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Looking for Coldstream 

Peter T J Rumley 

 

This is an account of a few remarkable incidents I experienced during my research 

for William Coldstream: Catalogue Raisonné.   I entered an extraordinary world by virtue 

Coldstream having painted portraits of many of the distinguished people who contributed to 

the artistic, academic, political and literary life of Britain.  I had no idea what to expect, or  

where it was all going to lead.  It was an act of blind faith.  I felt ill-equipped to proceed as 

an eighteen-year-old knowing little of the world.  My only encounter as a youth with the art 

world was through being befriended by the composer and writer Elizabeth Poston.  I would 

bicycle to Rooks Nest, just east of the old parish church of St Nicholas, Stevenage, where she 

lived with her mother. The house was the childhood home of E. M. Forster.  It was Howards 

End of Forster’s novel.   

The story started in 1970 at St Albans School of Art.  The new school was opened that year 

by Sir Thomas Monnington PRA, and I was part of the first intake.  The principal was 

Anthony Harris and his staff included such artists as John Brunsdon, and, in the painting 

school, artists who had attended or taught at the Slade School of Fine Art under Coldstream: 

-  Arnold van Praag, Roger Leworthy, Michael Wharton (a gifted painter who decided to end 

his own life) and Maurice Feild, best man to W. H. Auden.    Our model was Quentin Crisp, 

that of a ‘naked civil servant’, paid by Hertfordshire County Council when attending St 

Albans to pose in the nude, save for a modesty pouch.  

We had all just left school with the number of O and A Levels insisted upon by William 

Coldstream to attend the pre-diploma, or foundation course; this was to be followed by a 

three-year diploma at another college. The rules were laid out in his famous Coldstream 

Report that changed art education in the 1960s.   We all pretended to be artists and 

rebellious (which we were) in our foundation year before moving to greater or lesser things. 

I am pleased to say some of my year group are still practising professional artists.  

I gravitated to the library in search of this painter Coldstream who so influenced the art of 

this country.  Nothing was to be found save for a dusty, well-thumbed and dogged-eared 

Arts Council catalogue for the Coldstream retrospective exhibition held in 1962 at the South 

London Art Gallery in Camberwell.  It had an essay by Lawrence Gowing which intrigued me.  

Who, I wondered , was Gowing and who was he writing about.   The austerity of the 

catalogue with its black-and-white photographs of the paintings appeared to reflect the 

austerity of his nudes and portraits.   In front of me were Seated Nude, Dr Bell, Inez Spender, 

Jamaican Airman, W. H. Auden and his mother, Mrs Constance Auden, Sonia Brownell,  Miss 

Anastasia Anrep, The Earl Jowitt, Mrs Enid Canning,  The Rev. C. B.Canning, Standing Nude; 

1930s landscapes such as On the Map and Bolton, and his paintings as an Official War Artist  

including  - Havildar Ajmer Singh,  Casualty Reception Station,  Rimini, and St Nicholas Cole 
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Abbey and Bow Church.   I was captivated and above all enthralled. Who were these people?   

Why had such an important figure and influencer so little to show for a lifetime of painting?  

The quest had begun and, eventually, it was to bring me into contact with a remarkable 

collection of characters and connections.  Each portrait had a story behind it both for 

Coldstream and, as it proved, for me. There are just too many enjoyable encounters to 

recall, but here is a flavour.  

A few years passed and it was not until the mid-1970s that I became interested in 

Coldstream again while studying History of Art at Sussex University, under Norbert Lynton 

and David Mellor. This work turned into a doctorate and for the next few years I was fully 

engaged in tracing Coldstream paintings.   Later, I was delighted to find Quentin Bell, whom 

I had interviewed several times, to be my external assessor.    I drove a dodgy Morris Minor 

and travelled all over the country searching for paintings and cataloguing them.  Months 

were spent in the Tate Gallery archive run by the formidable and engaging Sarah Fox Pitt 

assisted by the recently joined Adrian Glew.  

