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Introduction: The Enduring Allure of a Lost Artist

On September 2, 1942, a Lockheed Hudson aircraft of RAF Coastal Command took off
from its base in Iceland on an air-sea rescue mission and vanished into the grey skies
over the North Atlantic.' Among the five-man crew was Honorary Captain Eric
Ravilious, Royal Marines, aged 39. He was the first official British war artist to be killed
on active service during the Second World War.? His death was stark and enigmatic,
leaving no crash site, no wreckage, and no grave—a brutal and sudden termination of
an artistic career at the very height of its powers.®

The enduring and, indeed, ever-increasing appeal of Eric Ravilious lies in his unique
ability to capture a vision of England poised between tradition and modernity, serenity
and unease. His body of work is a masterclass in a distinctly quiet modernism, one
that filters quintessentially English subjects—the chalk hills of the South Downs, the
intimate clutter of a greenhouse, the machinery of war—through a sophisticated,
design-led, and subtly unsettling lens.

For decades, Ravilious was what one commentator called a "shared secret" of British
art, a "grossly undervalued" and sometimes "forgotten" figure whose reputation was
eclipsed by the post-war dominance of abstraction.' Yet the 21st century has
witnessed a remarkable "Ravilious renaissance".® Fueled by major museum exhibitions,
a burgeoning publishing industry, and a unique, unexpected resonance in the digital
age, his work has found a new and passionate audience.® This report seeks to unravel
the life, work, and legacy of this singular artist, exploring the sources of his quiet
vision and the reasons for its powerful, resurgent allure.

Part I: The Making of an Artist (1903-1930)


https://prominentpainting.com/

Chapter 1: From Sussex Downs to South Kensington

Eric William Ravilious was born in Acton, London, on July 22, 1903, to Frank and Emma
Ravilious.® A pivotal move in his youth brought the family to Eastbourne, Sussex, where
his father, a devout Methodist, ran an antiques shop.’ This relocation immersed the
young Ravilious in the chalk landscapes of the South Downs, a geography that would
become the most celebrated and defining subject of his artistic career.'® After
attending Eastbourne Municipal Secondary School, his artistic path began in earnest
with a scholarship to the Eastbourne School of Art in 1919.°

A second scholarship in 1922 proved even more decisive, taking him to the Royal
College of Art (RCA) in London.? Crucially, he was admitted to the Design School, not
the School of Painting. This placement is fundamental to understanding his entire
artistic identity. His practice was forged not as a painter who occasionally designed,
but as a designer whose rigorous training in line, pattern, and composition informed
every aspect of his work, from commercial ceramics to his "fine art" watercolours. His
watercolour technique, described in the language of engraving as "scored, striated,
cross-hatched," involved scraping paint back to the paper, a method that has more in
common with drawing and printmaking than with traditional fluid washes." His
celebrated commercial commissions were not ancillary projects but central
components of his output.? To view a Ravilious watercolour, therefore, is to see the
subject through the eyes of a master engraver and designer who "drew" with paint,
prioritizing structure and graphic clarity—qualities that would later make his work
exceptionally suited for reproduction.®

At the RCA, two relationships were paramount in shaping his development. He studied
under Paul Nash, a leading figure in British modernism and a former war artist from
the First World War.? Nash, a great enthusiast for wood engraving, immediately
recognized Ravilious's talent in the medium, encouraging him and helping him secure
both commissions and membership in the prestigious Society of Wood Engravers in
1925." Nash'’s philosophy of applying modernist principles to distinctly English
subjects provided a powerful model for Ravilious's own artistic explorations.®

Simultaneously, Ravilious formed an inseparable friendship with fellow student Edward
Bawden.® They became close friends and collaborators, sharing lodgings at Great



Bardfield in Essex, working side-by-side, and holding their first joint exhibition in
1927." This bond of mutual support and shared aesthetic sensibility was a cornerstone
of their early careers.

Chapter 2: A Professional Life: Commissions, Murals, and Marriage

In 1930, Ravilious married Eileen Lucy "Tirzah" Garwood, a gifted artist and engraver
whom he had met while she was his student at the Eastbourne School of Art.* Their
life together, first in Hammersmith, London, and later at Bank House in Castle
Hedingham, Essex, was a deep creative partnership.® Tirzah was an accomplished
artist in her own right, and their collaboration was sometimes direct; it was she who
skillfully collaged elements from several of her husband's watercolour studies to
create the final, successful composition of his famous painting

Train Landscape."

