will was dying. 

 

Spencer, Shirin (L52) 

Elder daughter of Hilda and Spencer, she was born in 1925 and became a 

teacher and went out to Africa to be in a school near a national park. 

 

Spencer, Unity 

Hilda and Spencer’s second daughter and was born in 1930 and she became 

an artist. She was taught by Sir William Coldstream and painted a portrait of 

her father which was on display in the Stanley Spencer Gallery, Cookham in 

2009. In the 1950s Spencer liked to join Shirin and Unity for Christmas at 17, 

Pond Street. 
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Spencer, Ursula (L48) 

Gilbert’s wife and mother of their daughter Gillian. Spencer visited her in 

Reading hospital shortly before she died in 1959. Spencer admired her 

painting of Gilbert. 

 

Spencer, Will 

He was the eldest of the nine children that survived to William and Anna 

Spencer. A precociously talented young musician, he was pressed too hard 

and too soon by his father. He had a mental breakdown as a young man. He 

married and became a Professor in the Berne Music Institute. He died c.1953. 

Unity, Spencer’s younger daughter, visited her uncle and drew him near the 

time of his death. Will and Harold are mentioned by Spencer as two of the 

regular performers in the annual classical concert given from the ferry barge 

in July after the Cookham Regatta races. 

 

Spencer, William the elder (L2) 

The head of the Spencer household, referred to by Spencer as Par. A 

musician, organist and piano teacher who styled himself as ‘Professor’, he 

would read the Bible and other classics to his family. He was puzzled by 

Spencer’s habit of taking time over drawing and used to think that his son was 

wasting time on such occasions, whereas the act of painting he could 

understand. At Christmas time he was teased by Harold for his lapses in 

poetic taste. He died in 1928. 

 

Stevenson, Patric and Mrs. (L19) 

Friends of Spencer’s whom he stayed with at Prestwick in July, 1952 en route 

for Harold’s home. They had looked at ‘Delwiren’ in Cookham when 

considering moving to Cookham. Theirs was a musical household. She on the 

violin and her father, Mr. Foster, on the piano made music in the evenings and 

Patric played his records to Spencer, chiefly Berlioz. All of which Spencer 

greatly enjoyed. Three months later he received some photos from them. 
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Sylvester, David (L30)   (1924 – 2001) 

Born in 1924, he was a British writer, broadcaster, filmmaker, lecturer and 

exhibition organiser. He wrote on sport and the cinema as well as on art in 

which his main interest was twentieth-century topics. His interviews of Francis 

Bacon were later published and he wrote about Magritte before publishing a 

five-volume catalogue raisonné on him (1992-1996). He visited Spencer in 

August, 1953 to select 50 drawings for an Arts Council exhibition for which he 

wrote the introduction. 

 

Tomkins et al. (L27) 

Mentioned by Spencer in jest at the end of a letter to Marjorie as someone 

who thinks Spencer ‘doesn’t know when to stop’. (In the next sentence 

Spencer asks for the name of ‘the nice hairdresser lady & her husband down 

the road outside whose house I painted.’ They were yet another contact he 

had made and people whom he remembered.) 

 

Tooth, Dudley 

He was Spencer’s agent from 1932 until his death in 1959 and managing 

director of the firm until his death in 1972. His gallery was in 31, Bruton Street, 

London. He managed Spencer’s business affairs, helping him to pay off his 

debts and steering him through his low morale of the late 1930s. He avoided 

commenting or advising on matrimonial matters. He was ‘a man of kindly 

understanding and great good humour.’  Thanks largely to Tooth, Spencer’s 

affairs were usually in good order in his final years. Although Spencer 

grumbled about him, he generally took his advice, and for most of his final 

decade their partnership was financially and socially effective. 

 

Traherne, Thomas (L4) (c.1637 – 1674) 

Anglican priest, rector of Credenhill, Herefordshire, mystic and poet. He was 

chaplain to Sir Orlando Bridgeman, Lord Keeper of the Seal. His Centuries of 

Meditations, discovered in1896-97, was first published in 1908. More 

manuscripts of his were discovered in 1964, 1981, and 1997 and his ideas 

and importance are being re-assessed, thanks to contemporary scholars.  

Daphne Spencer liked his writing and sent Spencer an extract (not identified) 
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which he responded to, finding in him a kindred spirit. Spencer observed that 

Traherne wrote about infancy ‘naturally and responsively’ but was also able 

‘to express the significance and meaning everything has for him – now as a 

grown up.’ 

