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Abstract

This thesis investigates the life and work of the English painter Charles Sims RA (1873-
1928). It takes the form of a monograph and examines key themes of Sims’ career
within a chronological framework. The study makes consistent reference to the Sims
Archive — the artist’s studio contents recently brought to light by the author in
negotiation with the artist’s family and currently in the possession of Northumbria
University. For the first time Sims’ working practices and motivations have been
explored in detail, thus contributing to knowledge of this particular neglected painter
and more generally allowing some additional insight into the problems besetting and
opportunities afforded to British artists of his generation. Sims’ career spanned a
transitional period in British art history which is currently being reassessed by art
historians: the debates surrounding the effects of European modernism on British art,
the inevitable impact of the Great War and the search during the 1920s for a visual
language appropriate to modern life. Sims negotiated disparate experiences and
preoccupations in an interesting way, and produced a stylistically diverse body of work
in his continued search, I argue, for an alternative to modern reality. He attempted the
combination of ancient religions, past art and modern experience into pictorial idylls
that were simultaneously familiar and unattainable. The thesis aims to explore Sims’
inspiration and reassesses his career within the context of his better known
contemporaries by cross-referencing information held in national and international

collections, libraries and archives with the hitherto unseen material here.
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Introduction

Charles Sims was described at his death as a ‘painter of magic and fairies,” who ‘talked
about art with a sort of abandon and gusto, as a schoolboy talks of cricket.’! His works
‘illuminated the Academy’ for over thirty years and charmed critic and public alike.?
Sims himself described his preferred subjects as ‘things to smile at... Children, dewy
morning, the playful side of love, the coming of spring, a basket of flowers, butterflies,
and the pagan creatures of woodland and stream discovered amongst the fanciful folk of
a holiday existence.’® For much of his career Sims took evident pleasure in the depiction
of a delightful frivolity, although there was nothing frivolous about his paintings in
terms of the artist’s skill or degree of technical innovation. But his reputation as an
inventive and popular artist has not survived. Although well represented in gallery
collections nationally and internationally, this research has revealed that until very
recently, Sims’ works have tended largely to be consigned to the hidden depths of the
stores — only viewable by appointment.* Status has been denied him, perhaps because of
his failure to fit easily into any particular trend or tradition, or possibly because of the
suggestions of insanity that spread in the wake of his suicide. However, neither of these
characteristics has precluded others from being recognised as significant, in fact these
are often typical attributes of the modernist artist. Sims’ career has, nevertheless, been
neglected by art historians until very recently. Indeed only in the last few decades has
this period in modern British art generally begun to be considered in more detail, but art
historians still tend to concentrate on artists more easily related either to the decorative
modernism of Bloomsbury, for example, or the radical avant-gardism of Wyndham
Lewis.” The Westminster Gazette proved perspicacious in this regard in 1914 with the

observation that ‘all that is not in a movement or in the movement, is not [regarded as]



modern.’® The single detailed study of Sims’ life and work remains that of his son,
included in Sims’ own posthumously published book, Picture Making, Technique and
Inspiration with a Critical Survey of his Work and Life by Alan Sims, 1934. Following
his father’s suicide Alan Sims was encouraged to write the family’s version of events by
his mother Agnes, in order, perhaps, to preclude others from publishing less flattering
material.” But his account is much more anecdotal than critical, and so a broader and
less partisan study is long overdue. The aim of this thesis is therefore to re-examine
Sims’ oeuvre within the broader artistic and cultural context of the late Victorian era
through to the inter-war period with close reference to the artist’s studio archive,

currently in the possession of Northumbria University.

The Archive

The archive consists of notes, diary entries, sketches and other primary empirical
evidence donated by the Sims family and hitherto unexamined. One crucial aspect of the
research project has been to catalogue and organise this material, to cross-reference
information and to establish an overview of Sims’ life and working practices. The
archive arrived in simple categories of size: large items in a portfolio case, smaller
drawings and books in boxes, which John Sims (the artist’s grandson) inherited after the
death of his uncle Peter, who was presumably responsible for the packing of the objects
before placing them in storage some years previously.8 Whilst the original ordering of
any archive should be disturbed as little as possible, in this case it was decided that
since this particular categorization was so arbitrary and as it was not arranged by the
originator - Charles Sims himself - it was more useful to attempt a chronological
organization.” Material has therefore been ordered firstly in terms of physical

description so that the different objects can be best preserved depending on their format



(oil sketch on panel, notebook, photograph), and then within these ‘series’ items have

been numbered chronologically where possible. '

This intervention has raised interesting questions about the nature of archives, not least
the moral implications of publishing or exhibiting material which the originator never
intended to be in the public domain. The distinction that needs to be made about this
particular archive is between sketches and drawings — made as part of a process towards
a finished work, the value of which Sims as a teacher would have recognised — and the
diary entries, letters and other unpublished written material more usually regarded as
private. There is an argument that all information, once committed to paper, is
potentially in the public domain; but there is a difference between designing and
deliberately preparing something to be read by others, and accepting that one day it
might be. These differences are particularly applicable in the case of photography. The
archive includes numerous photographs of Sims and his family. Some are squared-up
with pencil marks and were clearly used as studies from which to develop paintings,
others are more formal studio portraits. One photograph preserved in Sims’ own
scrapbook depicts the artist himself, somewhat incongruously attired in suit and tie,
leaning on a stile and looking away from the camera [fig.1]. The lone figure is, rather
self-consciously, enveloped within the surrounding foliage — deep within the rural idyll.
There is no date or indication of where the photograph was taken — it is virtually useless
to the historian in terms of depicting a particular time or place — but it is one reminder
of Sims’ central preoccupations, the rural imagery that occupied him throughout his
career. Raphael Samuel once pointed to the pitfalls of regarding historical photographs
as evidence of a time pasf, for the photograph is always ‘painterly in origin and

intention even... if documentary in form.”'! There is little that is ‘documentary’ about



this particular photograph: it is Sims and it was taken on a summer day — we can tell
this by the lush foliage; but why did this young Londoner, dressed in formal clothing,
bury himself in the countryside and pose for a photograph as a solitary romantic figure
gazing into the distance? The ‘idyll’ and Sims’ place within it is clearly carefully

staged.

Fig.1 Photograph of Charles Sims, c1895, scrapbook in archive

The importance of immersion in an idyll or arcadia is of major concern to this thesis;
but for Jeremy Seabrook it is also a common feature more generally of domestic
photography. Snippets of the past, of sunny days in the countryside - albums full of
people posing for the camera common to most homes — are, for Seabrook, idealized and
constructed - ‘Golden Ages are inscribed even in the weather.’'> But an Edwardian

painter’s use of photography as a source of inspiration or a device for composition, and



particularly in this case where we have proof of Sims’ working methods in the squared-
up photographs in the archive, adds another layer of interest here. These family
photographs are yet further removed from everyday life, they are not just posed as
nostalgic souvenir photographs but, more than this, were deliberately staged as painterly

compositions [fig.2].

Fig.2 CS, Photograph of Agnes Sims at Arran, ¢.1902, archive GB3025/1/3/19

Discussion about the nature of photography and the role of the archive alerts us to the
conflation of fact and fiction inherent in biography. Even in autobiographical writing it

is difficult sometimes to distinguish between fact and fiction as any reminiscences are



coloured by memory, nostalgia and personal interpretation. In this case, the source
material has beeﬁ potentially edited numerous times - whether consciously or not: by
Sims himself who was presumably aware of what he left in his personal effects; by his
wife who was at liberty after his death to remove any inflammatory or unflattering
material; by his son Peter who packed it all away into storage; by his grandson John
who made the ultimate decisions as to how much of the material was purely family
business (certain photographs and letters were retained) and how much should be
donated to the university; and finally here. In the process of analysing and using the
material decisions have been made about the relevance of specific evidence and how to
interpret it. Awareness of these processes of selection is particularly relevant in the
presentation of the career of a man whose primary occupation was often the creation of
fiction masquerading as fact — imaginative subjects depicted in a naturalist fashion. The
experience of nostalgia is also a key element in an understanding of Sims and his work,
referring here to the yearning for and construction of an often fictional pre-industrial

idyll — a place distinct from lived reality.

