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ar ious aspects of G r a h a m O v e n d e n ' s art are discussed in this b o o k . I t 
i s the i m p a c t of a rchi tec ture and ant iqui t ies and his represen ta t ion of 
t h e m w h i c h i s my concern here . T h e inf luences a t w o r k on any artist 

are m a n y and var ied, s o m e of w h i c h are visibly expressed a t d i f fe ren t s tages in 
his or her art; o the r inf luences , conscious or unconsc ious , are the d o m a i n of 
critics and art h is tor ians . I w r i t e nei ther as a critic n o r an art h is tor ian , b u t as an 
an t iquar ian and a f r i end of the artist w i t h w h o m , ove r the years, I have had the 
o p p o r t u n i t y to discuss a w h o l e r ange of artistic, archi tectural , an t iquar ian and 
l i terary subjec ts of m u t u a l interest . 

D u r i n g the past t w o decades O v e n d e n has been closely invo lved w i t h 
va r ious aspects o f the Vic tor ian Revival . He has m a d e m a j o r con t r i bu t i ons to 
the s t u d y o f Vic to r i an p h o t o g r a p h y on w h i c h he has w r i t t e n extensively . His 
interest in Vic to r i an archi tec ture is mani fes t in the creat ion of his o w n 
r e m a r k a b l e h o u s e Bar ley Splatt . He has t h o r o u g h l y assimilated and p u t in to 
pract ice the ideas o f an impress ive r ange of Vic tor ian wr i te rs , f r o m such wel l 
k n o w n theor is t s and poe t s a s Rusk in , Pug in , Clare and T e n n y s o n , t o m o r e 
obscu re talents l ike R o b e r t H a w k e r o f M o r w e n s t o w . 

In t he 1985 exh ib i t ion ' T h e C o n t i n u i n g T r a d i t i o n - An E x h i b i t i o n of 
Biblical Subjec ts ' , O v e n d e n s h o w e d the first vers ion of his r e m a r k a b l e 
pa in t ing The Tower of Babel (page 110). In M a r c h 1986 he c o m p l e t e d a smal ler 
pa in t ing on the s a m e t h e m e (page 11). He is n o w at w o r k on a th i rd vers ion. 
T h e re levant text is Genesis, C h a p t e r XI : 

And they said, Go to, let us build us a city and a tower, whose top may reach 
unto heaven; let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of 
the whole earth. 

T h e s c h e m e to bui ld a city o f itself w o u l d n o t h a v e m a d e Babel and the s tu f f o f 
legend; i t w a s the in t e rven t ion of the L o r d that ensured that : 

Go to, let us go down, and there confound their language, that they may not 
understand one another's language. So the Lord scattered them abroad from 
thence upon the face of all the earth: and they left off to build the city. 

T h i s subjec t has inspired a w h o l e r ange of painters , inc lud ing the 
celebrated pa in t ing by Brueghe l . Char le s I o w n e d ano the r D u t c h pa in t ing of 
the s a m e subjec t w h i c h was m u c h later appropr ia t e ly acqui red by that 
celebrated t o w e r bu i lder Wi l l i am B e c k f o r d o f Fonthi l l . 

T h e na tu re o f the pa in t ing itself i m m e d i a t e l y leads the v i e w e r n o t to 
biblical specula t ion, b u t ra ther to that exquis i te me lancho ly p r o m p t e d by the 
c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f ruins . H e r e we beg in to g l impse that fascinat ing in te rac t ion 
of w ide ly d i f fe r ing inf luences w h i c h play their par t in the creat ion of 
O v e n d e n ' s w o r k s . O n e such interest i s early Engl i sh poe t ry . K n o w i n g tha t I 
shared this interest , he once b r o u g h t to my not ice w h a t i s n o t o n l y o n e o f the 
earliest Eng l i sh p o e m s , b u t also the first to descr ibe a ru in . T h e p o e m is 
actual ly e n t i t l e d ' The Ruin' and o n l y a f r a g m e n t survives on t w o bad ly b u r n e d 
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sheets in the so called 'Exeter Book' g iven to Exe te r Ca thed ra l by Leofr ic , f irst 
B i s h o p of the See. T h e p o e m is a descr ip t ion of a ru ined R o m a n city, poss ib ly 
Ba th , and i t seems to have been wr i t t en in the e ighth cen tury . In t rans la t ion i t 
begins thus : 

