GILBERT SPENCER TALKING TO SARAH WHITFIELD, ABOUT HIS STANLEY SPENCER LETTERS (RECORDED IN 1970) 

GS: Let you look at them, or what do you like to do with them? 

SW: Do you think they are self-explanatory? 

GS: No, I think the thing for you to do would be you start trying to read from the scripts, you see, and then you can see the originals underneath, you see, because you may be able to read the writing under​neath, but these are the scripts of the letters that are attached, you see. The only trouble with this 

is of course these wretched things should never have been made at all, you see what hapnens, you see, it gets connected. Now that is that one, you see, and that is, you see, that is one isn't it, that is one letter there, 

the typescript there that you've managed to do for 

me, you see. Well, like that you see that's how they 

go, they're all like that with the typescript and the letter together, but I, she did it so that I could get some sort of shape into them. 

SW: So one like this had no beginning, the beginning is lost, is that it? 

GS: Now, I've said in this thing here. In this thlng 

here it says: "Letters and Fragments". So you see 

you can. Would you like to take one complete letter? I'll just .. There's one here which is a very complete one somewhere on yellow paper 

SW: At the bottom there's one on yellow .. 
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GW: Ah, now that's the one, now that's a complete 

one I think. Look at it, but this is not. There's a bit of that. 

SW: The typescript is not? 

GS: But this is pretty clear that one. 

SW: Would you like me to complete the typescript? 

GS: Yes I would, you see what? Now what would you 

like to do, just like to take a letter, do you just want to erm .. There they all are, you see, there's the original, there's the typescript which is the best I could get done. Each one's rather like that, but these wretched' things get hooked up. They are not in any particular order you know. They were just saved by the grace of God rather than by anything else. You know, I mean, I just had to 

put them away for some reason other than where 

they were. Thank God I did, really, because it's the only things I have got. Now then, they're all and of course I think it is this, this way he has 

of jumping about and just pushing things in whenever he could. Now he'll come on you, wait and see, 

he leaps around. I think they are in the rtght order, the pages. 

SW: What does this mean, for example, he says: "Well, 

as you know this business of not writing unless it is going to be literature as well deemed it should be, and we all agree is none the less a bit of a holdup". 

GS: Of course it's a holdup! You see why straight away, you see. If you are going to be seeking literature 
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instead of what it is you are writing about, you see, it's going to put a break on it, there's no breaks on these, you'll see. He justifies his points, 

you see. Just automatically he justifies, it. 

You see how he runs arDund. 

SW: The prayer mat presumably is a .. 

GS: The what? 

SW: The illusion to a prayer mat is metaphorical, is it? 

GS: To me, to me, no, he's pretending, he's alluding to me, he has this prayer mat around, for me to see to join in with :1 

this general admiration .. (laughter) (tape recorder 

switched off to be continued) 

And now, "cosiness" is a great family word, it was not anything to do with putting your feet up by the fire, there was a sense of fitness and rightness ​home. 

SW: Was it a word he used? 

GS: No, we all used it. No cosiness was that but it wasn't just, it was more than .. It was home in its most essential feelings. 

SW: Yes, I see what he says about the barons; and the uncosy house. 

GS: The uncosy, now, it is the sense of son, your 

home is your shepherd. And we all had that, that was an instinctive feeling - we all loved our home. But that was very, very simple, but it was home alright. 

SW: I can't read this. 
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Gs: Wait let me see, let me get my glasses, the test 

for not being alert you see, bending the knee would 

fly out, you see, that's because he was in the R.A.M.C. with me. We knew that one, you see, tap on the knee ,cap, but no .. 

SW: Going .. 

GS: down, and that's what he's alluding to, that's the only tap on the knee caps, you see. "On their knees" you see, what he is really doing he's converting two things there, d'you see, he goes in on the knees, 

but that tapping on the kneecaps just below there 

is a test as to whether everything is working, the 

leg will fly up, you see. Now go on. 