Ravilious quickly established a formidable reputation as a wood engraver and book
illustrator, producing more than 400 illustrations over his lifetime.® His work graced
volumes for major commercial publishers like Jonathan Cape and esteemed private
presses such as the Golden Cockerel Press, for whom he illustrated a notable edition
of Shakespeare's

Twelfth Night.® His elegant, playful woodcuts for the Curwen Press and his iconic
cover design for

Wisden Cricketers' Almanack became enduring fixtures of British visual culture.®

His design-led practice flourished across a range of commercial and public
commissions. He created advertising materials for London Transport and the clothier
Austin Reed.” His work for the ceramics firm Wedgwood was particularly successful
and influential. Beginning in 1935, he produced a series of much-loved designs,
including the George VI Coronation Mug of 1937 (a design later adapted posthumously
for Queen Elizabeth II's coronation in 1953), the whimsical

Alphabet Mug (1937), and the "Garden" and "Travel" series of tableware.?

A significant, and ultimately tragic, part of his early career was dedicated to mural
painting. Between 1928 and 1929, he, Bawden, and fellow artist Charles Mahoney



spent a year painting a series of large-scale murals for the refreshment room at

Morley College in London." Described as a "striking departure" from convention with

their "sharp in detail, clean in colour, with an odd humour in their marionette-like
figures," these works were a major public achievement.” Tragically, they were
completely destroyed by bombing in 1941." Other murals, such as those for the
Midland Hotel in Morecambe (1933), also survive only in preparatory studies.’ The

physical loss of these ambitious, large-scale works has profoundly shaped his legacy,

focusing historical and critical attention almost exclusively on his smaller
watercolours, prints, and designs.

Table 1: Key Biographical and Career Milestones

Year Event Significance
1922 Wins scholarship to the Cements his path as a
Royal College of Art (Design designer; meets Paul Nash
School) and Edward Bawden.?
1928-29 Paints Morley College Major public commission
murals with Bawden establishing his early
reputation; its later
destruction focuses his
legacy elsewhere.'
1930 Marries artist Tirzah Begins a crucial personal
Garwood and creative partnership.’
1934 "Rediscovers" the South Begins the most intensive
Downs and famous period of his
landscape painting,
centered on the Sussex
countryside."
1936 First commission for Begins a highly successful
Wedgwood ceramics and influential foray into
commercial design that
becomes central to his
identity."
1938 Publishes High Street Creates one of his most
lithographs iconic print series, a key
example of his "Magic




Realist" style."”

1939 Appointed Official War Pivots his entire artistic
Artist focus to the war effort,
leading to his most iconic

and tragic final works.?

Part Il: The Luminous Landscape: Ravilious in Peacetime
(1930-1939)

Chapter 3: The Watercolourist's Craft

Eric Ravilious famously expressed an aversion to oil paint, comparing the medium to
"painting with toothpaste".?* His chosen medium was watercolour, but his application
of it was highly unconventional and deeply rooted in his graphic sensibility. He
typically worked with a limited and subdued colour palette, creating mood through
tone and texture rather than chromatic exuberance.”

His technique was not one of fluid, transparent washes, but of building up surfaces
with controlled, linear marks. His watercolours are "created out of streaks," composed
of "scored, striated, cross-hatched" brushstrokes that directly echo the practice of
wood engraving.” This method imbues the gentle English landscape with an
unexpected tension. The very verbs used to describe his technique—"scored,"
"scraped," "incised"—carry an undercurrent of force, subtly subverting the pastoral
ideal long before the explicit threat of war.” This visual unease is not merely a matter
of composition or subject choice; it is physically embedded in the making of the
artwork. The act of creation, with its "sense of cut, fracture, incision," mirrors the
latent disquiet within the scene itself.”