A crucial component of the archive and invaluable to this study, is the collection of
press-cuttings preserved in scrapbooks by Sims himself and his father Stephen. These
provide a remarkably full record of published criticism of the artist’s entire career and
afford the opportunity to examine a broader range of periodicals than the usual portfolio
relied upon by a study of this type. Stephen Sims evidently subscribed to a cuttings
agency - the precursor to the internet search engine — who, for a fee, searched printed
material for mentions of a given subject and provided copies to the client. His collection
therefore includes reviews from far-flung and obscure publications — from the Bombay

Gazette to the Dundee Adventurer — some of which had obviously bought reviews from



national newspapers and so duplicate mainstream opinion, but in other cases otherwise
virtually untraceable quotations have been made available for study.’ Sims’ own
scrapbook includes cuttings, photographs and postcards of visual imagery that
obviously interested him. The early drawings also preserved in the book date to the
1880s and provide evidence of his first artistic experiments but, more significantly, date
the cuttings surrounding them. Thus, the pages devoted to newspaper sketches of
ecclesiastical regalia — a preoccupation which we might expect to coincide with the war-
time Seven Sacraments — can in fact be securely dated to a much earlier period (c.1895),
proving that Sims’ interest in church vestments and architecture was already well-
established, not the product of a later whim. Furthermore, this scrapbook indicates his
working process more generally, revealing how certain existing preoccupations re-
surfaced at particular moments in his career; a fact that appears to refute popular
contemporary assertions that his final paintings, the Spirituals, were the sudden result of

mental breakdown or psychosis.

Training and Early Years

Sims was extremely fortunate in that his father was supportive towards his ambition to
paint, obviously followed reviews of his career with interest, and funded his protracted
period of training between 1890 and 95. It is also evident from the studio records that
Stephen Sims further encouraged his son by buying many of his early works when there
was little evidence of other financial support.'* Sims’ training in this early period was
diverse - at the Government Art Training Schools at South Kensington, 1890-91, the
Académie Julian in Paris, 1891-92, and the Royal Academy Schools, 1893-95. The
training at Julian’s in particular concentrated on the importance of drawing.’ Here

much of the teaching took place in front of the life model, and since it was purely



practical, the students were encouraged to devote their private time to the study of
anatomy, art history and theory.'® This approach seems to have suited Sims. He would
continue the discipline of historical study throughout his career, constantly referring his
work to that of past artists as well to his contemporaries. Julian’s was a cosmopolitan
environment, the atelier attracted many foreign students, especially English and
American, who were disenchanted with the teaching methods of their native schools yet
were unable to pass the rigorous entrance examinations at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts,
and by the 1890s it had expanded into one of the most popular ateliers.” Sims was
instructed by Jules Lefébvre and Benjamin Constant. William Bouguereau was also a
tutor at the time. As established Salon masters these three were ‘extremely well
qualified to pass on to their students a traditional French academic training.’'® On his
return to England Sims set himself up as a landscape painter, an experience that left
him, after a year, penniless and disheartened, and at this point his friend and fellow
artist, Harold Speed, persuaded him to return to education by entering the Royal
Academy Schools.'® His time in France made Sims more experienced and perhaps more
sophisticated than his contemporaries at the Academy. He was very popular with his
fellow students but his sense of humour and tendency towards arrogance made him
perhaps something of a threat to the staff.*° After nearly two years of rigorous academic
training, he was expelled from the Schools in the summer of 1895, after a trivial
incident involving the knocking down of a ‘No Smoking’ sign.! He had though met
Agnes, the daughter of John MacWhirter RA, who was to become his wife and, for
many years, his model. They married in January 1897 and moved into MacWhirter’s
studios, Abbey Road, London. Agnes Sims kept a detailed social diary — a transcription

of which is in the archive — invaluable to this research for providing the opportunity to



pinpoint specific engagements — attendance at exhibitions, concerts, theatres and so

forth - and compare them to Sims’ responses in his notes and paintings.

Survey of Recent Literature

This research is a detailed examination of an artist’s career spanning what is now
recognised as a crucial period in British art history - surrounding the Great War - that
saw a temporary engagement with radical European modernism in this country. Several
studies of the period have been published during the course of this research - none
concentrating on Sims - which have provided an important context for my study.”” Lisa
Tickner’s Modern Life and Modern Subjects, investigates artists representative of the
disparate groupings she identifies within British art at the turn of the twentieth century,
following the categories established at the 1914 Whitechapel Art Gallery Exhibition,
Twentieth Century Art: A Review of Modern Movements, namely Vorticism, the
Bloomsbury Group, the lyrical figure-in-landscape compositions of Augustus John,
William Orpen and Henry Lamb, and representations of mundane everyday life by
artists such as Walter Sickert.”> The artists Tickner adopts for study are all part of the
now recognised canon and, as such, her study reinforces existing important works -
albeit very usefully elucidating the conditions of their production - ignoring lesser-
known artists like Sims. In contrast, Kenneth McConkey’s Memory and Desire,
investigates the impetus behind works of once established (but now largely forgotten)
Academicians during the same period — the ‘old-guard’ left behind by historical
emphasis on the avant-garde. He examines paintings which he terms ‘interesting for
reasons which are not to do with hindsight hierarchies’ by painters who ‘did not
consciously position themselves on the modernist map [but]... were in essence trying to

be successful at the business of being a painter.”>* McConkey’s study is evidence of the



current preoccupation with artists who exemplify the transitional period in British art at
the end of the 19™ and start of the 20™ centuries, artists who were neither overtly avant-
garde nor traditionally academic. Sims fits more neatly into McConkey’s category than
Tickner’s — he was an Academician and had very little contact with the more radical
exhibiting groups that mushroomed in the years before the First World War — but as
David Peters Corbett has pointed out, his role at the Academy, especially in his years as
Keeper, was always an ambiguous one: there were enough modern elements
(impressionist handling of light and later simplification of form) in his work to make the
establishment uncomfortable.” Corbett included a brief study of Sims in his 1997 The
Modernity of English Art, in which he regards the artist as an example of the problems
faced by the Academy painter attempting to engage with modernity — an example (he
sees) ultimately of failure. Corbett has suggested that Sims’ early career was largely
tailored to commercial success, ‘an acceptable, frothy, and attractive popular idiom,’
and that it was only the onset of the Great War that directed him to more challenging
subjects.”® This view is admittedly borne out by Sims’ early comments such as, ‘a
picture not worth £100 not worth doing,” and ‘I would advise you to paint for money, as
distinct from painting for Art’s sake,” but it is also clear from his writings that this
attitude was largely prompted by the need to provide for his wife and children.”’ Sims
recorded discussions with his wife about the sorts of work he should concentrate on:
Discussed with Nan four possibilities — Corotesque figure and landscape pretty and
factitious... - Pure landscape which we rejected as my preference is for the populous...
- Muslin dresses with windy accessories — and Frans Hals peasants — the last two were
most attractive to us, N would like me to paint a populous ‘Plage.’*®

Not only did Sims consult his wife, he acted on her suggestions too. The ‘Plage’ that
she suggested eventually became An Island Festival. Later on in the same diary entry

though, Sims mused rather ruefully, ‘How enjoyable could one just paint what one liked

without thought for its saleability, I should enjoy painting heads and still life just now...

10



I must certainly treat myself to a large canvas sometime.”” So whilst the artist might
necessarily have had one eye on the commercial aspects of his chosen career, there was
a more fundamental and personal impetus underpinning his work. This thesis will argue
that Sims’ career deserves reinvestigation as illustrative of wider social and cultural
concerns - and that he should not be dismissed as merely commercial. His notes and
sketches bear constant witness to his engagement with the artistic preoccupations
surrounding him; he was consistently receptive to new ideas and challenges and his
studio contents reveal his interaction with contemporary debates and developments.>
This study could be expanded in the future to examine Sims’ equally interesting
contemporaries marginalized - to a greater or lesser extent - by their association with the
Academy and lack of interaction with the avant-garde. The wealth of detailed
information in the archive available to this study demands an approach that takes into
account the broader cultural and social climate. With so much background material
sometimes the most interesting questions are raised by the missing pieces, and it is
tempting perhaps to over-interpret or to rely on considered supposition, however as
Tickner puts it, ‘we are not excused from the archive,” and conclusions here are based
on careful cross-referencing.3 ! The Sims archive is far more than a random collection of
factual information, it represents evidence of the artist’s thoughts and working
processes, his experimentation, his disparate reactions to contemporary developments.
Sims’ varied working practices, the fact that on one morning he might make a cliché-
verre, the next a rapid oil sketch, the next an intricately detailed pencil drawing, reveal
him as continually striving to find an appropriate language to express what he felt and
saw. He did not settle on one method, throughout his career he constantly questioned his
motivations, moving from one style of working to the next. This eagerness, even

compulsion to experiment, has meant that his oeuvre is stylistically fragmented. But this
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thesis will argue that, far from seeing the diverse contents of his output as problematic —
a possible reason for his lack of status - it should be viewed as an excitingly immediate
response to the shifting preoccupations of his period which allows us detailed access to

the range of emerging artistic possibilities.

