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I am delighted to introduce another 

excellent issue of the Collections 

Journal.  As usual there is a wide range 

of stimulating topics covered by members 

of our splendid team. I must start by 

celebrating the inscription of the Eton 

Choirbook by UNESCO in its United 

Kingdom section of the Memory of the 

World Register, which records the most 

important documents in the culture and 

history of the planet. So the Choirbook 

is up there with Magna Carta and the 
American Declaration of Independence!  
And quite right too, as Lucy Gwynn shows.  

Philippa Martin draws attention to John 
Bacon’s somewhat lugubrious statue of 
the Founder in the Ante-Chapel, an even 
less convincing representation of a late 
mediaeval king than the version by Francis 
Bird in School Yard which Horace Walpole 
mocked; but nonetheless interesting in the 
history of English sculpture. George Fussey 
welcomes a Mute Swan to the Natural 
History Museum, and Andrew Robinson the 
minute books of the History Society to the 
Archives. Andrew gives a lively account of 
some of the speakers and of the boys who 
became distinguished historians (including 
the news that Jonathan Sumption, 
magnificent historian of the Hundred 
Years’ War as well as Supreme Court judge, 
appears to have been sacked from the 
society). Philippa and Aimee Sims explain 
the memorials in Lower Chapel and their 
conservation, while Michael Meredith pays 
tribute to some of the spectacular gifts to 
College Library by the late Nicholas Kessler 
OE. Ceri Sugg reminds us that we have 

over the years acquired a serious holding 

of manuscripts and other material of old 

Carthusian Robert Graves, and writes about 

her research into him and his muse Julia 

Simonne. William Strang’s lovely portraits 

are justly famous, directly and through 

Emery Walker’s wonderful engravings: 

Lynn Sanders describes the four that Eton 

is lucky enough to own. Jane Sellek looks at 

Eton’s long-standing tradition of vigorous 

debating. Then there are three good articles 

by boys: Adam Roble writes movingly about 

Henry Dundas, killed right at the end of the 

Great War; while Ludo Heathcoat-Amory 

and Chris Thorn describe how they set 

about curating their really excellent exhibits 

in the Museum of Eton Life which are part 

of Eton’s 1918 centenary remembrance. 

As ever, Ian Cadell writes an endpaper on 

behalf of the Friends of the Collections, 

whose loyal and practical support is so 

much valued by us all. So, in short, once 

again a fascinating Journal!

Lord Waldegrave of North Hill

Cover Image:  A leaf of the Eton Choirbook
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The Other Founder’s Statue
In the Ante-Chapel of College Chapel is a 
remarkable marble statue of the Founder. 
Framed by the arch of the screen when 
viewed from the main chapel, the statue 
of c.1783-84 represents King Henry VI 
wearing robes of state and a jewelled 
crown. The King’s left arm rests on a 
carved model of the chapel itself, below 
which is the code of statutes and charter 
of the college, resting on a circular column 
which is decorated with the royal arms. 
Iron railings which once surrounded the 
work are now lost. The inscription on the 
marble plinth records that it was the gift 
of Edward Betham (1707-83).

Betham was a King’s Scholar at Eton from 
1720 and went on to study at King’s College, 
Cambridge, where he became a fellow and 
served for some time as Bursar. He later 
became Bursar at Eton. In 1770, the Provost 
and Fellows offered Betham the post of rector 
at Greenford, Middlesex, (an appointment in 
their gift) before electing him a fellow of the 
college the following year. There are many 
examples of Betham’s generosity, including 
the founding and endowment of a charity 
school at Greenford and his gift of £2,000 
for the maintenance of the Botanic Gardens 
in Cambridge.

Betham’s meetings with the sculptor of the 
Eton statue, John Bacon, are described in 
Allan Cunningham’s The Lives of the Most 
Eminent British Painters and Sculptors 
(published 1829-37). Cunningham’s 
account of the ‘story which the sculptor 
loved to relate’ is summarised below.

Bacon was an established artist in his 
mid-forties, an associate member of the 
Royal Academy and the works supervisor 
of a successful stoneware manufactory. 

One morning, with some apprehension, 
an elderly clergyman entered his studio in 
Newman Street, Fitzrovia. Bacon invited his 
guest to sit down. Betham then presented 
himself and proceeded to quiz the artist on 
whether he had trained in Rome or seen 
the antiquities of Wilton House in Wiltshire 
(neither of which Bacon had done). Betham 
surveyed Bacon’s works, satisfying himself 
that he was in fact suitably accomplished, 
before commissioning on the spot a bust of 
Henry VI. He paid half the cost at once and 
agreed to pay the remainder on receipt of 
the work. (The bust is probably the example 
now on display in the Museum of Eton Life.) 
This commission was undoubtedly a trial 
for the more ambitious project Betham 
had in mind. 
 
A few weeks later Betham returned to 
Bacon’s studio to inform the artist: ‘your 
bust has but one fault, sir, and that is it 
ought to have been carried to the feet. In 
short, I must have a full statue, to be placed 
in the chapel of Eton College’. Betham then 
explained that it was ‘not quite convenient’ 
for him to pay half the fee in advance, as 
he had previously. However, when Bacon 
responded that Betham had already proved 
himself ‘a man of honour’ and would leave 
matters to his conscience, Betham relented 
and counted out the required sum. 

Cunningham’s very precise account of 
the meeting, written some 60 years later, 
should perhaps be viewed with scepticism. 
However, in the Eton Archives survives 
a letter in Betham’s own hand, written 
to William Haywood Roberts, the then 
Provost. Betham’s statement within it, that 
he paid Bacon £262.10 ‘upon finding it not 
unusual to advance part of the money’, 
may also indicate some apprehension 
over parting with such a considerable 
sum prior to receiving the work. He also 
recounted that Bacon: ‘asked if there was 
any drawing or picture of the chapple [sic] 
as built or pland [sic] by H[enry] VI; for he 
thought the same might be introduced 
in small with propriety and advantage.’ 
The letter was written at Greenford, less 

than a month before Betham’s death. It 
concludes with an account of the author’s 
health that states: ‘my hands and fingers 
are steadier’. However, the writing itself 
belies his shaking hand. Nine months 
after Betham’s death on 23 November 
1783, his sister Ann made the second and 
final payment, ‘because my brother had 
frequently communicated his earnest 
desire to have the statue completed’. It 
was installed in College Chapel in 1786.

Despite its prominent position, today 
Betham’s commission is often overlooked. 
The classical pose and idealised features 
testify to the prevailing fashion, made 
explicit through Betham’s questioning of 
Bacon’s training during their first meeting, 

but seem incongruous when applied to 
a medieval king, particularly within the 
setting of a gothic chapel interior. 

Perhaps inevitably, with Francis Bird’s statue 
in school yard, installed some 67 years 
earlier, so dominant in its surroundings, 
Bacon’s contribution will always be the 
‘other’ Founder’s statue. However, the 
sculpture Betham left to Eton deserves 
greater recognition for its place in the story 
of the chapel and college, and particularly 
as a rare, if incongruous, representation of 
a medieval monarch, from a period when 
classicism prevailed.

