
Please click below for a new 

Percy Shakespeare site  
 

www.percyshakespeare.uk  

 

This includes a large gallery of Percy’s oil 

paintings and a full copy of Percy 

Shakespeare by Robin Shaw which he has 

kindly given permission to reproduce.  He 

continues to assert his rights under the 

Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 

He can be contacted by email at 

robin@shaw-line.com and copies of the 

book are available from him. 

 

Alternatively, if you scroll on, you will 

again find a full copy of Robin’s book. 

http://www.percyshakespeare.uk/
mailto:robin@shaw-line.com


PERCY SHAKESPEARE,
ROBIN SHAW

DIJDLEY'S PAINTE,R OF THE, THIRTIE,S



With love to
KATE

who has shared *y enthusiasm

for Percy Shakespeare's drawings
and helped me to appreciate his colours

and
to the memory of

NO SHAW
who gave Percy Shakespeare his basic training

and helped and encouraged him

Also by Robin Shaw

HOUSMAN'S PLACES
Published by The Housman Society



(''VD
OO0,Z AON EZ

Q,*n$P

/t\YHS NISOU

,(q

poqsllqnd puu ueltrr^\

serlrlql oql Jo retulud s,z(e1pnc

EUYEdSE)YHS AJUEd

LZSI'II'IOOZ



\

First published in 2000
by Robin Shaw

78 Kidderminster Road, Bromsgrove, Worcestershire, 861 7LD

O Robin Shaw 2000

Robin Shaw is hereby identified as the author of this work in accordance with
the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988

All rights reserved

ISBN 0-9539126-0-4

Printed by

Arron Print Ltd
Unit 30

Enfield Industrial Estate

Redditch
Worcestershire 897 6BY



'secrpueddv eql ur uorlurruoJur qlrlr uorlulerroc ,(sue JoJ Jeqr.unu

en8o1u1uc s,Joqlne eq ,(q perJnuepr osle oJe suorluJlsn[ll
'(9d 'tsd '3'e 'peletlsnlll sr etnlcrd eqt ereqm e8ud

eql ol puu anSolelec s,Joqlne eql ur pesn Suuequnu eql ol uenrB sr

ecueJeJeJ u.reldeqc B ur pouorlueu sr e;n1crd B ar.url lsJrJ eqJ :oloN

Z9

LN

9t

ZE

TZ

9t

OI

L

I

A\eIAeU

qluec pu? rul(\

s8ur1urc4 ornsreT lB sergrql eql

u?IN EqJ

Jolursd snoues v

uv Jo looqcs tueqSurru-rrg

suerJ pu? suv Jo Ioor{c5 ,(e1pnq

surSuo ,ft1uno3 lcslg

slueluoJ

sacrpul

pellq1lxg s{rol[ :11 xrpueddV

s{roA\ Jo lslT :I xrpueddv

uorlcnpoJlul

9

I

e

Z



PERCY SHAKESPEARE (PS78), Self-Portrait, probably in his twenties.



I'unesnl^l ,(e1pnq Jo JJets eqt teqt putJ ol pesueld se^\ I puu lcelord eqt lnoqu Surlurqt

ot punor 1oB ,(11eurJ I teql L66I ur su^\ lI 'rulq lnoq? erolu 1no putJ plnoc J rol{loq^\

ees plnoA\ I perrler I uaq/h leql Jles,,(u pestuord 1 puB perll.ups qcnu I qclq^\ 6L6l
ur s8urlurud s,,(crod Jo uorlrqrqxe uB posrue8ro ,(re11ug uV pue tunesnlN ,(e1pnq
'leoc eqt Jo )culq eqt tsure8u 8urur1 {uld eqt pu? sserp eql Jo ueer8 epuf et4l 'uwog ttDg
uaatg u! trtg'osec srql ur iuunlne puu Jaruruns olel Jo sJnoloc eql uego :pesodulxnl
,(13ur11rels pue luerqr^ er? srnoloc srH '{Jo^\ slq Jo ernteeJ e l{cns euoceq plnot\ t{clq,!\

'rnoloc ro; Eurlee; s.,(cred sl\oqs U 'sllel Surlurud eq] ,ftols oql o] srseqdue s8utrq

sJnoloc aql Jo ?ru?Jp eql '11 sees oqA\ euorftene Jo uorluenB eql slcsJl]e u pu? ,(1puuJ

eqt qtrA\ [[[ls sr ernlcrd eq; ',(llurcueur; 3ur133ruts sum ,(cred ueq^\ tt lq8noq JeqleJ

,(ru pue lro^\ ,(pue uu sr tt teqt Iulqt 01 e)11 I ]nq - 096l ul pelp eq eroJeq tutq peISE

p?r{ I qsl,!\ 
^rou I suor}senb ,(uuru eql Jo auo lsnf sr srql - u perrnbcu req]uJ ,(tu 

^\oq
A\ouI lou op I 'esnoq eql ur eceld luauruord e ut ll peluel\ sluered ,(u ,(qzn perepuo^\

e^\ pue '[[eq u le pa]uroddesrp ueeq wq oq/lr pr8 u go ,fto1s eql seop l[ su 3ur11e1

'ern1crd,(uoo13 e suzl\ lt l{8noql I pue srelsrs,{ru'uerpllqc sV '(9d'€ZS4) uuog ltDg
uaatg ut u!9 serrrr dn /!\erS I qcFIA\ rllt/\\ eruedseluq5 ,(cred Jo {JoA\ Jeqto eql

',fte11e9 uV,(etpnq u[ ssorce euruc lsrrJ eq ,(oq 11utus er{l ur perJrluepr

tsrrJ eq tuqt drqsuuuslq8nerp su^\ 1r puu luep ]uer8 u pesn /!\uqs o^I ruJel u sel\
ueuslq8nerq 'ueuslq8neJp elqe{Jetuer u ,(peeJle se/rr eq luql /r\oqs pue ,$uelu puu

ueelq8re ueel\leq se,r ,(ered uer.{A\ euop eJeA\ eseql 'uVJo looqcs ,(e1pnq lu sselc aJrl

eql ur pocnpord ereedse{uqs ,(cre4 qclqA\ (Sd'ZT, pue LI 'glsd selpnts rnolocretu^\
puu llcued peue4 A\eJ B eJeA\ 'pe,(uldsrp s,(um1u 'dn ,t.er8 I eJeql\ esnoq eql uI

',reJ u ,(1uo 01 uA\oul sr {JoA\ srq

A\oN 'JeeJuc Sursruord ,(leueJlxe srq uoqs 8ur]lnc 'pellg sern ,(cred ecuur.lc 1eruc ,(q

ueqA\ ,(eusrp s,Jer{leJ ,(ru 3o oJe.{\e ffiil\ I w6l ur ,(oq llurus ,(:en e se uene puB ]uelul
s.r(cre4 peSernosue puB peJe^ocslp eq 13ql 13eJ eql Jo pnord sez!\ 'z!\uqs oAI 'JeqluJ

,,(6 's,(ep lsellJee ,(ru uorg aru ol ut\ou>[ sen{ eJuadseluqg ,(cre4 etueu eql

uorlcnporlul

I



and Art Gallery were ready to think about another exhibition in 1999. They owned

about a dozen paintings and a number of drawings but there was the problem of

locating enough additional works for an exhibition. We knew that many of the works

that were previously in the hands of Percy Shakespeare's family in 1979 had

subsequently been sold to the Wolverhampton art dealer, Robert Price. Robert Price

had done a great deal to help set up the I 979 exhibition and had researched and written

the exhibition brochure (which incidentally is the only previously written biographical

material). Price had recognised the quality of Percy Shakespeare's work and in the

years following the exhibition his commercial interest came to the fore and he

persuaded the family to part with many of the best works and sold them on. He died

in 1990 having retained for his own collection The Bird House, (PS12, p42), and

Dudley Museum & Art Gallery bought this at auction. It was good that they were able

to do this because, portraying the Bird House at Dudley Zoo, it is a particularly

appropriate picture to be retained in the town. As for the other pictures he had bought

and sold on, there was no easy way of finding where they were.

So I began some detective work to assemble a catalogue of known works and

find, where possible, who owned them. The results are summarised in Appendix I. I
did not locate all the known works and of course there may be others that I have had

no information about. I would still like to hear from anyone who has works which are

either listed with owner 'unknown' or unlisted.

Beginning my researches I soon found that written sources of information about

Percy Shakespeare were very limited. Dudley Libraries, Archives and Local History

Services, had a book of newspaper cuttings kept by Dudley Art Circle covering their

exhibitions from 1933 to 1938. There was little else. There was for instance very little

in Naval records and we do not know what work he was doing for the Navy when he

was killed. He left virtually no written records; only his signature and one letter. There

is no statement of what he was trying to achieve; just his paintings to speak for

themselves. I had some memories of what my parents had said about Percy but I had

long missed the opportunity to ask any questions.

Early in my researches I was pleased to find Percy Shakespeare's sisters,

Margery and Gwendoline, were still alive and well (Margery sadly died in 1999) and

were still living in the same house close to the Wren's Nest, Dudley, where the family

had lived from about 1930. They generously helped me and I would like to thank them,

but as they said 'It was a long time ago and Percy was always a loner.' It appeared that

he came and went and did not share with the family the details of his life.