Well-wrought this wall: Wierds broke it. 
The stronghold burst . . . 
Snapped rooftrees, towers fallen, 
the work of Giants, the stonesmiths, 
mouldereth. 
Rime scoureth gatetowers 
rime on mortar. 
Shattered the showershields, roofs ruined, 
age under-ate them. 

I t is as m u c h f r o m this source that Babel spr ings as f r o m the Bible itself. T h e 
impress ion g iven by O v e n d e n ' s concep t ion of . Babel i s b o t h myst ica l and 
p r imeva l and t h o u g h u n d o u b t e d l y roo t ed in the dis tant past , also has a 
s ingular ly m o d e r n aspect . 

A s t r o n g interest in m o n o l i t h s runs t h r o u g h several of O v e n d e n ' s o t h e r 
w o r k s . Spring Morning Wiltshire, 1984 (page 106) includes several ancient 
m o n o l i t h s and Sentinels of Silbury, 1982 (page 98) is very s imilar in character . 
I t i s the obscu re and far dis tant or ig ins of these n u m i n o u s s t ruc tures w h i c h 
makes t h e m so at t ract ive as subjects fo r the painter . T h e r e is a lways the 
possibi l i ty that they really were cons t ruc ted by the D r u i d s as was o n c e 
t h o u g h t - indeed, in his pa in t ing The Druids Grove, 1983 (page 99), O v e n d e n 
clearly displays this interest . As is so o f t en the case w i t h his art , his cur ios i ty 
for m o n o l i t h s was largely a roused by the ex tens ive and in te res t ing l i tera ture 
on the subject . Th i s appeal i s n o w h e r e be t te r s u m m e d up than by Samuel 
Daniel , w h o in 1599 w r o t e of S tonehenge : 

That huge dumbe heape, that cannot tell us how, 
Nor what, nor whence it is, nor with those hands, 
Nor for whose glory, it was set to shew 
How much our pride mocks that of other lands? 



It is n o t on ly preh is tor ic m o n o l i t h s w h i c h have at t racted O v e n d e n - a 
m u c h later m o n u m e n t f o r m s the subject of The Obelisk of 1980, (page 104). 
T h e p lac ing of such an obelisk wi th in the landscape was a seventeen th and 
e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p loy , t h o u g h of course the f o r m of such s t ruc tures s t ems 
f r o m ancient E g y p t . O v e n d e n ' s obelisk, h o w e v e r , is so patent ly set in an 
Engl ish landscape that a vis ion of i t h a v i n g been placed by a B r i d g e m a n , Ken t 
o r B r o w n w o u l d i m m e d i a t e l y be con ju red up w e r e i t n o t fo r the w i ld 
character of the landscape. T h e effect of the p ic ture i s the re fo re m o r e akin to 
Samuel Pa lmer ' s e tch ing The Lonely Tower and the landscape w h i c h 
s u r r o u n d s i t than to the creat ion of any B a r o q u e or Georg i an artist or 
ga rdener . Th i s i s n o t j u s t specula t ion, fo r O v e n d e n ' s deb t to Pa lmer i s great 
and f reely a c k n o w l e d g e d by h i m . 

H e r e again several inf luences over lap , fo r The Lonely Tower was created, 
a long w i t h Pa lmer ' s e tch ing The Bellman, to i l lustrate those h a u n t i n g lines of 
M i l t o n ' s II Penseroso: 

- the Belmans drousie charm, 
To bless the dores from nightly harm: 
Or let my lamp at midnight hour, 
Be seen in some high lonely towr, 
Where I may oft out watch the Bear, 
With thrice-great Hermes . . . 

