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Beginnings

John Constable, English landscape painter, was born on 11 June 1776, by coincidence only a
year after J.M.W. William Turner, the artist superstar of his age: born in 1775. By comparison
with Turner’s meteoric rise and fame, John Constable: Earth and Sky (Cv/Visual Arts Research
Book 92) Constable’s was a slow and laborious journey, though ultimately successful. Turner
began selling his drawings and paintings in his father’s barber’s shop in Covent Garden at the
age of twelve, at a time when Constable was making mildly talented schoolboy drawings in book
margins. Turner was elected an associate member John Constable: Earth and Sky (Cv/Visual
Arts Research Book 92) of the Royal Academy in 1799 aged 24 and a full academician, aged
27, one of the youngest ever. It took Constable until the age of 52 to be elected a full member of
the Royal Academy in February 1829 by one vote. It was also too late, all the joy taken out of it
because John Constable: Earth and Sky (Cv/Visual Arts Research Book 92) it arrived two
months after the death of his beloved wife, Maria, from tuberculosis in the previous November.
He said bitterly, ‘It has been delayed until I am solitary and cannot impart it.’ 1

  Everything in his creative career happened in John Constable: Earth and Sky (Cv/Visual Arts
Research Book 92) slow motion. The fourth child of a prosperous corn merchant and coal
importer, the mystery is that Constable emerged as a painter at all. His family could afford to
employ him and needed him to help in the family business, and he was devoted enough to find
it hard to break away. His father owned water mills and a windmill and farmed over 90 acres of
land. His mother, born Ann Watts, came from a well to do London family in the brewing trade.
Her father was a barrel manufacturer and her brother, David Pike Watts, a wine merchant and
brewer was eventually worth £300,000, a fortune worth several millions today. This uncle was
also a collector of fine art and there were contacts in his mother’s family in particular which
helped him.

  The artist was born and spent his childhood in the village of East Bergholt in Suffolk, It is now
ironically called Constable country and as such has become beloved of the tourist industry.
Constable absorbed and loved the beauty of his surroundings, the individual trees and



 

cornfields. He also knew the daily grind of life of the valleys and villages in the countryside,
involved as he was in the family enterprises, going to work in the accounting office when he left
school aged John Constable: Earth and Sky (Cv/Visual Arts Research Book 92) 16. 

  He knew the labourers and lock keepers operating the locks installed on the river Stour,
making it navigable by the barges transporting his father’s grain to the ports John Constable:
Earth and Sky (Cv/Visual Arts Research Book 92) on the estuary. He understood the mechanics
of the mill waterwheels; depicted boys fishing from wooden bridges and the shire horses hauling
barges; the dogs and waterfowl which populate his landscapes.‘I associate my ‘careless
boyhood’ to all that lies on the banks of the Stour. They made me a painter (& I am grateful) that
is I had often thought of pictures of them before I had touched a pencil.’ 2 

 

Finding His Vocation
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