I met several other people who had known Percy Shakespeare, three of them

during the time he was at Dudley School of Art, and I am grateful to them all for

sharing their memories with me. Reg Wakefield had spent his life as a commercial

artist living in Hull and I am indebted to him for his memories of a year or so when as
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white-hot metal contrasted with the grimness of the sooty environment.

Dudley, while all of it is high, is all ups and down. Even in those blackest days

some green relief to its setting was given by the wooded hill crowned with the ruined

Norman castle overlooking the town. Kate's Hill is across the other side of the town

centre in relation to the castle. From outside the house where Percy was born, in the

slums that have now gone, his front door would open onto the street where as a child

he would play. There would always be a view of the castle keep, on the green slopes

of the hill opposite - a strange contrast to the squalor all around. Between the castle

and Kate's Hill lay the town. The High Street widened at the north-east end to make

way for the central street market and from the south-west end, marked by the church,

the Stourbridge Road tipped away, sloping to Brierley Hill and the fringes of the Black

Country before coming to Worcestershire and the Severn Plain.

*

percy's birth certificate tells us that his father, John Shakespeare, was a steam engine

fitter. percy's sisters told me he was a pattern maker. Either way, and perhaps at

SLUM HOUSING, Kate's Hill, early twentieth century.
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Dudley School of Art

Dudley School of Art (or Dudley School of Arts and Crafts to give it its full title)
may have been metaphorically a bright light but not so physically. It was housed in the

building on the corner of St James's Road which is now the Museum and Art Gallery.
It is largely built of terra cotta brick and even when it opened in 1884 one of the

speakers at the celebratory lunch disgraced himself by describing it as dull and

cheerless. He was totally out of tune with the spirit of the day for its opening was an

occasion of great civic pride. The building was designed originally to house a free

library, an art school and a single room art gallery. The library was on the ground floor
and the art school above. For both of these institutions, individuals had campaigned

long and hard and they were both seen as giving badly needed educational
opportunities to an underprivileged population.

There was an elaborate opening ceremony on 29 July 1884 with aparade which
included a band, a detachment of cavalry, the volunteers, the police and a whole range

of civic dignitaries. The route round the town was lined with cheering spectators and at

a canopied dais Mrs Claughton, sister of the Earl of Dudley, was presented with a solid
gold key to unlock the doors. Then there was a banquet for 250 people with toasts and

speeches. The theme of the day was that now there was an opportunity for the working
classes to rise up from the degraded position in which they had been for so long. Of
course this enthusiasm was for both the library and the art school but nevertheless it is
clear that art schools were relatively more prestigious than they are today. Art schools

were coming into being all over the country as the British became nervous that sales of
their manufactured goods would fall behind those of continental competitors if better
design was not promoted.

*

By 1913 the Art School had established a firm place in Dudley and was seen as

vital to the town's industry and commerce. A new library had been opened in 1900 and
the art school had expanded into the space vacated. The room to the right of the

10



II

UVJo looqcs ,(e1pnq'ledtcur:4 AWHS OAI'u^\ol eql otur slsrus do1 ;o {ro^\
eql Sur8urrq suorlrqrqxe ruln8er Sur8ets
surr ,(re1pa ye eql puB eJr[ lercos s,,(e1pnq
ur tuele 8tq e se^\ qclq^\ tteg suv
Ienuue uu Jo euecs eql sEA\ Ioor{cs eql lnq
lcedur uu 8un1eu sluepnls Jo {ro^\ eql surl\

,(1uo lou uoos 'rno8rn pel\euoJ rlUA\ oJII
,(e1pnq otur Jlesturq A\erqt puu {ceq eruec
eH 'JuA\ eql l3 ,(ene wA\ At.uqs oAI looqcs
,(relueurele lu s,(ep ,(1tue srq Surpueds sulr
eruedse4uqg ,(cred elrq^\ oS 'gl6t lltun
pe^Jes puu ,(uuduoJ ,(re11rgy elqurnouoH
eql peurol eq uopuo] ur pueleel\ euo
'reelunlo^ ot pelleduoc UoJ eq 3uo1 eroJaq

tnq qof eqt ur ,(els o] tulq Sur8u;nocue
se,.l\ eeurturuoJ uorlucnpg eql 'uorludncco
pe^Jeser u ul pue zE ss^r oH 'lno eloJq
I re^\ plroly\. ueq^\ rceK lsrlJ srq pe]elduoc
peq puu qof oqt otul ,(11ucr1e8reue

Jlesurq ^\orql 
eH'(senrlcedsred

Jreql uepr^\ ol elqu se^\ eq JoJ sluepnls
relleq srq lrJeueQ ol s€^\ srql) 'eJeql {cuq
spue{eo^\ slq Jo lsoru pueds o} pepuelur
eq puu uopuo-I ur oJeA\ suorlceuuoc
pue spuelry slq isree,( /y\eJ u ,(1uo -ro; Surr(u1s

Jo uortuelur Isuosred eql qu^\ El6I ur peuuts pu? qof ew 1o3 eg ',(e1pnq roJ et€prpuuc

Ieepl ue su^\ eH 'uv Jo Iooqcs 1o^\reqr.ue) w ueql pue 'luetue^erqce otuos ;o relured
e se,&\ 'Jelsqod[ 'C 'V 'ledrcurrd eq] eJeql\ 'UV Jo tooqcs uloJurT 1e Surqceel olrr{/!\
suortesrJrlunb pu? sllr{s slq dolenep o} penurluoc peq eq 'uv Jo e3e11o3 plerJsreppnH
le peulsrl ,(11er1ru1 'pueq slq ul s,(em1e lrcued e ro qsnrq u qlr^\ poJuer ueeq peq
eq pue plelJsreppnH tuou relutud educspuul e se^\ roqteJ srH '8ur1ured pue Surnurp ur
Sutpuno-r8 1ue11ecxe ue p?I{ eq puu Surpurq{ooq puu ,(relleznel'ernlru:n; 'uoJr lq8norzn
'1;om reddoc puu ssuJq IeluetuuuJo;o selduexe eurJ ,(ueur pecnpoJd puu peu8rsep eg
'loollss eq] uI lq8nu1 eJe^\ leq] sueJc pue sgu eql;o ,(uu ]u Surmoqs elqeuoseeJ e el?1ll
ol elqe eq plnoqs eq pe^elleq eH 'usrusu?Jc pu? lsruu olrlssJe^ e seA\ 

^\eqs 
oAI

',(rlsnpur ol esolc luetuuoJlnue uu ur ecueuedxe 1eB puu socurno;d eql olur oB
ol pesl^pu uaeq peq eH 'uopuo-I go drqs-rolcedsur ue Jerqc aql roJ setuprpuec Suoue
q8lq ,(rerr eruoo ,(1]uacer puq puu snorlrquu ,(ren su^/\ eH 'uV Jo tooqcs IIeA\JoquruJ
le Jalsutu puocas sBA\ oqn\ A\eqS oAI ruory uorlucrldde ue /y\eJp slueuesrilelpe
JIeqI 'sessoulsnq s,un\oJ eql olul(etrr :teq] pulJ plnol\ oq/v\ sluepqs ol Sulururl
eleudorddu enr8 plnoc oq^\ luetuecelder e pulJ ol ueel set\ eellruruoJ uorlecnpg
oql puu lsod Jaqloue ol uo Sutnour sult ledrcurrd lueJJno eql ',(re11u8 pue runesnru
eql Jo Jolernc osle w^{ Iooqcs eql Jo ledrcurrd eql pue ,(-re11u8 lueuur.ured e su,l ocuurlue



As a schoolboy, Percy Shakespeare, often found his way to the exhibitions in the

gallery. One day, probably in early 1920 when he was 13 and coming up to school

leaving age, he was looking at some pictures, conspicuous in his ragged clothes, the

seat of his trousers hanging out. Ivo Shaw looked in on the gallery between lessons.

He kept to his London standards; he was known as a smart dresser and always wore an

immaculate three-piece suit, a stiff white collar and spats over his shoes: he spoke with

authority, "What are you doing, boy? Are you interested in pictures?". He would be

an intimidating figure to the small boy but Percy spoke up. He said he liked to draw

and after talking for a time, Ivo Shaw took him to a classroom and gave him a pencil

and some paper. The work he produced so amazed Ivo Shaw that he was soon

suggesting that Percy should come to the art school full-time when he left school.

There must have been difficult discussions in the Shakespeare household but Ivo Shaw

agreed to waive the fees, a decision later formalised with a small grant by the Education

Committee, and in the end Percy was allowed to start.

So began Percy Shakespeare's art education. He was to spend at least six years

attending Dudley School of Art, either full or part-time, and even after that he kept a

strong connection with the school. The problems of home poverty got worse rather

than better. Somewhere around the time he started his course his father had an

accident, falling off or being knocked off his bicycle and injuring his back. He never

worked again and Percy's mother had to take in washing, and his brothers and sisters

had to get what jobs they could, to keep the family going. Percy's mother must have

been very strong willed to allow him to foster his talent.

Percy followed the broad curriculum of the introductory year but he was soon

specialising in figure drawing which he learned in the life class, taught by the Principal.

Ivo Shaw had systematically studied the skills of drawing and painting, as was required

in the art school regimes of the day. He was particularly well versed in anatomy; the

basis of all life drawing. He could draw the bones of the human body from all angles

from memory and name their parts as well as any medical student. He could then add

the muscles, name them and show how they contributed to the subtle lines of the human

form. He liked to do this with chalk on a blackboard and, as a final touch, add clothes

to show how they were shaped by the underlying figure. He taught students to see with

X-ray eyes. He was dedicated to teaching. Bill Homer said he had a gift for conveying

exactly what you had to do.