 

Trollope, Anthony (L14) (1815 – 1882) 

British novelist who worked in the Post office. He wrote many novels and is 

especially remembered for the Barchester Chronicles. For Christmas, 1951 

Shirin and Unity gave their father Trollope’s Framley Parsonage which he 

enjoyed. 

 

Waley, Arthur (L48) (1899 – 1966) 

British born scholar, who adopted his mother’s surname, best known for his 

translations of poetry and prose. He taught himself Chinese and Japanese 

while working in the Print Room of the British Museum. His work contributed 

to a growing interest in the East in the 1920s. Spencer met him at the 

Carlines’ home in 1957. 

 

Westropp, Mrs. Rachel (L49) 

Together with her husband she became a close Cookham friend of Spencer’s, 

especially after he had been diagnosed with cancer. She was a pianist, and 

she invited Spencer to open the Church bazaar in 1957 when Dennis 

Compton was ill. In 1959 when he was convalescing with the Westropps she 

commissioned her portrait [K.Bell, no. 446] as a birthday present for her 

husband. 

 

Westropp, Revd. Canon Michael (L28) 

Vicar of Cookham from 1952 until 1961. He commissioned the painting of the 

church just outside the church gate which was painted in full view of the 

neighbouring houses whose residents vied to feed him with snacks. He 

commissioned Winter Aconites [K.Bell, no. 429] in 1957 as a wedding 

anniversary present for his wife, and in 1958 he enthusiastically backed the 

idea of a Spencer exhibition in Cookham offering the Vicarage as an 

additional venue to the church. He ministered to Spencer when he had 
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cancer, let him convalesce with them when he left hospital, helped move 

Spencer’s paintings into ‘Fernley’, and visited him when he returned to 

hospital and was with him when he died on 14 December, 1959. He officiated 

at the committal of Spencer’s ashes. 

 

Wilenski, R.H. (L8 & 9) 

He was an art historian and critic who lived at ‘Tugwood’, Cookham Dean. In 

1924 he wrote the first book about Spencer in a series on Contemporary 

British Artists published by Ernest Benn Ltd and edited by Albert Rutherston. 

27 years later he wrote a second book on Spencer, this time on his Glasgow 

Resurrection pictures. Spencer was thrilled to be invited to contribute in his 

own words notes about each of the paintings. He lunched with Wilenski soon 

after the book’s publication and his host apologised for the red mark which 

had appeared in the reproduction of the painting Tidying. 

 

Williams, Eric and Sybil (L38) 

Wartime pilot and escaper, he wrote military history including The Wooden 

Horse. They married in 1948 and built a long wooden chalet ‘Sea Cliff’ 

overlooking Start Point near Dartmouth. Spencer painted his portrait there in 

1954 [K.Bell, no. 400], describing him as a ‘heluva’ chap with a charming wife. 

He returned the next year to paint hers [K.Bell, no. 407] and on the same visit 

he painted their privet hedge with the sea beyond [K.Bell, no. 406]. 

 

Wood, James (Jas or Jaz) (L43) (1889 - 1975) 

A life-long friend with whom Spencer corresponded and who lent him books, 

Wood was a self-taught painter and writer with a specialist interest in Persia. 

He bought an early painting by Spencer [K.Bell, no. 23] and was given a 

preliminary sketch for a bigger work [K.Bell, no. 24]. Wood was Spencer’s 

best man at his second wedding. Spencer mentions that he met Wood at the 

Carlines’ 17, Pond Street, Hampstead on Boxing Day, 1951, and that they 

had several mutual friends. In the last of four references to him in these 

letters, Spencer relates how he showed Wood a photo of himself in China, 

walking in the Summer Palace grounds. Wood was unimpressed. ‘Looks like 

Hampstead Heath,’ he said. 
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Principle Sources: 

 

In addition to this correspondence I have drawn on: 

 

Bell, Keith (1992) Stanley Spencer: a Complete Catalogue of the Paintings, 

London: Phaidon Press. 

Chilvers, Ian (1999) A Dictionary of Twentieth Century Art, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Crystal, David (ed) (1998) The Cambridge Biographical Encyclopaedia, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Glew, Adrian (2001) Stanley Spencer: Letters and Writings, London: Tate 

Publishing. 

Magnusson, Magnus (ed) (1998) Chambers Biographical Dictionary, 

Edinburgh: W& R Chambers. 

Ousby, Ian  (ed) (1999) The Cambridge Guide to English Literature, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Pople, Ken (1996) Stanley Spencer, London: Harper Collins. 

 

I have also consulted Ann Danks, Paul Gough, Diana Hutchinson, Christopher 

Richards and Daphne Robinson. 
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