Philippa Martin
Keeper of Fine & Decorative Art
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John Bacon’s Statue of Henry VI, viewed from the nave of College Chapel, 1920
PA-A.141_8-2014

John Bacon’s Statue of Henry VI, in the Ante-Chapel of College Chapel, 1920
PA-A.142_99-2014



A recent arrival in the  
Natural History Museum
One of the many strengths of Eton’s 
Natural History Museum is its exemplary 
collection of animals and plants typical of 
the various habitats of the Thames Valley. 
There was, however, a glaring omission, 
which has now been put right! 

This Mute Swan, which is now proudly on 
display, was donated to the museum in 
2017 by Swan Support, after permission 
was granted by H.M. Queen’s Swan Marker 
to display it. Non-breeding birds form the 
large flock of over three hundred at Windsor, 
a favourite site for swans because they like 
the extended body of water which provides 
a sufficient ‘runway’ for their taking off and 
landing. Breeding swans build their nest in 
a territory which the male (the cob) and 

female (the pen) will defend very aggressively. 
Spectacular fights can take place when swans 
happen to stray into another territory. Such 
strays can be in danger of drowning, especially 
if they are moulting, which was the fate of 
this female bird back in October 2016. 

Mute Swans now thrive on the Thames but 
they are an excellent example of how practical 
conservation measures can rescue a species in 
decline. In the 1980s the swan population on 
the Thames was struggling, due mostly to lead 
poisoning from weights discarded by anglers. 
Birds do not have teeth and digest their food 
using a gizzard, a muscular chamber which 
is part of the stomach. Many birds swallow 
grit and use it in their gizzard to grind their 
food. Lead shot taken in with grit was also 

ground down and poisoned the birds. Local 

people, with staunch support from Eton’s 

then Provost, Lord Charteris, campaigned for 

a Parliamentary ban on the use of lead shot, 

which came about in 1997.  

Swan Support operates a rescue centre 

treating and caring for sick and injured swans 

found within the Thames Valley. They are 

on call 24 hours a day and have 20 years of 

experience in the rescue and rehabilitation 

of swans. The Natural History Museum is 

pleased to engage with the work of this 

excellent local charity. 

George Fussey

Curator, Natural History Museum

eto
n

 c
o

lleg
e c

o
llec

tio
n

s
A

round the C
ollections

06

eto
n

 c
o

lleg
e c

o
llec

tio
n

s
A

round the C
ollections

07

Mute Swan

History Society Minute Books
A new deposit in the College Archives are 
the slightly battered minute books of the 
Eton College History Society: volume 1 
(1961-73) and volume 2 (1996-2016). 

These days societies are very much part 
of the warp and weft of Eton life, with 
dozens of speaker meetings through the 
half. In the early Sixties such things were 
decidedly more recherché – there is a 
carefully phrased remark that membership 
of the History Society was to be limited 
to 12, with no aspiration to match the 
éclat of those behemoths the Political 
or Essay Societies, not to mention the 
‘Cercle Français’, It says something for the 
confidence of these early days that a dozen 
schoolboys could command papers from the 
historians James Joll (on ‘Anarchism’) and 
the medievalist R.H.C. Davis. It is perhaps 
interesting to note that the 12 founding 
members included one future luminary of 
Welsh Liberal politics (Alan Butt-Philip), a 
future Labour MP (Mark Fisher) and one 
later Cabinet Minister (Viscount Hailsham). 
Among those in the Society by 1964 were 
the ambassador and Chilcot Inquirer Sir 
Roderic Lyne and one very notable historian 
in his own right, Patrick Wormald.

The principle of the society when first 
constituted was for ‘extension’ essays and 
papers from its members peppered by a 
termly visiting speaker, and some from 
masters. Rather remarkably one early paper 
is on ‘Monkey Glands and the history of anti-
ageing measures’ – not a notable concern 
of 17-year-olds, one might think. There 
are also papers from some legendary Eton 
beaks of former ages – Jack Anderson, Bill 
Winter and Patrick Croker among them, as 
well as published historian Giles St Aubyn. 
Winter’s is rather fascinating in being on 

the topic, addressed in 1967, ‘The historical 

background of the American Colour problem’ 

(chosen since, according to the speaker, 

Etonians were unaware the US had any 

history) and hopeful of the prevailing of 

‘moderates such as Dr King over Black Power 
You can read more about the Windsor swans in the NHM blog: http://etonnhm.com/museum-blog/

History Society minute book, volume 1 (1961-73)



fanatics’. There is also a flavour of perhaps 
traditional nepotism – a paper from Lord 
David Cecil on ‘Modern Biography’ written 
up by his nephew. Membership for 1966 
rather sternly notes ‘sacked’ against three 
members, one of them curiously Jonathan 
Sumption; it also notes that the Maharajah 
of Jodhpur came as a guest to a talk on 
Rasputin (‘the first time the Society had 
heard the story of a “bad man” and it was 
an interesting change’).

If the ‘rock star’ historians of the Sixties 
were Christopher Hill and E.P. Thompson, 

neither came to these parts; but visits by 

Steven Runciman (who came in 1973 to 

talk on ‘1453’),  Sir John Elliott and A.L. 

Rowse is a pretty good hand. It must be 

admitted there is a single female historian 

in the entire first volume, Lady Antonia 

Fraser, who came in 1971 to talk on ‘Mary, 

Queen of Scots.’ The visit by Rowse (‘on 

the Elizabethan Court’) seems to have 

been particularly momentous, given the 

reference to ‘the presence of Mr Kidson’s 

dogs un-nerving the elderly lecturer’. That 

lecturer then proceeded to hand out a 

savaging himself, to Paddy Croker, perhaps 

unwisely attempting to bring to Rowse’s 
attention ‘a beautiful passage by Lawrence 
Stone’ (‘Sir, I know no beautiful passage 
by Stone’). 

It is perhaps to be noted that the minutes 
are not universally kind to the speakers’ 
efforts. Of Antonia Frasers’ talk it is written 
that, given J.M. Neale’s views and those of 
the speaker, ‘Mary awaits still her impartial 
historian’ – well in Rowse she certainly 
did not find one – he referred to her as ‘a 
perpetual boil on the neck and an utter 
goose’. Indeed in the hands of Patrick 
Wormald the minutes are very much to 
the point – ‘The difference between a good 
paper and a bad is amply illustrated by a 
comparison of Crawshaw’s and Sitwell’s 
papers. The one, highly detailed, long-
winded and dull, the other fascinating in 
content, elegant in style and delightful  
in delivery.’

In the early Seventies, we see some of the 
society’s own early luminaries, Wormald 
and Sumption, return to give talks as well 
as the attendance of future historians in 
their own right – Noel Malcolm, Robert 
Harvey and Philip Mansel, for instance. 
Indeed numbers for meetings are quite 
healthy – despite the competing attractions 
of the Automobile and Equestrian Societies, 
the President of Magdalen College, Oxford, 
T.S.R. Boase, mustered an audience of 40, 
and J.J. Scarisbrick is reported to have held 
his own for a talk on Henry VIII, given the 
competing attraction on the same evening 
of Sir Arnold Weinstock.

Sadly, there is then a decided hiatus 
between 1973 to 1994 with a mournful 
note asking in that year for a new minute 
book. Happily the Bursar proved amenable 
in 1996, as I took over as Master in Charge 
of the society, to funding a new volume – 
though he did blench a little at the invoice 
and sternly hoped it would last 20 years 
– which happily it has. The secretary who 
opened that book was Richard Gowan, who 
addressed the society on ‘Medieval Africa’ 
(and now teaches at Columbia University).