My first meeting with Coldstream arranged at the Slade was abandoned because of student 

sit-ins;  we did meet a few weeks later, however it turned out that both of us were equally 

interested in meeting one another.  The Slade was something special then. The porters 

sported frock coats with red collars and top hats.  Coldstream’s room was opposite the main 

Slade entrance through the bow front and the office.   From this narrow room with high 

windows facing north a door led to a balcony that overlooked the studios. (I fear all this 

history has since been swept away in an act of architectural vandalism.)  In the narrow room 

the polished mahogany table had been laid with wine, cheese and grapes.  A small Greek 

head sat on the marble fireplace keeping an eye on us.   No sign of paintings.   I now know 

he was painting his Westminster series and Dr Robert Shackleton FSA, Bodley’s Librarian, at 

the time.    Luckily, I had previously interviewed Kenneth Clark at the Garden House, 

Saltwood Castle, when I was living in Hythe and that set our conversation going. 

Coldstream was really testing what I knew about his life. He was clearly very agitated about 

what I was to uncover.   Unbeknown to me at the time, this was the period of his failing 

marriage to Monica Hoyer and his final year as Slade Professor before Lawrence Gowing 

took over.  The next time we met, Gowing had taken control and I had both to deal with.   I 

was not quite sure who was interviewing whom.  But it was remarkably satisfactory, and I 

was given hints as to where paintings might be lurking.   They knew I had done my 

homework and was serious.   

I had interviewed Rodrigo Moynihan, Claude Rogers, Igor Anrep, Victor Pasmore and many 

others.   All were encouraging, with everything being reported back to Coldstream. One of 

my first interviews was with Basil Wright who had worked with Coldstream at the GPO Film 

Unit. It was a pleasant enough encounter visiting him at his gorgeous farmhouse in the 

Thames Valley, but a little disconcerting having a foreign house boy walking around in a 

corset.  How innocent I was. 
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I had located Dr Jack Rake, a medical student at University College London, somewhat older 

than Coldstream, whom Coldstream knew when he was a student at the Slade in the 1920s.  

Rake had been living in retirement with his French wife at Cazouls-d’ Hérault in the South of 

France.  Happily, for me he had returned to live in Camden Town, where I would meet both 

Rake and Coldstream.  Rake, as the local doctor cared for Coldstream during his breakdown 

while living in Shenington, Oxfordshire. 

I had also discovered the William Townsend Journals in the Manuscript Library of University 

College London  They were not available to the public at the time, but I secured permission 

from Townsend’s trustees, Charlotte Townsend-Gault and Andrew Forge.   Coldstream’s life 

unfolded before me, for Townsend had been a student at the Slade with Coldstream, later 

becoming a lecturer there.  Not only had I am detailed account of Coldstream’s life story but 

hints about  others too, in particular Anthony Blunt, not that Coldstream had any 

involvement in Blunt’s nefarious activities.  It was quite the reverse in fact. They knew each 

other as friends in the art world and through the Rev. Clifford Canning, who had been 

Blunt’s housemaster at Marlborough.  Canning had gone on to become headmaster of 

Canford School, where Coldstream had been invited to teach art. That was a brief interlude, 

but Coldstream quickly developed a strong friendship with the Cannings for the rest of his 

life.   

Another connection was through the art historian, Phoebe Pool, Blunt’s protégée.  

Coldstream had a relationship with Phoebe in the 1950s long after his marriage to Nancy 

Sharp broke down and his ill-fated affair with Sonia Brownell (who later married George 

Orwell).    Coldstream’s and Phoebe’s relationship lasted until 1960, when he fell in love 

with his model, Monica Hoyer.   Andrew Boyle’s book The  Climate of Treason was published 

in 1979.  The ‘fourth man - Maurice’ - was not explicitly named, but it was clear to me who it 

was from reading the Townsend Journals. 

Phoebe had been part of the communist extremist set while studying history at Somerville 

College, Oxford, in the 1930s and later acted, no doubt unwittingly, as a courier for Blunt.  

When I interviewed Jenifer Hart, Phoebe’s closest friend at Oxford, she confirmed Phoebe 

was never a member of the Communist Party or radically motivated, as  she was herself.   It 

was only the fact that Jenifer owned a small Coldstream, St Trophime, Arles, that brought us 

together and the questions were addressed, for Blunt had escaped me, having died in 1983, 

and Phoebe had committed suicide in 1971.   