His teaching of drawing began with the basics. Firstly he taught students how

to set up a drawing board and to sharpen a pencil, then he moved on to holding the

pencil. Both Reg Wakefield and Bill Homer remembered how he insisted that they

hold the pencil, not like a writing pen but like a brush so that they were free to draw

with unrestricted movement of the arms to produce long sweeping lines that picked up

the form of what they were drawing. You can see the results of this teaching in Percy

Shakespeare's drawings; Percy was a natural master of line.
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in art was traditional. The forces of change, the avant garde, would be known in the

school but Ivo Shaw would certainly believe that the hard disciplines of traditional

life drawing should be mastered before a student launched into freer forms of

expression.
The Life Room where percy spent much of his time was the largest room in the

school with a skylight to give the maximum illumination. It was a room full of easels

and stools and large plaster casts of classical figures. There was a real skeleton in a tall

cupboard in the corner. percy made himself at home in this environment' He soon

established himself as the outstanding student. He had a small grant and he would earn

extra by working on commissions which came to the school for all kinds of artwork,

such as cinema posters, and signs for shops. Reg wakefield was his chum for a year

or two when they were about sixteen, before percy went to spend most of his time at

Birmingham. Reg remembered working on cinema posters together, Reg doing the

lettering and percy the figures. He also remembered going round to the council offices

to collect their grants and regularly going to the pictures together on Saturday night'

The student life in the schooiwas good and Percy's confidence grew. In his last full-

time year he was regarded as the head boy. The other students said he was the

principal,s blue-eyed boy but they also recognised his ability as being quite

exceptional.
In the autumn of l922,when the school held its second exhibition of students'

work since the war, councillor James Smellie, chairman of Dudley Education

committee, was reported in the Dudley Herald as making special reference to 'the

general designing work' of Percy Shakesp eare, 'a boy in respect of whom arrangements

had been made to send him to Birmingham Art School''

presumably this was on a part-time basis for he certainly continued at Dudley

School of Art. In lg23 when the school's third annual exhibition was reported tn The

Dudley Herald,percy Shakespeare was again picked out for reference, this time for his

work on pictorial posters. 'This student displays marked ability, and it is interesting to

note the local authority have granted him a scholarship to attend Birmingham School

of Art for figure study'. I th;k he probably went full-time to Birmingham from the

autumn of lg23 but continued with evening classes at Dudley for several years. Even

after that there was always an open door for him at Dudley when he wanted somewhere

to work.
At the evening classes from lg23,Ivo Shaw felt that he had little more to teach

percy Shakespeare und tt ut he must work out his own artistic destiny. I remember him

telling me that, in each class percy came to, he encouraged him to do one complete

study of a different live model; by practising his technique over and over again he

would develop sureness of line and the ability to get the essence down very quickly'

Ivo Shaw tepi a number of these studies and had them framed, in thin black wooden

frames from a local business, Crannage and Dentith. These studies are the ones

r4
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Birmingham School of Art

So in 1923 Percy Shakespeare's career took a big step forward when with his

scholarship from Dudley Education Committee he travelled on the train from Dudley

Port station to what was then called Birmingham Municipal School of Art in Margaret

Street. It was to be the focal point of his life as student and then teacher until he joined

the Navy in 1941. The name of the school was to change several times, in 1930 it
became Birmingham Central School of Art, in 1937 Birmingham College of Arts and

Crafts and eventually Birmingham College of Art (before being incorporated into the

University of Central England as it is today). But when he started it was 'municipal'

denoting that it was built and run by Birmingham, free from central government and

representing the civic pride with which it had been established. The school had opened

in its new building in 1885. It owed its origins to various strands. Drawing had been

taught in Birmingham throughout the nineteenth century but in 1835 a Government

Select Committee concluded that Britain was falling behind its industrial competitors

and recommended the setting up of Schools of Design; Birmingham's opened in New

Street in 1842, Alongside this was the growing influence of the Birmingham Society

of Artists who wanted teaching of painting for aesthetic reasons. More powerful than

either of these was the zeal of the large industrialists, including Joseph Chamberlain,

who dominated city politics. As well as economic success for the city they wanted to

change society, improve moral welfare, give opportunities for education of the citizens

and create a cultural environment. Birmingham Municipal School of Art was part of a

grander scheme in which it became part of a prestigious environment which included

the Town Hall, the Museum and Art Gallery, the Birmingham and Midland Institute,

Birmingham University and the Royal Birmingham Society of Artists - all in a newly

developed great Victorian city.

The art school was an impressive building designed by John Henry Chamberlain,

t6



LI

e eq plnoA\ ,(1rc1ncr1red ,(e1pnq 'q8lq ,ften eq plno^\ 1ueu,(oldueun puu Surqceorddu
sul\ uolsserdep cruouoce oql leql Jeqr-uerueJ lsntu oA\ eturl slql Suuaprsuoc uI

'teerts 1ere3:e141 1e

pelprus puq ulelsuen?'I IIJ,(J 'relutud poo8 ,(ren u 'ledrcur:d eq; 'JJuls llpr.us u ]uurJuA\
,(1uo plno^\ looqcs eq] - Je]suILuJeppU le ,(cuecun ,(reroduet e 3ur11r3 se^\ eq sdeqre4
'ueq8utturlg ol Sulo8 eroJeq ereql Surqcuel turq peuoder mlS puD ssardxg aq1 ur

frenllqo s.,(cre4 'uVJo looqcs relsunurappry 1e SulqceelJo 11eds e lq8ru o5 'de8 srqt
ut uooq e^uq lQ8ru tuqt - eutldrcsrp eW puels lou plnoc oq tnq uur,uslq8nurp e se qol u

peq aq etull euo le tq8noqt eq5 'rele se rood su ere/y\ ,(1rure; eql 'uepl eqt dn enr8 ol
1{3no eq tq8noql IIIIs se^r}ulor pue spuelry Jo stol leql etu plol 'ue,ug ';e1srs slH 'tulq

o1 ,(1tsue etuoc ol Suro8 lou selr ssoccns puu Surnr[ B uJue ol pepeeu eq tnq Je]ured e

eQ ol pelueA\ eH ',(cre4 JoJ uolslcep Jo arull B sBA\ tI 'eru[l ur de8 u se^ual leql
'uv Jo Iooqcs eql le reqc?eJ luuorssas

e sB peluroddu wA\ eq 97,61 ur lur{1 aeprr,uuoc-qns uv Jo looqcs s,luoruuedeq
uorlscnpg ueqSuruJlg Jo s{ooq elnurtu eql ruoJJ 

^{ou{ I pue 'LZ6l ueeq e^Br.l

lq8Fu ll lnq 'stue,( earql reUB 'gz6t ul eq plno^\ sqt Iulql I 'turznerq lucrruoluuv ul
eluclJrueJ s6relsuhtr uV srq Surpe8 slq sl.roder ecrJd ueqog 'uopuo1 eprslno ereqm,(ue
pulJ plnoc eq ,(ue se eAIlsLuJoJ su 'sluelu] pue secuonlJut Jo ,(lerrun B ol pesodxe
oq plno^\ eq teerls 1eru8ru141 1z 'renemo11 ',.(e1pnq le peureel puq eq luq^\ Jo r{cntu
pelueder puu peqrrcserd puu snoro8rr sum ,(pn1s Jo esrnoc e{l lqnop oN 'pepre8er se/y\

eq A\oq lou 'repun perprus eq uoqn\ Jou 
"(pn1s 

Jo esJnoc slq Jo slrslep ou eluq I
'elnoJ ,(urr8 pue snorpel e alerleJ plnoA\ ,(eu-lno[

eql Jo elreperuluuc eL{J 'oJII slq Jo lser eql roJ plnon\ l[ su ',(1pue; eql qlr^\ ,(e1pnq ur
peurcueJ eluoq sIH 'r(ltsrentun eQl ol pu? ',(4snpur ro; SurureJl Jo uorlcunJ sll pelllJlnJ

l[ se 'looqcs uu eq] ot Suro8 sdrqsruloqcs uo ,(r1uno3 )tcelg eqt tuo4 slrdnd reqto

Qll1l| Jlasurq punoJ eq uorl?ts uod ,(e1pnq ruo{ urerl ,(q lerrerl o1 ueSeq ,(cre4 sy
'utq urelsns ol serll[lq? u^\o slq ul ecueprJuoc peq e^eq plno^\

aL{ 13ql lcedsns I }nq }srIJ le Sulleprultul U punoJ e^uq ,(uu e11 'se^lestueqt Surlrqlqxe
puu Surlutud ore^\ oq^\ 'JJuls per;r1enb go e8uer elor.{A\ B qlrl\ ',(e1pnq uuql looqJs -re8:e1

qcnu B ol erol{t Suro8 og ol eruedseluqg ,(c-red roJ dels Surlrcxe ue ueeq e^eq ,(luregec
plno^\ 1I 'ro{tu 11 poo^ueelc preureg puu lsrnplcorg ppreg 

"ftnqqsng 
,(rueH rrs lno

pourq 11 {rnluec qtallue/yu eql;o ped ,(pue oql ur puu dno:g ueq8ulturlg pallec os eql
qll,t\ 'Sutluled roJ uoltulnder Suorls B lllnq puq tl 'lleqtnos qdesol 'ludrculrd eqt repun
,(rnluec ueeleulu eql uI 'ecuuluq pooE B pteq eleq o] stuees uVJo tooqcs uruqEururlg
peAIJJu ,(cre4 eJoJoq ecuelslxe Jo srue,( tq8re-r(1ro; sll uI 'peluen\ lueruuJonog
eql su ,(rlsnpur ro; u8tsep elotuord o1 Jo uorssordxe anrlueJo ernd pue U? eurJ JelsoJ o1

eJoql eJe/y\ slooqcs Ue Jeqleq^\ o] w ecuele^lql.uu eruos ueeq s,(uzt1u sBq oJeqJ
'slueurdole^ep A\eu s.rueq8uturtg Jo lser eql qU/!\ ul SuttttJ 'ryon>1cuq luu8ulurJxo

pue elloc uJJel qcnu qll^\ e1,(1s IeArAeJ crqloc eql ur su,e\ lI 'ulnq wA\ lr eJoJoq

pelp eq q8noql '(,(lltuuJ lucllllod eqt ol petuler 1ou) tcauqcru snoruuJ s.uuq8upurlg

[ 0002 AoN r z



gloomy place with many people on the dole. Again not the best of times to aspire to

being an artist and to have no resources and no connections.