Modernity and Symbolism

An important consideration here is the extent to which an artist who does not engage
directly with ‘modernity,” as the experience of modern life — with themes of urbanism
or industrialization — can still be regarded as a ‘modern’ artist. Sims never painted urban
scenes or city life, his preoccupation was with the (usually) pre-modern and idealised
countryside.> It has been pointed out that by the 1890s, when Sims’ career began, a
good many experiments in modern painting were ‘not so much distinct from the sites

and occasions of modernity as categorically apart from them.’*?

Images of urban and
modern living had, by this stage, made way for modern images of the pre-modern idyll.
Gauguin’s Breton and Tahitian reveries are prime examples of depictions of supposedly
more authentic cultures removed from modernity. Recent studies have considered those
of Sims’ British contemporaries who were also preoccupied with the depiction of rural
scenes and pre-industrial idylls as a fandamental response to modem life.** Sims’ idyllic
scenes were usually rooted in the rural landscape amidst its historical or mythological
inhabitants and in this sense were representations of what is commonly termed the
pastoral. His assorted and experimental approaches to the depiction of arcadias ranged
through naturalism, late Pre-Raphaelitism, Impressionism and later a more abstract
means of representation. His insistence on imagined or idealised scenes led Sims to an

innovative blending of contemporary techniques; sometimes using impressionistic

spontaneity to suggest transience, sometimes naturalistic fidelity to detail to imply a
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faithful record of reality. But underpinning all of these diverse styles and techniques
was his tendency towards the more general impulse of this time: the invention of a

discrete pre-modern rural landscape.

Throughout the 1880s many British artists trained, like Sims, in French ateliers and
working at French artistic colonies such as Pont-Aven or Quimperlé absorbed European
methods. On their return to England, these artists extended notions of communities
fostered by the French model and continued with the practice of naturalist painting.
Rustic naturalism, influenced especially by the example of Jules Bastien-Lepage and
Jean Frangois Millet, involved the depiction of peasants and fisherfolk. Painters such as
Stanhope Alexander Forbes, who was instrumental in the creation of the Cornish colony
at Newlyn, presented the metropolitan audience with images of the picturesque rural
and coastal population — far removed, it seemed, from industrialized modernity. But by
the 1890s it was widely recognised that naturalism limited the artist and poet to ‘lived’
experience. The depiction of myth, legend or history was beyond the reach of those who
espoused the technique, and as Kenneth McConkey has put it, ‘the possibility of using
what you can see in order to paint what you cannot posed fundamental, theoretical
questions which challenged the whole naturalist project.’*> The rural landscape was in
some cases, by the 90s, assigned a mystical otherness, a primordial authenticity. A shift
from naturalism to symbolism had already been suggested to Sims’ generation, notably
by Bastien-Lepage’s talismanic Jeanne d’Arc Ecoutant les Voix, of 1879. This had
presented a formula by which the mystical/supernatural could be depicted in a naturalist
manner — a method that would be very significant in Sims’ constructed arcadias.*®
Bastien’s personification of the ‘Voices’ alters the reading of his painting. Without the

presence of the translucent figures hovering in the foliage, the image would be a simple
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rendering of a peasant girl daydreaming in a cottage garden. Once the vision is made
flesh, the meaning changes — Bastien’s Jeanne d’Arc is transformed from a kitchen
maid into a heroine answering her call to arms. Moreover, key to the painting’s
influence, is that it is the rural setting that allows for the visitation, ‘in the midst of
rambling untamed nature one would encounter the spiritual presences.”>’ In these terms,
Bastien’s influence, particularly on British artists of Sims’ generation and on Sims
himself, was in his juxtaposition of the rural and the symbolic. In 1881, two years after
his Jeanne d’Arc, Bastien embarked on La mort d’Ophelie. His decision to paint
Ophelia set another precedent - the naturalist depiction of Shakespearian themes -
convincing enough to make a fictional character appear real.*® This is an example of the
amalgamation of techniques that has been called the ‘nameless mixture of truth and

legend which seemed to transgress accepted categories,” a major concern in this thesis.*

Produced shortly after his expulsion from the Academy Schools, Sims’ early paintings
such as What are these to you and me who deeply drink of wine? 1895, and The Vine,
1896, are both concerned with this mixture of reality and history/fantasy also noted at
the time in the work of Frank Brangwyn amongst others.** There are certainly striking
formal similarities between The Vine [fig.3] and, for example, Brangwyn’s Blood of the
Grape, [fig.4] both shown in the 1896 Academy. Both are richly patterned bacchanals,
both depict, we assume, contemporary life somehow removed though from mundane
reality: Sims painted his fellow students (including multiple versions of Agnes) at a
fancy-dress party, Brangwyn a distant foreign race. What are these to you and me who
deeply drink of wine? [fig.5] and The Vine might also both be interpreted as Sims’
attempts to crown his academic training (despite or perhaps because of his expulsion)

with examples of history painting - large complex compositions usually completed in
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the student artist’s last summer of training as if to exhibit what he had learned, and
usually based on didactic historical or literary themes.* 7The Vine derives from a
recognisable literary source - Robert Herrick’s erotic poem of the same title, while the
source of What are these... is less easily traced.*’ Both paintings illustrate debauchery -
the couple in What are these... reject Fame and Fortune as embodied by the two angels
in favour of drunkenness. The decorative drapery and tightly-packed composition are
similar to examples of Eastern FEuropean and Russian painting reproduced in
contemporary journals such as The Studio. What are these... is also strikingly similar to
Finnish painter Axel Gallen-Kallela’s The Symposium, 1893.The elderly figure in the
foreground of The Vine - dressed in robes of office so presumably representative of
authority, and painted rather mischievously from a photograph of Ruskin - has his beard
tugged by a young Bacchus. Established moral codes or standards of behaviour
acceptable to a late-Victorian audience have been undermined — the party celebrates
youthful hedonism, not traditional values.*> The well-respected academician John
MacWhirter, none too pleased at the various licentious depictions of his daughter
Agnes, commented that Sims would ‘do better’ when he was ‘less artistic.”** Despite
leaving the Academy in disgrace, Sims demonstrated that he had absorbed the rigid

training and could put it into practice in an ironic way.*
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Fig.3 CS, The Vine, 1895, oil on canvas, whereabouts unknown
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Fig4 Frank Brangwyn, The Blood of the Grape, RA 1896, oil on canvas, whereabouts unknown
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Fig.5 CS, What are These to you and me who deeply drink of wine? 1895, oil on canvas,
Leeds City Art Gallery, Leeds

These early paintings also compare with certain decorative, highly detailed tendencies
within Pre-Raphaelitism undergoing renewed investigation at the time by other young
artists such as John Liston Byam Shaw, Eleanor Fortescue Brickdale and John and
Mary Young Hunter. Previously naturalist painters such as Elizabeth Adela Forbes and
Thomas Cooper Gotch had been experimenting with the possibilities of late Pre-
Raphaelitism when moving away from naturalism throughout the 1890s. The death of
several Pre-Raphaelite painters around the turn of the century, and the consequent
reappraisal of their work also thrust their ideas and concerns into the public arena; Percy
Bate’s The English Pre-Raphaelite Painters published in 1901 provided a popular
survey of their influence.*® The fin-de-siecle revival of Pre-Raphaelitism adopted both
Millais” heightened naturalism and Rossetti’s claustrophobic symbolism. The Young
Hunters and Fortescue Brickdale incorporated aspects of both, to produce what ‘The
Lay Figure’ in The Studio in 1898 described as ‘a logical evolution of the spirit of those

two artists.”*” Sims too adapted Rossetti’s enclosed spatial composition with intricate
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detail — The Vine is formally similar to Fortescue Brickdale’s The Deceitfulness of
Riches, RA 1901, which displayed a ‘tension between early Pre-Raphaelite detail and
late Rossettian intensity.”*® One of the most influential paintings of the fin-de-siécle
Academy exhibitions was Edwin Austin Abbey’s Richard, Duke of Gloucester and the
Lady Ann, [fig.6] shown in 1896 and voted the ‘Picture of the Year.” This painting
presented an episode of English history in a decorative, emblematic fashion — re-enacted
as pageant or as a frozen tableau vivante. Images like this, and the multitude that
followed it, by John Young Hunter, Byam Shaw, Frank Cadogan Cowper et al,
presented historical drama in a naturalistic idiom with ‘colour emblazoned onto the
canvas’ emphasising the painterly artifice of the construction.”” Pre-Raphaelitism
offered an already existing framework to contemporary explorations of themes from
English history and ideals of English cultural identity. Far from the originally radical
premise of the style, according to Tim Barringer, ‘Pre-Raphaelitism could be seen at the
end of the century as an authentically, even uniquely English vernacular art form,” and

in 1895 William Holman Hunt described it as ‘the hand-writing of the nation.”