When Coldstream had a breakdown as he ended his relationship with Phoebe Pool, she took 

up with William Townsend.  This agitated Blunt.  While Phoebe was with Coldstream she 

was very much in the London orbit of Blunt, who thus felt his cover was safe.  But Phoebe 

suffered from clinical depression and something inadvertently might be said about Blunt’s 

spying activities to Townsend.  (Certainly, Coldstream would have known none of this.)   

Importantly, Blunt did not know Townsend well.  They had met a few times at formal Slade 

gatherings and nodded over a glass of wine, but that was as far as it went.  As soon as he 
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knew Phoebe was in a relationship with Townsend, Blunt travelled from London to meet 

him at his house in Rolvenden, Kent. This amounted to a formal interview and it took 

Townsend by surprise, but he was unaware of Blunt’s real reason for the meeting.  It was 

this act by Blunt, briefly mentioned in the Journals, that convinced me, long before any 

official announcement was made, that Blunt was the ‘fourth man’.  It also implied that 

Phoebe had something to hide.  Was it that she did know about Blunt and that she might 

tell Townsend?    

I knew it would be impossible to meet all the people whom Coldstream painted in the 

1930s.  Auden had died a few years earlier, in 1973, but I corresponded with Stephen 

Spender, Christopher Isherwood and A. L. Rowse, whose portrait had been destroyed in the 

Blitz.  But I had the good fortune to meet Mrs Enid Canning whose portrait fascinated me 

because of the way Coldstream had painted her legs.  They appeared to be twisted to make 

them fit the canvas.  I decided to visit her at Hanford School, Childe Oakford, Dorset. The 

school I found to be a gorgeous honey-coloured stone Jacobean house of the first order that  

the Cannings had purchased to run as a girls’ prep-school in their later years.  The inner 

courtyard had been roofed over and acted as the dining room, around which hung 

Coldstream’s portraits: - Mrs Enid Canning, The Rev. C.B. Canning and the Italian Prisoner of 

War, amongst others.  I had captured several Coldstream paintings in one hit.  And yes, Mrs 

Canning did sit with her legs awkwardly to one side.   

Coldstream’s Oxford college portraits were a delight to see – Miss Helen Darbyshire, 

Professor George Gordon, Dr W. E. van Heyningen and the wonderful image of The Earl of 

Avon at Christ Church, photographed by standing on the High Table.   

Coldstream’s paintings as an Official War Artist were easy to trace as they were mostly in 

public collections.  Interestingly, the site of one immediately post-war painting, St Nicholas 

Cole Abbey and Bow Church, appears in the film The Lavender Hill Mob of 1951.  The street 

scenes were mostly filmed in the vicinity of Coldstream’s painting, but from the other side 

of the road. St Nicholas Cole Abbey is visible, and the lamp post as depicted in the painting.   

An amazing historical record confirming how much of the City of London was destroyed.  

Between 1945 and 1951 Coldstream had been painting the extraordinary portrait of the 

Lord Chancellor Earl Jowitt, a Labour MP.  The name was familiar, for his father was the 

rector of Stevenage and in my youth, long before the new town was built, I had learned to 

bell-ring at the old parish church of St Nicholas.  I finally traced the owner to Lady Penelope 

Wynn-Williams, his daughter.   Countess Jowitt had moved from Stevenage to Newmarket in 

1957 after falling out with the Rev. Eric Cordingly, later Bishop of Thetford, over the 

proposal to place a memorial to her husband above his father’s plaque in the church.  

Cordingly disliked plaques and was having none of it.  The matter went to the consistory 

court and the Countess failed.  Stevenage had lost one of its most distinguished residents 

over a bitter dispute that hit the national papers through a self-interested rector.  Happily, 

in 1991, a plaque was placed in the church after I approached a later incumbent with the 
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story. The next generation of the Jowitt family were present at the service and visited their 

father’s grave in the churchyard and attended a civic reception.  Coldstream works in 

mysterious ways.  

