Elizabeth Whitehead
1855 – 1934

‘It is unfortunate that we know far less about Elizabeth than 
her brother, as she possessed comparable gifts.  

She lived at a time when women artists were expected

to paint still life pictures, mainly of flowers, 

and to be content to remain of amateur status.’

Dominic Guyver & Alison Plumridge

Elizabeth Whitehead was born in Leamington Spa in 1855, the second child of William and Hannah Whitehead.  The Whitehead family had lived in Leamington from the late eighteenth century and were either bricklayers or farmers.  William Whitehead, however, carried out an apprenticeship and set up business as a Carver & Gilder, Picture Dealer, Restorer and Artists’ Colourman’.  The Whitehead’s family home at 5 Lansdowne Terrace became the business premises and studio. 

Elizabeth grew up surrounded by strong artistic influences.  Well established artists such as Thomas Baker (1808-1864) sold their work at the Lansdowne Terrace Studio.  When she was still a child the Irish artist Richard Rothwell (1800-1868) came to stay at the family home.  Elizabeth’s older brother Frederick received tuition from both Rothwell and John Burgess (1813-1874).  Though Elizabeth did not receive the same lessons the, circumstances of her later life suggest that she followed the same course as Frederick in terms of artistic development.  She attended the Leamington School of Art and travelled to France with Frederick to study at the Academie Julian in 1880.
The Academie Julian had been established by Rodolphe Julian (1839-1907) in 1868.  It soon came to rival Paris’ leading Art School, the École des Beaux-Arts.  Unlike the École, the Academie allowed women to enrol and had a special branch for women only.  Most importantly, women were allowed to study the same subjects as men including drawing from the nude.  This was a valuable skill in a world where figurative work was highly prized and it enabled women to compete with men in the professional art world.  Classes at the Academie were only held in the winter.  During the summer months Elizabeth and Frederick would travel and paint in Paris and nearby Barbizon and Gretz.
Elizabeth became, and perhaps still is, best known for her still life paintings of flowers.  There is some suggestion that her family, including Frederick, discouraged her from becoming a professional artist and instructed her to concentrate on still life painting.  Her skill as an artist is comparable to that of her brother but the late-nineteenth, early-twentieth centuries did not provide a hospitable environment for women to enter the professional art world.  She had little choice but to remain an amateur and exhibit work that befitted her sex and social status.  In private, however, she often painted landscapes.  She travelled around England and to Europe with her friend – who was also somewhat confusingly named Elizabeth Whitehead – and produced paintings of Warwickshire, Dorset, Whitby, Essex, Berkshire, Gosport, Avignon, Tunis, Venice and Dordrecht.  During a trip to North Africa Elizabeth contracted Typhoid, which left her completely deaf.  After her illness she communicated with her family and friends using a slate and chalk.

Elizabeth Whitehead’s work was exhibited annually from 1877 to 1927 at the Royal Birmingham Society of Artists.  She also exhibited three paintings at the Royal Society of British Art (London) and seven at the Royal Academy (London) between 1917 and 1927.  The British artist, Augustus John (1878 – 1961), was said to be a great admirer of her flower paintings and took his students to see Christmas Roses at the Royal Academy.  According to Elizabeth’s niece, Ruth Gibbs, John told his students they would never see a better depiction in paint of these flowers.
  Elizabeth also taught art from Lansdowne Terrace, one of her pupils was Emily Ledbrook whose work is also held at Leamington Spa Art Gallery and Museum.
Elizabeth never married and did not have any children.  She lived in Leamington at the family home all her life and died on 18th June 1934, aged 79.  She is buried at Leamington Cemetery.  
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