SW: 



" 



but just a blank look at me." 

GS: That's right. Go on, "just a blank look at me", you see, they didn't know what he was driving at all. (Interlude) 

Now, just read that bit of verse for me again, there you see. Read it. 

SW: "It seems to me that as your Sermon on the Mount is a good example of one of your hemisphere .. " 

GS: Go on. Read on. 

SW: 



"So this is Cookham Moor 



" 

GS: Yes, that's right . 

. ~. 


SW:   "is" .. 
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GS SW: " .. very fine if not the grandest example of your other hemisphere." 

GS: Now then, now he was dividing the two hemispheres - 

my attention to religious painting and my typical painting which is very much for me of finding in my village life around me - what it is they would call those figure pictures, you see, with a good deal of design mixed into them, you see, and what he was meaning here was the atmosphere and feeling of this footballers on Cookham Moor which I think is a rather remarkable, very rough and untidy picture, but he loved that picture very much, you see, he loved it. I know what he meant, it was a real hemisphere belonging to 

me in my way, and that was another one - well, he 

had his other hemispheresas well, you know. Let's 

say that ... 

SW: Did he define his hemispheres? 

GS: Well, he never defined his hemispheresto me as positively as that, but he .. we were general utility painters, you know; we were like Cookham Football Club. That is to say, we didn't play in very much of the matches. I did play once or twice for Cookham 

United Reserves, but he never got to that degree, 

but we played about the field, you see, in any position or just played around it; but we did have clear definitions. When we were painting, when he was painting his Bible ideas, they were pure, 

essentially what I should have called inspirational, and instantaneous too, you see. It just comes 

. , 
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straight out, whereas when I was doing these they were something that I had seen going on, physically, and then had lasted, you see, and then brought it forward, but he just read his Bible and got it. 

But he did the other ones as well, you see, but they were much stranger, but mine were not strange, they were just rather domestic, in a way, but I loved doing them, and they were good pieces as 

he says, you see. But that is what he means by hemisphere - departments if you like just as good 

a word from my point of view, but not from his because you can see he was a man of the hemisphere. 

SW: This is interesting later on: "It seems a pity I always felt a bit overshadowed .. " 

GS: Now go on. 

SW: " .. by you when we were together because I see 

in this particularly how vitally important Cookham was to you as it was to me .. " 

GS: Yes, yes. Go on. 

SW: 



" 



We both had identical sympathies and a 



" 

GS: " .. and a different way." I quoted this in my catalogue, "different sort of approach." 

SW: 



" 



but the place feeling in that work of yours 



" 

GS: Ah, that's it. Now the place feeling, you see, 

is that thing which I think everybody has really ​home - you know. "Oh Lord, now lettest Thou "thy servant depart in peace" is the return of the native, you see, you return home all the time, 
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and I think really what he meant about place feeling was the fact that when he painted away from Cookham it hadn't got the feeling that it had when he was painting in Cookham at that time, there was no question about it. After the war he went to live 

at Petersfield and there he painted the unveiling 

of the Cookham war memorial on Cookham Moor. Now that picture from my point of view shows at once, 

you see, how at that time it left him much more later, that at that time he was still immersed in this essential feeling that Cookham and him were a unit, because when you looked at that one he'd done things which were 

really entirely false - the cottages just by the 

war memorial were painted nothing like as they were there, and he brought a piece of land in to join onto those cottages which was much further to the left. 

D'you see? It wouldn't ever have happened in those 

days, you see, the early days, you could tell 

almost in the .. In some of the pictures he might 

paint some grasses into a picture, and you could 

almost know at once where those grasses were, you 

know, you could say: well, that was in Marsh Meadows. 

You see what I am trying to get at? 

SW: Yes. 

