Frederick Whitehead (1853 - 1938)

The Leam near Willes Road Bridge

oil on canvas
Welcome to this Collection Connection event. We are delighted to be joined today by Counsellor Norman Pratt, Chairman of Warwick District Council. Counsellor Pratt has selected this painting of The Leam near Willes Road Bridge by Frederick Whitehead and will tell us why the painting has a special significance for him. 
***

This painting by Frederick Whitehead was donated to the collection in 1959. However it may not be as familiar as some works by Whitehead since it has hung (at least since 1994) in the Town Hall.
It is not dated, but was probably painted when Frederick was mid career and still living in Leamington Spa with his younger sister Elizabeth. The pair were born just 2 years apart, the two eldest children of William and Hannah Whitehead.  The Whitehead family had lived in Leamington from the late eighteenth century and worked as bricklayers or farmers.  Frederick’s father, however, carried out an apprenticeship and set up business as a ‘Carver & Gilder, Picture Dealer, Restorer and Artists’ Colourman’. Their house was at 5 Willes Road, which has recently been adorned with a blue plaque. The building was not just their home it was also the business premises and studio.  The two children grew up surrounded by strong artistic influences.  Well established Leamington artists, including Thomas Baker (1808-1864), sold their work through the studio so would have been regular visitors to the house.  When Frederick was a child the Irish artist Richard Rothwell (1800-1868) came to stay at Lansdowne Terrace and gave him his first lessons in drawing and painting.  Later he received tuition from John Burgess (1813-1874), one of the town’s foremost artists.  It is also thought that both Frederick and Elizabeth attended the Leamington School of Art. When he was just 17, Fredereick exhibited his first work with the Royal Birmingham Society of Artists. 

In early 1880 brother and sister travelled to France where they both studied at the Acadamie Julian in Paris. Frederick studied under Lefebvre and Boulanger, but the teaching style at the academie was informal with tutors only visiting once a week to look at the student’s work and he does not seem to have been influenced very much by either of these artists – both of whom were celebrated figure painters. Instead Frederick appears to have favoured landscape painting. Classes at the academy were only held in the winter so during the summer months, Frederick and Elizabeth were free to travel and paint together in the French countryside.  

For Frederick this period in France established the importance of painting in the open air and observing all the changes in nature. In the 1880s the Paris art scene was still very much influenced by the work of the Impressionists. For artists like Monet, Renoir and Pissarro, working outside, in front of nature, was central to their technique. Later in his career Frederick related to a friend: ‘If one wishes to paint nature, one must study her not only under the conditions for which one on any particular occasion seeks, but always, and under every fickle change.’

This philosophy would have a visible impact on his work throughout his life.  Although Elizabeth became best known for her still life paintings of flowers, which was generally considered a more appropriate subject for a female artist at this time (although perhaps more in Britain than in France), she often worked alongside her brother painting similar landscape subjects.  

The siblings also shared a love of travelling.  Through her life Elizabeth travelled around England and Europe going as far as North Africa, where she contracted typhoid which left her completely deaf.

Frederick on the other hand, appeared to prefer the British countryside. Initially his landscapes tended to show Warwickshire scenes. Between 1885 and 1892 he completed a number of etchings of Warwick and Leamington Spa. Whitehead etched as he painted – ‘on the spot’. He explained ‘I take the plate out to the spot of which I wish to make an etching … and do most of the work there.’

However, later he began to gain a reputation for his paintings of the Dorset landscape.  It was in this county that he met and began a lifelong friendship with the writer, Thomas Hardy.  The two were even compared; it was said that if Thomas Hardy was Dorset’s champion in literature then Whitehead was its equivalent in art.  It was in Dorset that Frederick met his future wife Beatrice Case who was a local celebrity in her own right, well known for her singing voice and expertise on the piano.  They were married at All Saints Church in Notting Hill, London, on the 15th April 1893.  

From this point on Frederick tended to spend winters in London, returning to Dorset in the summer months. Throughout their long and happy marriage Frederick and Beatrice became well known in the Dorset countryside, travelling with their two dogs and their caravan, which they named ‘The Rambler’.  Living in this way meant that Frederick could immerse himself in nature.  He painted close by the caravan or travelled further a-field with a small portable studio called the Baby Elephant.  
Caravanning and living the ‘gypsy life’ came to be a fashionable society pastime in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Tales of the Whiteheads life in ‘The Rambler’ by their friends are often quite nostalgic and idyllic. Beatrice was apparently always neat and efficient as the housekeeper of a mobile home, always ready to accept company and entertaining in their dining tent. The couple apparently had ‘more invitations when camping than they can accept’. However, accounts of ‘difficulties in getting the heavy caravan…over rough tracks, to out of the way sites’, while recounted in order to demonstrate ‘the artist’s infinite resource, good humour and perseverance’ reveal that this lifestyle must, at times, have been relatively uncomfortable and have taken real dedication.

Although Elizabeth, who never married, remained in Leamington, painting and teaching, Frederick Whitehead rarely visited Leamington after his marriage, apparently because Beatrice did not get on with his younger sister Louisa.  However, he maintained his connection with the town, and, between 1881 and 1916, he illustrated three books on Warwickshire.

Frederick’s style is well demonstrated in this painting, one of the largest works by him that we have in the collection. He has been described by the critic Peter Davies as ‘an artist with one foot in the Nineteenth Century and the other in the Twentieth Century with a style of painting that touched both tradition (in its observation) and modernity (in its use of colour).’
 

He was a great admirer of Constable and there is certainly a link in both his style and choice of subject matter. His love of working en plein air draws on the influence of the Impressionists – as do elements of his brushwork – although he was clearly reluctant to adopt Impressionist techniques wholesale and his style is more blocky (less broken brush strokes) and more akin to that of British Impressionism, such as the artists of the Newlyn School. His depiction of nature has even been likened to that of the Pre-Raphaelites – which may seem a strange connection, but is perhaps clearer when one considers the carefully observed early landscapes of Holman Hunt, Millais and Ford Madox Brown. 

The collection here includes 20 oil paintings by Frederick Whitehead, along with 10 watercolours and 15 etchings, many of which depict locations in Warwickshire. We also have 6 oil paintings and 9 watercolours by Elizabeth. A large number of these works can be viewed online, if they are not on display in the gallery.

Elizabeth died on the 18th June, 1934 and is buried at Leamington Cemetery. Just four years later Frederick Whitehead died on 12th February 1938. His grave is in Hampstead, North London.  His nephew, Robert Mayo, remembered him as always ‘gentle, unruffled and gracious’.   As his work is so well represented here we are able to remember him as an artist who loved and lived alongside nature in order to capture the English countryside for future generations. His work immortalises landscapes that no longer exist, but also scenes, such as this one, which have remained remarkably unchanged by the intervening years. If Whitehead attempted to set up his easel to paint this scene today he may be disturbed by the cars whizzing up and down Willes Road and past his childhood home, but he may have been reassured by the view ahead of him. And with projects to care for and maintain our rivers such as those with which Counsellor Pratt is involved, we can hope that that view will remain unchanged for many years to come. 
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