Eric Ravilious by Victoria Partridge

It is always hard to discuss the work of an artist in half an hour even one who’s career was cut as tragically short as Eric Ravilious’s, so today I am going to attempt to talk about Ravilious in terms of his relationship with Bawden with whom he shared a friendship right from the start of his career.

The two men came from similar backgrounds, both from lower middle class families, Bawden the son of a Methodist ironmonger in Braintree, Essex and Ravilious the son of an antique shop owner in Eastbourne. Both attended local schools then art schools, Bawden in Cambridge and Ravilious Eastbourne before winning identical scholarships to the Royal College of Art. 

Both men started at the RCA on the same day in 1922 and both were assigned to the Department of Industrial Design and became, along with another student Douglas Percy Bliss inseparable.

They were very different, Bliss wrote that girls scared Bawden and he ‘hated all hale and hearty fellows. And that he stood a little outside life and saw it like a foreigner at a cricket match where as Ravilious (shown here by Phyllis Dodd) was described as ‘a delightful companion, cheerful, good natured, intelligent and prepossessing in his appearance’ and obviously not scared of girls as he was said to spend hours in the common room with the prettier kind of girl. He was elegant, sensitive, amusing and had a pan like quality which led to him being nicknamed ‘The Boy’. Even their reading habits were poles apart, where as Bawden worked his way Jackson’s History of Wood Engraving or articles on ironmongery and hardware, Ravilious read for fun saying his favourite book was Huckleberry Finn. Despite these differences as Bawden wrote they ‘were very close friends. He was much cleverer, but never gave the appearance of working. I think I rather showed off that I was being busy.’

As well as sharing a sardonic humour the men also shared similar artistic influences. They regularly visited the V&A print room and other galleries and admired the work of J S Cotman, Francis Towne and Samuel Palmer. Of the more modern artists Claude Lovat Fraser was much talked about due to his set design in 1920 for The Beggars Opera as well as his book illustrations for the Curwen Press. Fraser sadly died young in 1921 due to injuries inflicted in the First World War. But before this, in 1919 he became friends with another artist, Paul Nash who was to be the defining influence on Bawden and Ravilious. Nash was appointed an assistant in the design school in 1924 and worked there one day a week. The pair were familiar with his work, Bawden had copies of the Broadsheets decorated by Nash and Lovat Fraser pinned in his room and both he and Ravilious had been thrilled with an exhibition of Paul and his brother Johns work in London. Nash had returned from the trenches with a stripped down style and a pale, cool palette. He had spent his time travelling abroad as well as visiting Dymchurch and the Sussex countryside. Though he had painted the English countryside before the war he returned to it with a new modern style away from his English Romantic roots. He was helpful to Bawden and Ravilious in many ways; he demonstrated watercolour technique as well as set an example to them as an artist that blurred the boundaries of design, architecture and art by designing china and chocolate boxes as well as producing book illustrations and watercolours. He also made introductions for them; Bawden’s work for London Underground came about from Nash introducing Bawden to Frank Pick and in 1925 it was Paul Nash that proposed Ravilious for the Society of Wood Engravers.

It was under Nash’s guidance that Ravilious took up Wood engraving. It was not only an artistic output but also made financial sense for the students to master as the medium was booming with a growing demand from publishers and magazines as the blocks could be printed with the same presses used for metal type making them perfect for illustrations. Ravilious’s earliest experiments appeared in the RCA student’s magazine Gallimaufry of which Bliss was editor. The 1925 editions cover was designed by Ravilious and included this engraving ‘Sussex Church’ inside. 

Ravilious’s membership to the Society of Wood Engravers meant that he could exhibit in their exhibitions, where his work could be seen by publishers. His first commission in 1925 was from Robert Gibbings at the Golden Cockerel Press forming a relationship that would continue well into the 1930’s. Wood engraving commissions continued throughout Ravilious’s career, with both him and Bawden working for the same companies. 

Bawden and Ravilious left college in 1926 but remained in London, lodging in bedsits in Redcliffe Road, they both exhibited in London galleries and their work was received well. In 1928 they received a commission that would bring them even more attention. William Rothenstein the principal at RCA had been to the opening of the Rex Whistler mural in the restaurant at the Tate Gallery. Whistler had been a student at the Slade and Rothenstein wanted to do something that would give publicity to one of his students. Lord Duveen who had funded the Tate mural was persuaded by Rothenstein to fund three recently graduated RCA students to provide a mural for the refreshment room and stage of the Morley Working Men’s College on Westminster Bridge Road, Lambeth. Cyril Mahoney, Eric Ravilious and Edward Bawden were selected, and although there was no fee they were paid a pound a day for the duration of the work and their materials were provided. Mahoney was given the stage and Ravilious and Bawden the refreshment room. Located in the basement the mural was to stretch across three walls, Bawden took the longest and Ravilious the two interrupted by doors. The original idea was too produce something along the theme of London, but Rothenstein didn’t like their preliminary sketches, so fantasy was chosen instead. So the two men produced imaginary scenes which drew on their reading. Bawden described it as a riot of Elizabethan plays, Shakespeare, Olympian Gods and Goddesses, Punch and Judy, Miracle plays and a Doll’s House’. Both had been on a travelling scholarship to Italy whilst at the RCA which was reflected in the layout. Bawden wrote ‘The impact of early Florentine and Sienese work was terrific. 
I’d been a bit further south to Pompeii, and the structure of the murals – little pillars with platforms and boxes and so on – was derived from what I’d seen there’.