He frequently employed both wet and dry brush techniques and would often scrape
the paint back to reveal the stark white of the paper underneath.” This allowed him to
create highlights and textures, defining the roughness of grass or the smooth lines of
tyre tracks on a road.” This use of bare paper is a defining hallmark of his style,
creating a unique luminosity that seems to emanate from within the painting, a quality



that makes his work "literally shine".®

Chapter 4: An English Arcadia: The South Downs and Ancient Places

Having grown up in Eastbourne, the landscape of the South Downs was part of
Ravilious's consciousness from an early age. He "rediscovered" the area with fresh
artistic eyes in 1934, and for the next five years, it became his principal source of
inspiration."” His frequent visits to Furlongs, the cottage of his artist friend Peggy
Angus nestled near Firle, were particularly productive and cemented what became a
"lifelong love affair" with the region.™

During this period, he produced a remarkable series of watercolours that capture the
"beauty and mystery" of this unique chalk downland.” Works such as

Chalk Paths and Beachy Head exemplify his fascination with the landscape's essential
forms: the smoothly rolling green hills, the vibrant, almost luminous white of the
exposed chalk, and the man-made patterns of zigzagging fences that suggest a
“lived-in landscape" even in the absence of figures.”

His interest extended beyond the natural forms to the ancient, man-made marks upon
the land. He was drawn to the monumental chalk figures carved into the hillsides,
painting the Long Man of Wilmington, the Westbury White Horse, the Uffington White
Horse, and the Cerne Abbas Giant.® This preoccupation connected him to a broader
inter-war cultural fascination with English archaeology, folklore, and the powerful
"genius loci," or sense of place, that also captivated his mentor, Paul Nash.™

Chapter 5: The Uncanny in the Everyday: Magic Realism and the Modern View

Ravilious's work is often categorized within the artistic style of Magic Realism." As
defined by the critic Franz Roh, this term, when applied to visual art, describes not a
world of fantasy, but the depiction of ordinary objects and landscapes in such a way
as to hint at something "uncanny or strange lurking under the surface"." It is a world
where a vague sense of unease permeates benign scenes, where something feels
slightly "off-kilter"."



A key element of this style in Ravilious's art is the frequent and deliberate absence of
people.” His interiors and landscapes are rarely empty; rather, they are unpeopled. In
paintings like

The Greenhouse: Cyclamen and Tomatoes or the interior of a third-class railway
carriage in Train Landscape, the human presence is powerfully implied through the
objects left behind, creating a sense of mysterious narrative." The viewer is invited to
speculate on the story just out of frame: "Where are they going, and why?"."

His 1938 series of colour lithographs for the book High Street is a quintessential
example of this approach.’ His depictions of traditional English shopfronts—the
Saddler and Harness Maker, the Cheesemonger, the Fireworks Shop—are rendered
with his characteristic precision and elegance. Yet they are more than simple records.
They are elegies for a disappearing world, captured with a strange, frozen-in-time
quality that feels both documentary and dreamlike.

This uncanny quality is reinforced by his modernist compositional choices. His use of
slightly distorted perspectives, the dramatic interplay of light and shadow (especially
in his woodcuts), and his overriding focus on geometry and pattern all contribute to
the unsettling atmosphere that marks him as a distinctly modern artist, not a nostalgic
traditionalist.’

Part Ill: An Artist at War (1939-1942)

Chapter 6: Honorary Captain, Royal Marines

Before the war, Ravilious aligned himself with anti-fascist causes and, at the outbreak
of hostilities, joined a local Royal Observer Corps post.® His artistic skill was soon
officially co-opted. In December 1939, he was accepted as one of the first full-time
salaried artists for the War Artists' Advisory Committee (WAAC).? He was granted the
honorary rank of Captain in the Royal Marines and assigned to the Admiralty to
document the naval war.?

His initial postings took him to the heart of Britain's naval preparations, including the



dockyards at Chatham and the coastal defences at Sheerness and Newhaven.? His
watercolours from this time capture the formidable machinery of war.

A Warship in Dock (1940) depicts the bow of a destroyer, its colossal scale and
menacing angular camouflage emphasized by a low viewpoint, conveying the
industrial power being marshaled for the conflict.? In

Coastal Defences (1940), he portrays the fortified port of Newhaven at night, the
scene bisected by the stark white beam of a searchlight, a powerful visual metaphor
for a nation on high alert against invasion.? During the Norway campaign, he sailed to
the Arctic Circle aboard HMS Highlander, from which he painted

HMS Glorious in the Arctic (1940). The work captures the aircraft carrier's surreal
dazzle camouflage mirrored in the frigid sea, a scene of strange, geometric beauty
painted shortly before the ship was sunk with a catastrophic loss of life.?