The passing of years sees quite a few of 

the denizens of Volume 1 returning now 

as fully-fledged professionals – Mansel, 

Sumption and Jonathan Riley-Smith. The 

second volume records some very kind souls 

who have been to address the society more 

than once – Peter Hennessy and Andrew 

Roberts among them, as well as John Julius 

Norwich. Norman Stone came once to talk 

about ‘Hitler’ (a record attendance of 94) 

and later on ‘The First World War’ – on 

the latter occasion eschewing the usual 

speaker’s water for a generous beaker of 

whisky. The book records the wonderful 

evening when Professor John Gillingham 

worked out what would most annoy his 

audience and then gave them ‘the Norman 

Conquest and the coming of civilisation to 

England’, it records three secretaries who 

have become MPs, (one of whom, Kwasi 

Kwateng, returned to give a paper on his 

book ‘Ghosts of Empire’). 

One innovation in Volume 2 is the joint 

meetings with girls’ schools  – balloon 

debates, quizzes (History quizzes) and one 

occasion when 42 Paulinas came along 

and very much dominated a talk by the 

Early Modern historian Henry Kamen. 

Presentations and papers by boys continue 

to be a feature, in particular those based on 

the ‘Birley Prize’, the Summer Essay set for 

historians since the early 1990s. 

There was a very sombre meeting on 

11th October 2001 when four speakers, 

including Dr Sillery, addressed ‘Historians’ 

perspectives on September 11th’. Ben 

MacIntyre came to talk about the genesis 

of James Bond, and was alerted by The 

Times news desk during his talk to the 

whereabouts of Mr Obama’s long-lost 

half-brother. Provost Waldegrave gave the 

society an account of his own meeting with 

Yasser Arafat (the first British ministerial 

contact with the PLO) as well as, on other 

occasions, talks about Patrick O’Brien and 

Margaret Thatcher. Considering he has 

also been the host of a good many highly 

congenial dinners, the society is much in 

his debt, even if his name cannot be found 

signifying attendance in 1964 or ’65 (he 

was perhaps too much the classicist and 

philosopher). Perhaps the most remarkable 

speaker was Lady Soames, who spoke to the 

society at the age of 86 and scotched the 

insistence of Truman that he had not known 

the content of Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’ 

speech by pointing out she had read it to 

him on the train to Fulton.  

Very happily, when the second volume was 

filled we were permitted to purchase a third, 

this a very fine tome made by bookbinder 

Nick Collishaw and solemnly promised 

to last until 2037. In the meantime the 

two History Society volumes now in the 

Archives are a fine treasure of meetings of 

the past, and historical materials in their 

own right. Maybe one day the ‘missing 

years’ minutes will join them. 

Andrew Robinson (ASR) 

House Master and History Master
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History Society minute book, volume 2, inscriptions

Current History Society minute book



‘The Queen of Tudor Manuscripts’:  
Unesco Recognition For The Eton Choirbook

The Eton Choirbook (Eton MS 178) was 
inscribed in September on the UNESCO 
UK Memory of the World register, 
which honours documentary heritage 
of outstanding national and regional 
significance. The register records items 
spanning nearly 900 years which capture 
the history of the UK and its communities, 
including the Domesday Book, Magna 
Carta, and the death warrant of Charles 
I. The Choirbook is the first manuscript of 
music to be included in the UK register.

The Choirbook is a volume of manuscript 
music created between 1500 and 1504 
for use in religious services in Eton College 
Chapel. Through its survival – at the site for 
which it was made – the Choirbook gives us 
access to a form of worship and a musical 
tradition that was violently disrupted and 
almost obliterated by the Reformation. It 
captures a sound-world of late medieval 
England which would otherwise have been 
lost to silence.

At the beginning of the 16th century, 
Eton’s choral foundation flourished under 
Henry VII’s sponsorship of the college and 
through an associated bid to canonise its 
Lancastrian founder Henry VI (a political 
tactic to sanctify the Tudors’ Lancastrian 
lineage). Eton’s geographical position, close 
to the royal foundation of Windsor, and 
with good links to London and Oxford via 
the Thames, together with institutional ties 
to King’s College in Cambridge, New College 
in Oxford, and Winchester College, allowed 
the Choirbook’s creators to benefit from an 
exceptional traffic of music and musical 
expertise. As a result, the development 
of Renaissance sacred music in England 
can be traced through the music on the 
Choirbook’s pages, from the work of William 

Horwood and Gilbert Bannister through 
John Browne, Richard Davy and Walter 
Lambe to the sophisticated elaborations 
of William Cornysh and Robert Fayrfax.

The large and handsome volume played 
an integral part in the worship of the 
chapel, resting open on a lectern whilst 
the choir stood around it to sing its music. 

The Eton Choirbook embodies the rituals 
and practice of Eton College Chapel as 
a popular pilgrimage site at the height 
of pre-Reformation piety. It supplied 
music for the Salve ceremony, a ritual of 
prayer and singing before the statue of 
the Blessed Virgin that was performed at 
sunset in towns and cities across Catholic 
Christendom. The chapel choir would have 
stood around the book to sing from its 
music. It was a relatively simple ceremony 
to which increasingly sophisticated music 
was dedicated; as such, it accommodated 
both lay and clerical participants, rich and 
poor, active and passive engagement.

Most of the music is finely wrought 
settings of the Magnificat or of motets 
devoted to the Blessed Virgin, responding 
to the flourishing Marian cult as practised 
at Eton. It contains a repertory which is 
almost unique, as it is the earliest and most 
complete early Tudor choirbook to have 
survived to the present. Its music is the 
subject of considerable scholarly attention 
and its music has been performed and 
recorded repeatedly over the last 120 years.  

Lucy Gwynn
Deputy College Librarian
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‘Gaude flore virginale’ by Hugh Kellyk, fol. 4v of the Eton Choirbook

The Choirbook on display in College Library

The Provost receiving the certificate marking the inscription of the Eton Choirbook at the awards 
ceremony in London in September



Lower Chapel Memorials
By the late 19th century it was accepted 
that the college needed a second chapel. 
Funds for this chapel, which would serve 
the Lower School, came, in order of 
generosity, from Old Etonians, the College 
and Eton Masters. It was completed in 
1891 to the designs of the distinguished 
architect Sir Arthur Blomfield. With the 
recent completion of three separate 
projects to conserve artistic memorials 
in Lower Chapel, it is a fitting moment to 
explore some of the fascinating examples 
which adorn the chapel’s interior.

The windows of Lower Chapel, almost 
all designed by Charles Eamer Kempe 
(1837-1907), were paid for by generous 
donors, mainly as memorials to loved ones. 
Although they were installed sporadically 
between c.1895 and 1906, as donors came 
forward, they were carefully planned as a 
coherent scheme and each nave window 
follows the same template, with an 
allegorical figure representing a virtue 
at the centre, saints or men representing 
that virtue to either side, and three small 
scenes below. Arms and mottos of donors 
or those commemorated are incorporated 
into the tracery. The detail illustrated at 
left is the western-most window of the 
south wall, in which the figure of Learning 
is flanked by Archbishops Ambrose of Milan 
and Thomas Rotherham of York. Above are 
the arms of King’s College, Cambridge, and 
of the Austen-Leigh family. The window 
is dedicated to Augustus Austen-Leigh by 
his brother, Edward Compton Austen-Leigh 
(Lower Master 1887-1905). 

