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T h e first o f O v e n d e n ' s m a j o r a r e a s o f art i s t ic a c h i e v e m e n t i s 

represented b y the b o d y o f p h o t o g r a p h s w h i c h h e b e g a n w o r k 

on as a t eenager in 1 9 5 7 a n d c o n t i n u e d w i t h in termit tent ly unt i l 

1 9 6 4 . T h e s e i m a g e s o f the Eas t E n d o f L o n d o n , r e c o r d e d w i t h 

a b o x c a m e r a , s h o w the streets a n d the street l i fe , w h i c h h a d 

h a r d l y c h a n g e d in a century , but w h i c h w e r e n o w on the v e r g e 

o f being s w e p t a w a y . O v e n d e n not o n l y d e s c r i b e d his sub jec t s 

a m o n g the b u i l d i n g s a n d p e o p l e , but a l s o c a p t u r e d the i r sp i r i t , 

inc lud ing an in t imate sense o f the w a y s in w h i c h c h i l d r e n o f 

that per iod o c c u p i e d the streets in p a r a l l e l w i t h , but s e p a r a t e l y 

f r o m , the adul t w o r l d . 

T h e n there i s the w o r k w h i c h O v e n d e n p r o d u c e d f r o m a b o u t 

1 9 7 5 a s a f o u n d e r m e m b e r o f the B r o t h e r h o o d o f R u r a l i s t s , 

w h i c h o w e s its e t h o s both t o the P r e - R a p h a e l i t e B r o t h e r h o o d 

a n d a l s o t o the B r o t h e r h o o d o f A n c i e n t s , o f w h o m W i l l i a m 

B l a k e w a s a m e m b e r . In p a r t , O v e n d e n ' s c o n t r i b u t i o n w a s in 

the f o r m o f w h a t m i g h t , a lbe i t i n a d e q u a t e l y , be ca l l ed real ist or 

r o m a n t i c p a i n t i n g s ; h e a l s o c o n t r i b u t e d p h o t o g r a p h s rea l ized 

b y processes w h i c h w e r e r e d i s c o v e r i e s a n d r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f 

the o ldest a s p e c t s o f the p h o t o g r a p h i c m e d i u m . Hi s sub jec t 

matter , f o r both the p a i n t i n g s a n d the p h o t o g r a p h s , tended to 

d i v i d e b e t w e e n l a n d s c a p e a n d p o r t r a i t u r e ; the p r i n c i p a l s u b j e c t s 

tor O v e n d e n ' s p o r t r a i t u r e w e r e y o u n g g i r l s . H i s w h o l e b o d y o f 

w o r k i s u n d e r p i n n e d by art a n d l i terary h i s tor i ca l s c h o l a r s h i p , 

a n d he has a spec ia l interest in L e w i s C a r r o l l a n d Alice in 

Wonderland studies. 

O v e n d e n , his f a m i l y , a n d their c lose f r i e n d s e s p o u s e a phi lo-

s o p h y w h i c h h a s its r o o t in the de l ight in a n d respect f o r the 

p h y s i c a l and sp i r i tua l h u m a n b o d y e n u n c i a t e d b y W i l l i a m 

B l a k e . H o w e v e r , there i s a n o t h e r w o r l d w i t h a d i f f e r e n t v i ew, 

ta inted by the r e m n a n t s o f p u r i t a n i s m , w h i c h i s f e a r f u l o f sex -

ua l i ty a n d a n y o t h e r a spect o f l i fe that i s res is tant to prescr ip -

t ion a n d r e g u l a t i o n . T h i s w o r l d i m p a c t e d u p o n the O v e n d e n s 

w h e n the po l i ce , w h o w e r e i n v e s t i g a t i n g the p h o t o g r a p h e r R o n 

O l i v e r a n d the art ist B r i a n P a r t r i d g e , d i s c o v e r e d tha t they w e r e 

f r i e n d s a n d c o l l e a g u e s o f G r a h a m O v e n d e n . T h e y then c o n s i d -

ered O v e n d e n ' s w o r k , a n d , b e c a u s e s o m e o f i t i n v o l v e d i m a g e s 

o f n u d e c h i l d r e n , they a s s u m e d that they c o u l d br ing c h a r g e s 

u n d e r the P r o t e c t i o n o f C h i l d r e n A c t 1 9 7 8 a g a i n s t the m a k i n g 

a n d p o s s e s s i o n o f indecent i m a g e s o f c h i l d r e n . 