Fig.6 Edwin Austin Abbey, Richard, Duke of Gloucester and the Lady Ann, 1896, oil on canvas,
Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven
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Sims’ experiments with Pre-Raphaelitism did not concur wholly with those of his
contemporaries, and it is these differences that make his early paintings particularly
complex, both thematically and stylistically. A key distinction between his work, and
for example that of Fortescue Brickdale, is that Sims’ compositions were never wholly
costumed. Invariably an element of contemporary dress was included as if to remind the
viewer that what they saw was an artifice — a representation of a scene. One of his
earliest post-Academy paintings, The End of Mayday, 1895, [fig.7] is an example. Here
Sims depicts a group of costumed maidens surrounding a maypole. In the background is
a dancing group, some of the foreground figures have, it appears, exhausted themselves
and swoon into a lavish multi-coloured heap. The riotous mixture of textures and fabrics
is heady and stifling, suggesting the scent of the background blossom. The male figure
in the foreground is a self-portrait, in contemporary dress down to the unequivocally
modern shoes, highly polished as if to draw attention. This motif of including himself in
the idyll ~ et in arcadia ego — was short-lived and limited only to these few youthful
paintings. The scene is set on a village green with thatched cottages in the background —
the theme is of archaic English rural custom re-enacted in contemporary times -

important at this time to a reinforcement of national tradition.”
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Fig.7 CS, The End of Mayday, 1895, oil on canvas, Private Collection (Nick Revell)

The idealization of rural life during the 1890s has been directly related to the decreasing
economic status of the countryside in this period. This, it is argued, coupled with the
growth of cities, led to the increasing cultural significance of and nostalgia for rural
innocence.”” Traditional rural pursuits such as maypole and morris dancing and the
singing of folk-songs were imbued with a new meaning as celebrations of a national
heritage.”> Scenes from ‘Merrie England,” an idealised ‘Tudor-bethan’ view of the
countryside and its honest hardworking inhabitants, became popular - especially in the
form of the pageant and in paintings of Shakespearian themes, which reinforced the

nationalist impulse, particularly when the fictional narrative was rendered more
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believable by a naturalistic Pre-Raphaelite handling. Turn of the century concepts of
‘Englishness’ and the deliberate reinvention or re-presentation of a supposedly national
character have been widely investigated.’® Sims’ oeuvre encompasses many
preoccupations explored by his contemporaries: the pictorial preservation of traditional
customs and techniques in the face of mechanization; the shifting character of the rural
space from a site of work to one of leisure; the mythologizing of the countryside and its
inhabitants.”> His motivations however do not appear to be prompted primarily by
national pride or ideals of ‘Englishness,” but rather by a deeply personal response to the
locations in which he lived and worked; although as Paul Readman has recently
suggested, there is an argument that at this time ‘English national identity’ was
‘importantly predicated on love of locality.”>® Also of major concern is Sims’ insistent
portrayal of healthy, idealised figures — a personal obsession that nonetheless echoes
wider discourse in terms of the perceived link between degeneracy and urban life, and
its foil — physical or mental fitness and rural life. A unique and complex individual,
Sims produced work that clearly relates to a wider cultural context and his career can be

investigated in these terms.

Chapter Outlines

The thesis examines the paintings produced in specific periods relating to particular
iconographical themes, and chapters are organised accordingly. The first of these
themes — central to Sims’ output as a whole — is the depiction of children and childhood.
His 1896 painting, simply entitied Childhood, provides an introduction to the theme and
gave Sims a route out of the claustrophobic symbolism and intense detail of The Vine
towards the breezy plein-airisme of his ‘Arran’ paintings. The first chapter concentrates

on the period from c1896-1905 and investigates Sims’ increasing involvement with
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aspects of impressionism. This coincides with the infancy of his two eldest sons, a
subject that fascinated and delighted the artist, and gave him the opportunity to paint
real life. Sims’ scenes of maternity are perhaps those for which he is best remembered,
and certainly those on which he built his reputation. The studies of his wife and children
in the archive are tender and intimate, but they also presented Sims with the opportunity
to experiment with effects of light and atmosphere on a directly observed scene and
coincided with other artists’ representations of happy, healthy children playing on
beaches — a popular theme indicative of an increasing awareness of the benefits of fresh
sea air. Representations of children in this period explored a range of symbolic
implications, from notions of childhood innocence to fears of degeneracy and infant
mortality, Sims’ paintings of his young sons are examples of these more general

preoccupations.

Chapter Two (1906-10) investigates Sims’ return to more literary inspiration, but now
he assimilates his fictional subjects with the naturalist observation and impressionist
brushwork acquired on Arran. The truth to appearances and spontaneous brevity
suggested by these techniques crucially - I argue - implies that these scenes had been
fleetingly observed and were tethered in reality. Paintings such as 4n Island Festival
and The Fountain provoked widespread attention and this period saw the artist’s first
real commercial success in solo exhibitions at the Leicester Galleries (in 1906 and
1910) and his election as ARA in 1908. He was also preoccupied at this time with the
contemporary literary and artistic interest in eighteenth century féfes-galantes, and the
loosely worked impressionism he had now adopted allowed for particularly evocative
glimpses of this world of innocent pleasure-seeking. Studies in the archive are evidence

of Sims’ technique at this point of working out a composition by allowing his medium
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to lead him — he did not sketch out elaborate plans but worked in a fluid style apparently
enjoying and exploiting the flexibility this gave him. This flexibility led ultimately to
rather chaotic canvasses such as Legend and The Shower, both 1911, and the next

chapter sees his necessary retreat towards a more ordered design.

The third chapter (1910-1914) examines Sims’ increasing preoccupation with Christian
imagery and Italian Primitivism. His eventual withdrawal from the unruly paganism of
previous years led him to the depiction of contemplative spiritual ceremonies. The
paintings from this period develop into more tranquil, disciplined compositions such as
The Wood Beyond the World, 1912. The sketchpads in the archive are full of intricate
pencil and ink drawings experimenting with the theme of figures in landscapes. Again,
these concerns relate to the wider artistic context, Sims was by no means alone in his
interest. The chapter investigates his experiments with sacred imagery in relation to his
contemporaries, the Slade School ‘gospel of Giotto and Cézanne,’ the coincidence with
contemporary critic Laurence Binyon’s particular ideals of modernism, and an
increasing interest in the work of past artists, for example William Blake.”” Sims’
particular method of negotiating the essential and spiritually-charged landscape
advocated by Binyon and reflecting wider artistic and critical development of the period
was to adopt a series of past styles — to depict sacred themes by deliberately following
the precedents of others and to quote from these established sources in collaged

arrangements.

Chapter Four (1914-1919) focuses on the Great War. It considers Sims’ Seven

Sacraments, the culmination of his engagement with quattrocento principles. Sims

travelled to France in 1917 to collect material for a Canadian War Memorial
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commission and again in late 1918 as an Official War Artist. The archive contains
plein-air oil sketches on smail wooden panels made of the abandoned German front line
at Arras. Information in the archive has been cross-referenced with the material at the
Imperial War Museum Archives, providing a clearer picture both of Sims’ attitude to
the commission and the authorities’ view of him. John Sims has also donated some
letters written to his grandfather by Sir William Orpen — these give interesting detail
about their time together in France. The Sims family did not escape personal tragedy in
the war - the eldest son, John, was killed just after his sixteenth birthday. This loss has
often been cited as a turning point in Sims’ career and the catalyst towards his perceived
mental instability. But this chapter will argue that though undoubtedly a devastating
blow, John’s death was merely part of a chain of events that intensified Sims’ search for
a refuge from reality. The major effect that the war had on Sims’ work was that in 1915
the family had moved back to London from Sussex — the artist was no longer
surrounded by his beloved rural landscape and began to rely on introspective imagery.
The injured and maimed soldiers that he had witnessed also intensified his existing
preoccupation with idealized bodies, leading ultimately to a total retreat from

corporeality towards the abstract depiction of the soul.