GS: You could tell that. And again, you see, when he was painting The Sacrifice of Zacharias - and I was in this cottage down in the bottom of the village painting - he painted there for a bit, and he 

took me into the garden and there's a piece of 

wall broken down, where you could see into a 
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garden which was rather a mystery for us because we couldn't see over it, you see, and he would, he looked over that broken wall and pointed to the place where he had drawn the tree, the fir tree for The Sacrifice of Zacharias. He showed me the place where he had done it you see. 

Well, it was like that, you see, it was all very closely knit then, but after the war, and later, it began to change, you see, a bit but not for some time. 

SW: And when was it he stopped painting out of doors? 

GS: When I say he stopped painting out of doors, that would be, that would be wrong to ever say that at all. He was always painting out of doors. He would do his landscapes, you know; rather I think sometimes he would do a beauty but quite often they were landscapes, you see, of no .. they were some of them were very good.  But he painted when he

Actually, when I say that he was more indoors than out there is no doubt at all about it that he was primarily working from his imagination straight onto those pictures, you see, and he used to refer to what he'd call "fiddling little landscapes", you see - 

he didn't like to do them half the time, but he would never .. but he did some very beautiful landscapes. But he was really essentially what you see in the Burghclere Chapel, and all those things, that was the extraordinary thing about him was he was able to 

go on developing that for so long without any apparent sort of horror but it did begin to change 

a bit I am afraid later, you see, but overcrowding 

of ideas. (short interval) 
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Now I should say here, you see, that in saying that about Macedonia, he was finding something there that was akin to his feelings at Cookham, and I myself in Macedonia didn't feel so strange - it had those sort of feelings, you see. Alright, Joyce. 

JOYCE: Yes. 

GS: I think, I think that he twigged in that particular 

place where he was up the line there that it had a kind of Gbokhaniish feeling. Now the thing that's interesting here I think is that when he came to paint the Burgnclere Chapel if you look at the setting of the altarpiece with all those crosses, and things, it has got a most lovely feeling in it, you know, which was to my mind much 

of the same feeling that he had in those early Cookham pictures. Now the thing that interested me was that he was in the R.A.M.C. and a (few landerers?) up there and he had already got some feeling about a piece of land there which he liked very much - then he got shifted and when they shifted him, he wanted to get back and then to go on, browsing and making his feelings round that place, and drawing or doing something, you see. He transferred to the Berkshire Regiments because they were still stationed in that sector, and he went back to that sector because as 

he said to go and get the chance of doing what was 

the back part of all that. Now I think he felt that 

I felt that that part of Salonika was cosy, well it was, it was homely there, and when the train used to go along at the bottom along the monaster road where 

·1 was, you would see a very different train from the one that used to go from (Henley) to Cookham. It had the same feeling, it used to go along that far, you know, and one didn't feel really like I should have felt in some places at all, and I think it was something to do with - there's a biblical sense 
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there you know, you see there was the sort of .. 

and the bells ri Salonika - there was all those sort of things going, and the fir trees - I don't know, I think he was right, he did a slight test to see what (sic whether) Cookham was all that vital and it wasn't and it proves that it wasn't for look what he did. 

SW: Had he given up painting then .. 

GS: What's it say there? 

SW: .. when he says: "Anyway, when I look at and think of that painting of yours I would take up painting again if I was you in spite of all Banner had to say" . 

GS: Oh this was marvellous: Banner, yes, that's a name which should be killed, I think. Well, Banner was well, he's still alive - he's a very, rather rich intellectual sort of man. Well, I don't know what he said to me quite, he'd 

SW: Is that his real name? 

GS: Yes, it is his real name. 

He was very kind to us when we were in the Lake District, you see, and I wasn't really au fait with 

the Lake District, I was there for four years - had 

to be in the war, you see. But I never suggested giving up landscape painting, I felt it might be giving me up, but I didn't ,I couldn't paint mountains, you see, and I was a bit naughty about this man because he out of his head, you see, I said all I could do was treat them as cloud, but I think I was probably a little bit miserable, you see, but I certainly never made any positive research on it. I think if 

I was going to give up painting, I think I might 
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have been frightened that painting was going to give me up, that's another story, huh? But I think that's .. does it go on, does it explain any more. Banner said .. 

