Samuel John ‘Lamorna’ Birch (1869-1935)

A June Morning

Oil on canvas

Welcome to Friday Focus. Today I shall be talking about this painting, A June Morning, by Samuel John ‘Lamorna’ Birch. It’s a painting of which I’ve been particularly fond ever since I started working here – partly, I’m sure, because of my personal connections with Cornwall, where Birch was based.

Birch was actually born (on 7 June 1869) in Egremont on the Cheshire bank of the river Mersey. Struggling financially, his parents, John and Elizabeth, moved to seek better fortune in Manchester and it was there that Birch spent his early years. His move to Cornwall happened in 1892, when he was 23. As a young artist, he was attracted by the artistic colony that was developing around Stanhope Forbes in Newlyn and beginning to gain national attention. Intrigued by the appeal of the place he paid three visits to the area in 1888, 1890 and 1891, before he was able to take up painting full time and settle there. He lodged at Boleigh Farm at the top of the Lamorna valley, where he had stayed on previous visits. Lamorna was just a few miles from Newlyn, but far enough away for him to assert his independence.  Although a few artists had painted there Birch was the first to settle there permanently. A few years after he had arrived (1895) Stanhope Forbes, with whom Birch became friends, suggested that he adopt the name ‘Lamorna’ in order to distinguish himself from the Penzance painter Lionel Birch. The name clarified this difference, but did initially cause some confusion. Commenting on the brilliant colours Birch favoured, one visitor to an exhibition Birch held in Lancaster was heard to comment that he ‘always thought young Birch was cracked in his colour schemes, but his sister Lamorna is a damned sight worse.’

This painting is hanging in this part of the gallery because it was one of the earliest to be acquired for the collection. As you can see from the plaque on the frame it was ‘Presented by Alderman Alfred Holt J.P.’, who was, as you probably already know, a very significant figure in the development of the collection here. Holt was an Oxford graduate who practised briefly as a barrister, before moving to Leamington around the time of his marriage in 1894. He played a leading role in the Leamington Corporation, was elected Mayor seven times and was also an honorary Freeman of the Borough. He not only made a substantial contribution to the cost of building the new Art Gallery extension in Avenue Road but also donated a large number of works to the newly established collection. He then continued to acquire works, purchasing from exhibitions he visited and donating paintings direct to the collection for a number of years. This work was acquired after Holt saw it on display in a Royal Academy exhibition in 1929. 
The work is signed but not dated. However, we can be quite precise about the year in which it was completed. The painting itself holds several clues. First, it is signed in black (Birch rarely signed his oil paintings using coloured paint). Until the end of 1896 Birch signed himself ‘S.J. Birch’. After that date he adopted his nickname, signing his work ‘S.J. Lamorna Birch’. This work is signed ‘S.J. Lamorna Birch’ so we therefore know that it must have been painted after 1896. Equally, until the First World War, Birch tended to date his works. He felt that including a date gave the work some immediacy which helped to sell it. However, between 1914 until the early 1930s he often failed to sign works, only taking the practice up again after that. Since this work is not dated we know that it must have been completed between 1914 and 1930.  These clues wouldn’t tell us the full story so we are lucky that we have other sources. We have letters written by Birch which give details of where he was painting throughout this period, which include a number of visits to Aberdeenshire. Secondly, we have details of when the work was purchased by Holt. And, finally, because it was purchased from an exhibition at the Royal Academy we can look in their catalogues and see that a work with this title was included as no. 23 in the lists. All this evidence suggests the work was completed in the 1920s. We can even make an educated guess, for reasons that I shall explain more fully, that the work was painted only a few months before it was exhibited and purchased.
Birch was a regular exhibitor at the Royal Academy. He first exhibited there in 1893, aged 24, and continued to have a great affection for the institution throughout his life, becoming an Associate member of the RA in 1926, a Royal Academician in 1934, a member of hanging and selection committees, and even, in 1938, considering running for President of the Academy – something he eventually decided not to do, despite having large amounts of support, since it would mean he would have had to leave Cornwall and move to London. He was a modest man and not someone who could be seen as following a career plan. However he was commercially aware and felt that exhibiting work at the Royal Academy was crucial to making ones name in the art world. This was a common view as, at this time, the Academy remained the most major exhibition venue in the UK and was recognised outside artistic circles as the place to be seen. In fact from an early age exhibiting at the Royal Academy had been held up to Birch as the epitome of artistic achievement. When, aged 8 or 9, his mother would find him, pencil in hand, sketching everyday scenes, she encouraged him saying ‘Carry on like that my lad and who knows? One day you could become an RA.’
 Years later he confessed that he had been spurred on because he thought the initials RA stood for Real Artist!