But at least Percy got his job at Margaret Street, though only for two evenings a

week, for five shillings and six pence an hour. To put that in some context, assuming

two hour sessions of two hours he would earn 22 shillings a week: at that time a skilled

workman would be paid 56 shillings a week, so Percy had only half a reasonable wage

to survive on and buy his materials while he looked for commissions as a painter. Life

was not going to be easy.

It is casting ahead of the story that these chapters are trying to tell but we can

note that the basis of Percy's life was to remain like this for the rest of his time as a

painter until he was called up. He continued as a part-time member of staff; he got

some increases in the number of hours he taught. The hourly rate crept up to seven

shillings and six pence: then it was reduced to six shillings and six pence in 1934

because his hours became more than half-time - one of those irritating anomalies that

bureaucrats create. Then in 1938 he became salaried with tl82 for 16 hours a week.

Again to put it in context a good, experienced, full-time teacher would be paid about

f.4OO a year.

When he started teaching Percy was assisting Mr W. S. Eggison with life
drawing and anatomy. Eggison had studied at Birmingham and in Paris and was

considered brilliant. Mrs Margaret Cowern, then Margaret Trotman, known as 'Trot'

to her friends came to Margaret Street as a student and was taught by Percy in his early

years. She remembered the very good atmosphere and thought Percy contributed a

great deal to it. Coming from a sheltered environment, she joined a group of Black

Country boys but she found she could fit in very well. Percy was one of the younger

members of staff, nearer the age of the students. She told me how they were in a roQm

packed with easels and there were the usual casts of classical statues. It was very hot

in the room. Percy taught general life drawing, often from a moving model. Students

watched for five minutes then drew. They were taught to draw with strong strokes

following through the movement and picking up the convex features. There was not

much formal lecturing. Percy Shakespeare was 'sober'but more 'immediate'than the

others on the staff. I think she meant he was more ready to talk to students as

individuals.
The time when Percy Shakespeare trained at Dudley and in Birmingham was in

the post First World War years when artists in Europe felt a need to return to order and

formal theory, after the experimentalism of the Post-Impressionists in pre-war days.

How much Post-Impressionism had spilled into Birmingham I do not know but perhaps

not a lot. If a return to traditional methods of representation and traditional subjects

was the order of the day then Birmingham would be well equipped for it. The ethos of

the school continued to be traditional when Percy began his teaching. Harold Holden

was appointed principal at the same time. He had been principal at Leeds School of
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Construction is a word that seems to recur. However, even if the current

teaching was based on time-honoured principles, Birmingham gave Percy Shakespeare

many opportunities to keep in touch with what was happening in the wider world of art.

In addition to visitors to the school and the art magazines which carried all that was

new, there were trips to London galleries and in 1932133 Percy was awarded f 15 from

the William Kendrick Fund to study in London for three weeks. Breaths of the new

would be absorbed and as we shall see Percy's work showed some evolution.

In addition to giving Percy Shakespeare a firm footing in the art world,

Birmingham School of Art also provided him with his social contacts. There seems,

in those inter-war years to have been a good company of younger teachers (Percy was

only one of up to sixty part-time staff), students and models. Talking to contemporaries

one gets glimpses of a happy lifestyle which would infuse Percy's paintings.

Above:

Opposite top:

Opposite bottom

STUDY OF ALAN YOUNG (PS37), 1928, architect, fellow student and

member of part-time teaching staff at Birmingham School of Art.
A MULATTO (PS l4), 1933, Percy Shakespeare's first Royal Academy

success.

ON THE RHINE (PSS), 1935. Flags in the background signal the rise of
Nazism.
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painter and so was his wife, Katherine. They were founder members of Dudley Art

Circle which flourished from 1928 until after the Second World War. Percy was

quickly drawn into the Circle and the other members were all proud of him. When they

began to hold annual exhibitions from 1929 Percy was one of their key exhibitors. I
have no details of what work he entered in the first three years; the press reports of the

exhibitions do not mention individual works and catalogues have not survived. From

lg32 Dudley Libraries have both catalogues and the reports from the local paperc, The

Dudley Herald, The Express and Star and The County Express. These are the prime

sources for finding out what Percy was doing in the nineteen-thirties. Occasionally the

Art Circle's exhibitions would be reported in The Birmingham Post but that was the full

extent of Percy's fame.

In 1932 Dudley Art Circle held its fourth exhibition in Dudley Art Gallery and

The Dudley Herald reported:

'Outstanding among the works of Dudley artists are the portraits of Percy Shakespeare who has

this year surpassed any previous work. He has shown in former exhibitions an original grip

of character, together with a splendid ability in design and of these qualities 'Isobel', 'Girl

under Sycamore', 'The Rendezvous' and 'Miss Molly Betteridge' show a distinct advance.

Dudley has reason to be proud of such work from so young a painter whose promise and ability

should caffy him a long way.'

That was encouraging for him. We do not know what happened to The

Rendezvous (P572) or Miss Molly Betteridge (PS73). Perhaps they were sold at the

time. Girl under Sycamore (PS7l ) may be a study for, or the same painting , as Summer

(PS7, p6) which was shown again in the following year. Isobel (PS6l, p6), a three-

quarter length portrait of a young woman was much admired and was singled out for

comment by the local press. It is a fine portrait; the woman, in a red cardigan, looks

proud, with hands tensely intertwined - there is almost a Spanish look about it.

*

At the end of 1932 Percy was working on a painting , A Mulatto (PSl4, p21), of

a young lady. Mulatto is a term, not used now, for a person of part black and part white

parentage. It is however the term Percy Shakespeare used and clearly this portrait is a

celebration of the beauty of the young woman. She was, thought Mrs Cowern, a model

frequently employed at Birmingham School of Art. Percy Shakespeare put a great deal

of effort into the portrait, doing a number of carefully executed pencil drawings (PS 15,

p25) as he would do with all his important paintings. The final portrait in oils shows

the model seated, her left arm across her lap, again with fingers intertwined with those

of the other hand. Percy liked drawing hands and knew he was good at them. A large

proportion of his future portraits would include expressive hand arrangements.

24



9Z

,'eelltturuoJ uor]?cnpg felpnc eql

Jo sJeqtueu ,(q ,(1eso1c ,fte,r. peqclut\ eq plno^\ JeeJBc eJnlnJ slt{ puu uuqEuturlg ol tulq {oot
leqt tuer8 u 3ur1eu ur uorlullseq ou puq lnq ,(uin eqt uI selllncrilIp etuos eJeA\ eJeql A\oDI f,",{J,

:ee]]ruruoJ uorlecnpg eql Jo pres er{ '{ceq Eurlool 'uV

Jo looqcS ,(e1pnq puu slooqcs ,ftulueuele stl Jo euo 1B pelBcnpe 'ultol aql Jo lcnpord
e sB eruedse>1eq5 ,(cred Jo elods xneu,(1o141 'H 'f uulureply 'ro,(u141 eq; 'Sutuado

eqt uo pegoder pptaH {.a1pnq aq1 'u^\ot eqt ol pelueserd ,(11eulroJ se^\ otruruW

v elcrrJ gy ,(e1pnc Jo uoruqlqxa lunuuv t{ul{ eql tB t16l Jo utunlne eql uI
'lrcrlrod eq1 ,(ueduocce o1 ,(re11e8 tq, ot Surlurud

eql roJ serpnls eql Jo lseq oql patsuop eq pue lueu,(ud e e^reser o1 pu13 ,(ren ueeq e^uq
,(1erns plnol\ ,(cre4 'o;ruUhtr V, ,(nq ol uorlducsqns crlqnd lnJsseccns e pesluufiro e11

'uorlcelloc lueuer,ured eql ol $[Jo1y\ slq Jo euo ppe 01 pup ereedseluqg ,(cre4 eSurnocue

o] qloq polu?^\ eq pu? ,fte11ug gy ,(e1pnc Jo roJ?rnc se A\eqs o^I luoJJ ro^o ue{ul
1sn[ puq erzue>lcul4J 'olcrrJ uV ,(elpnq u[ spuel4 stq puu elzuo{cery n 'J ,(q perul{s

setr ,(uepucv 1e,(og eqt ,(q peldeccu s8urlurud Surzruq lu eJnweld s11t 'relutud E se