SW: How does he say plus his nose and that mouth. 

GS: Oh, that's right. Yes, that's right. 

SW: Oh, and that big cheekbone. 

GS: Cheekbone, oh yes, he was very sort of haughty, haughty. 

SW: "The sweeping gesture of the hand and walking past you as he said it." 

GS: Yes, I can't remember now what it was - he said something, you see, which suggested, you see, to my mind that he didn't belong to my feeling, to his intellectual, you see, he had all these sort of things, I suppose that made me feel that I'm giving up painting. I think that is probably what 

it was, you know, but I remembered it at the time because, I must have .. I did a drawing of him probably 

making some gesture. I didn't dislike the 

chap entirely. (short interval) 

I don't quite know how to .. you see. 1,1 had gone to the Lake District because my job went there, it was not really choice, you see. 

SW: This is in 1942. 
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GS: Yes. I was near Ambleside, you see. You see, I was 

in Grasmere, and I d1dn't really, I didn't feel very 

close knit to it, I think I was rather being rather 

stupid perhaps, I don't know, but anyway, Stan seemed 

to think that I was going to fall from the wayside, 

but I certainly wasn't - I said I was not doing that, 

you see, but the only thing I felt was strange I should think, but this chap was a very odd man, a very odd man, but he was kind to us. He lived in the Lakes, you see, 

he was a Lake District artist. I don't think I can 

do any more about that. 

I think that that is interesting and of course it shows, you see, .that he was really very aware of himself all the time, wasn't he. Would it be right to say that he was an introvert as well as an extrovert? 

SW: I'm sure it's possible! 

GS: I think he was thinking of nothing else and couldn't avoid being bound up in himself, of course there 

was no room much for anything else in him, poor little devil, he was absolutely smothered with 

it you see; that's what I think he meant by that. 

He had to identify himself I was going to say almost like as though it was the womb out of which he 

came all the time - I don't know. 

You can read this alright, can't you? 

SW: Yes. 
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GS: Frank Godfrey was my village close friend. 

I used to wait for him coming out of school 

at the school lane, you see, he and I were together you see, he used to come and I used to go to tea 

with him. And he was really in a way - I don't 

know how to describe him, he was just by you 

know had this very nice friend. I had found a 

friend, oh such a friend, you see, and it was 

Frank Godfrey. And we always used to go together 

and he used to come and try and make poems with me, but I was very unhappy about that because I was trying to make a model of the roundabouts on Cookham Moor, and of course the whole fun was trying to make it, you see, and there was an old rusty bicycle wheel left in the garden, and he suggested I should use that for the top of it, and that finished me. And I didn't work any more with him. 

But that was the sort of feeling. He was a very, a great friend, all the time pretty close - we were like that in the village; the Godfreys and the Laceys, and we were all very closely knit. They are rather a 

fine family, the Godfreys. 

Now this is it, you see, just to get this right .. (reading) "Subject to nothing, if it is on sufferance, that we do what we do and that my general, that any General Bright's wife can come round the corner where one is painting and say as she said to me in 1931, "Ah, Mr Spencer, you will have to put those brushes and paint away now", that's how he would have said 

it to me! Suddenly she is one of these sort of general's wives, you see, in a gloating mood of 

this world will stop all that nonsense anyway!" 

.Good, isn't it? What? 
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SW: Yes, very nice. 

GS: That's put him in his place, you see. That's what 

we mean about all the stuff there, you see. The preparation. That's the preparation for this alright. He knew what he was coming to. I should have said you see, that to all intents and purposes she was 

a kind of breakdown entirely, you see, but he was very upset, you see, when she was taken away, but 

I don't know what the circumstances were, and he 

used to go and see her all the time and so on. 

But I think that it, that it was just an acute melancholy, I suppose, you see. That sort of 

thing. What does he say there? 