Beneath the east window, which is 
dominated by an image of ‘Our Lord 
enthroned’, is an impressive altar frontal. It 
was donated in 1925 by Lady Edith Powell, 

wife of the Physician-in-Ordinary to George 
V, Sir Richard Douglas Powell. The frontal 
is part of a memorial to Edith’s brother 
Charles Fitzgerald Wood. Wood had been 
a boy at Eton 56 years earlier, but drowned 
at Whitby during the summer holidays of 
1869. The frontal, made from a red gothic 
fabric and ‘rose and crown’ stamped velvet, 
overworked with gold thread, was ordered 
from Watts & Co. of London, which still 
supplies such furnishings today. Lady Powell 
also gifted the altar’s silver cross and six 
silver candlesticks. 

More radical changes were made to 
Blomfield’s design for the interior in order 
to create a First World War memorial.  
The idea was suggested by former Master  
H. E. Luxmoore, who wrote to Cyril Alington 
(Head Master 1916-33) on 26 February 
1921:

The east end of [College] Chapel is 
undoubtedly the best thing that has ever 
been done for a memorial. Why not then 
this time add the completion of Lower 
Chapel in the same way? Colour and gold 
on the reredos. Complete the stall work 
& fill the bare stonework gap below the 
windows with a glorious roll of hangings 
in (very inexpensive) appliqué work, done 
gradually by Eton ladies...

Broadly speaking, Luxmoore’s vision was 
realised. The new interior scheme of 1923, 
by architects Messrs Tapper and Reynolds, 
included a new organ case and panelling 
to cover the stonework. On the north 
wall this panelling frames a series of four 
tapestries, and Luxmoore also contributed 
to these designs. In a letter to Head Master 
Alington, he proposed that the tapestries 
tell the story of the legend of St George. 

This was the instruction then passed to Amy 
Akers-Douglas (d. 1962), mother of two 
Eton boys and wife of the diplomat Aretas 
Akers-Douglas (second Viscount Chilston 
from 1926), who made the designs. 

Akers-Douglas’s designs blend modern 
elements, including portraits of 
contemporary Eton boys, with the tones 
and compositional formats of early 
16th-century Brussels tapestries by the 
Pannemaker family. They were woven at 
the Merton Abbey Works in south London 
(established by William Morris) under the 
supervision of Henry Dearle, a textile and 
stained glass designer who had become 
Art Director of the Morris & Co. firm after 
Morris’ death. The series was completed, 
and the final tapestry installed, in 1928.

Philippa Martin 
Keeper of Fine & Decorative Art
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Lower Chapel  
Conservation Projects
Over the past 115 years the lead holding the panes of stained glass together has shrunk 
causing the glass panes to crack and allowing rainwater to enter, damaging the interior 
of the chapel. The water damage caused a major problem for the tapestries hanging 
below the windows, as the moisture was creating mould growth and deteriorating the 
fibres of tapestries through dirt, acid and other pollutants. In April 2018 a project began 
to conserve the windows above the tapestries, as well as the tapestries themselves. 
An accredited glass conservator was brought in to remove the windows from their 
casings and transport them to a specialised studio. A tracing was created of each 
window before the individual pieces of glass were removed, cleaned, repaired and reset 
into new lead. Once the windows were complete, they were brought back to Eton 
and re-fitted into the chapel. The tapestries were removed by rolling them around 
plastic padded drainpipes before being sent to an accredited textile conservator in 
Bristol. There, they underwent cleaning and repair of insect damage as well as the 
addition of a linen protective lining to the reverse. The walls behind the tapestries 
were stripped back and the mouldy fabric removed. It was replaced with aluminium 
honeycomb board covered in conservation grade fabric to allow for adequate air flow 
and a sturdy base for hanging. Minor repairs have also been made to the 1920s altar 
frontal, which remains in use.

Aimee Sims
Conservation Steward

Lower Chapel tapestry after conservationEast window and reredos Detail of window dedicated to  
Augustus Austen-Leigh



The Nicholas Kessler Gift
It is rare for College Library to devote an 
exhibition to the gifts of one benefactor. 
Nicholas Kessler (TAB ’55) is an exception. 
From 1995 to 2008 he gave Eton some 
remarkable books, a few of which came 
from his own collection in Switzerland, 
but the majority of which he bought 
specially for the library. Nicholas’s 
death earlier this year has made this 
an appropriate moment to consider the 
importance of this gift, as well as to 
express our gratitude for his generosity.

To begin with, Nicholas’s interests were 
exclusively Chinese. He had worked for 
many years in Hong Kong and begun to 
collect books showing the gradual discovery 
of China by the West in the late 16th and 
17th centuries. He later extended his 
interests to Russia and was lucky enough 
to purchase rare books in this area before 
Russian oligarchs dominated the market. But 
he also had an interest in modern literature, 
particularly the works of James Joyce.

Ulysses was a favourite book, as was 
Homer’s Odyssey. Nicholas gave the library 
a number of editions of Ulysses, together 
with prints by Richard Hamilton illustrating 
the story. He also helped develop College 
Library’s collections of John Keats, Thomas 
Hardy and Mary Coleridge by generous 
financial gifts.

Like the very best collectors, Nicholas was 
concerned with condition. The outside 
of the book was as important to him as 
the inside.  He was always looking for 
appropriate contemporary bindings, some 
of which can be seen in the exhibition. He 
also commissioned bindings himself from 
important English and French workshops, 
making friends with binders like Jean de Gonet.  

In his search for good books, Nicholas was 

never satisfied with second-best; he was 

looking for ‘the ultimate’ copy. Luckily for us 

he found a number of superlative ‘ultimates’. 

Some books in Nicholas’ collection are 

large, a few exceptionally so, like the 

elephant folio description of Czar Alexander 

II’s coronation in 1855 . It has proved 

impossible to display these in the Tower 

Gallery, where smaller books and bindings 

are shown. On special occasions during the 

run of the exhibition a few of the larger 

books will, however, be displayed in Election 

Chamber. Together they display the range 

and quality of Nicholas’s gift. 

Very shortly before he died, Nicholas 

sent us a framed self-portrait of Richard 

Hamilton, which hung on the wall of his sitting-room in Switzerland, 

to complement the illustrations for Joyce’s Ulysses that he had given 

previously. This was a typical gesture from this shy, passionate man, 

who disliked any public acknowledgement of his generosity. The present 

exhibition could not have been held during his lifetime, but we like to 

think that it would receive his posthumous approval.          

Michael Meredith

Librarian Emeritus
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The Kessler Gift,  
in the Tower Gallery,  

is open by appointment,  
26 November 2018 – March 2019.  

To book a visit, contact us at  
collections@etoncollege.org.uk  

or 01753 370590

Plate from Joachim Bouvet, L’estat present de la Chine, en figures […] (1697) French red morocco binding on Jean-Baptiste du Halde, Description […]  
de l’Empire de la Chine et de la Tartarie chinoise (1735)

Binding by Jean de Gonet on James Joyce, Ulysses (1935)



Robert Graves: 
The Muse-Inspired Poet

This article will look at the relationship 
between Robert Graves and Julia Simonne, 
a story of ‘the recipient, the subject and 
the inspiration’, as told through drafts of 
Graves’s poems.  