JeeJsc u e{Btu ,(1per lq8ru eq ryHl ol ullq peEernocue puB ecueprJuoc s.eJBedseluq5
,(cre4 pelsooq e^Bq lsnru tl sseleque^eu lnq ptos otruUhtr y rou pqosl reqlleN

(srsd orrvrnhr v uod lcnrs,'e8uurle; uoureEly puu "V'U

IIeH re^qo ''V'U {ileX C plureg ''V'd
ereD 'I I 'f, "V'U se{ots uerrpv'( Eury eq;
'I t'H Jo lr?ruod V) 'V'U edo3 elup{cots
rnquv rls - ,(uepucy eql Jo sreqtuelN

ue{l Jo lsoru - frp er{l Jo slsrue snorueJ

pue elqslou ,(q slro^\ o1 luecelpu ,fte11eg

Z 'oN elslullul eql uI pellqlqxe sB/t\ lI JoJ

pe^recer ile^\ ueeq a^sq lsilu o113[nl I v,

:en8o1u1uc uorlrqrqxe

6L6l eqt uI elor^\ eclrd ueqou
'8unq sew ouDruW V

,(1uo lue^e eqt ur q8noqtp 'peldecc? qtoq

ere^\ ,(eqt lqBIIep s,eruedseleqs ol qcnu
puu tE6l ur uortrqrqxg Jeur,uns eql
ro; ,(urepscv 1u,(o5 eql 01 peilurqns su/!\

'owDlnhl V 'pqosl qll/\,\ reqleSo;
'ernlcrd eql ol ,Qrlqrn

leet? Surnr8 JIBII ,(1nrun puu ul\oJq
req 'r(lenrsued ul\op 8uqoo1 6pueq Jer.{

{ffiq sessol prt eq1 ouDruIAI V/ uI



And The Dudley Herald contrnued:

'Undoubtedly 'A Mulatto' is his finest achievement and it has a subtle grace and colour which

will make it a valuable addition to the permanent collection. 'Isobel' is again included in this

exhibition. It was much admired last year and has since being accepted by the Royal Academy.

Mr. Shakespeare also shows two beautifully fresh figure studies and some excellent drawings.'

The Birmingham Post, Tuesday 24 October, said:

'He is evolving a style of portraiture that may lead him far. His Academy portrait, 'A Mulatto'
needs perhaps a better quality of paint and the depiction of the hair is hardly confident enough

but the easeful pose of the subject, the absence of anything in the nature of fussiness and the

firm feeling for character make an arresting picture.'

It is hard to see what they mean by these comments except for the reference to
feeling for character but it must have been gratifying to Percy Shakespeare to be

noticed. The County Express reported on the speech given by C. V. Mackenzie and it
chose to say that the Mayor had called Percy Shakespeare a hard and conscientious
worker. It then gave Percy's response (a rare record of him speaking in public):

'Percy Shakespeare thanked them for the appreciation shown and thanked the townspeople

who had purchased his first Academy exhibit and said many novices must envy what had been

done for him. To Mr Mackenzie they owed a very great deal for work in the Art Circle and

also for the Art Gallery.'

Commenting on Percy Shakespeare's work, the paper wrote of a definitive style
of portraiture and a firm representation of character and a complete absence of fussy
trivialities.

There were other paintings by Percy Shakespeare in Dudley Art Circle's L933
exhibition. There was a portrait called Queenie (PS38), which I have not identified,
and he offered Isobel for sale at 30 guineas. Then there was Summer (PS7,p6), a nude
girl in a shady outdoor setting, also priced at 30 guineas. The Birmingham Post said:

'In 'Summer' this artist treats his subject idealistically, capturing in the face of a nude girl, half
recumbent beside the trunk of a tree, an air of sweet gravity that is entirely charming.'

Neither Isobel nor Summer sold. They were among the remaining pictures when
Shakespeare died. In addition he exhibited in this exhibition,The Model (PS41), priced
at f25, A Study (PS39), priced at f5 and White Gloves (PS40) priced at f.5. Again
these have not been identified but The Birmingham Post commented otr, 'two
beautifully fresh figure studies and some excellent drawings.'

Percy Shakespeare had certainly made an impact in his home town in 1933.
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from a grindstone, in a brick, raftered building where three workmen are toiling. It is
set in a factory, Vaughan's, which made horse-shoes and blacksmith's tools. It is

interesting as a fore runner of the compositions he was to turn to later in the nineteen

thirties. 
*

After his 1933 Royal Academy successes and the acclaim he had received in the
local press in 1934, Percy Shakespeare would be pursuing his painting career with new
determination. In the spring, probably for the first time, he submitted a painting,
Portrait of a Girl (PS25), to The Royal Birmingham Society of Artists (RBSA) Spring
Exhibition. It was accepted and he offered it for sale at fzo. I have not found out
where this picture is today. Not liking the exhibition, a press report picked it out as

being gold amid the dross:

'The cause of modern art is almost irretrievably lost. Not entirely, because there are brilliant
painters, such as Percy Shakespeare, whose bold talented methods flout the Society's

conservative spirit. The young lady whom Mr. Shakespeare has perpetuated in his "Portrait of
a Girl" looks at you with an arresting expression. She is a modern girl of the finest type. A
narrow scarf of red and white stripes sets off her blue black hair, and the boulders of cloud,
slanting across the sky, provide a fitting background for her frank and vivid personality. Mr
Shakespeare handles his colours with astounding originality.'

Where is this picture now? Interest-
ingly, his gift for colour was starting to be
noticed and it is also worth noting that it was
outdoors - he had discovered with Summer
and Mulatto that natural light brought out the
colours he liked best and many of his
paintings would exploit this.

For I 934 Percy again had his sights set
on the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition
and his subject was a dramatic self-portrait,
Morning Exercise (PS26). It is set indoors, in
his bedroom but the natural light shines
though the window to catch from the right-
hand rear the near silhouette of his figure.
Clad in singlet and shorts we see his three-
quarter figure, stretching, knuckles to
shoulders, arms bent, slender chest extended,
full of tension. The bright light plays on his
cheek bones and down his back. The panes

MORNING EXERCISE (PS26) Self-portrait 1934,

Accepted hy the Paris Salon.
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Paul Lewis wrote in Dudley Museum and Art Gallery's 1999 brochure :

'It would be so neat to have a date of 1936 for Percy Shakespeare's On the Rhine. This

remarkable picture presents us with a modern Rhinemaiden, probably from one of the many

hiking and outdoor groups, often working class and espoused by both Left and Right. On the

river a steamer passes and on the further bank vineyards rise steeply behind an old town to the

church, perhaps a fortified monastery at the very top of the picture. The monastery is

juxtaposed with a wooded uag. But all is dominated by the strong and serious young woman,

shouldering her rucksack and about to move on. Nature, Youth and History come together.

The colour is deployed to more than aesthetic purpose. There is a skilful play on red and green

throughout. The canvas is punctured by small, intense red touches which resolve as flags and

banners. They hang from houses, decorate the steamer, and one furls lazlly from the ancient

tower. They are Nazi banners. The picture's imagery takes its place with Leni Riefenstahl's

Triumph of the Will (1935) in which modernity and destiny are fused with tradition as the

shadow of Hitler's planes sweeps over medieval Nurenberg. The town in Shakespeare's

picture has yet to be identified. In March 1936 Hitler effectively annulled the Treaty of
Versailles by his military reoccupation of the Rhineland, a move unopposed by Britain and

France. But Shakespeare's picture was made in 1935. He gives us a rare view of the Rhineland

already occupied by political spirit. It was in the spring of that year that Hitler had announced

the creation of a German air force and introduced military conscription for a much enlarged

army.'

We cannot necessarily assume the girl is a German. I think she is more likely to
be one of the party or another tourist. Looking at this picture I wondered whether it
was intended to be a celebration of Nazism or a warning and I asked Percy

Shakespeare's sister, Gwendoline whether she remembered him going to Germany and

what he thought. She certainly remembered him going and coming back saying that
there would be war. She did not think he had any sympathy with Hitler. Perhaps he

had simply gone for a holiday and reported the scene there.

I have not found any record of comment on the Royal Academy hanging. The
picture did not sell and in the Autumn of 1935 it was shown in the Seventh Annual
Exhibition of Dudley Art Circle. If there was an intention to convey any political
messages with Onthe Rhine it was lost on The BirminghamPost which simply saidthat
it was:

'a picture satisfying in composition and more restrained in colour than his other work'.

I do not know whether it was offered for sale; if it was it did not sell. It was

entered and accepted for the RBSA Spring exhibition in 1936, this time unpriced, and

in 1937 Dudley Art Gallery bought it and added it to its permanent collection. One

wonders whether anyone ever saw the political prescience in the picture.
Percy Shakespeare had not finished with Germany for by the Autumn of 1936,

perhaps after another visit to the Rhineland, he had produced another painting with the

title Mosel (P549). We do not know where this is, and I have not seen a photograph of
it, so we do not know whether it gives any further insight into the rise of the Nazis.
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6

The Man

At this point I will pause from the story of Percy Shakespeare's life as I try to
put together what I learned about him as a person. All I have to go on is the testimony

of half a dozen people who knew him a long time ogo, four self-portraits and some tiny
snapshots - nothing in writing by anyone. I am not at all certain I got near to knowing
him for accounts were sometimes difficult to reconcile with one other. But it began to
make more sense when I allowed for a mellowing as he became older and became more
sure of himself.