Although Birch started work aged 12 in the city offices of James Helme, manufacturers of oil cloth and baize, Birch was determined to further his artistic ambitions – and apparently was never in any doubt about his chosen career. His father was initially less enthusiastic about his son’s plans, fearful that it was not a career that could guarantee a steady income.  Although he himself had set up a business as a painter and decorator and Birch’s brother Harry later became a cabinet maker, there were no artists in the family so it seemed a hazardous choice of profession. However, Birch showed no signs of giving up his ideas and by the age of 13 or 14 he was drawing and painting in every spare moment. (This determination and energy was something that never left him – he was known for his early starts and often painted into the evening) When, in 1886, (when he was only 17 or 18) he was invited to exhibit a work at an exhibition at Manchester City Art Gallery. His parents revelled in his early success – Birch’s determination was paying off!

Birch’s other great enthusiasm, also evident from an early age, was for fishing. As a child he fished for minnows and sticklebacks, a popular pursuit, but he took his hobby seriously – fishing any streams he could find and carefully taking his catches home, where he would put the fish in the water tank at the back of the house so that he could study them as they developed. 

Both his great loves were to be fostered by a move to the country made in 1888 for the sake of his health. Ever since he was a baby Birch had suffered from acute respiratory problems and when he was 19 it was recommended that he moved from the city to the healthier air of the countryside. He travelled north to Halton, near Lancaster, where he stayed with the foreman of the Helme warehouse, Tom Broderick and his wife Annie. There he worked in the Helme mill. It was hard physical work, but at the weekends he could both indulge his love of fishing in the Lune River and tackle the challenge of painting the local landscape. Although he was frustrated by his inability to capture the river scenes which attracted painters from nearby Lancaster, Birch persevered and thrived in his new surroundings, making a good, and lasting, physical recovery. 

Birch’s love of fishing and art were to endure throughout his life and increasingly the two passions became linked. He developed a personal style, wearing heavy tweed suits with the trousers buckled just below the knee, thick hand-knitted stockings, heavy brown brogues and an old battered tweed hat covered in fishing flies - an outfit ideal for either fishing or painting outside. Photographers and commentators quipped that Birch’s appearance was so distinctive that photographs never needed a caption. Fishing was not just a passion for Birch. He was extremely talented. The angling writer GEM Skues, who became a close friend, described his technique as ‘unsurpassed’ and his casting as ‘a truly artistic performance’.
  