SW: "As for Hilda, I think it was all very well to pack her off like that. She had not threatened anyone 

and when one considers the minute chance of danger from her compared with the person, the sanest you like to think of driving a car and the degree of public danger from that, it's not sound." 

GS: It's not sound. Oh. 

SW: "Oh, but you see, said someone when I said this, 

"in the case of the car it would not be intentional, but a lot of comfort that would be .. " 

GS: Yes. 

SW: " .. But I at once knowing what those asylums do the moment they have anyone in their power made some enquiries to see she was not certified." 
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GS: And she was not, you see. I don't think you can do anything with this ~os this was rather sort of, you know, but anyway. 

SW: "And not being next of kin they then tried to put me off, saying that it is nothing to do with you." 

GS: The children were the next of kin, you see. 

SW: "This they did to keep me off while they certified her." 

GS: Well, you see, well, perhaps they did, you see. 

SW: How very unpleasant. 

GS: I think that might be. I knew that they did something to do that. But I still think that, yes, that she 

was completely mentally deranged at the finish. But 

she was like that. Now what's coming next? I just want to see Joyce for a second time, see it was they took serial form some of the items in newspapers were chiefly over poetry and things which was right above our heads, you see. But when you sort of take the background, there were a lot of artists' lives, including Stanley's with Hilda. They go on over things, over and over again - these things, and 

the question you, I suppose, would have to say. 

Well, the children did not have what most children would have had, roughly speaking - I don't know what to call it, you see, because it's so different. 

They lived at home, and Elsie looked after them, 

and Stan was not interested, but he was quite 
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alright with them and so on, you see, and Hilda 

looked after them I suppose, I don't know what to 

call it. It is one of these things where you cannot 

really pin-point why it could be said that his, the backcloth of his marriage, and for the children was unsatisfactory. It was unsatisfactory. It must be unsatisfactory because they were put .. another woman 

looked after them, went away. And that in itself to 

me in my way of seeing things would be unsatisfactory, because you see I believe that the parents are very fundamental, you see. Alright they're able for you to think you are a good husband or something you see. So I 

mean it's what they’d go like that you see, I'd 

say, well alright, let's 'put it that way, I'm less 

of an artist and better as a husband. What But 

I think Stanley was a good husband and I think Hilda was a good wife, and I think that as far as they went they were good parents, but I just think somehow or other, the children were really - I don't know what it was .. They both went to Badminton finally, you see. And so on. But I should have to say that from the point of view of a home background it was much 

more exciting for them than most homes, you see, it was, but I don't know what to say about that because 

I still think, you see, that how good it was that 

Stan knows Hilda, you see, and how good it was 

I didn't. Because I know what I mean by that. 

I don't mean anything nasty. I mean, you see 

that she and Stan were in some extraordinary way married, they were married, you see, and all these other things that have said could be largely discounted as really almost - not malicious, but just frankly 

just silly, because he did talk a lot, you know, Stanley. He chatted away at times. But that's what 

I feel about that, but I can't get round it, 
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I can't give any impression that I think that he was in any way other than extraordinarily good at getting everything going and so on. That's what I think Stanley, you see, I'll just tell you as it did catch on, you see, playing banjos, you see, and they had got top hats on, and I think I am right when I say that Stan said that Mark Twain who he was of course interested in, and in the conversation I think they asked him to guess what they were, and in the end, Mark Twain guessed wrong, and they took their top hats off with a sweep, one knew their band was a 

bit more clearance, you see, now whether that was in that historic counter of reference really I don't know, but you see that was history .. they took off their hats to Mark Twain who showed intransigence but they'd got banjos with them, they were singing on the boat. But I don't know about that, but this is the story, I remember it, because Stan told me about it. They're undertakers, I think. 

SW: The undertaker, as far as I can remember says "that there is a thing that ain't never cheap, that is a coffin." 

GS: 



Yes, well, this is what Stan wrote to he must have got that from the book. there was also that bit as well. 

End 



me, and that But I think 