The first thing some people noticed was that he was ugly. That was the word
used, even by people who liked him. Certainly his features were combined without
much harmony; large pouting lips, strong cheek bones, hollow cheeks, a large brow,
dark wavy hair, which was receding rapidly as he went through his thirties. Compared
with the snapshots, his self-portrait, Morning Exercise (PS26, p28 & 3l ) and his Self-
portrait in Pencil (PS78, frontispiece) flatter him; he has softened some of the features

but the eyes are striking - they seem to smoulder. The same is true of Self Portrait in
Oils (PS88, p32) which is particularly charismatic.

While I was researching Percy's life his Self Portrait in aTrilby (PS56, p33) was

an enigma which Ipuzzled over with several people. How did he come to paint himself
looking grotesque and even sinister, the face wild and the teeth showing, (one owner of
the picture noted how unusual that was in a portrait) and the hands contorted. But Mrs
Cowern, who certainly knew and liked Percy Shakespeare saw it differently. 'It is
exactly like him', she said -'full of fun'. Aclue came at a late stage when I saw the

list of pictures from Dudley Museum and Art Gallery's 1979 exhibition. It was then

called Mephistopheles of I 93 3. I do not know how he became interested in

Mephistopheles, and came to paint this picture. He did not exhibit it. It was with all
his unsold pictures when he died.

Physically, he was barely of medium height for the time and, as is clear in
Morning Exercise, of slender build. Perhaps because of his strong features his head
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gave the impression of being large. About his general appearance and the way he

carried himself, two things stick in my mind. At the end of two hours talking to Mrs

Cowern, she said in parting, 'jaunty, that's the word for him - and good natured.' She

had already commented on his habitual gesture of raising his little finger in an arty (my

word - not her's) mannerism. All of this she saw in the Trilby portrait (If he wanted

to look sinister he was not totally successful). And Clendon Walters said 'He always

walked like this' and Clendon swung his arms exaggeratedly and snapped the fingers

of both hands. Both these impressions add up to an air of confidence and vitality. Alan

Young said, 'He was full of life. He had a twinkle in his eye that could take over at

any moment.' That is something that did not come through in the self-portraits, three

of which are very serious.

Another enigma is how to reconcile the character of a man seen by his family as

a loner with the popular teacher described by Mrs Cowern. Percy's sisters said he was

always a loner. Gwen said, 'As a child his mother used to say to him, "I've been up and

down looking for you"; he was always wandering off '. And when he was grown up

and living in the same house, the council house on the Wren's Nest, Margery and

Gwen agreed that he came and went, mostly keeping himself to himself.

Reg Wakefield was his friend at Dudley School of Art when Percy was sixteen.

Reg spent a great deal of time with him. They were the only two scholarship boys and

they worked in the school alongside each other and went to the pictures once or twice

a week. Reg said with a laugh 'He was a horrible man'. He said he was obstinate and

suggested that he didn't get on with anyone. Bill Homer, however, who knew Percy a

little later but still when Percy was at Dudley School of Art said he was on good terms

with other pupils, though he added'a bit bolshie'. Clendon Walters used the word
'remote' to sum him up.

Reg Wakefield particularly remembered Percy's political feelings when he was

sixteen, 'He didn't like people who had money. Talk about a Labourite he was ten times

worse. He was very bigoted.' Apparently, as a lad from the Kate's Hill slums, Percy

burned with a sense of social injustice. Perhaps he tempered his feelings later on but he

remained a Labour supporter. Alan Young used to go to political meetings with him

and testifies that he remained actively interested in the Labour party through his

twenties. As for hating anyone, Alan could not envisage this at all but he recognised

that Percy resented being held back by lack of resources, but he added, 'That did not

stop him enjoying life'. I do not think he remained burned up by politics.

Mrs Cowern recalled when Percy was in his early twenties at Birmingham and

in his first years as a qualified teacher.'He was', she said, and I am distilling the

adjectives she used, 'gentle, self-deprecatory and humorous'. She said he had a way

of gathering everyone together (I think she meant working together in the same way);

not apologetic, but inspirational. And when we spoke of the Trilby portrait being seen

by some as sinister she was very firm, 'He wouldn't hurt a fly'.
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7

Thirties at Leisure Paintings

Continuing our chronological narrative we come to the second half of the
nineteen-thirties. In 1936 Percy was thirty and no less determined to make his way as

a painter. He was still teaching part-time at Birmingham School of Art, Margaret
Street. From this time on, while he continued to paint portraits he devoted most of his
energy to producing a series of oil paintings showing scenes from contemporary life,
with figures engaged in leisure pursuits, mostly, but not all, outdoors. I call them the
Thirties at Leisure paintings - although he went on with the series as long as he was
able, when the nineteen-thirties changed to the nineteen forties and war broke out.

As I tracked down paintings for Dudley Museum and Art Gallery's 1999
exhibition it became clear that there is a series of related paintings. It looks as though
Percy Shakespeare was seeking a way of making an impact on the art world and finding
some territory that he could make his own. There can have been no doubt that his work
would be based on figure drawing and painting and already we have seen that with A
Mulatto (PSl4,p27), Portrait of a Girl (PS25) and On the Rhine (PSS, p}l), he was
showing a preference for setting his portraits out of doors. In grouping figures together
he must have looked around for scenes which reflected life of the time and gathered
people together. He called these compositions.

We have no direct record of what his intentions were - only the pictures to speak
for themselves. It would be interesting to know whether he did conceive the series as
a totality and where he intended to go with it. He did not talk to his contemporaries
about it. I could be constructing a strategy when there was none. Maybe he was simply
painting scenes of what he and his friends in Birmingham liked to do and one led to
another. The only hint I have found on this is the press commentinThe Coune Express
on paintings in The Dudley Art Circle exhibition of 1938, 'knnis Players [sic - they
mean Tennis (PS27)l andThe School Girl indicate that he is making excellent progress
in his endeavour to portray life of today'. He may have talked to the reporter about
what he was attempting.

There are about thirteen of these compositions that we know of if we include the

36



LT

e^eq plno^\,(1erns u lnq reqr.uelN IIn{ B eruuceq re^eu eH 'tur1eep1 lBreuec [Bnuuv
eql lB ut pelon puu elurcossv ue sB pepuoces puu pesodo.rd se,n ,(cred 'rueql qlll\
sseccns go rue,( prltll stq 'srql ur pu? uorllqrqxe tuuds rreql roJ VSSU eql ,(q peldecce
su/t\ eurqu eql uo l3q1 petou ,(puerlu e^eq eM'9t61 tu ,(11ucrJrceds Eurlool

,<

6,(1t1u1o1
3 s3 ue{l llqlqxe plnoc eq eraq/h lurod u ot '11es 1ou prp ,(eqt ueqA\ I'ueql Euuots
pue 'rueql turlured ,(1pet8op 'seues eql dn plrnq o1 uuld aq plq 'petp aq ueq^\ plosun
eJe/Y\ lsohtr 'e[?s roJ peJeJJo puB pellqlqxe ere^\ ueql Jo lsohJ 'ocuelsrs:ed slq o] otnqrJl
e ele ,(eqt 'uotltuSoceJ JoJ plq s6eJuadseleqg ,(cre4 se pepuelur eJe/y\ eseql JI

sssd
,ssd
,ESd
?zsd
9Sd
69Sd

,9Sd
89Sd
ztsd
,Sd
LZSd

'ISd 8rsd
6tsd
rrsd

uoure^ shlH luoor-eluv aqJ zvllv'l
su^\oc eqt uo reqruecec zvllv6l

sreuus^uruJ lv6l
sp?org orlJ ov6l

rauoorJ er.ll L

ecsu r.u?eI eqJ L

.reqdurSotoqd eprsees L

lu^relul eoJ L

asnoH prlg 6e6l
peqs lBog 6e6t

sruueJ 6t6l
Iuru ecl eql lB uooureuv gg6l

,(ued Surqtug gt 6l
lesolN 9e6t

s1sr1c,(3 Sg6l

SCNIJNIVd IIUOSIIIT IV SIIIJUIHJ

'pecrlou euo ou erngedep A\eu peuuuld e set\ ll JJ 'sueetu

luql JeAelEq^A ,paleeJl ,(1peorq, su1!\ s/sll c{3 prcs,(1duls tots puD ssatdxg aq1 ',(te11ug

py,(e1pnc ,(q pewqcrnd sulr pue uorluepe eqt 11u to8 aulqtr aqt uO ',(uepucy 1u,(og
eqt ,(q ;ee,( leqt u^\oqs ueeq ,(peetle Wq qclq M aunl[ ary uO qlt,!\ Suoye uor]rqrqxe
elcrlJ gy ,(e1pnq eqt ut peltqtqxe s?^\ tI 'sEurlurud ernsreT lu sergrqJ eqt roJ

lurod ernlrudep aqt pelueserder enuq ,(uru s7s1l,c{3 pelerurlur ,(peerle e^Bq I sV
'euecs eql oleurl.uop ,(11ensn sernSr; eql

qclq^\ uI suoltlsoduoc xeldruoc eru pue (spootg aql tdecxe) suorlrodord educspuul Jo
e.re ,(eq1 'seJlotulIIItu 006 X 00t lnoqu 'ezrs e]er.urxoJddu euus e{};o ,(11sotu 's8urlurud

IIo IIe eJB seJnlcrd eq; 'JBIlr,urs esrA\Jeqlo eJu lnq seJnlcrd ernsreI lou oJu r{crq n '(6td
,SSd suturo1 aqt uo raqwnae pue (A?d 'SgSd uouraA SWH 'u,toot-a1uv aqJ 'sernlcld
JeA\ slq Surpnlcur ueeUIJ pup 'S relduqc ul ol peJreJeJ 'psol[ puu s/slp,(J ueesun



been a matter of time before he was elected if the war had not intervened.