T h i s verse has o f t en inspired artists and in teres t ingly that celebrated Ar t s 
and C r a f t s eng rave r F.L. Gr iggs , m u c h a d m i r e d by O v e n d e n , was in f luenced 
by it and also o w n e d an impress ion of The Lonely Tower. O v e n d e n h imse l f is 
d r a w n especially to the l i tera ture and p h i l o s o p h y of the Eng land of Mi l t on ' s 
day and of the El izabethan per iod immed ia t e ly p reced ing it. 

Wuthering Heights is the name of Mr. Heathcliffe's dwelling, 1980 
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I t is easy to unde r s t and w h y in the late twen t i e th cen tu ry O v e n d e n is 
par t icular ly d r a w n to the metaphys ica l and poet ic m o v e m e n t s o f the decades 
a r o u n d 1600 w h e n mediaeval Eng land was a t t e m p t i n g t o c o m e to t e r m s w i t h 
the n e w ideas o f the Con t inen t a l Renaissance. O v e n d e n has read the w o r k s o f 
that deeply un fash ionab le Rosicrucian and H e r m e t i c ph i lo sophe r R o b e r t 
F ludd (1574-1637), the pupi l o f the great El izabethen M a g u s J o h n Dee , and he 
o w n s a c o p y of Utriusque Cosmi. . . (1617-24), o n e of the m o s t i m p o r t a n t of 
F ludd ' s w o r k s w h i c h has s ingular i l lustrat ions. O v e n d e n is also interested in 
D e e h imsel f . T h e poets and ph i losophers o f the early seventeen th cen tu ry , in 
the process o f b e c o m i n g Renaissance m e n , also d r e w s t r eng th and inspi ra t ion 
f r o m the past and O v e n d e n ' s a t t i tude to the past i s ve ry similar to theirs . His 
depic t ion of the tangible relics of the past d r a w s its s t r eng th and inspi ra t ion 
f r o m his af f in i ty w i t h these ancient au thors . 

T h e ph i lo sophe r and ' D o c t o r o f Phys ick ' , Sir T h o m a s B r o w n e , s p o k e 
for this genera t ion in his Hydriotaphia, Urne-Buriall . . . of 1658: 

'Tis opportune to look back at old times, and contemplate our forefathers. 
Great examples grow thin, and to be fetched from the passed world. Simplicity 
flies away, and iniquity comes at long strides upon us. We have enough to do to 
makeup ourselves from present and passed times, and the whole stage of things 
scarce serveth for our instruction. 

T h e inspi ra t ion o f t w o o f O v e n d e n ' s m o s t r emarkab le pa in t ings der ives 
f r o m these ve ry ph i losophers , t h o u g h chanelled via that e rudi te wr i t e r Wal te r 
de la M a r e . T h e first pa in t ing is All Hallows (The Sea Cathedral) (page 103), 
w h i c h i s t aken f r o m the shor t s to ry of that n a m e . De la M a r e prefaced the 
s to ry w i t h a quo t a t i on w h i c h immed ia t e ly takes us back to the c o m p l e x and 



myst ica l w o r l d of El izabe than ph i losopher s such as D e e and Fludd. Like T . S . 
El iot , his f r i end and c o n t e m p o r a r y , de la M a r e was d r a w n to the El izabe than 
and J a c o b e a n per iod . I t was thus natura l , that he shou ld take inspi ra t ion fo r his 
s to ry f r o m the wr i t i ngs o f Richard H o o k e r (1554-1600), the El izabe then 
theo log ian . T h e quo t a t i on w h i c h de l a M a r e used was : 

And because time in itself. . . can receive no alteration, the hallowing . . . 
must consist in the shape of the countenance which put upon the affaires that are 
incident in those days. 