Birch’s love of fishing means that it is no surprise that rivers held a particular fascination for him and became the subject of a large number of his paintings. Flagstaff Cottage, in Lamorna Cove, which was Birch’s home from 1902 had a stream, suitable for fishing, which ran down to Lamorna Cove and was the subject of Birch’s RA Diploma work (Our Little Stream, Lamorna) submitted on the occasion of his election as a Royal Academician in 1934.  Throughout his life he would be fascinated by the very elements that he had found so difficult to capture in when attempting to paint the river Lune – the depiction of water, the reflections of the sky, the ripples across the surface and the depths, in which he may be able to catch a glimpse of a fat trout. His daughter later noted that he would advise his pupils to ‘find a pool, a puddle or some damp patch where you can transplant some of that lovely cerulean blue overhead’. Friends commented that Birch could not pass over a bridge without stopping to look into the water – and bridges often feature in his paintings.
The river depicted in this painting is the Deveron at Rothiemay, Aberdeenshire. When I first saw this work I was surprised to find that the view was not of Cornwall. Birch painted his beloved Lamorna Cove and other areas of Cornwall a great deal – spending a large amount of his time there. However, he was also a frequent traveller. When he married Houghton Emily Vivian in 1902 he warned his wife that he would need to be away from periods of time in order to make his name (and pay for their family). Throughout his life he continued to travel – both to London for formal engagements and to visit friends and patrons in sporting estates across the UK where he tended to combine his two passions, fishing and painting. He was a popular house guest and would give tuition (although this was his least favourite activity), produce his own work and take on commissions.
Birch’s marriage survived these absences. Birch was utterly devoted to his wife and his letters to her (often written twice a day when he was away from him) are among some of the few, and most helpful, of the archival papers left after his death. He often referred to her as Mouse (himself as Bear). The couple had met in 1902 when both were 32. Houghton, the daughter of a Camborne mining agent, was visiting Lamorna to overcome her grief at losing her fiancé in the Boer War. Birch was, in fact, already engaged to Polly Cook, the daughter of a farmer at Halton in Lancaster, and had to both extricate himself from their entanglement and retrieve some of his  funds from the joint account he and Polly had set up for their meagre savings. By August that year affairs had been resolved and the besotted Birch and Houghton were married in the parish church in Camborne. The couple spent the autumn repairing and refurbishing Flagstaff Cottage in Lamorna Cove, which was to be the family home for the rest of their lives. The Birches’ marriage was a long and happy one. In 1904 Houghton gave birth to a daughter, christened Elizabeth Lamorna, but later known simply as Mornie, and, five years later, a second daughter, Joan, was born. 
Birch’s warm nature, attractive appearance and teasing, often rather flirtatious manner led to comments throughout his life about his close friendships with attractive women throughout his life – most notably, in later life, with Greta Sequeira (who was the age of his own daughters, and with whom he had what she later described as ‘a form of pre-Raphaelite love’ – ie. in her eyes she took on the role of a muse). Houghton tolerated these friendships (although both she and the children appear to have been more wary of Greta) and they never appeared to undermine the couple’s marriage.
Birch painted this picture fairly late in his career. We can be fairly certain that it was painted in 1929, the year in which Holt bought it. By this date Birch was 60. It was a difficult year for him. He was in poor shape physically, suffering from a recurring arm and shoulder injury and he was worried about his financial position. The British economy was suffering and the art market was not proving to be profitable. Inspired by his friend, the artist and Laura Knight, Birch took up etching to take advantage of the print market, which was still booming. It was only a temporary solution, but saved Birch from having to take on teaching which he saw as a distraction. In May / June that year he visited Rothiemay to fish and paint the Deveron river.

Birch was no stranger to the Scottish Highlands. He and his friend and patron William Matthews Duncan made regular Scottish fishing trips. The pair had fished the Deveron River eight years earlier when they had stayed in Huntly in 1921. On that occasion their visit had been rather frustrating. Birch had found the location unexciting ‘It’s all too big,’ he complained, ‘and there are too many people’. However the river itself was appealing. He described how it ‘glides pleasantly through upland pastoral land, at times through rich woods, now over sparkling shingle, or breaks more roughly through rocky glades. Often it hurries along merrily, and yet it often pauses mid meadows or by some overhanging woods.’
  The area of the river for which Duncan (who systematically did all the planning for their fishing trips) had gained permits was, Birch claimed, ‘quite fished out’ so the pair had to pay to negotiate rights to fish further upstream. The weather was initially hot but then gave way to inhospitable rains and wind. However, this did make the fishing more successful and they were subsequently invited to fish with Sir Leybourne and Lady Davidson, who lived at Huntly Lodge. After a very successful day fishing (when, Birch admitted to Houghton in a letter, he felt he should be painting) Birch attempted to steer the day to a profitable conclusion by selling some pictures. Unfortunately, just as Davidson was about to select some works, the fishing celebrity JJ Hardy, managing director of the famous rod and tackle makers, arrived and became the centre of attention. Birch failed to make a sale and he and Duncan returned to their lodgings disconsolate! 