Chapter Five (1920-26) concentrates on the period of Sims’ greatest professional
success and notoriety. After his election as Keeper of the Academy Schools in 1920, he
was as in demand as a society portrait painter as his contemporaries Orpen, Ambrose
McEvoy and John Lavery. His 1922 contribution to the Academy Exhibition, The
Countess of Rocksavage and her Son, was hailed ‘Picture of the Year’ and effectively
brought to an end the era of Edwardian portraiture as exemplified by its leading light —

John Singer Sargent. The painting, of Sybil Rocksavage, née Sassoon, marked the most
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commercially successful point in his career and his entrance into fashionable society.
But in 1924 his portrait of King George V, commissioned by the Academy, did not
attract the positive reception he had hoped for and was publicly destroyed. Sims fled to
America in the late 20s, spending more and more time there as his marriage foundered
and his relationship with the Academy disintegrated, leading to his resignation as
Keeper in 1926. This chapter examines Sims’ struggles to make his work relevant to the
experience of 20s Britain and his growing disillusionment with the metropolitan art
establishment. He explored a range of decorative idioms in his portraiture and worked
on high-profile mural commissions - notably at St. Stephen’s Hall, Palace of
Westminster - but his efforts to reconcile his personal preoccupations to the public
expectations of his role were unsuccessful, leading him ever further into introspection

and the genesis of his Spirituals.

Chapter Six investigates the extraordinary series of Spirituals that were exhibited soon
after the artist’s death in 1928. This body of work was generally seen at the time as an
abrupt break with all of his previous concerns and led to the accusations of insanity that
have since dogged his reputation.”® Sketches in the archive reveal the amount of time
and planning (over a period of 2 years) that went into these paintings, suggesting that
they could not be merely the product of sudden mental instability. I argue that although
stylistically different from his previous works, these paintings offer yet another
alternative to material, everyday reality and an attempt to depict subjective emotion. As
such the Spirituals should properly be regarded as a continuation of the central aims
Sims grappled with throughout his career. This final series is unequivocally modern in

that it represents his experience of modernity and modern life and is illustrative of his
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attempts to redeem the futility of corporeal existence with a yearning for utopian

spirituality.”

This research reveals that Charles Sims’ over-riding ambition was the creation of a
discrete idyll removed from everyday reality and material existence, an aim that led him
through a range of stylistic techniques. In pursuit of this he attempted to merge ancient
and modern, sacred and secular, into a unity emblematic of continuity through the ages,
and representative of human experience. His Daily Mail obituary quoted Sims’ friend
Percy Lumley-Ellis, who remembered once that ‘when someone remarked that with the
discovery of television there would be no need of pictures, he [Sims] exclaimed: “Then
art would be freed at last, and we could paint ideas.””®® The thesis explores the various
forms that his attempts to ‘paint ideas’ took and reveals an artist continually searching
for a reconciliation between his physical experience of modern life and his immersion in
the spiritual world of his imagination. At the junction between the two, supernatural
creatures appear on Edwardian picnic tables, statues come to life, and gardens are filled
with the laughter of putti. Why then should souls and thoughts not also become flesh,

captured on canvas by a man who could show us what they looked like?

I R. R. Tatlock, Daily Telegraph, 18™ April 1928 (page number unknown, cutting from Tate Gallery
Archive).

2 Alan Sims in Charles Sims, Picture Making, Technique and Inspiration with a Critical Survey of his
Work and Life by Alan Sims, London: Seeley and Co. Ltd. 1934, p.102.

3 Sims ibid., p.112.

4 This has begun to change. Bury Art Gallery were displaying their major watercolour The Striped Skirt
(c1904) when I visited in July 2003. The Royal Academy hung Clio and the Children throughout the
summer of 2004, and Tate Britain had The Wood Beyond the World on show in November 2004.

5 See such art historians as Wendy Baron, Charles Harrison, Bruce Laughton, Kenneth McConkey,

Richard Shone and, more recently, David Peters Corbett and Lisa Tickner. Sims has been mentioned by
McConkey and examined briefly by Corbett.
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6 <JMM,’ Westminster Gazette, 21* May 1914, as reproduced in Lisa Tickner, Modern Life and Modern
Subjects, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2000, p.9.

7 Alan’s son John has made it clear in discussion with the author that in his opinion this was the impetus
behind the publication.

8 To distinguish an archive from a collection, an archive represents a body of articles that relate to each
other in some way but are not usually collated deliberately and arrive at a depository from a single source.
Peter Sims, (1909-99) Charles and Agnes’ youngest son, died recently. His father’s studio contents were
discovered unexpectedly by the remaining family when going through his effects which had long been in
store. The Sims family were keen that the material should be available for scholarly research. I was
fortunate enough to make contact with John Sims in 2000, shortly after he had taken possession of it and
was able to negotiate first its loan and then donation to the university.

® Thanks to Margaret Crockett and Janet Foster of The Archive-Skills Consultancy for their advice on this
matter.

10 There remains material that I have not been able to date accurately — sketches of sea or skyscapes for
example — these are grouped together at the end of the numerical sequences.

! Raphael Samuel, Theatres of Memory: Vol. 1: Past and Present in Contemporary Culture, London and
New York: Verso, 1994, p.319.

12 Jeremy Seabrook, ‘My life is in that box,” Ten.8, no. 34. 1989, pp.34-41.

13 The first five pages of the book covering 1907-1921 hold cuttings from some 51 disparate publications.
The titles are all handwritten but unfortunately the page numbers and dates are missing. Nonetheless this
is an extremely valuable resource when gauging critical opinion of Sims’ reception. Throughout the
thesis, when citing these cuttings, as much information as is available is included and quotations from
Stephen Sims’ Scrapbooks (abbreviated to SSS) are clearly marked as such.

' Stephen Sims and John MacWhirter both bought (or were ‘presented’ with) a major part of Sims’ early
output. It was not until 1906, and his first exhibition at the Leicester Galleries, that Sims really began to
sell his work professionally and consistently.

15 See Catherine Fehrer, ‘New Light on the Académie Julian and its Founder (Rodolphe Julian),” in
Gazette des Beaux Arts, ser.6, v.103, May/June 1984, pp.207-16.

1 Ibid., p.213. Sims’ sketchpads (many of them pocket-sized) hold many examples of rapid on the spot
sketches made throughout his career. He was rarely without the means to scribble down a reference,
however brief.

17 Although there were no official entrance requirements at Julian’s, by the 1890s the changing artistic
climate and the popularity of the atelier meant that some students were rejected. In the light of this, and
more particularly that Henri Matisse was one of those denied entry in 1892, it would seem that Sims must
have shown considerable aptitude to have been accepted in 1891.

18 Fehrer, op. cit., p.209. This training emphasized the importance of responding to a subject directly, of
getting ideas down on paper — a typical instruction from Lefébvre was to, ‘strike out an idea of the action.
Get something to correct. Don’t feel you’re wrong — take straight lines.” As cited in Fehrer, ibid., p.213.

1 However depressing this experience might have been it also introduced Sims to the discipline of
painting en plein air, and reinforced his preoccupation with rural scenes.

2 Harold Speed’s eulogy of his friend’s life and work gives a clue as to Sims’ character and personality:
‘the Schools were conducted on Spanish Inquisition lines, and we were asked by the Curator to remember
that we were in a ‘Royal Institution.’... A Burlesque on the Academy, written by [Sims] was the result...
acted with much success... to the huge delight of a large audience and the discomfort of distinguished
Academicians in the front row.’ Harold Speed, ‘Charles Sims RA,” Old Watercolour Society Club, 6"
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Annual, Vol. 1, 1928-29, p.47. The revue was called Virginibus Puerisque in Arte by a “Mutilated
Hermes " this was a reference to Sims’ own lameness. See programme in Sims’ Scrapbook, May 29” and
31%1894.

21 A petition held in the Academy archives illustrates the regard with which he was held by his fellow
students; some 48 of them (including John Young Hunter and Henry Poole) risked expulsion themselves
by signing it in protest. Royal Academy Collection of Correspondence, no. RAC/5/41.

2 Two significant Barbican exhibitions that have been staged over the last two decades - John Christian’s
The Last Romantics, in 1989, which reintroduced previously marginalized British artists (including Sims)
and Kenneth McConkey’s 1995 Impressionism in Britain, opened the forum for discussion of the period.

2 See Lisa Tickner, Modern Life and Modern Subjects, 2000, op. cit., pp.49-78.

% Kenneth McConkey, Memory and Desire: Painting in Britain and Ireland at the Turn of the Twentieth
Century, Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002, pp. 11-12.

2 He exhibited at the New English Art Club in 1898, 99 and 1901 and was Keeper of the Royal Academy
Schools from 1920-26. David Peters Corbett, The Modernity of English Art, Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1997, p.200.

2 Corbett, ibid., p.202.

27 Sims’ Diary, ¢1905 and Sims, Picture Making, p.9.

% Sims’ Diary, Dec. 7™ 1905.