The murals were opened by the then Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin in 1930 and much was written about them in the press. Unfortunately the murals were only viewed for 10 years as in 1940 the whole mural was lost along with lives of 57 people when the college was bombed in the blitz. Bawden was asked to produce a replacement mural in the fifties, on a return visit 20 years later he was shown a fragment of the original mural that had been salvaged. The principal informed him that it was the only piece of work they had by Ravilious, Bawden looked at it closely and said ‘I’m afraid it’s probably by me. The Boy would have done it better’. It is difficult to tell whose work is whose as the two artists blend so well. One feature that is definitely Ravilious’s is the Boarding House. A cook is seen struggling with a pot on the ground floor, above a vicar is visiting and at the very top a poet is visited by a muse who bears a resemblance to the girl practising the piano who in again resembles his study for Venus, in fact Ravilious’s friends thought that all of Ravilious’s female figures resembled Tirzah Garwood.

Ravilious had met Tirzah at the Eastbourne school of art where he had been teaching part time since 1926. Christened Eileen, Tirzah was and accomplished wood engraver and also very pretty.

Her parents did not initially approve of the match but on the fifth of July 1930 the two were married with Bawden acting as best man.

The couple moved first to Kensington but after a short while found a flat in Hammersmith overlooking the Thames. The flat was perfect for watching the Boat Race a subject that he would use in his designs for Wedgwood.

He first visited the Wedgwood works in 1935, on the request of the head of the firm Josiah Wedgwood who had asked him to produce some trial designs. He visited again in 1937 with designs for plates and a special mug to celebrate the coronation of King Edward 8th. Wedgwood were impressed by the coronation design and it was put straight into production, but some of the other designs were as he wrote to a friend ‘above the heads of the Wedgwood’s public and that to begin with something should be done that is safer and more understandable’ he continued ‘I had better think of some new designs – something if possible that suits all the markets at once, so I must go back and see if I am clever enough to do this’.

The coronation mug was produced in time for Christmas with blue print on a pink body and one of the first people to buy it was Mrs Simpson. For the actual coronation in 1937 of George 6th the mug was reissued in blue and yellow with a smaller issue in green and orange. It was so popular that it was reissued in 1953 for Elizabeth II.
Ravilious second design was produced in 1936. Persephone also known as Harvest Festival was the most commercial successful of all his designs. It was inspired by drawings made earlier of a harvest festival shown by the loaves and fish. 
Other ranges include ‘Garden’ designed in 1938 and the ‘Travel’ service designed the same year but not produced until 1952. One of the longest running designs is the Alphabet or Nursery service of which certain pieces are still available today. It is a simple idea of the letters of the alphabet paired with an illustration. So A for Aeroplane, B for Bird and C for Cloud. Y for Yacht and Z for Zeppelin are inside the mug so that when the cup is full the yacht appears to float on the surface of the drink.

The Boat Race Day pieces from 1938 were the ones that Ravilious was most pleased with. Inside is Piccadilly Circus, his most complicated design for Wedgwood and on the outside a mermaid with 16 oars, 8 for each of the competing boats.

Ravilious arrangement with Wedgwood, satisfied both parties with Ravilious working for the company 6 weeks a year. He wrote that the fee ‘is something beautifully disproportionate to the time and effort’ involved. The partnership would have continued had war not been declared with which Ravilious offered to resign and in his own words was given the sack gratefully.

Bawden had a very different relationship with Wedgwood. After the war his designs for the Orient Line ceramics were produced by Wedgwood and he was later approached directly by the company to make experimental designs for a dinner service.  The designs were not put into production and Bawden later said ‘my experiences with Wedgwood were very unhappy. The present managing director, then a salesman, had an unerring eye for mediocrity’. 

Jumping back in time, we had just left Ravilious and his wife in Hammersmith. In 1932 Bawden married Charlotte Epton and his father bought him Brick House in Great Bardfield, Essex as a wedding present. Ravilious and Bawden had discovered the house in 1930. They were both longing to do more landscape painting so cycled round the Essex countryside to find an empty cottage they could rent and share for holidays. They found the perfect place in Great Bardfield. Brick House was home to a retired stewardess who agreed to rent two rooms on the ground floor and two above for a low rent.