Perhaps his most coherent and celebrated body of wartime work is the Submarine
Series of 1941.* Produced as a set of lithographs after he spent time aboard L-class
submarines at the naval base in Gosport, these images offer a unique glimpse into the
claustrophobic world of undersea warfare.* Works like

Working controls when submerged and Commander of a Submarine Looking Through
a Periscope masterfully balance technical detail with artistic expression, using the
stark, artificial light of the submarine's interior to create dramatic compositions of
shadow and illuminated machinery.*

Chapter 7: A View from the Air

During a posting to the Royal Naval Air Station at Dundee, Ravilious was permitted to
fly in Supermarine Walrus seaplanes, sketching from the air.? Deeply impressed by the
new perspectives offered from above, he successfully requested a transfer from the
Admiralty to the Royal Air Force in 1942.2

He was subsequently posted to several airfields, including RAF Sawbridgeworth in
Hertfordshire, where he turned his attention to documenting the daily life of an active
base.® His paintings from this period highlight his continued fascination with pattern
and the abstract beauty of functional landscapes.



Runway Perspective (1941) transforms the stark geometry of an airfield into a
harmonious, almost meditative composition of muted greys and greens.*

The Operations Room (1942), an unfinished watercolour, is an invaluable historical
record of a now-defunct base. It captures the panoramic view from the control room,
complete with its distinctive wartime colour scheme and Ravilious's own penciled-in
annotations for aircraft he intended to add later.*’ Another work from this time,

Spitfires at Sawbridgeworth (1942), is an intriguing fabrication. It depicts the famous
fighters at the base months before they actually arrived, a testament to Ravilious's
desire to illustrate the iconic aircraft, even if it meant composing the scene from his
imagination.?

Chapter 8: The Final Mission to Iceland

In August 1942, Ravilious embarked on what would be his final assignment, travelling
to Iceland to document the operations of RAF Coastal Command.? He was
enthusiastic, referring to the country as "the promised land" in a letter to his wife,
Tirzah, and writing with excitement about the intense blue of the Arctic seas and the
"wonderful fireworks" of distant bombing.' He arrived at the airfield of RAF
Kaldadarnes by road on September 1, 1942.2

His death was not an accidental consequence of being in a warzone but a direct result
of his proactive and deeply committed approach to his role. He consistently sought to
immerse himself in the action, whether sailing to the Arctic, going aboard submarines,
or flying in various aircraft.? His role was not that of a passive observer but an active
participant. As the playwright Alan Bennett would later remark, "Painting was his
active service and he gave his life for it".* This commitment led him, on the morning of
September 2, just one day after his arrival in Iceland, to volunteer for a flight. He
boarded a Lockheed Hudson of No. 269 Squadron that was taking off on an air-sea
rescue mission, his purpose being to "observe and visually record the men in action".”
The aircraft and its five-man crew flew out over the Atlantic and were never seen
again.' The exact cause of their disappearance—whether foul weather, mechanical
failure, or enemy action—remains a mystery.'



Part IV: Legacy and Reappraisal

Chapter 9: Ravilious & Co: A Network of Friends

To fully understand Ravilious, one must see him in the context of his artistic circle. His
work exists in a dynamic dialogue with that of his friends, rivals, and mentors.

The influence of his tutor, Paul Nash, was foundational. Both artists sought to forge a
distinctly English modernism, applying avant-garde principles to the national
landscape.® They shared an interest in ancient sites and were drawn to similar
locations like the Ridgeway and the coast at Newhaven."” However, their paths
diverged. Nash delved more deeply into Surrealism and a quasi-mystical exploration
of the 'genius loci,' while Ravilious's modernism remained quieter, more observational,
and more firmly grounded in his design practice."”