Percy Shakespeare was not represented in the Royal Academy Summer

Exhibition in 1936 but when it came to the autumn he had four paintings ready for The

Dudley Art Circle Eighth Exhibiti on, The Bathing Party (PS48, p22) and Mosel, pttced

fZO andf4O, two portraits priced at 10 guineas andf.Z5 some drawings atf4 each. The

fact that the whereabouts of Mosel is unknown was discussed in chapter five bfi The

Bathing Party, now in private ownership, was lent for the 1999 exhibition. It is a very

fine painting and it shows a group of young people camping and bathing with canoes.

It is an interesting composition with two central figures forming a central X shape with

the canoes and oars and all the other features crisscrossing the scene. The picture is

painted as from a slightly raised view point. It is stylised, with detail abandoned to give

an overall simplified effect with the background tending to come into the one plane of
focus. The colours are softer, more pastel shades than in many of his paintings and the

figure of a woman, in a long dark skirt of thirties length is thrown into prominence.

The Express and Star thought, ' "Mosel" amore satisfactory painting than "A

Bathing Party' where the nude figure is not attractive'. Actually the man is wearing

bathing trunks - the one piece suit with shoulder straps had gone out by the thirties.

Percy valued Mosel the higher of the two paintings which makes it even more

disappointing that we have not traced it. Neither pictures were exhibited again. Mosel

might have been a rare sale but The Bathing Party was still unsold when Percy died.

Percy had put a lot effort into The Bathing Party. I had a fascinating insight into

this when I visited Lyn Fiddian-Green. Lyn Fiddian-Green knew that her mother,

Estelle, whose maiden name was Hough, had been the model for the central figure in

The Bathing Party and she owned a pencil study of her mother in a bathing costume.

While I was with her she recalled that her mother had said there was a letter from Percy

about the drawing. She cut open the back of the frame, drew out the pins, removed the.

backing board and revealed a brown envelope. In it was the only letter I have seen in

Percy's hand, it was undated and it read:

Dear Estelle,

I'm doing a comp. of bathing girls (enclosing a rough drawing) & want to make some studies,

thought you might like to help me out.

Could you manage a day next week? I think I could have use of the life room or perhaps an

evening then I might ask a friend to lend me his studio in that case I would meet you for tea, say 5.30

although I'd rather it be in the daytime but I know it is awkward for you.

If you can however manage it in the daytime you can alrange a time convenient to yourself and

I'll meet you outside New Street Station.

As you know I'm now on holiday and any time suits me.

Hope you're having a nice holiday and all the best

Percy Shakespeare

38
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Having seen both paintings, I remember them as fairly evenly matched and I am

not sure which percy priced at 10 guineas and which at L25. Maybe he was more

anxious to sell one rather than the other. The girl with the gloves, which I call White

Glovesll (pS50) to distinguish it from a painting called White Gloves (PS40) exhibited

in 1933, which might or might not be the same, has a wistful beauty and the picture

has a very elegant hand composition.

WHITE GLOVES II (PS so) 1936 crRL rN oLM GREEN (PS52) 1936

*

In 1937 percy Shakespeare's Thirties at Leisure painting for the year was Tennis,

(pS27, p4l) u.o*iosition from a raised viewing point, dominated by the rear view of

a male spectator but with a variety of figures. In this series of paintings Percy is

gradually tosing some of the detail and building the overall effect. His figures become

*or. stylised. Tennis was entered in the RBSA autumn exhibition priced f60. It did

not sell and he did not put it in the Dudley Art Circle which followed soon after. He

was saving it for another go at The Paris Salon.
perhaps while he was working on Tennis Percy also did a portrait,Tennis Player

(pSl0, p45). This is a three-quarter length portrait of a seated girl. Percy's sisters

believed it was of Dorothy Round, the famous Dudley player who won the Women's

Singles at Wimbledon rn 1934. Unfortunately this has been disproved.

Opposite top:

Opposite bottom:
TENNIS (PS27) t937
BOAr SHED (PS4) 1939
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Then it was 1938 and PercY was

thoroughly engrossed with his Thirties at

Leisure compositions. He kept up an

output of at least one new composition a

year. This year it was Afternoon at the lce

Rink (PS 13, p22). It is an elaborate

painting with strong figures in the

foreground. DudleY Museum and Art
Gallery has the evidence of the work he put

in to get to the final paintin g - a batch of

studies for each character and a pastel

version of the whole scene. Afternoon at

the lce Rink was accepted by the Royal

Academy. He had missed the previous two

years. I do not know whether he had

paintings rejected.

Drawing for AFTERNOON AT THE
THE ICE RINK (PS81) 1938

Also in 1938 Tennis was accePted b

the paris Salon so things seemed to be on the right track. At the RBSA in the spring he

had shown two drawings and in the autumn he included a portrait which I have not

identified. To close the year, for Dudley Art Circle he chose to show Tennis, back

unsold from paris. He priced it now at f.100, up from f.60 at the RBSA the previous

autumn, which suggests he was getting more confident of the value of his work even if
sales were few and far between. Tennis never sold in Percy's lifetime even though it

was exhibited again in 1939 in a London exhibition 'Britain at Play'.

Also in Dudley Art Circle's exhibition he included Schoolgirl (PSll) a three-

quarter picture of a girl, hand on hip in a slightly awkward pose, outdoors with a netball

net in the background. On the back of this picture frame is a 1938 Royal Academy

sticker . It may have been accepted but not hung (caution however - he sometimes

swapped pictures in frames).

*

Now we come to tg3g, while peace or war hung in the balance Percy was

working with greater urgency on his compositions. He put several portrait drawings in

the RBSA spring exhibition but his main thoughts were directed at the Royal Academy.

He had two Thirties at Leisure pictures ready and they were both accepted, The Boat

Shed (pS4, p41) and The Bird House (PSl2, p42). The Boat Shed is a painting I

admire; it is very much from the same hand asThe Bathing Party with subtle colouring.

It might be based on the boating lake in Cannon Hill Park, Birmingham. There are six

figures in the painting but the empty rowing boats predominate, in a fan shape radiating

from a point on the right hand side. Two women are coming in from the left to
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Seaside Photographer rs a family scene on the sea front. The father and the

photographer are again trilby-hatted and with macks and collar and ties. The mother

wears a suit, a small hat and a tight hair style. All the people tell their own stories.

Photographs are five for sixpence. The figures dominate the picture as they would in

a scene from a cinema film. I think this is very late nineteen thirties, if not 1940.

Crooner is quite different, a dark indoor picture with the lady singer spot-lit in

a long cream dress, a band and a conductor. Dudley Museum and Art Gallery own this.

It was found unframed. It is crudely painted and one wonders whether it was

abandoned as not really achieving what Percy wanted.

Team Race is a swimming scene, vibrant with bright red floor and rippling blue

water. When it was on display at Dudley's 1999 exhibition it stood out with its brasher

colours as if from a different palette. So much so that some viewers wondered whether

it had been retouched - or was it Percy in a different mood?

All these pictures give an impression of Percy Shakespeare increasing the

intensity of his painting and becoming more obsessed with his compositions as the

thirties changed to the forties.

THE TEAM RACE (PS69)

Late 1930s

THE CROONER (PS6)

Late 1930s
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Naval Pay and Pensions Office have very little on its record file. His induction was at

HMS Victory, probably a shore establishment at Portsmouth - (for the benefit of those

not well versed in naval terminology, HMS does not necessarily mean a ship) and after

a week he was posted (Naval Pay and Pensions told me) to HMS Vernon, Torpedo

School, also at Portsmouth and promoted to Temporary Draughtsman. His character
was assessed as 'Very Good'.

Some time in 1941 or 1942 he was released to the Reserve List and effectively
became a civilian attached to the Navy. We have to assume he was given some job
appropriate to his talents. There is no surviving record of what exactly his job was. I
applied to the Ministry of Defence only to find that his records had been destroyed a

few years before in line with their practice of destroying records 85 years after the date

of birth of the subject. For the rest of his service he was with HMS Vernon. The
primary purpose of HMS Vernon seems to have been training and it was the centre of
naval expertise in mines and torpedoes. The Navy List also mentions book production

and chemical and electrical activities. It would be interesting to know what Percy

Shakespeare did. Draughtsman as a term could mean anything from routine work to a
much more important contribution which really used his talents.