T h e s t o r y is a chil l ing o n e conce rn ing the d e m o n i c res tora t ion t ak ing 
place, almost unseen , to the v e r y fabr ic of the cathedral of All H a l l o w s . T h e 
bu i ld ing is s i tuated on a s ingular , isolated site o v e r l o o k i n g the sea w h i c h 
i m m e d i a t e l y con ju re s up a p ic tu re of h o w the church a t D u n w i c h in East 
Angl ia m u s t have looked be fo re eventua l ly be ing c la imed by the sea. T h e 
s to ry of D u n w i c h was p r o b a b l y in de la Mare ' s m i n d and O v e n d e n closely 
f o l l o w s his descr ip t ion of the s i t ing of the cathedral . I t was equal ly cap t iva t ing 
for O v e n d e n , w h o even w r o t e a p o e m enti t led All Saints Dunwich, publ i shed 
in his col lect ion of p o e m s The Marble Mirror in 1984, the year af ter All Hallows 
was painted . 

De la M a r e ' s na r r a to r describes All H a l l o w s thus: 
. . . having at last come limping out upon the green sea-bluff beneath which 
lay its walls - I confess the actuality excelled my feeble dreams of it .. . the 
cathedral was cruciform. Walls so ancient and so sparsley adorned and 
decorated could not but be inhospitable in effect. Their stone was of a bleached 
bone-gray; a gray that none the less seemed as immaterial as flame - or 
incandescent ash. They were substantial enough, however, to cast a 
marvellously lucent shadow, of a blue no less vivid but paler than the sea, on 
the shelving sward beneath them. 

I t b e c o m e s o b v i o u s tha t All H a l l o w s is as th rea tened by the sea as was 
D u n w i c h . . a sea so near at last that I could hear its e n o r m o u s sallies and 
m u r m u r i n g s . Indeed I had n o t realised unt i l tha t m o m e n t h o w closely the 
great wes t e rn d o o r s o f the cathedral abu t t ed on the beach ' . T h u s , w h a t a t f i r s t 
s ight appears to be a pa in t ing of an a n o n y m o u s church , reveals n e w and 
sinister o v e r t o n e s the longer o n e looks a t i t and the f u r t h e r o n e exp lores its 
l i terary or ig ins . 

O v e n d e n is a p o l y m a t h in a w a y that has sadly b e c o m e un fa sh ionab le fo r 
artists of o u r o w n day . He i s a t o n e and the same t ime an artist, mus ic ian , 
poet , c r a f t sman , des igner , p h o t o g r a p h e r , wr i t e r and his tor ian . I t i s t hus 
perfec t ly in character fo r h i m to celebrate this p ic tu re in the p o e m The Sea 
Cathedral pub l i shed in his col lect ion Satirical Poems and Others of 1983. T h e 
f i r s t verse runs thus : 

All Hallows, hollow Hallow, 
sea stone 
fraught fret 
gaunt gallow 
cliff hung 
looming lonely 
over shelving, sanding shallow. 



T h e o the r pa in t ing inspired by a de la M a r e shor t s to ry is The Residence of 
the Philosopher Kemp of 1984 (page 107). T h e original s to ry is ent i t led ' M r . 
K e m p ' and deals w i t h the f r i gh ten ing exper ience of an un inv i t ed vis i tor to 
K e m p ' s r e m o t e dwel l ing . O n c e again we are h igh on a hill, as w i t h O v e n d e n ' s 
pa in t ing The Obelisk, and yet, t h o u g h K e m p ' s dwe l l ing is bur ied deep in an 
impene t r ab l e fores t , i t is h igh on the cliffs above the sea, r emin iscen t of All 
Ha l lows . K e m p ' s dwe l l ing was a : 

. . . straggling gabled house to which he conducted me, with its low tower and 
smokeless chimneys now touched with the last cold red of sunset . . . almost 
more windows than wall. The dark glass of their casements showed like water 
in its discoloured sides. Beyond it the ravine ascended even more narrowly, and 
the house rested here in this green gap like a mummy long since deserted by its 
ghost. 