Although it is possible that Birch may have visited Rothiemay, which is not far from Huntly, on this visit, it seems unlikely that this picture was completed that year since we know that conditions meant that Birch had very little time to paint. It is much more likely that the painting was done on his visit in 1929, when he stayed in the town. Although we have few records of that visit, we know that Birch much preferred the area around Rothiemay to that around Huntly because he and Duncan returned to it the following year. On that occasion they stayed in the Forbes Arms Hotel in the centre of the town. Like their visit to Huntly in 1921, that trip was also initially fraught. Duncan had recently retired and was not enjoying his newfound leisure. He and Birch were disappointed to find that a heatwave had brought the river down to levels which made fishing impossible. On 25 May Birch described the Deveron as ‘lower than I have ever seen it; one could walk across it without getting decently wet … a cesspool … and what fish there are simply sulk on the bottom … the heat is terrible, I can hardly bare it.’ The positive side to this situation was that Birch was able to concentrate on painting for days on end. However, unlike the 1921 visit, this visit was perhaps Birch’s most productive in Scotland. While Duncan sat moodily in the hotel Birch moved up the river to explore. He also caught the bus to paint the river Spey at Grantown, which he described in a letter to Houghton as like ‘Heaven’.
    

The painting is typical of Birch’s style. When working in oils he usually began with a quick basic outline in charcoal, which he blocked in with a thin solution of sepia and turpentine. Birch always laid his paint on with a brush. He never used a palette knife and encouraged his students to resist the temptation to do so, saying that it was ‘a mark of a failed painting.’
  In order to retain the freshness of pigment he advised on lightly missing oil colour on the palette.

This technique is what achieves the bright luminosity within Birch’s work. Birch was known for his brilliant tones and broken brush work – a style perfected during his year at the Atelier Colarossi, in Paris (1895-6). Birch is often considered to have been self taught, but did undertake this important period of formal instruction shortly after he had moved to Cornwall. Already attracted to working outside in a manner employed by the Impressionists, he was particularly excited to see the work of Monet, Sisley and Pissarro at first hand during that year. He described their work as ‘a revelation’ and began to adopt their lighter brighter palette of colours as a direct result of this experience.
 Perhaps unsurprisingly, he also managed to sell a number of his Cornish sketches while he was there and even exhibited an oil painting of a Cornish scene at the Paris Salon – a sign of his constant awareness of commercial opportunities. 

Birch’s technique was also developed through other means. He was a great admirer of Ruskin, taking the technical advice offered in Modern Painters, the book that had so inspired the Pre-Raphaelites, extremely seriously. He also showed his work to Stanhope Forbes for criticism and tended to work with contemporaries on developing new ideas and techniques. In his early years he experimented with varnishes and, with Laura Knight, tried out priming canvases with different colours. He also, with the artist Arthur Tanner, perfected a method of sketching on a prepared oiled panel, which became known as the ‘Tanner-Birch system’ and was adopted by the Cornish artist Henry Scott Tuke (whose work will be the subject of next week’s talk). 
Perhaps surprisingly, given his seemingly spontaneous and effortless style, Birch could get very anxious about starting work and hated being watched as he worked. However, he enjoyed the physical challenges of painting outside – noting that one of the greatest thrills was to paint in a high wind and ever-changing light, with his canvas anchored down with poles, ropes and stones. He loved capturing the energy of dramatic landscapes, fleeting weather conditions or rivers in full spate. And it is his depictions of water and rivers that, I feel, are his most compelling. They are extremely beautiful, but they also have an intensity which comes from his understanding of nature. When teaching at Heatherley’s art school in London shortly before the Second World War Birch urged students to observe ‘the way a tree comes out of the ground and see how it arches around the bank of a river and how a leaf grows from a branch; so delicate and yet so strong it can withstand the fiercest of winds.’ It is Birch’s love and engagement with the natural world, evident in this statement, that give his works their strength and vitality – and it is this, I believe, that means that they remain as fresh and relevant today as on the day they were painted.

Chloe Johnson
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