Robert von Ranke Graves (1895-1985) was 
a British poet, novelist, critic, classicist and 
translator. He is perhaps best known for 
his poetry and translations, as well as his 
interpretations of the Greek myths. Graves 
enjoyed a long career as a writer. His most 
famous works include Good-bye to All That 
(1929), I, Claudius (1934) and The White 
Goddess: A Historical Grammar of Poetic 
Myth (1948).

Graves continued to write poems well into 
his seventies. He gave a series of lecture 

tours and poetry readings in the United 
States, as well as the prestigious Clark 
Lectures at Cambridge, and was awarded 
the Gold medal of the National Poetry 
Society of America in 1960. He served as 
professor of poetry at Oxford between 1961 
and 1966. In 1968 the Queen presented 
him with her gold medal for poetry and in 
1971 St John’s College, Oxford made him 
an honorary fellow.

Eton College Library’s Modern Collection 
has been able for some time to boast an 
impressive collection of manuscripts and 
typescripts relating to his later poetry, 
purchased from Beryl Graves, his second 
wife, in 1991. More recently, in 2016 College 
Library was privileged to be able to add 
further drafts to this collection of his later 

poetry, thanks to the generous gift of Julia 
Simonne (born Julia Simon).

In the latter part of his life, Graves’s 
attention was drawn to four different 
muses, who would be his support through 
many poetic and personal difficulties, and 
who would have a profound effect on his 
poetry. Muses were for Graves essential 
to his poetic process; he commented 
that ‘without [them] his poems would 
have remained sterile’. What Simonne’s 
collection of Graves material represents 
is the story of Graves’s last and longest-
serving muse.

Graves had known Julia Simonne since 
she was a child. He had met her parents, 
George and Joanna Simon, in 1942 and 
subsequently forged a life-long friendship 
with them, becoming godfather to her elder 
sister Helena. According to Simonne:

It was in August 1966, during a family holiday 
spent as guests of the Graves in Mallorca, 
that I first became captivated by Graves’s 
poetry. In October of that same year, Robert 
was hospitalised in St Thomas’s, London 
and was visited by my family. It was on 
one of these visits that I realised that I was 
captivated by the poet as well, despite our 
age difference. 

The attraction was mutual and not long 
after, the first poem by Graves that she 
had inspired was to drop on her doorstep, 
enclosed in a letter.

This first poem, ‘Tousled Pillow’ (dated 26 
October 1966), talks of Simonne’s ‘Youth, 
Truth, Beauty’ and references the white 
goddess, the mythological ideal he had 
earlier proposed. This is one of over 250 
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poems he wrote to her, many of which exist 

in multiple drafts. The drafts were often 

enclosed in letters the two exchanged, even 

occasionally written on unused airmail 

envelopes. They represent not a traditional 

romantic relationship, but one of mutual 

inspiration and admiration.

Understanding the inspiration behind 

Graves’s poems is vital for our reading and 

appreciation of both the poet himself and 

his work. Through these early drafts, changes 

in composition can be seen. For example, 

Graves originally intended ‘Tousled Pillow’ 

to end ‘But into what wild hazards has she 

strayed?’ before deciding on ‘My soul drawn 

back to its virginity’. This change appears to 

reflect Graves’s desire to remain young, even 

as he advanced through his seventies. This is 

a common theme in his later poetry, as in the 

poem ‘How it Started’ (16 November 1969), 

written three years into his relationship with 

Simonne, where Graves talks of ‘acting as an 

honorary teenager’.

The poems Simonne inspired are very 

personal, occasionally referring to the age 

gap that existed between them. Graves 

commented himself that their relationship 

was ‘a constructive alliance rather than 

an old-world love-affair’, but one which 

enhanced both their lives. Simonne’s life 

gained a new level of happiness through 

their relationship, and she would later 

state that Graves’s poems inspired her 

performances as a dancer in return. 

Graves certainly admired Simonne’s career, 

frequently including balletic references 

within his poems.

The last years of Graves’s life saw him 

increasingly struggle with ill health and 

gradual memory loss. However, he would 

continue to travel to Oslo, Venice and London 

to see Simonne dance, and the letters and, 

importantly, the poems continued.

One of the last poems she inspired, ‘The 

Green Woods of Unrest’ (20 January 1975), 

was written in his 80th year and it was to 

be the last he himself published. Some 375 

drafts of the poems he sent her survive, and 

although not Graves’s best-known work, 

they stand as a testament to Graves and 

Simonne’s poet-muse relationship. 

The very nature of literary archives means 

that writers’ papers are often dispersed 

across a number of different collections. 

Such is the case with the papers of Robert 

Graves. Thanks to the acquisition over time 

of the collections of Beryl Graves and Julia 

Simonne, the library can now lay claim to 

one of the most extensive collections of 

his later writing career.

Ceri Sugg

Project Archivist 

Quoted and reproduced text is from Robert 

Graves’s original typescripts and manuscripts, 

held by Eton College Library, and reproduced 

by kind permission of Carcanet Press Limited. 

‘Her Beauty’ (written 1971) was published 

in Robert Graves Collected Poems, London: 

Cassell Publishing Limited, 1975.

Let me put on record for posterity
The uniqueness of her beauty:
Her black eyes fixed unblinking on my own,
Cascading hair, high breasts, firm nose,
Soft mouth and dancer’s toes.

Which is, I grant, cautious concealment 
Of a new Muse by the Immortals sent 
For me to honour worthily – 
Her eyes brimming with tears of more than love, 
Her lips gentle, moving secretly –

And she is also the dark hidden bride
Whose beauty I invoke for lost sleep:
To last the whole night through without dreaming –
Even when waking is to wake in pain
And summon her to grant me sleep again.

‘Her Beauty’ by Robert Graves, written 31 July 1971

Corrected manuscript for ‘Her Beauty’



Portraits on Paper:  
The Fine Lines of William Strang  

Amongst the Fine & Decorative Art 
Collection are four portraits on paper 
by the Scottish-born artist William Strang 
(1859−1921); works which, although 
strikingly drawn, have perhaps received 
less notice than they deserve. Strang 
was an inventive artist and a skilled 
draughtsman whose career defied easy 
categorisation. The diversity of his subject 
matter, ranging from allegorical and 
fantastical themes to hard hitting social 
realism, was matched by his willingness 
to experiment and master a wide variety 

of different media. Strang first came to 
notice and acquired international success 
as a printmaker in the late 19th century. 
Later he turned to painting and drawing 
and for the first two decades of the 20th 
century was an extremely popular artist 
of chalk portraits on paper, capturing the 
likenesses of many of the most successful 
and talented people of the day.

William Strang was born in Dumbarton in 
1859, the son of a builder. An education 
at Dumbarton Academy was followed 

by a brief apprenticeship as a clerk at a 
Clydeside shipbuilding company. However, 
it quickly became clear that his true talents 
lay elsewhere and in 1876 Strang moved to 
London to enrol at the newly established 
Slade School of Art, where he came under 
the influence of the French realist professor, 
Alphonse Legros. So successful was the 
relationship between pupil and teacher that 
Strang remained at the Slade for two years 
after he had graduated to assist Legros  in 
teaching the etching class. For the next 20 
years Strang’s career was largely focused 
on printmaking; primarily an etcher, he also 
experimented with woodcut, silverpoint, 
lithography and aquatint. In 1889 he won 
a silver medal for etching at the Paris 
International Exhibition and in 1906 was 
elected an Associate Engraver of the Royal 
Academy.