Between August 1940 and when Percy was posted to the establishment, HMS
Vernon moved to Roedean. Roedean School, the girls' boarding school, stands high on

the Downs near Brighton. Its premises were commandeered early on in the war and

THE ANTE-ROOM
HMS VERNON
c.1942
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follow the furrow and large cumulus clouds cast ominous shadows across the curves of

the hillside; they seem to be a metaphor for the threat of war. There are some trestles

at the right of the picture which are probably something to do with defences. These

again break the rural calm. Rodney Castleden of Roedean School told me:

.The landscape with land girls could well be the field immediately north-west of the school

grounds, which has two diverging paths as shown. If so the Chapel stands just off picture, top

right, and the present school gates are just off the picture, bottom right.'

My wife came across this picture in 1994 as a very apt illustration in a small

book 'Virginia Woolf - An Illustrated Anthology' by Aurum Press. It was a very lucky

find because it led me, via a photographic agency, to Paisnel Gallery and through

Stephen Paisnel to the owners some of the best of the Thirties at Leisure paintings.

December on the Downs may have been Percy Shakespeare's last picture.

*

Suddenly, his life came to an end in the last week of May in 1943. The exact

circumstances are hard to confirm, as I said in the introduction, the Naval records do

not help and reports are obscured by wartime secrecy. The Express and Star reported

his death:

'Brilliant Midland Artist Blow From CIiffs Into Sea By Bomb, Killed

percy Shakespeare, Dudley artist, portrait painter and teacher, was killed on Thursday when

walking along the cliffs at a south-east coast town during an air raid. A bomb dropped near

him and he was thrown into the sea. His body was never recovered.'

This was published on I June which implies it happened on 27 May. The details,

including where it was, were subject to censorship. His contemporaries heard that in

line with his life time habit he was taking a lone walk across the cliffs possibly at lunch

time - one pictures a scene similar to December on the Downs - when a German bomber

jettisoned its bomb or bombs. Some say the bomber was returning to Germany with

an unused bomb, others that a bomber arrived at the coast at low level on its outbound

journey. Another contemporary believed he was machine gunned, perhaps some were

just guessing. Anyway, his life was unexpectedly and cruelly cut short.

His sister, Margery told me it was untrue that his body was blown into the sea

and never recovered. She said he was cremated in Brighton and as a young girl she had

to travel on the train to Brighton to collect the ashes - a big undertaking for a young

person who had seldom been beyond Dudley.

A memorial service took place in King Street, Congregational Church Dudley.
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Review

After his sudden death in 1943 Percy Shakespeare might easily have been totally

forgotten but for friends in Dudley. After the war in 1946 C. V. McKenzie, now coming

up to retirement, organised an exhibition of Percy's work in Dudley Art Gallery. There

were plenty of pictures to show. All the unsold pictures were in store, Percy's sisters

believed, when I talked to them, at Dudley School of Art or Dudley Art Gallety. The

Dudley Herald reported on the exhibition:

'He had several works exhibited in the Royal Academy and the Paris Salon but his drawings

had not been discovered outside the Birmingham area and it is probable that had he lived he

would have gained national recognition for them. In them he did not believe in sacrificing

accuracy for vitality and spontaneity but he obtained a remarkable balance between these

qualities. Time would have made him a master draughtsman of the first rank. He had already

laid the only sure foundation for freedom, a fine accurate vision.'

After that it was left to Dudley Museum and Art Gallery to keep faith with Percy

Shakespeare. The paintings which had been in store were sent to Percy's sisters,

probably in the late 1940s when Ivo Shaw andC. V. Mackenzie retired. Percy's sisters

had the problem of taking them into their small house but they looked after them.

Dudley Museum and Art Gallery kept alive the memory of Percy Shakespeare by

regular showings of A Mulatto and On the Rhine but it was 1979 before they organised

another I'ull exhibition showing a least thirty-six paintings for several weeks. This is

the exhibition with which Robert Price helped. Percy's sisters lent many of the

paintings and when the exhibition closed they gave a number of them to Dudley

Museuln and Art Gallery and others were purchased by Robert Price.

The next full exhibition was in 1999 but even after this Percy Shakespeare is

little known outside Dudley except to a few art dealers who specialise in the twenties

ancl thirties. Birmingham Art Gallery does not have any of Percy's works and knew

nothing of him when I contacted them in 1998.
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dramatic effect. The leaning man in the foreground of Tennis (P527 , p4l) for instance

or the waitress in Tea Interval (PS68, cover). There are aspects of his compositions

which recall the cinema and the way the camera picks out figures against a background,

as in Tea Interval (PS 68, cover). They are snapshots. His viewing points are clever -

like camera angles. Paul Lewis noticed the high view-point in Boat Shed which

paradoxically was not the view as seen through the camera which he used to help him.

His scenes are too worked upon to look spontaneous but we have seen that they are like

theatre with each character playin g a part And he is deliberately dropping detail -

some of the faces in The Bird House (PS 12, p42) are mere smudges. This is calculated

simplification.
He was very much of his time but with his draughtsmanship, his ability to create

intriguing compositions, his sense of colour, and his observation of life, he was

arguably one of the most extraordinary painters of the thirties. But there are only about

thirty-five paintings - not all of them located - and a few more drawings than that. Not

enough to make him famous but Dudley Museum and Art Gallery has a good selection

of his works. Unfortunately it does not have the facilities to display them on a regular

basis. Perhaps this can be rectified at some time in the future.
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Index of Works
mentioned in the text

AFTERNOON AT THE ICE RINK
(PS l3), 22, 37 , 44, 47

ditto, Drawing for, 44,44
ANTE-ROOM HMS VERNON (PS55),

37,48r 49

BATHING PARTY (PS48), 22,37,38,
39,44

BETTERIDGE, Miss MOLLN 24

BIRD HOUSE (PS l2), 2, 37 , 42, 44, 45,
47, 54

BOAT SHED (PS4), 37, 41,44, 45, 47, 54

BOY AND DOG (PS51), 43,43
BOY HADLEY - see Life class studies

BROADS (PS24), 3'7, 47,

CARAVANNERS (PS34), 37, 42, 47,

cRooNER (PS6), 37, 45, 46,46
CYCLISTS (PS47), 31,37
DECEMBER ON THE DOWNS (PS54),

37,49,49,50
DRAWING, exh. 1934 (PS46), 29

Estelle - see Hough
GIRL IN GREEN BALLGOWN (PS23), 1,6
GIRL IN OLIVE GREEN (PS52), 39,40
GIRL UNDER SYCAMORE (PS71), 24

GIRL WITH CAMELLIA (PS43), 29

GIRL WITH DAFFODILS (PSl), 43,
ditto STUDY FOR (PSl), 43

Hough, Estelle - see GlRL IN OLIVE
GREEN .

ISOBEL (PS61), 6, 24, 25, 26

JENKINS, Mrs Nell, 27,27
JANE (P542), 29

JESSAMINE 1 - see Life Class Studies

JESSAMINE // - see Life Class Studies

Life class studies (PS16, 17, & 22),

BOY HADLEY (PS18), 5, 15

TESSAMINE 1(PSt7),7, 5, 15

JESSAMINE // (PSl6), 1, 5, 15

MAN IN RAINCOAT (P522), 5
LOVERS (PS45), 29

MEPHISTOPHELES OF 1933 - see SELF
PORTRAIT IN TRILBY

MODEL exh. 1933(PS4l), 26

MORNING EXERCISE (PS26), 28,28,
29,31,31,32

MOSEL (PS49), 30, 31,37,38,39
Mrs Edwards - see PORTRAIT OF MRS

EDWARDS
MULATTO (PS l4), 21, 24,, 25, 26, 28, 36,

52,53
NUDE, exh. 1934 (P544), 29

oN THE RHINE (PS8), 21,29,30,
33,36,37, 52

QUEENTE (PS38), 26

PAVILLION - see TEA INTERVAL
PORTRAIT OF A GIRL (PS25), exh.7932,

29,35,36
PORTRAIT exh. 1936 (WHITE GLOVES II)

(PS 50), 39,40,40
PORTRAIT OF MRS EDWARDS (PS53),

43

RASP GRINDERS (PS66), 27,27
RENDEZVOUS (PS72), 24

SARACEN'S HEAD, 15, 15

scHool- GIRL (PS11), 36, 44

SEASTDE PHOTOGRAPHER (PS64), 37,

45,45r 46
yELF PORTRAIT IN TRILBY (PS56), 32,33
\ELF PORTRAIT IN OILS (PS88), 32,33
|ELF PORTRATT rN PENCIL (PS78),

Frontispiece,32
STUDY exh. 1933 (PS39), 26

SUMMER (PS7), 6, 24, 26, 28

TEA INTERVAL (PS68), Cover, 37, 45,54
TEAM RACE (PS69), 37, 45, 46,46
TENNIS, (PS26), 36,37, 40,41,44, 54

TENNIS PTAYER (PS l0), 40, 45

WHITE GLOVES , exh 1933 (PS40), 26,

WHITE GLOVES // see PORTRAIT
Exh.1936

woMAN WITH DOG (PS65), 33,49
YOUNG, ALAN (PS37), 3,20

NOTES:
References to illustrations are in
bold type.
Works as named by P,S. himself are

in CAPITALS.
Names given later are in ITALICS.
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In 1943 a German bomber jettisoned its bombs and

killed a lone walker on the cliffs at Brighton.

We lost an artist who might have become known as

one of the most extraordinary painters of his time.

In this monograph Robin Shaw has assembled the

first overview of Percy Shakespeare's life and works.

Price f9.99

rsBN 0-153314t-0-q