Once the Bawden’s were married they moved to the house permanently, and as the house was large and neither couple had children they persuaded the Ravilious’s to move in too. The house was not in the best state when the two men first rented it, Bawden said it was like camping. But they gradually renovated it. Charlotte wrote to a friend ‘Edward and Rav are at Bardfield this week, decorating the Victorian Room. They are threatening to paint stags horns and trophies of the chase in suitable positions on the wall, and forget me nots and pansies around the fireplace, but I think Rav will keep a discreet hand over Edwards Rococo spirit.’ 

Whilst Tirzah and Charlotte collaborated on making marbled paper, Ravilious and Bawden worked on their watercolours. Tirzah recalled ‘the garden and country around Bardfield inspired them both and they competed with one another in conditions of various hardships, such as ghastly weather or working with the son bang in their eyes. They painted several pictures very early in the morning from the roof of the house, and on one occasion had to come down, nearly overpowered by the smell of kippers cooking for breakfast.’ Bawden tried to finish his paintings on the spot whilst it was Ravilious’s practise to start on site then complete them in doors. He made no preparatory notes, preferring to work directly on the final sheet working out a rough sketch in pencil before developing areas in paint. It was a risky technique and he was a harsh critic. Tirzah recalled that he only showed one out of every five paintings he made destroying the other four.

By 1934 the Ravilious’s had moved out of Brick House to the village of Castle Hedingham ten miles from Great Bardfield. The couples were still friends but living together with two wives thinking of having children and sharing a kitchen, it had seemed best for the Ravilious’s to move into their own house. 

By this time Ravilious’s work had its own distinctive style. He didn’t allow his watercolours to blend into each other, instead he used paint sparingly always allowing plenty of white paper to show through. He formed clear boundaries between the lines using skills he had acquired from wood engraving. He used a cool palette and made uncluttered compositions resulting in serene landscapes. 

He visited Sussex and the Downs regularly from 1934 staying at a friends Peggy Angus cottage Furlongs. It was here that he would meet with Helen Binyon a fellow RCA student with whom he had a five year affair with.

Furlongs and the Sussex and Downs countryside were a glorious subject for him

It was from this landscape that he produced his series of paintings on chalk figures. It was a subject that he had used before in earlier work such as his woodcut from 1929 for the Lanston monotype almanack showing the Wilmington Giant. The watercolour version was painted ten years later in 1939. He produced two watercolours of the Westbury Horse, the first with a train in the background and the second from the train, showing the rail carriage. One that works particularly well, is the Vale of the White Horse and shows the white horse of Uffington. The view point he uses makes the horse hard to read but blends it beautifully into the landscape. 
Ravilious was painting the chalk figures whilst on leave from his war work at Castle Hedingham. The only watercolour in the Cecil Higgins Collection shows the observers post where he was posted.

In 1940 both Ravilious and Bawden were appointed Official War Artists, but whilst Bawden’s war took him to the heat of the middle east with the army, Ravilious was given the rank of honorary captain with the Royal Marines and initially stayed closer to home producing some of the most memorable images of the war at sea. He learnt quickly to draw with the rolling of the ship and described attacks on vessels as ‘excitements’. He wrote to Helen Binyon ‘we have had a few excitements at which I have leapt (allowing for the roll) to the deck, pencil in hand’. During his three years at war he was posted throughout Britain, he particularly enjoyed his time aboard the HMS Highlander on which he travelled to Norway and Arctic circle in the summer of 1940.

Later that summer he was posted to HMS Dolphin at Gosport and recorded life in a submarine, he wrote about his time there with enthusiasm ‘This is a change from Destroyers and I enjoy the state of complete calm after the North Sea – there is no roll or movement at all in the submarines which is one condition is their favour – apart from the peculiar submarine smell, the heat and the noise, there is something jolly good about it.’

He turned his drawings into two sets of lithographs which were published in 1941. He was forced to include figures in these but many of them have blank faces which only enhances the strangeness of their setting.

He was stationed at the end of 1941 with the Fleet Air Arm in Dundee so planes found their way into his work this is ‘Morning on the Tarmac’ and shows two Walrus's, planes he found comical describing them as having a strong personality like a duck.  In the Spring of 1942 he was back in England painting Tiger Moths and Spitfires as in 'Spitfires on a camouflaged runway'

But It wasn't all mechanical weapons of war as is shown in Corporal Steddiford's Mobile Pigeon Loft from 1942

In August 1942 he was posted to Iceland, he had asked to go before but plans had fallen through. Paintings by Francis Townes of glaciers and snow-scapes as well as his journey to Norway had instilled in him the desire to go further north and paint a more desolate landscape. He flew in from Scotland and wrote to Tirzah of passing over mountain country that looked like craters on the moon. Tirzah only received one letter from her husband and tragically it came after a telegram informing her that her husband was missing and assumed dead. For a moment she must of thought there was still hope, but the letter was dated 1 September the day before he had joined a reconnaissance mission in a air-sea rescue aircraft that did not return to base. The Air Officer Commanding Iceland wrote to Tirzah ‘the most exhaustive search lasting four days has been carried out and I am afraid we must now give up all hope and assume they are lost’.
Ravilious died aged 39 the first Official War Artist to die in the Second World War.
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