It still astonishes me as how I managed to locate paintings that apparently had long been 

forgotten.  The little portrait of Sonia Brownell I discovered in a suburb of Kenilworth and 

the small painting Polyanthus in Mug in Cambridge. To this day I cannot remember how I 

found them.  The Cambridge painting proved fascinating.  Somehow, I tracked it down to 

Giovanna Stone.  An appointment was made, and I arrived at the large modernish house in 

Cambridge.  A tall, distinguished gentleman answered the door dressed in a light green 

lounge suit and sporting a pink striped bow tie.  I was invited in to meet Mrs Giovanna 

Stone.  Amazingly, in the drawing room I was met with iridescent blue Italian glass spread 

around the room and set off to great dramatic effect against black painted walls and 

blanked out windows.  There was a Morandi painting of bottles on the wall and next to it 

the little Coldstream. We sat down had tea and chatted freely.  It quickly became evident 

that I was talking to Giovanna Saffi, whom Coldstream had met in Rome to teach him Italian 

during the war.  Giovanna was the great-granddaughter of Aurelio Saffi, the influential 

politician at the time of Italy’s unification.  As the conversation progressed, I turned to her 

husband who sat quietly and I said, ‘I’m terribly sorry I don’t know your name’; he then 

gleefully replied, ‘I am Professor Sir Richard Stone, and I have just won the Nobel Prize in 

Economic Sciences.’ 

In 1957 Coldstream started the portrait of Hervey Rhodes, elected Labour MP for Ashton-

under-Lyme after William Jowitt’s elevation to the peerage, created Baron Rhodes of 

Saddleworth in 1964, and later a Knight of the Garter in 1972.   This called for a visit to 

photograph the painting which had never been exhibited.   I did not know what to expect as 

I rose out of the industrial back-to-back houses towards Saddleworth Moor in my creaking 

Morris Minor. Still in a built-up area and having got lost, I stopped and asked a local who 

pointed to the entrance to his property – ‘ay up luv, ‘ave you come up ‘ere to see Lord 

Rhodes – he lives just there?’  It was a large contemporary bungalow set in its own extensive 

grounds, I believed designed by his architect son. The bungalow came into view above a 

large lake with black swans.   In the drawing-room there were L. S. Lowry paintings and 

Coldstream’s portrait which hung at the far end in prominence.  Rhodes talked freely about 

how he had been injured in the Flying Corps and about dropping bombs out of bi-planes 

onto the Germans in World War I.   Elderly and unable to walk far, Rhodes instructed me to 

turn off the boiling ham on the gas ring which I found to be in a cold stark kitchen.  One 

never knows what to expect. 

During this time, Miranda and Juliet, Coldstream’s children from his first marriage, assisted 

me greatly.  Coldstream now had a studio on the top floor of Adrian and Anne Stokes’s 

House in Church Row, Hampstead.  Opposite lived Juliet with her husband Antony Collings-

Wells.   While Coldstream had a spell in University College Hospital, it was arranged, quite 

secretly, to photograph his studio.  Juliet knew it would otherwise be impossible. The deed 
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was done, and a historic record now exists.  I turned up at the Slade to meet Euan Uglow 

and chatting happily I showed him the photographs of the paintings that had been taken 

over the past years, he had not seen the one of Caroline Cuthbert that happened to be on 

the easel in Coldstream’s studio.  All was well until Euan visited the hospital and asked about 

the Cuthbert picture. Well, for a nano -- second Juliet and I were not Coldstream’s favourite 

people!   

Miranda married John Margetson, who had become ambassador in The Hague and was duly 

knighted for his diplomatic services.   Coldstream’s paintings from the Government Art 

Collection had been called for and were on display in the ambassador’s residence, as was 

the Margetson’s private collection, which I needed to see and photograph.   I caught a plane 

to Amsterdam and a train to The Hague, followed by a taxi to the British ambassador’s 

residence. I had no idea where I was. This exceptionally grand building stood in an oval 

enclave of exclusive architectural gems. The building was shielded from public view and the 

iron gates covered with green metal sheets for security.  The intercom was activated, and 

the gates opened to reveal a curved gravel drive through the garden leading up to the main 

door. As the gravel crunched underfoot it became clear this was not the place one walked to 

but drove to in a chauffeur driven diplomatic car.  The door was opened like magic by a 

green jacketed retainer and I was met by Miranda and John, who put me at ease. The 

paintings were wonderful.  On leaving, I had one slight problem. Embarrassingly, I 

discovered I had no money on me, and I had to get back. John Margetson produced £100 in 

cash, and said that is what ambassadors were for, to repatriate British citizens.   As it 

happened I later found I had colourful Eurocheques with me, and one was duly sent.  (The 

ambassador’s residence has now moved and is a more modest affair.) 