E a r l y i n the m o r n i n g o f 1 0 M a r c h 1 9 9 3 , O v e n d e n ' s h o u s e 

w a s r a i d e d b y a n u m b e r o f o f f i c e r s , s o m e o f w h o m w e r e m e m -

bers o f the L o n d o n M e t r o p o l i t a n Pol ice O b s c e n e P u b l i c a t i o n s 

S q u a d , w h o h a d t rave l l ed f r o m L o n d o n t o p a r t i c i p a t e . O f the 

m a n y i tems t h r o w n into d u s t b i n s a c k s , s o m e p h o t o g r a p h s w e r e 

the p r o p e r t y o f n a t i o n a l a n d r e g i o n a l m u s e u m s , o t h e r s w e r e 

p h o t o g r a p h s o f the r o y a l f a m i l y , a n d yet o t h e r s w e r e i tems 

f r o m O v e n d e n ' s c o l l e c t i o n o f Titanic m e m o r a b i l i a . A l l but one 

o f the i tems w e r e r e t u r n e d , u p t o t w o y e a r s later, s o m e h a v i n g 

been d a m a g e d b y w h a t O v e n d e n c o n s i d e r s t o b e de l ibera te 

neg l igence . He f u r t h e r a l l eges that p ieces o f his w o r k seized 

f r o m P a r t r i d g e w e r e d e s t r o y e d b y the po l i ce ; cer ta in ly , they 

h a v e n e v e r been r e t u r n e d , a n d s o represent both aesthet ic a n d 

p e c u n i a r y loss . 



O V E N D E N : O n e of the nude studies of chi ldren taken by 
O v e n d e n w h i c h w e r e c o n f i s c a t e d b y the L o n d o n M e t r o p o l i t a n 
Police O b s c e n e Publ i ca t ions S q u a d f r o m O v e n d e n ' s h o m e in 
M a r c h 1 9 9 3 . H i s c o l l a b o r a t i o n w i t h the art ist B r i a n Par t r idge 
and the photographer Ron Oliver on an Alice in Wonderland 
exh ib i t ion alerted the pol ice to his subject matter , w h i c h they 
a s s u m e d w o u l d lead to an indictment under the Protect ion of 
Chi ldren A c t 1 9 7 8 . O v e n d e n r e m a i n e d o n bail f o r t w o y e a r s 
a f t e r the raid but no f u r t h e r act ion w a s taken a n d m o s t o f his 
w o r k w a s returned. 
© G . S . O v e n d e n . 



M u c h police effort w a s put into interviewing the n o w young 

adult models w h o had worked with Ovenden. Detailed reports 

of the interviews, and some independent interviews conducted 

later to cross-check the facts of the case, show the use of leading 

questions and frank intimidation, to the extent that it might be 

thought that the police were attempting to suborn the wit-

nesses. Ovenden believes they had the impression that they were 

on the track of a paedophile " r i n g " , because Ovenden, Oliver, 

and Partridge had collaborated on an Alice exhibition which 

had travelled internationally. 

Ovenden remained on police bail for approximately t w o 

years before he w a s advised that no further action would be 

taken. During that time, he and his supporters took every 

opportunity to expose the legislative and judicial defects that 

had led up to his situation. One of the most significant events 

in this anti-censorship campaign w a s the Channel 4 film For 

the Sake of the Children, screened during 1 9 9 7 in their "Films 

of Fire" series. 
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