During the 1890s Strang began to paint 
and exhibit works in oil and to produce 
his own highly distinctive chalk portraits. 
These portraits were to become a valuable 
and lucrative source of income for him 
and their success lay in his brilliance as 
a draughtsman and his ability to reveal 
something of the true character of his 
subjects. As one of his sitters, C.R. Ashbee 
(proprietor of the Essex House Press) noted, 
‘in each of his portraits there is some touch 
of his sitters’ ugliness revealed in the beauty 
of the draughtsmanship’. Between 1908 
and 1914 he was commissioned to produce 
portraits of the early recipients of the 
Order of Merit, an award established by 
King Edward VII in 1902 to recognise those 
who had shown particular achievement in 
the armed forces or in the arts, literature 
or science. Strang’s sitters included such 
luminaries as the artist Sir Lawrence 
Alma-Tadema (1836−1912) and author 

Thomas Hardy (1840−1928). Influenced 
by the famous Hans Holbein portraits in 
the Royal Collection (which he had seen in 
the library at Windsor Castle) Strang’s chalk 
portraits were often executed on a soft 
pinkish tinged paper and typically showed 
the fully developed face and head of his 
subject with simple outlined shoulders 
and torso. 

So how did Eton come to own four portraits 
by Strang and who do they depict? The 
earliest is of the Vice-Provost of the day 
Francis Warre-Cornish (1839−1916) and 
was drawn by Strang in 1908, placing it 
firmly in the period when he was working 
on the Windsor commissions. There is no 
mention of the portrait in the college 
archives, although the Eton College 

Chronicle reports in April of 1908:

At the desire of his friends, a crayon 

drawing of the Vice-Provost has been made 

by William Strang, A.R.A., and is to be hung 

in the Cloister Gallery. We understand that 

the Vice-Provost, when asked by a friend 

whether he had yet been hung, replied, 

‘No, but I have been drawn and quartered 

in the library.

The drawing is a particularly good example 
of Strang’s ‘holbeinesque’ style and gives the 
impression of an intelligent and scholarly 
man whose daughter once described him 
as having ‘a look of being half a medieval 
saint and half a country squire’. A portrait 
entitled Francis Warre-Cornish, Esq. was 
exhibited in a 1913 exhibition of Strang’s 
drawings at the Grosvenor Gallery and may 
well have been the Eton picture. 

Strang’s continuing popularity is reflected 
in three further commissions to draw Eton 
staff. In 1917 Strang drew Henry Hollway 
Calthrop just prior to his retirement. 
Hollway Calthrop was a Colleger who 
returned to Eton as Bursar in 1900 and, 
after 18 years of service, it seems that the 
end of his employment was marked with 
the commission of a portrait. Three years 
later Strang was called upon again, this time 

to produce a portrait of Henry Broadbent 
(1852-1935) who, having retired as an Eton 
master in 1919, was appointed a year later 
as College Librarian. What information we 
have on the nature of this commission 
comes in the form of a typed list of 35 
names attached to the back of the picture 
frame entitled ‘List of Subscribers to the 
Portrait of Henry Broadbent Esq.’. A quick 
check of the Eton College Registers shows 
that Broadbent had been House Master 
or tutor to most of the subscribers who 
included printer and historian Richard 
Arthur Austen Leigh (1872-1961) and the 
Bishop of Stafford, Lionel Payne Crawfurd 
(1864-1934).

The last of the four portraits, also dated 
1920, is of the cricketer Cyril Mowbray 
Wells (1871−1963) who came to Eton as 
a master in 1894 and took charge of cricket 
at the school four years later. The portrait 
was commissioned by Old Etonians who 
had played in the cricket Eleven between 
1894 and 1919 and was presented to 
Wells upon his retirement in 1921, along 
with three silver fruit dishes and a book 
containing the names and signatures of 
the subscribers. Wells, who immediately 
gave the portrait to the college, was clearly 
held in great affection by his past pupils. 
The Chronicle reported that a number of 
the subscribers were unable to attend the 
celebration as they were abroad at the 
time and, poignantly, that ‘48 members of 
the Eleven between 1914-1919 were killed 
in the war’. A further sad note is struck 
with the news that the artist himself, 
who had expressed a wish to attend the 
presentation, had died unexpectedly at 
Bournemouth earlier in the year. 

There is something of a pattern to the 
commissioning of the four Strang portraits 
at Eton. It seems likely that at least three of 
the four were commissioned and paid for by 
friends, colleagues or past pupils. The later 
three all occurred at pivotal moments in the 
sitters’ lives as they retired from long held 
positions at the college. All four portraits 
celebrate men who had worked together 

through the first two decades of the 20th 

century and played important roles in life 

at Eton. It is fitting that the faces of these 

men are still known to us today, through 

the skilfully executed likenesses captured 

by William Strang.

Lynn Sanders

Assistant Keeper of Fine & Decorative Art
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William Strang (1859–1921), Francis Warre-Cornish, 1908

William Strang (1859–1921),  
Cyril Mowbray Wells, 1920

William Strang (1859–1921),  
Henry Broadbent, 1920



Matters for Debate
Eton boys have been debating matters of 

interest or concern to them since 1855, 

and a study of the House Debating Books 

in the College Archives reveals recurring 

themes, as well as topics which were a 

reflection of their time.  Also represented 

are subjects which may be termed 

‘frivolous’, contrasting with those of a 

more philosophical nature.

One of the first matters debated (on 1 

November 1855) was Is Oliver Cromwele 

[sic] to be Admired? – a topic which appears 

no fewer than 18 times, always with a close 

result (in this case ten voted against and nine 

for Cromwell), the secretary recording ‘This 

Debate was very spirited, and great interest 

was shewn [sic] on either side’. Other 

recurring themes include the existence 

of ghosts, hunting, whether PE should be 
compulsory, capital punishment, suicide, 
betting and racing, and the Press.

Boys sometimes used debates to air 
matters which affected them directly, such 
as Whether at Eton fires should continue or 
whether central heating should be introduced 
(1921), and Whether early school should be at 
7.30 or 8.00 am (1922).  In the former case, 
fires won by six votes to four, so presumably 
a warm glow was felt more desirable than 
cold modernity. Arguments in favour of early 
school being at 8.00 included ‘Doctors tell 
us that the vitality is at its lowest in the 
early morning before breakfast and that 
therefore if one was to be attacked by the 
germs of influenza, that was the moment 
when one was most prone to it’, and 
against: ‘the respect in which the English 
Upper Classes were held by the people was 
largely due to the fact that they had not 
allowed themselves to be spoilt like the 
foreign aristocrats by luxury and sloth’. The 
result was a victory by six votes to four for 
early school being at 7.30am.

A more serious note is struck in debates 
leading up to and during the Second World 
War, and these are noteworthy, both for 
revealing the boys’ political awareness 
and in their polarity. Debates on the 
consequences of Germany leaving the 
League of Nations and whether or not 
the colonies she held in 1914 should be 
returned, considered German rearmament. 
There were also reasoned arguments in 
debates on participation in the 1936 
Olympics and on the question That the 
nation should not be brutalised against the 
Germans for the better prosecution of war, 
which recognised the dangers of alienating 
the German people. More extreme topics 

were Whether the Nazis were justified in 
beating up the Jews and picketing fixed price 
stores (March 1933) and That the German 
Nation should be obliterated after this war 
(October 1942).