O n c e w i th in its sinister and decayed walls, and inside K e m p ' s c r a m m e d 
l ibrary, we are t r anspor t ed back to the w o r l d o f F ludd , H o o k e r and B r o w n e . 
For K e m p was ' . . . possessed, I ga thered , by o n e single a im, t h o u g h t and 
desire. All these years of his " r e t i r e m e n t " had apparen t ly been spent in this 
one ques t - to prove M a n ' s possession of a " S o u l " ' . W i t h y o u r appe t i t e 
w h e t t e d by O v e n d e n ' s p ic ture you shou ld read the s to ry o f M r . K e m p fo r 
yoursel f . 

As I have m e n t i o n e d O v e n d e n is a great a d m i r e r of the art and l i te ra ture 
o f the Vic tor ians . T h e l inks b e t w e e n his w o r k and that o f the Pre -Raphae l i t es 
is well k n o w n and indeed he is also the a u t h o r of Pre-Raphaelite Photography. 
As a fe rven t a d m i r e r of Ruskin , O v e n d e n is famil iar w i t h the f a m o u s d i c t u m 
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f r o m Modern Painters: ' g o to N a t u r e . . . re ject ing n o t h i n g , selecting n o t h i n g 
and sco rn ing n o t h i n g ' . T h o u g h great ly inspired by the natura l w o r l d he does 
no t f o l l o w R u s k i n literally. He ra ther fo l lows Wil l iam Michael Rosse t t i ' s 
descr ip t ion of Pre -Raphae l i t e principles: ' i) to have genu ine ideas to express ; 
ii) to s t udy N a t u r e a t tent ively , so as to k n o w h o w to express t h e m ; iii) to 
s y m p a t h i s e w i t h w h a t is direct and serious and heartfel t in p rev ious art , to the 
exclus ion of w h a t i s conven t iona l and se l f -parading and learned by rote; iv) 
and m o s t ind ispensable of all, to p r o d u c e t h o r o u g h l y g o o d pic tures and 
s ta tues . ' 

O v e n d e n has s tudied the natura l w o r l d w i t h an in tens i ty w o r t h y o f 
Rusk in or any of the Pre-Raphael i tes , bu t his depic t ion of i t is in no sense 
uncri t ical ly natural is t ic . T h e landscapes and bui ld ings in his p ic tures are 
precisely those w h i c h he h imsel f inhabi ts in his imag ina t ion , inspi red by , bu t 
no t o f the na tura l w o r l d . T h e inspira t ion w h i c h O v e n d e n d r a w s f r o m the 
l i terature of the past i s also very similar to the use m a d e by the Pre-Raphae l i tes 
o f l i terary sources . O n e on ly has to th ink o f Rosset t i ' s pa in t ings taken f r o m 
D a n t e or A r t h u r i a n l i tera ture o r Millais ' and H u n t ' s pa in t ings af ter Keats . 
O v e n d e n also d r a w s inspira t ion f r o m those ancient Flemish and Italian 
painters on w h o m the Pre-Raphael i tes mode l led themselves , b u t i s f o r t u n a t e 
in be ing able to utilise the art of bo th schools as he chooses . 

A n o t h e r d i m e n s i o n has been added to b o t h O v e n d e n ' s depic t ion o f 
a rch i tec ture and l i terature in the d r a w i n g s w h i c h he did to i l lustrate a recent 
G e r m a n edi t ion of Wuthering Heights. T h e b o o k takes its n a m e f r o m 
Hea thc l i f f e ' s r e m o t e and w i n d s w e p t house and O v e n d e n ' s d r a w i n g perfec t ly 
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captures the character of this h o u s e (page 101). T h e re levant passage in the 
b o o k runs : 

Wuthering Heights is the name of Mr. Heathcliffe's dwelling. 'Wuthering' 
being a significant provincial adjective, descriptive of the atmospheric tumult to 
which its station is exposed in stormy weather. Pure bracing ventilation they 
must have up there at all times indeed: one may guess the power of the North 
wind, blowing over the edge, by the excessive slant of a few stunted firs at the 
end of the house; and by a range of gaunt thorns all stretching their limbs one 
way, as if craving alms of the sun. Happily the architect had the foresight to 
build it strong: the narrow windows are deeply set in the wall, and the corners 
defended with large jutting stones. 