? Ibid.

3% Evidence of this will be footnoted throughout the thesis.

3! Tickner, op. cit., p.213.

32 The closest Sims came to painting the urban landscape was in his early sketches of Bruges (1904-5)
which he altered ‘out of all recognition with imaginary marble urns and statuary and fountains,” (Alan
Sims, op. cit., p.103) and on his return to London during the war in his Lower Mall, Hammersmith,
Looking towards Chiswick, ¢1915, in which he concentrates on the ‘natural’ elements of the scene, the
river, trees and sky.

33 Charles Harrison, Modernism, Movements in Modern Art, London: Tate Gallery Publishing, 1997, p.4.
3* See for example Ysanne Holt, British Artists and the Modernist Landscape, Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003.
35 McConkey, Memory and Desire, op. cit., p.141.

3¢ Jeanne d’Arc was widely reproduced in the British art press and it is likely that Sims was aware of its
significance. Bastien spent time in England and was known to have admired some of the Pre-Raphaelites’
painting, especially their fidelity to nature which allowed for a symbolic subtext. Kenneth McConkey
summed up Bastien’s oeuvre thus: ‘It provided a consensus, it incorporated elements, of Pre-
Raphaelitism, realism and plein-air and its strength lay in doing what had been done before only doing it
better... all the realisms of the mid-century became realistic.” McConkey, ‘The Bouguercau of the
Naturalists: Bastien Lepage and British Art,” Art History, Vol. 1, no.3, Sept 1978, pp.371-379.

37 Kenneth McConkey, ‘Listening to the Voices: A Study of some aspects of Jules Bastien-Lepage’s
‘Joan of Arc Listening to the Voices’,” Arts Magazine, January 1982, p.156.

38 It seems that Bastien’s inspiration to tackle a Shakespearian subject was as a result of a conversation

with the actor Henry Irving on a trip to England in 1880 (Irving’s Hamlet of 1879 had been received with
critical acclaim). See Marie-Madeleine Aubrun, Jules Bastien-Lepage 1848-1884, Chiffoleau, 1985,
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p-218. In a letter to his friend Charles Baude, Bastien described his painting as ‘a really touching Ophelia,
as heartrending as if one actually saw her.’ Bastien-Lepage, August 1881, as reproduced in Andre
Theuriet, Jules Bastien-Lepage and His Art, A Memoir; Bastien-Lepage as Artist by George Clausen
ARWS,; Modern Realism in Painting by Walter Sickert, NEAC and A Study of Marie Bashkirtseff by
Mathilde Blind. London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1892.

¥ Kenneth McConkey, ‘Listening to the Voices,” op. cit, p.156. Although never completed, the
atmospheric work is emotionally charged and illustrates the artist’s compositional trick of placing the
viewer in subordination to the figures in the painting. In this case, in order to look at the figure from this
angle, the viewer would have to be actually in the river. He painted the subject twice more, in 1894 and
1910. Significant in this respect too was John William Waterhouse who began exhibiting in the 1870s.
His technique mixed the plein airisme of the Rustic Naturalists, the loose flowing brushwork of the
Impressionists and the romantic subject matter of Pre-Raphaelitism. His preoccupation was with literary
and mythical sources, especially English ones such as Shakespeare and Tennyson. When Waterhouse
produced his first Ophelia in 1889 it is possible that he had seen Bastien-Lepage’s version in the Ecole
des Beaux-Arts in 1885. Bastien-Lepage’s Jeanne d’Arc had also been recently exhibited in the 1889
Exposition Universelle. It is also highly likely that he had seen Millais’ famous 1852 Ophelia — widely
reproduced by this time.

4 See for example, Art Journal, 1906, p.184.

*! For a useful investigation of history painting in the 19% century see Paul Barlow and Colin Trodd, guest
eds. Visual Culture in Britain, Vol.6, no.1, 2005.

2 See The Poems of Robert Herrick, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933, p.17.

# Both paintings therefore perhaps play on contemporary fears of degeneracy, specifically relating to the
current Temperance debates. See Kenneth McConkey, Memory and Desire, op. cit., pp.154-6.

* As cited by Alan Sims in Sims, op. cit., p.101.

* For a discussion of some of Sims’ contemporaries and their interaction with history painting see Emma
Chambers, ‘Redefining History Painting in the Academy: The Summer Composition Competition at the
Slade School of Fine Art, 1898 —1925,” in Visual Culture in Britain, op. cit., p.79.

4 Ford Madox Brown died in 1893, and John Everett Millais in 1896 whilst the critic and champion of
Pre-Raphaelitism, John Ruskin, died in 1900. Percy H. Bate, The English Pre-Raphaelite Painters: Their
Associates and Successors, London: George Bell and Sons, 1901.

47 “The Lay Figure,” The Studio, Vol. XIII, 1898, p.70.

8 K enneth McConkey, ‘Edwardian Pre-Raphaelites,’ in Edwardian Pre-Raphaelites: The Art of John and
Mary Young Hunter, London: Pyms Gallery exhibition catalogue, 2000, p.16. The Deceitfulness of Riches
is illustrated in McConkey, Memory and Desire, op. cit. p.175.

“ Ibid., p.12.

%% Tim Barringer, ‘Not a “modern” as the word is now understood’? Byam Shaw, imperialism and the
poetics of professional society,” pp.64-83 in David Peters Corbett and Lara Perry, eds. English Art 1860-
1914: Modern Artists and Identity, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000, p.77. William
Holman Hunt, The Obligations of the Universities towards Art, London, H. Frowde, 1895, as quoted in
Barringer, ibid., p.77.

31 The sickle moon in the top right is reminiscent of Samuel Palmer, and the patterned formation of the
background figures similar to the drawings of Conder and Beardsley.

52 See particularly Raymond Williams, The Country and the City, London: Chatto and Windus, 1973,
p-120.
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53 Cecil Sharp produced an archive of traditional folk tunes and stories, whilst Janet Blunt was collating
Morris tunes and dances in Oxfordshire. Sharp’s arrangement of traditional British folk-songs was a
collaboration with composer Ralph Vaughan Williams, first published as a collection by Novello in 1908.

> See for example Robert Colls, and Philip Dodd, eds. Englishness, Politics and Culture 1880-1920,
London; Croom Helm, 1987, and David Peters Corbett, Ysanne Holt and Fiona Russell, eds.,
Geographies of Englishness: Landscape and the National Past 1880-1940. ‘Studies in British Art 10,’
Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art, and the Yale Centre for British Art, 2002.

53 See respectively George Clausen’s ‘peasant pictures,” Laura Knight and Henry Scott Tuke’s images of
happy healthy youths and children playing in and around the sea, and William Stott of Oldham and Ernest
Parton’s depictions of wooded glades with titles such as The Faerie Wood.

6 paul Readman, ‘The Place of the Past in English Culture ¢.1890-1914,” Past and Present, no. 186,
February 2005, p.176.

57 Timothy Hyman, ‘Stanley Spencer: Angels and Dirt’ in Timothy Hyman and Patrick Wright eds.
Stanley Spencer, London: Tate Publishing, 2001, p.12.

58 These rumours were fuelled by the circumstances of his death — he took his own life by jumping from a
viaduct in the Scottish borders — and led to his Spirituals being dismissed by critics as the product of
mental crisis, Frank Dicksee thought that it would be ‘kinder’ not to exhibit them, (quote from the Daily
Express, unknown issue, press cutting from Tate Gallery Archive).

% David Peters Corbett and Ysanne Holt have both examined Sims’ Spirituals. In The Modernity of
English Art Corbett concludes that the paintings were the failed attempt of an Academy artist to engage
with modernist practice, they represented the appearance of modernism without anything modern to say.
Holt’s more recent, unpublished, study argues that Sims’ paintings offer a glimpse of the dysphoria and
turmoil of the experience of twenties Britain and she suggests a wide range of possible influences on the
artist.