Other debates which considered 
contemporary issues were whether the 
telegraph or telephone was best (1882) and 
whether electric light was better than gas 
(1881). Acknowledged unfamiliarity with 
the operation of the former nevertheless did 
not prevent the participants from expressing 
views including that ‘telephones were cheaper 
and harder to tamper with’ and that both 
were ‘liable to be affected by aerial electric 
current’. With regard to the latter: arguments 
for gas included that ‘electric light … [is] 
given to going out without any apparent 
cause’, that it ‘attracts swarms of flies’ and 
that ‘reading by it ... would be nothing more 
nor less than torture’. Countering the last 
argument observations included ‘at some 
future period the ‘Swan Light’ company 
would arrive as near as possible to the light 

of the Sun, and […] the nearer one arrived at 
Nature the better it was’; also, that it was ‘an 
exceedingly good thing to have a light strong 
enough to enable “clerks” and businessmen 
to play football, as has been done at the Oval, 
at 6 o’clock or later.’

Inventions of a different sort fed into debates 
of a moral and cultural nature, namely the 
relative merits of the theatre, cinema and 
television. Questions of morality included 
whether children should be allowed to act 
(1889), whether theatres and cinemas 
should be allowed to open on Sundays (1912, 
1931) and the effects of these forms of 
entertainment (and television) on minds and 
morals (1916, ‘56). With regard to artistic 
and cultural aspects, arguments included 
that the senses were more engaged in the 
theatre than in the cinema, ‘while the films 
were silent the stars really did have to act’ 
(1951); the undesirability of Americanisation 
via cinema or television and the particularly 
poetic observation that ‘One might compare 
the cinema to a photograph and the theatre 

to oil painting.’ Finally, these debates provide 
additional interest by the historic events to 
which they refer.  For example, in October 
1887 The Question of Accidents in Theatres 
was directly prompted by a disastrous fire at 
the Theatre Royal Exeter in which 186 people 
were killed, as shown in the image, left.  A 
comprehensive account of safety issues was 
given and possible solutions proposed.

It is gratifying to note that boys discussed 
issues relating to cultural collections – for 
example Whether the treasures should be 
removed from Tutankhamun’s tomb (1923).  
In an Eton context (on 29 September of 
the same year) a debate took place as to 
Whether the mural paintings in College 
Chapel should remain uncovered, following 
the fruition of Provost James’ long-held 
wish to expose them.  Whereas an entry in 
the College Audit Book of 1562 (see image, 
below) recording payment to the barber for 
‘wypinge oute the imagery worke upon the 
walles in the Churche’ referred to Protestant 
edicts against paintings of ‘counterfeit 
miracles’, an argument used against the 
murals in the 1923 debate was that ‘the 
subjects of these pictures were unsuitable for 
the contemplation of youthful minds’ and, 
despite an eloquent speech recording that 
‘the value of the paintings was immense’, 
the result was six to five in favour of keeping 
them covered.

Whilst debating is still alive and well in the 
school, nowadays it tends to be run along 
competitive lines. However, it is pleasing 
to observe that (as formerly) there is still 
room for lighter topics.  Who would not have 
wanted to contribute to the 1927 debate on 
Whether it is more desirable to be a small frog 
in a large pond or a large frog in a small pond!

Jane Sellek
College Archivist
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Rev. T. Dalton’s House debate, 4 November 1882: Ought Suicides to be Interred with Funeral Rights? Audit book entry, 1562 (ECR 62/3)

Illustrated London News, 10 September 1887 (www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk), by kind 
permission of the British Library Board. © Illustrated London News Group



Prisoners of War: 
Old Etonians and World War One
One hundred years on from the end of World War One, a series of memorial events has been held to commemorate the 1,157 Old 
Etonians who lost their lives and the impact on those left behind. As part of this, it was felt that the lives of an often overlooked 
group should be remembered. Prisoners of War: Old Etonians and World War One, is the result of a new initiative inviting boys 
at Eton to research, design and install their own display and play a valuable part in the activities of the Collections. The display 
centres around two OEs: Lionel Archer Cust (1910-15) and Hugh Durnford (1900-05). Using materials from loans made by Ann 
Brunskill and William Ziegler, alongside our own Archives holdings, George Goodhart (PEPW), Ludo Heathcoat-Amory (AMM), 
Chris Thorn (Coll) and Ned Ryder (SPH) volunteered their time to curate a display which tells their stories.  Aware of Durnford 
and Cust as their predecessors at the school, the boys’ responses were heartfelt and engaged and the result is a thoughtful 
and evocative investigation into the fascinating experiences of two OEs in World War One. Below Ludo and Chris recount their 
experiences on this project. 

Rebecca Tessier, Museums Officer  
Georgina Robinson, Archives Assistant

Working with archival material was a new experience for me. The 
letters were delicate and difficult to read, the sheer bulk of them 
was terrifying. As I worked my way through them however, it felt 
as if I was really getting to know the mind and experiences behind 
them. Written by Lionel Cust, a British soldier and OE during his 
time as a POW in Germany, they were funny, kind and occasionally 
quite beautiful. A letter sent shortly after his capture expresses 
how ‘fortunate’ he is to be ‘in such lovely surroundings’. ‘In front 
are the blue hills of the black forest. But oh, I wish they were the 
copper beeches of Datchet’. Poetic and hopeful elements of the 
letters such as this seemed extraordinary to me given his situation.
The materiality of the letters was also really quite fun. Many had 
violent yellow marks across them made by the German censors 
checking for invisible ink. The telegrams that had communicated 
his survival to his parents felt so fragile for a document that had 
carried such monumental relief and emotion. 

The process of setting up the display, while daunting at first, turned 
into a real joy that I was and am proud to be involved in. 

Ludo Heathcoat-Amory (AMM ‘18)

When I was presented with the opportunity to curate an exhibition 
based around Etonian POWs, I was intrigued. Remembrance is 
usually devoted solely to those who have passed away in the 
course of war, not those who survived and lived to tell the tale. 
I thus thought it would be a fitting exhibition for the centenary 
anniversary of the end of the war, by marking a departure from 
the traditional avenues of remembrance.

However, it wasn’t just the interesting nature of the project that 
made curating the exhibition a great experience, it was also working 
with Ned to try and create a fitting representation of Durnford’s 
time in captivity. In particular, trying to work out the timeline of 
his incarceration and the different camps he was moved between 
was a challenge. We resorted to using postcards and army reports. 
The confusion we felt must have been inestimably worse for his 
family at the time, with the conflicting reports all giving different 
descriptions of which camp he was in, with some saying that he 
might even be dead.

We chose the combination of items that we did because we felt 
that they accurately portrayed Durnford’s life before capture, 
his time as a prisoner and his dramatic escape. While the letter 
confirming his capture, his photo at Messines and his fake passport 
under the name ‘Karl Stein’ were extremely personal items, the 
reports about camp conditions and the excerpt from his play were, 
I felt, even more important, as they helped portray the conditions 
of other prisoners at the time.