T h e bri l l iance and accuracy o f O v e n d e n ' s pencil d r a w i n g s fo r this and 
the o t h e r i l lustrat ions fo r the b o o k are fa i thfu l ly cap tu red by the G e r m a n 
pr in te rs . I t i s no accident that O v e n d e n ' s d r a w i n g s shou ld have a p o w e r f u l 
appeal fo r a G e r m a n audience, fo r he is fascinated by the art of Caspa r D a v i d 
Fr iedr ich and the N a z a r e n e artists like Friedrich O v e r b e c k and Peter 
Co rne l i u s . O v e n d e n is par t icular ly a t t racted to their f luen t yet linear penci l 
d r a w i n g s w h o s e t echn ique i s s t rong ly echoed here . Aga in we h a v e o n e 
in f luence re in fo rc ing ano the r : the pencil d r a w i n g t echn ique per fec ted by 
Millais and Rosse t t i was closely mode l l ed on that o f the Naza renes and of 
course O v e n d e n is as m u c h an admi re r of P re -Raphae l i t e d r a w i n g s as 
pa in t ings . 

I t i s of course w r o n g to discuss the archi tec ture in O v e n d e n ' s pa in t ings 
w i t h o u t l o o k i n g a t his p h o t o g r a p h s , m a n y of w h i c h are o f archi tec tura l 
subjects . H i s earliest p h o t o g r a p h s such as Shad Thames and Wapping Old Steps 
of 1957 a l ready be t ray n o t o n l y his fascinat ion w i t h archi tec tura l subjects b u t 
his abil i ty t o i m b u e t h e m w i t h r o m a n c e and m y s t e r y . B o t h his o w n 
p h o t o g r a p h s and those o f the celebrated Vic tor ian p h o t o g r a p h e r s w h i c h he 
has col lected and w r i t t e n abou t fo r so long are a source of inspi ra t ion fo r his 
pa in t ings . In his u r g e to record w i t h p h o t o g r a p h s the bu i ld ings of the East 
E n d b e f o r e the i r wholesa le demol i t i on of the 1960s, he w a s f o l l o w i n g in the 
foo t s t eps o f his Vic tor ian heroes . T h e u r g e to rescue the fabr ic o f the past 
f r o m ' T h e R a g e o f T i m e ' d r o v e Rusk in , f o r instance, t o c o m m i s s i o n 
p h o t o g r a p h s o f the mediaeva l bu i ld ings o f R o u e n w h e n he learned o f the i r 
i m p e n d i n g demol i t i on . O v e n d e n ' s p h o t o g r a p h s are discussed m o r e ful ly 
e l sewhere , so I wil l deal w i t h t h e m no fu r the r . 

I h a v e d w e l t a t l eng th on the sources fo r O v e n d e n ' s art , m o s t of w h i c h 
are indeed consc ious ly explo i ted by the artist h imsel f . He be longs to a 
gene ra t ion w h i c h has f reed itself f r o m the need to paint p ic tures w i t h o u t 
re la t ion to the past , a ter r ib le se l f - imposed b u r d e n w h i c h b o r e d o w n u p o n 
several genera t ions of artists this cen tu ry w o r k i n g in the M o d e r n style. I t i s 
n o w intel lectual ly respectable in pa in t ing , as in archi tec ture , to d r a w 
insp i ra t ion f r o m and pay h o m a g e to the great artists, wr i t e r s and archi tects o f 
the past . I h a v e m e n t i o n e d a n u m b e r of O v e n d e n ' s heroes; there are m a n y 
o the rs l ike H a r d y , Blake, Schuber t , Shakespeare , G o e t h e and Elgar ; and as 
O v e n d e n ' s w o r k evolves ove r the c o m i n g decades, o the r s wil l n o d o u b t j o i n 
t h e m , b o t h in his art and in the g y m n a s i u m of his m i n d . 


