John Constable: His Path

of Changing British Art

Early Career

John Constable (11 June 1776
- 31 March 1837) was born in
East Bergholt, a village on the
River Stour in Suffolk. His father
was a wealthy corn merchant,
owner of Flatford Mill in East
Bergholt and, later, Dedham
Mill. His father also owned his
own small ship, The Telegraph,
which he moored at Mistley on
the Stour estuary
and used to
transport
corn to
London.
In his
youth,

Constable embarked on
amateur sketching trips in the
surrounding Suffolk countryside
that was to become the subject
of a large proportion of his
art. These scenes, in his own
words, “made me a painter, and
| am grateful”; “the sound of
water escaping from mill dams
etc., willows, old rotten planks,
slimy posts, and brickwork,
| love such things.” He was
introduced to George Beaumont,
a collector, who showed him
his prized Hagar and the Angel
by Claude Lorrain, which
inspired Constable. His
early style has many of
the qualities associated
with his mature work,
including a freshness
of light, color and
touch, and reveals the
compositional influence
of the Old Masters he had
studied, notably of Claude
Lorrain. Constable’s usual
subjects, scenes of
ordinary daily life,
were unfashionable
in an age that looked
for more romantic
visions of wild
landscapes and
ruins. He did,
however, make

occasional trips further afield.
In order to make ends meet,
Constable took up portraiture,
which he found dull work-though
he executed many fine portraits.
He also painted occasional
religious pictures, but according
to John Walker, “Constable’s
incapacity as a religious painter
cannot be overstated.”

Maturity

Although he had scraped an
income from painting, it was
not until 1819 that Constable
sold his first important canvas,
The White Horse, which led to
a series of “six footers”, as he
called his large-scale paintings.
He was elected an Associate
of the Royal Academy that
year, and in 1821 he showed
The Hay Wain (a view from
Flatford Mill) at the Academy’s
exhibition. Theodore Gericault
saw it on a visit to London and
was soon praising Constable
in Paris, where a dealer,
John Arrowsmith, bought four
paintings, including The Hay
Wain, which was exhibited
at the Paris Salon of 1824,
winning a gold medal. In his
lifetime Constable was to sell
only twenty paintings in
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