As time went on, Coldstream became increasing infirm, although we used to meet for lunch 

in a fish and chip restaurant in Hampstead to talk about his paintings and his life. He even 

took the trouble to read and annotate my draft thesis.  Meetings also took place with Nancy 

his first wife, who was initially hostile, but we too ended up having convivial lunches in Chalk 

Farm.  There was, understandably, some resentment over the fact that men had an easier 

life in making their way as painters, while women looked after the family.     At one of our 

first meetings, I wanted to know about the Coldstream/Summerson report, which changed 

how further education art was to be taught.  Nancy had been an art teacher and painter 

ever since her second husband, Michael Spender, tragically died a few days before the end 

of the World War II.   I was instructed to, ‘Go next door. That’s were John Summerson lives.’   

The Summersons were lovely.  Having tea with them I thought I recognised Lady 

Summerson. I mentioned that she looked rather familiar with her hair held back in an Alice 

band.  A smile appeared and she said, I am Barbara Hepworth’s sister. The world of 

Coldstream became even smaller. Before I left, I was invited to hang a picture in their 

bedroom. It was a glorious Braque.  

Coldstream died in 1987 and did not wish for a retrospective whilst he was alive, even 
though his work was exhibited at the Anthony d’Offay Gallery.  Two years later I was invited 
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by Lawrence Gowing and David Sylvester to work with them on a Coldstream exhibition at 
the Tate Gallery.  It was an education for me and not an easy ride. Sylvester and Gowing, 
friends though they, kept arguing. Gowing was so frustrated that he lost his temper with 
Sylvester and shouted at the top of his voice, ‘all these exhibitions are about you!’.  But 
Gowing was right.  Most of the catalogue elements were mine and my name never 
appeared on the cover, so no attribution – c’est la vie. 
 
The exhibition I thought signified the end of a long involvement with Coldstream and his 
paintings.  In 2004 Bruce Laughton published William Coldstream; a book peppered with 
errors and certainly not a catalogue raisonné.  My Coldstream catalogue raisonné 
languished in the Sussex University Manuscript Library.  But, I had made copies and gave 
one each to the Tate, Gowing and Sylvester.  Somehow a copy had found its way into the 
2009 London Art Fair and was purchased by the artist Andy Pankhurst, a former Slade 
student.  He was exhibiting with the Browse & Darby gallery, where he met the American art 
collector Scott Purdin, an admirer of Coldstream.  Jessica Rawling, from Browse & Derby, 
introduced me to Scott at the Andrew Edmunds restaurant in Soho and it was agreed, that 
he would be joint publisher my catalogue raisonné. 
 
This presented the problem that my work was seriously out of date.  In essence I had to 
begin again, checking exhibition catalogues and updating entries.  Out of this came paintings 
that I had been searching for years:-  the portraits of Louis MacNeice, Christopher 
Isherwood and the Jamaican Airman.    
 
The Jamaican Airman was painted at the same time as the Italian Prisoner of War. Dr Rake, 
Coldstream’s closest friend, was the medical officer at the Horley prisoner of war camp and,  
as the war had ended, arranged for the sittings as his house in Shenington.  The Jamaican 
Airman was recorded as being owned by Mrs Valla Buxton.  But no one seemed to know its 
location, or who or where Mrs Buxton was.  Coldstream was silent on the matter.   
 
Occasionally auction houses turn up  with paintings attributed to Coldstream but clearly not 
by him. This was the case with a small landscape which I traced to Oliver Forge, a delightful 
art dealer who specialises in Near Eastern art.  A visit to his St James’s gallery proved his 
picture not to be by Coldstream, which he half knew in any event.  But he asked if I had seen 
the Jamaican Airman.   My eyes lit up.  Oliver suggested I write to the Earl of Caledon living 
in County Tyrone.   I heard nothing for several weeks, then I received a telephone call from 
Lady Alexander, the Earl’s sister.   I was invited to go to Northern Ireland to see the portrait.  
At last, I had found it and a strong sense of happiness prevailed.   
 