% Daily Mail, undated, 1928, (SSS).
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Chapter One: ‘The Gossamer Quests of Childhood’

The child is a recurring motif throughout the career of Charles Sims, from portrait studies,
to symbolist muses, to allegorical compositions. By 1897, when he exhibited his first major
canvas on the theme, Childhood, [fig.8] at the Royal Academy, representations of the child
in art and literature were varied and plentiful. The specific late Victorian cult of the child
has now been widely researched.' Children in both art and literature symbolised disparate
preoccupations, from fears of urban degeneracy and the consequent interest in simpler,
healthier rural pursuits, to adult anxieties over the loss of innocence, to concerns about
infant mortality.” Artistic representations of childhood took on a range of forms from
naturalism to fancy-dress medievalism to impressionism. In 1897, for example, in that same
Academy summer show, Samuel Melton Fisher exhibited his naturalist rendition of A4
Children’s Picnic, Thomas Cooper Gotch, the medievalist symbolism of The Heir to All the
Ages, Mouat Loudan and Fred Morgan the sunny floral idylls, Butterflies, and Out of
Reach, Henry Herbert La Thangue, 4 Summer Morning, Elizabeth Forbes a broadly
handled portrait of her son, Alec Forbes, and G. P. Jacomb-Hood, a neo-classical scene,
The Little Swineherd. Henry Scott Tuke exhibited one of his perennial images of semi-nude
young lads on the seashore, Beside Green Waters, and Walter Langley, a poverty-stricken
Newlyn interior with hungry children and their desperate mother.> All of these took
children as their subject, but the handling, style and technique was quite disparate. Each
representation, however, impressed upon the child a weight of symbolic meaning — even
portraits tended to symbolic associations, like Elizabeth Forbes’ image of her young son

with its beaten copper halo framing the boy’s head. Child portraits of the time typically
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applied velvet breeches and rakish poses for boys and the angelic silhouette of starched
white pinafores for girls. More explicitly allegorical still was Alfred Drury’s Age of
Innocence, a life-size bronze bust of a young girl also in the 1897 Academy. Other British
artists to explore the theme of childhood during the 1890s and at the turn of the century,
although handling it in vastly differing ways, include Frank Bramley, Edward Atkinson
Hornel and J. E. Christie, all of whom provide interesting comparisons to Sims. Bramley’s
naturalism with symbolic undercurrents, Hornel’s richly impasted interweavings of children
in densely wooded or flower filled rural idylls, and Christie’s naturalist renderings of
literary themes all perhaps owe something to John Singer Sargent’s Carnation, Lily, Lily,
Rose, 1885, and although they tended to avoid the commercial sentimentality of Millais’
Bubbles, or the mawkishness of Frances Hodgson Burnett’s novel Little Lord Fauntleroy,
both of 1886, they come from a world in which the image of the child, for all its seeming
innocence, had a subtext. This is the context in which Childhood appeared. This chapter
seeks to disentangle the complexities of firstly, thematic and then stylistic content exhibited
in this painting, and to then examine the series of breezy idylls Sims produced in the first
years of the 20th century, the paintings of his wife and children playing on the beach at

Arran, which illustrate his closest experiments with impressionism.

Childhood portrays some fifty children, from infancy to about ten years old, playing in a
wild rural space or garden. The nearby presence of urban reality, present in the chimneys
on the horizon, acts as the necessary foil to the rural setting. The building in the background
looks like a school or orphanage and the sense is that the children have been released into

the field. It is not clear whether these are city children let free in the natural world or if they
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have merely spilled out of school, but there is a definite feeling of exuberant movement
throughout. The children are arranged in groups and engaged in various activities. The
central group towards the rear of the composition let balloons loose into the air, while in the
left-hand foreground a trio of younger children make daisy chains, and the older group on
the right conduct a rather bizarre mock funeral ceremony. These varied activities lead the
eye around the canvas, from the most brightly lit area to the darkest. The painting, for the
Academy Notes, was an allegory, a symbolic representation of life and death.’ Childhood is
full of references to lost innocence and transient beauty. Balloons and butterflies signify the
mental freedom and imaginative flights of fancy permitted only in childhood, concepts to
which Sims laid paramount claim.® The warm evening light that bathes the scene pinpoints
a specific time of day — just before dusk, the moment when youth will fade.” Between 1897
when the painting was exhibited at the Academy and 1900 when it was shown at the Paris
Salon, Sims contributed each year to the Academy summer show with an eclectic range of
canvasses as if testing out the market: in 1898 with his first foray into fairyland, 4 Fairy’s
Wooing; The Kingdom of Heaven in 1899, and the experimental nudes-in-a-landscape of In
Elysium in 1900. During this period he also exhibited at the New English Art Club, with a
range of images possibly strategically directed at the alternative audience — to be examined
later in the chapter. The Kingdom of Heaven [fig.9] extends and simplifies aspects of
Childhood but retains a reliance on symbolic narrative. The random groups of children now
form a seraphic queue. They are dressed in toga-like robes and process with branches of

spring blossom.
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Fig.8 CS, Childhood, 1896, oil on canvas, Musée d'Orsay, Paris
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Fig.9 (S, The Kingdom of Heaven, 1899, oil on canvas, whereabouts unknown
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Whilst comparisons in subject here — the procession - may be drawn between this and later
paintings such as Stanhope Forbes’ Gala Day at Newlyn, 1907, and Frank Bramley’s
Grasmere Rushbearing, 1905, the clearest comparison is with another Bramley — For of
Such is the Kingdom of Heaven, 1891, [fig.10] shown in the Academy and widely
reproduced.® The distinctions between these two paintings raise questions again of the uses
of naturalism, truth to appearances, and behind this, Sims’ current ambition towards
symbolist content. Bramley’s was a record of an all too familiar ceremony — the death of a
child in the Cornish community in which he lived and worked — now transformed by Sims,
for The Times, into ‘a kind of celestial school feast.”’ Sims had appropriated a section of
Bramley’s biblical title and turned the procession of Newlyn mourners at the funeral of a
child into a representation of heaven itself. His children, watched over by maidens, wind
past the viewer bearing sprigs of apple blossom. The figures on the picture plane,
particularly the one facing backwards into the scene, are cropped and almost obscured by
their flowers.'® The ambiguities of the composition anticipated the riotous celebration of An
Island Festival, 1907, and the flower-strewn field would return in The Month of Mary and
The Coming of Spring, both 1912. Oddly, for a painting ostensibly of dead children, Sims
has managed not to be maudlin, his implication appears not that they have arrived in heaven
because they are dead, but that pretty children inhabit the heavenly garden that awaits the
righteous. This is a celebratory image with none of the eeriness one might expect if, for
example, it had been painted by Gotch, and without the local detail of Bramley’s record of
a real scene. The progression from the bare tree in the background from which the children
seem to emerge, to the spring blossom that they carry implies the reawakening of the

year.'! Sims replaced the warm evening light and high summer of Childhood with the cool
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silvery light and crocuses of an early morning in spring. The sense is of expectation, of new

beginnings, not of Childhood’s imminent autumnal darkness and intimations of lost youth.

In 1899 J. E. Christie’s Gather ye Rosebuds While Ye May, Old Time is Still A-Flying, also
explored notions of childhood and death.'> Like Childhood, this depicted a group of
children in contemporary dress skipping through a wooded glade, but Gather ye Rosebuds
implied more overtly the connection between the passing of childhood innocence and the
disappearing rural scene.'® Describing Vanity Fair, another Christie exhibited in 1897 at the
NEAC, The Studio recognised the power of the artist’s mixture of naturalism and
symbolism, for the allegory was made ‘to most men more persuasive and intelligible by its
modern dressing.’'* It was widely recognised by the end of the 1890s that a naturalistic
technique could communicate a symbolic allegory with more coherence and immediacy to
the contemporary audience. Sims’ Childhood should be viewed in this context: his
application of directional lighting, local colour and contemporary dress made the allegorical
content of his painting more legible to his viewers. If, however, Childhood is compared to
Melton Fisher’s 4 Children’s Picnic, [fig.11] one can see that Sims has here avoided
complete naturalism. Both painters depict middle-class children in contemporary clothing,
surrounded by toys in parks or gardens. But, whilst Sims creates a panoramic, distanced
view of the scene, Fisher’s figures are close to the picture plane and emerge as individuals.
A Children’s Picnic records a specific everyday occasion, just as the middle-class children
and fashionable Chinese lanterns also site Carnation, Lily, Lily Rose as a painting

essentially of modern life — an impressionist idyll.
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Fig.10 Frank Bramley, For of such is the Kingdom of Heaven, 1891, oil on canvas,
Mackelvie Trust Collection, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki

Fig.11 Samuel Melton Fisher, 4 Children’s Picnic, RA 1898, oil on canvas, whereabouts unknown
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By contrast, Sims’ broader handling and more decorative aesthetic locate Childhood more
typically as an allegory on a state of innocence in nature. Hornel’s animated tapestries of
children almost subsumed amongst their surrounding foliage were yet further removed
from reality and lived experience and so Sims’ Childhood falls between the naturalism of
Melton Fisher and Hornel’s decorative symbolism, exhibiting characteristics of both, but

ultimately following the example of neither.