The most direct comparison is with his close friend and collaborator, Edward
Bawden. They were central figures in the Great Bardfield artist community in Essex,
sharing a whimsical, design-led aesthetic and a deep affection for the nuances of
English life.* They worked side-by-side, and their styles often overlapped. Yet Bawden,
who outlived his friend by 47 years, developed his own distinct graphic voice,
particularly in the medium of the coloured linocut.”® A comparison of their respective
designs for book series, such as Bawden's for the Vanguard Library and Ravilious's for
Everyman's Library, reveals subtle but important differences in their approach to
graphic design.*

John Piper was another key contemporary who explored English landscapes,
churches, and architecture through a modernist lens.* Like Ravilious, he was an
official war artist and was drawn to locations like Newhaven.** However, Piper's work
often possessed a more dramatic, theatrical, and neo-romantic flair, contrasting with
the cool, meditative quality that characterized Ravilious's vision.*®

Chapter 10: The Ravilious Renaissance



After his death, Ravilious's reputation as a painter languished for several decades. As
figurative art fell out of fashion and the art world turned toward American Abstract
Expressionism, his quiet English watercolours seemed out of step.” While his
Wedgwood designs remained popular and in production, his paintings were known
primarily to specialists and a small circle of collectors.®

The tide began to turn in the 1980s, aided by a broader postmodernist revival of
interest in tradition, narrative, and design.® A pivotal moment came in 1986 with a
major reassessing exhibition, which followed a long-term loan of his work to the
Towner Art Gallery in his hometown of Eastbourne.® The Towner now holds the largest
and most significant public collection of his work, with a dedicated gallery space.”
Subsequent landmark exhibitions, notably at the Imperial War Museum in 2003 and
the Dulwich Picture Gallery in 2015, cemented his return to the forefront of
20th-century British art.°

A crucial and unexpected factor in his 21st-century popularity is the unique suitability
of his art for the digital age.® His linear, hatched style and his extensive use of the
paper's bare white surface create a natural luminosity that reproduces exceptionally
well on backlit screens. His images, as one critic noted, "literally shine" online, a
quality that has helped him garner a massive and devoted following on social media
platforms.® This phenomenon has made his resolutely analogue craft perfectly, if
paradoxically, suited to a contemporary audience.

His work resonates today for its masterful blend of nostalgia and modernity. He
depicts what has been called a "compromised paradise,” an England of deep, quiet
beauty that is simultaneously shadowed by barbed wire, abandoned machinery, and
the coming of war.® In an anxious modern world, his “cool yet somehow blithe
detachment" and his ability to find order and pattern in chaos offer a compelling and
deeply calming vision.® The enduring power of this vision was confirmed when his
1940 watercolour

Train Landscape was voted the UK's favourite railway artwork in a global poll,
surpassing even J.M.W. Turner—a testament to his profound and ever-growing public
appeal.”

Table 2: A Survey of Major Works and Series



Title/Series Year(s) Medium Key Primary Public
Characteristics | Collection
High Street 1938 Colour Precise, Victoria and
Lithograph elegant Albert
depictions of Museum,
traditional Government
English Art Collection
shopfronts,
imbued with a
sense of elegy
and Magic
Realism.’
Chalk Paths 1935 Watercolour Quintessential Private
South Downs Collections
landscape; (prints widely
focus on available)
pattern, line,
and the vibrant
white of the
chalk.”
Submarine 1941 Lithograph Claustrophobic | Imperial War
Series , technically Museum, Royal
detailed Museums
interiors of Greenwich
submarines;
dramatic use
of artificial
light and
shadow.”
Train 1940 Watercolour Iconic view of Aberdeen Art
Landscape and Collage the Westbury Gallery &
White Horse Museums
from a train
carriage;
explores
themes of
travel,
perspective,
and the
uncanny."
Wedgwood 1937-39 Ceramic Whimsical, Victoria and




‘Garden'/'Alpha Design bucolic Albert
bet' Designs vignettes with Museum,
strong linear various
quality; highly public/private
successful collections
commercial
work.?!
The 1942 Watercolour Unfinished but Imperial War
Operations and Pencil invaluable Museum
Room record of an
RAF airfield
control room;
shows his
working
process.”’

Conclusion: A World on the Cusp

Eric Ravilious stands as a unique and pivotal figure in the story of 20th-century British
art. His great contribution was the creation of a quietly modern vision that masterfully
reconciled the traditions of English landscape painting with a sophisticated,
design-led modernist sensibility. His work is not merely depiction but a distinct way of
seeing—a gaze that finds pattern in chaos, strangeness in the familiar, and a serene,
almost meditative beauty in a world teetering on the cusp of profound and violent
change.

His tragically short life produced a body of work that continues to captivate and
resonate with increasing power. He remains, in many ways, a "shared secret" ¢, an
artist whose luminous watercolours, elegant designs, and haunting wartime images
offer a timeless and compelling glimpse into the light and shadow of a lost England.
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