A flight was taken to Dublin (I needed to see the wonderful pubs) and I drove north to 
Caledon. I met Lady Jane - who insisted on being called Janey -  at Tynan, a tiny village next 
to Caledon where she lived with her husband, Dr Fitz Gillespie, a highly respected GP.  Over 
dinner I learned the story of Valla Buxton.  She was the daughter of Sir Henry Meredyth and 
had married Herbrand Alexander, the second son of the 4th Earl of Caledon.  The marriage 
did not last, and she married Harry Weber followed by Richard Allen and lastly Guy Buxton.  
Valla was known in the family as ‘the Bolter’, for as soon as she married she left.  In London, 
Valla Buxton studied at the Camberwell School of Arts and Crafts where she met Coldstream 
who was teaching there.  According to Janey Gillespie, Valla became involved with 
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Coldstream for a time and part of his circle, and hence the owner of the Jamaican Airman.  
In later life, Valla moved back to live on the Caledon estate.  After a very jolly evening, I 
went with Simon Mills, who travelled with me to photograph the painting, to stay at the 
Dower House in Caledon on our own.  It was a large rambling stone Georgian house fronting 
the main road which ran straight as a lay-line through Caledon village.  I was delighted to 
see paintings by Claude Rogers and Patrick George (both sold recently at auction), as well as 
many ancestral portraits. 
 
The 1962 portrait of Lord Glenconner (Christopher Tennant, 2nd Baron Glenconner) was 

somewhat more difficult to find.  I had taken an archaeology MA degree at the Institute of 

Archaeology at UCL on the basis that the fieldwork was in Barbados; the real interest, of 

course, were the historic buildings, and ever since I have been a consultant in the heritage 

world advising private clients on their properties.   I was fortunate enough to have the 

remarkable and engaging Mark Hassell as my tutor,  as a result of which I had a  further 

stroke of luck.  Mark became associated with Valeria, Viscountess Coke, after her divorce 

from the 6th Earl of Leicester (Edward Coke) of Holkham Hall.  It just so happened that Mark 

knew I was looking for Glenconner’s portrait.   Lady Anne Coke was the eldest daughter of 

the 5th  Earl of Leicester and had married Colin Tennant, the son of Christopher Tennant, 

and was to become Lady Anne Glenconner. It was through that connection that I was 

thrilled to learn from Mark that the portrait was in Scotland, at Glen House. 

I had the great pleasure of  driving with Simon Mills  to Glen, a stunning nineteenth-century 

Scottish baronial gem, to photograph the painting after arranging dates with Tessa and Bill 

Staempfli.  The story is a sad one, for I had not known that Tessa, who had been married to 

Henry Tennant, was dying.  We were very well cared for and the Coldstream portrait was 

made freely available to us. It was shown to great effect in the dining room.  

By a quirk of fate, I leant that Traquair House (gorgeous and visit by us) was close by and 

was lived in by Catherine Maxwell Stuart, 21st  Lady of Traquair, daughter of Sir Alexander 

Carr-Saunders whose was portrait was painted by Coldstream.  It was commissioned by the 

L. S. E. of which Carr-Saunders had been Director.  The world of Coldstream became 

strangely interconnected. 

 I suggested the idea of a plaque commemorating Coldstream’s birthplace in Belford, 

Northumberland, to Jane Bowen who ran the Belford history society and took on the 

project.  The village rooms were taken over by an exhibition of reproductions of 

Coldstream’s paintings for which the village was justly proud, and with generations of the 

Coldstream family present to mark the occasion we were made most welcome.  We 

gathered outside Coldstream’s much-altered birthplace in October 2017 and waited for the 

plaque to be unveiled by Coldstream’s son, Robert. 

To coincide with the publication of my  William Coldstream: Catalogue Raisonné an 

exhibition was arranged with Joshua Darby and Charles Bradstock at the Browse & Darby 
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gallery, Cork Street, London.  I knew this would be the last time I would see so many 

Coldstream paintings gathered in one place. And a wonderful sight it was.  

This is only a fraction of what came out of my encounter with Coldstream.  Every painting 

had its own story, and there is simply not enough space to tell all of them.   I was fortunate 

to hear those stories, and a remarkable story it has been for me.   

PTJR 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