Sims panoramic composition was more ambitious in scope than of these contemporaries.
He engaged the current artistic and cultural preoccupations regarding children and
childhood in a series of set-piece groupings amalgamated into one scene, and experimented
with the effect of atmospheric lighting on a naturalist composition so as to demonstrate his
skill on a large scale (96” x 54”). This was an ambitious undertaking for a recently trained
twenty-four year old, designed to appeal to the Academy audience, and the effort was
rewarded. Reviews of the painting were positive, for the Times it was a ‘striking picture...
which well deserve[d] its “centre”,” and when it was shown in the Paris Salon in 1900 the
Revue de la Jeunesse described it as ‘vraiment exquise.’'® Childhood was also a crucial step
in Sims’ technical development. For the reviewer of the Art Journal, it was ‘a work of the
greatest promise’ and evidenced ‘a remarkable knowledge and understanding of full
light.’'® This review concentrates on Sims’ use of light and atmosphere rather than on his
subject matter. The soft evening light gives unity and continuity to the scene although, for
the Magazine of Art, confusing light and weather, the artist had merely painted an
‘inexplicably foggy afternoon.’'” Atmosphere was a particular preoccupation of critics by

now sensitive to Impressionism and the ‘understanding of full light’ over-rode content.'®
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Indeed it is only in Academy Notes that the painting was analysed in a thematic sense at all

as a ‘pessimistic allegory of life.”"?

Sims’ contributions to the Academy of 1898, A Fairy’s Wooing and In Elysium, 1900,
(whereabouts of both unknown) extended the refuge from reality offered by the rural
setting of Childhood. These canvasses, the first a scene of pure fantasy, and the latter, of
nudes in the dappled shade of an overgrown orchard, took different implications; the first
the potential presence of supernatural creatures in the rural idyll, and the second, of the
health and vitality of country living.”® But perhaps in response to those reviews of
Childhood that concentrated on his handling of light, Sims temporarily abandoned
theatrical or literary sources for more objective observation, possibly in an attempt to
pursue this critical appreciation. The paintings produced between 1901 and c1905 - the
‘Arran’ series - represents the high point of what were to be his impressionist renderings of

everyday contemporary life.”!

Coinciding with the infancy of his first two sons, John born in October 1898, and Alan in
April 1901, Sims began a body of work including The Top o’ the Hill, and The Nest, both
1901, Playmates, A Summer Afternoon and Waterbabies, all 1902, Sunshine and Wind,
Butterflies, 1903, and The Kite, 1905. These were all playful sketches of his wife and
children on the sunny beaches and headlands of the Isie of Arran. The Sims family summer
holidays in 1902 and 1903 were spent there, and here the inspiration for his most

impressionistic work to date was generated.”
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Fig.13 CS, Spreading Their Wings, RA 1901, oil on canvas, destroyed
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But this phase began with In the Fields, 1899 [fig.12] - one of the few submissions he made
to the New English Art Club, and almost certainly directed towards this forum rather than
the Academy. The painting, of Agnes and John playing in a field, dates from the family’s
move away from the city to Essex. Sims became progressively more affected by his
surroundings, and as will become clear in later chapters, his work was fundamentally
influenced by his immersion in the English countryside. At this point, and having
experimented with the theme in Childhood, he had infant models on hand (Alan Sims
described himself as being of ‘exactly the right colour’) and the time and inspiration to
explore the fleeting effects of light and atmosphere that would make his name.” In the
Fields was the first painting preoccupied with sunlight glancing off muslin dresses, of
contemporary figures enveloped in the haze of atmospheric sunshine. There is no indication
here of supernatural forces or symbolic undertones. Sims was depicting an English rural
idyll of rolling hills and hedgerows bathed in the golden light of midsummer, perhaps

comparable to Philip Wilson Steer’s Children Playing with a Dog, Ludlow, of 1898/9.%

In July 1900, after a trip to Paris to view Childhood in the Salon, and to attend the Paris
Exposition, Sims embarked upon the ambitious Spreading Their Wings [fig.13].° This
painting perhaps marks a transitional point between the symbolism of the Kingdom of
Heaven and Childhood, and the observational impressionism of the Arran works. The huge
canvas — 6ft by 10ft — was intended to make a grand statement in contrast to the intimacy
and simplicity of In the Fields and was again aimed at the Academy audience, possibly
with the aim of finding a municipal gallery as purchaser - it was certainly not designed as

an NEAC drawing room easel painting. Here Sims depicted a smartly dressed
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contemporary family group with an open seascape extending behind them. The title alludes
to the narrative content: the adults look on as their children act out their own inevitable
independence, the eldest daughter coquettishly engages the attention of a young man, two
of the sons stare out to sea and the potential adventures they have in store. The mother (a
prematurely aged Agnes) clutches her other daughter and baby son (John) to her skirts, the
father pensively smokes a cigarette and observes his daughter’s suitor. The figures are all
lost in their own thoughts, the atmosphere is of Ibsenesque dislocation, a family divided, an
unusual theme for a recently married young man with a baby son and another on the way.*®
There are elements that anticipate Sims’ Arran impressionism — the use of contemporary
dress, especially white muslin frocks with ribbon sashes, the seaside location, the expanse
of sky, and the use of Agnes and the young John as models. However here the handling is
far less fluid and painterly, the composition more contrived, there is little of the direct
brushwork of the later paintings and the lighting is subdued and overcast instead of bright
and sunny. When it was exhibited in the Summer Academy of 1901 The Times concluded
that Sims had ‘not yet learned to tell a story,” and the Ladies Realm wished that he had been
‘less generous in the matter of canvas.’®’ The painting was never sold — the artist later re-
used pieces of the canvas, presumably loathe to waste it on an unsuccessful experiment.”®
Subsequent paintings of his family were on a far smaller scale, aimed perhaps at private
buyers and concentrate on exuberantly coloured scenes of breezy sunshine that proved his
first real commercial success.”’ The Nest, 1901, [fig.14] for example, also shown in the
Academy, depicts John Sims as a toddler immersed in long grass peering at a bird’s nest
full of bright blue eggs. The composition is intimate and the figure close to the picture

plane. The cerulean blue of the eggs hidden in the grass is echoed in the strip of sky visible
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and in the child’s dress and this contrasts against the burnt orange tones of the landscape.
The complementary colour scheme, subject matter and composition are simple and
uncontrived, the interest in this painting lies in Sims’ use of paint. The blades of grass were
worked swiftly and expressively with the side of a knife, the surface is heavily impasted,
luscious and exciting — the artist’s application of the pigment (and use of complementary

colours) has begun to suggest a looser, more spontaneous and impressionist style.

Fig.14 CS, The Nest, 1901, oil on canvas, Private Collection (John Sims)

In the summer of 1901 Sims painted The Top o’ the Hill, exhibited in the Academy in 1902

[figs.15 and 16).* His composition, showing Agnes in a white dress silhouetted against the
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sky with two boys running down the hill towards the viewer, applied simple contrasts of
light and colour in its depiction, primarily, of the effects of wind and sun.*' It is in part
derived from Monet’s Essai de figure en plein air, 1886, [fig.17] and Sargent’s 4 Gust of
Wind, 1887, [fig.18] and was later echoed by Charles Furse’s Diana of the Uplands, 1903-4
[fig.19]. Painted a year before the family’s first trip to Arran, and so presumably in the
Essex marshes, The Top o’ the Hill anticipated both the style and the subjects that followed.
For The Magazine of Art it was ‘as a record of sunlight and breezy atmosphere, as a
suggestion of the movement of the wind and the actual gleam of the sun... altogether
perfect.’*” This review is strikingly similar to Walter Sickert’s much earlier reaction to
Steer’s On the Pierhead. He had ‘never seen a canvas ... more like sun and wind ... you
feel that sunshine and wind and youth are glorious things, and that life ... is a gift to be
grateful for.’*® Reviews of Sims had in the past remarked upon his understanding of light
effects, however the reaction to The Top o’ the Hill commented for the first time on his
depiction of weather as opposed to mere light, ‘a masterly note of brilliant sunshine and
breezy atmosphere.”** In the later painting, Sunshine and Wind, 1903, which also depicts
Agnes and John walking across a breezy heath, the artist has developed his facility for the

depiction of weather conditions and highlighted this in his choice of title.*
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Fig.16 CS, The Top o’ the Hill (sketch), ¢1901, red chalk or crayon on paper, archive GB3025/1/4/9
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Fig.17 Claude Monet, Essai de figure en plein air, 1886, oil on canvas, Musée d'Orsay, Paris

Fig.18 John Singer Sargent, 4 Gust of Wind, 1887, oil on canvas, Private Collection
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