Overall, I feel that having the exhibition in the Museum of Eton Life 
is a great privilege, and a great location for remembrance. Though 
it is more out of the way than the memorials on display in the 
Cloisters, I hope that being shown in the museum will accurately 
portray how the Great War affected the lives of so many Etonians, 
in so many different ways.

Chris Thorn (Coll)
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Prisoners of War opened in April and runs until 
December 2018 in the Museum of Eton Life. 
The Museum of Eton Life is open every Sunday 
afternoon from 2.30-5.00pm.



The Best Prime Minister We Never Had:  
Captain Henry L. N. Dundas

Over the summer, Sixth Form Scholar Adam 
Roble spent a number of weeks working in 
College Library, conducting research based 
on the Henry Dundas archive (MS 907), 
held as part of the Macnaghten Library 
collection. 

It is incredibly sobering to hear that of the 
5,660 old boys from Eton who valiantly 
went off to fight in the First World War, 
1,157 never returned. Henry Lancaster 
Nevill Dundas was, unfortunately, one of 
those boys who did not return and this 
piece aims to shine a spotlight onto a life 
that was so brutally cut short, and with it 
the immense potential that was lost. 

Henry Dundas was born on 5 February 
1897 to Robert Nevill Dundas, a lawyer, 
and Cecil Mary Lancaster. His childhood 
home was in Slateford, Midlothian. In 
1906, at the age of nine, he started at 
Horris Hill School, a preparatory school in 
Hampshire, which he attended until the 
summer of 1910, when he entered Eton. 
Aged 13, Dundas joined C.H.K. Marten’s 
house (Marten became Provost of Eton 
in 1945). Described as ‘a fidget and a 
chatterbox’ by his French master, Dundas 
was a typical young Etonian. His sociable 
nature also seeps through when reading 
his D Block Summer reports, in which his 
Classics master said, ‘The only blemish, 
from a div master’s point of view, is his 
tendency to chatter’. His house tutor noted 
that ‘practically every evening Henry was 
out: on Monday to the Scientific Society, 
on Tuesday to the Shakespeare Society, on 
Wednesday to an Intercession Service, on 
Thursday to the Essay Society, on Friday to 
an Eton Society debate and on Saturday to 
a lecture and then a debate at his House 
Debating Society’.

The view that Henry Dundas was ‘one of the 

most brilliant Etonians of his generation… 

a man of singular promise’  was certainly 

evinced by his later Eton career.1 He was 

Captain of the Oppidans, a member of 

the Eton Society as well as Sixth Form 

Select, House Captain, co-editor of the 

Chronicle, winner of the Rosebery History 

Prize, winner of the Loder Declamation 

Prize, winner of the overall academics prize 

in his last term at Eton, Captain of the 

1st XV, winner of an History Exhibition to 

New College, Oxford, and later the winner 

of a History Scholarship to Christ Church. 

During his time at Eton, Dundas amassed 68 
prize books and was certainly an all-rounder 
who made the most of the college and all 
that it had to offer. It was clear that he did 
not just love Eton, but Eton also loved him. 
His house tutor commented after his death 
that ‘Henry Dundas had also the capacity 
for detail, the insight and the sympathy 
and, above all, the courage which would 
have made him a statesman and not a mere 
politician; and there is no height to which 
he might not have risen’.

At the end of his time at Eton, he applied for 
a commission in the Scots Guards instead 
of taking up his Oxford History Scholarship. 
From September 1915, he was billeted 
at Wellington Barracks and after further 
training, went to France in May 1916. He 
was gazetted as a Lieutenant on 19 July 
1916 and a Captain in 1918. In October 
1917, Dundas was awarded a Military Cross 
for his leadership. 

In the summer half of 1914, his house tutor 
commented that Dundas’s ‘hand shows the 
serious interest of a historian or politician 
in his work’. Whilst not a poet like Siegfried 
Sassoon, he was certainly gifted in other 
ways, which he used to convey his anti-war 
sentiment. Dundas wrote, ‘What a wicked 
thing this damned war is. I should like to 
have pointed out to me just precisely where 
all the honour and glory lies. It is curiously 
elusive’.  These sentiments acutely convey 
his hatred of jingoism and the Horatian idea 
of ‘dulce et decorum est pro patria mori’. 
Dundas, whilst understanding the need 
not to ‘dwell on the casualties’ of the war, 
was a strong believer in the view that ‘it’s 
absurd that all the people at home, idle or 
otherwise, should be continually told that 
everything is going splendidly’. The nature 
of media coverage of the First World War 
was, in this sense particularly problematic 
for someone as principled as Dundas. 

It was said, ‘No one could have talked for 
long to Henry Dundas without hearing 
of three things – Scotland, Eton, and his 
great friend, Ralph Gamble’.2 Born in 

Edinburgh, Dundas’s patriotism was always 
for Scotland and he was ‘roused to the 
wildest excitement by the mere sight of 
kilt or a piper’.3 Dundas had met Gamble 
at Eton and the friendship continued into 
their active service. Gamble, who had joined 
the Coldstream Guards, and Dundas would 
often dine with each other, but on 22 
August 1918, Gamble was killed in action. 
In a particularly moving letter to his parents 
dated two days later, Dundas describes 
attending Gamble’s funeral. The following 
day he wrote again to describe the funeral 
pipers playing ‘The Flowers of the Forest’, 
a Scottish folk tune commemorating the 
defeat of the Scottish army of James IV at 
the Battle of Flodden. To a passionate Scot 
who had lost his closest friend in battle, the 
tune must have been particularly poignant.

After his friend’s death, Dundas appeared 

resigned to death himself. He was killed 

shortly afterwards, on 27 September 1918, 

in action on the Canal du Nord, and was 

buried in Hermies Hill British Cemetery in 

the Pas de Calais, France. His headstone has 

the following inscription ‘I THANK MY GOD 

UPON EVERY REMEMBRANCE OF YOU’.

Adam Roble (ABH ‘18)
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An extract from the diary of Henry Dundas, MS 907

1 The Eton College Chronicle, Thursday 3rd March 

1921, No. 1762

2&3 Dundas, R. N. Henry Dundas: Scots Guards. 

(Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood and Sons, 

1921), p.163
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Review

This year’s Summer Event centred on College Chapel, its silver, 

its Choirbook and its Wall Paintings so it was no surprise that 

attendance was excellent. Shauna Gailey showed Friends some 

exceptional silver treasures acquired by Eton down the ages, 

Lucy Gwynn gave a fascinating talk on the Eton Choirbook, and 

Philippa Martin gave an illuminating presentation on the saintly 

intricacies of the chapel wall paintings. The recently consecrated 

altar silver was much admired and we saw an intriguing film 

about it, made by Rob Belok, now Filmmaker-in-Residence at 

Eton. All in all, a veritable feast – and tea was pretty good too. 

 

On 3 October, Justin Nolan gave a most interesting, and very 

well received, talk entitled ‘Etona Non Immemor’. He outlined 

the many proposals for monuments and memorials which were 

considered in the light of the tragic loss of life and explained the 

thinking behind what was chosen. This was followed by visits to 

the exhibitions in the Verey Gallery and the Museum of Eton Life 

where the In Memoriam theme was eloquently continued. A really 

fascinating and well-subscribed evening. 

As usual, the Friends have supported acquisitions made by the 
Collections this year, in this case, a drawing by Amelia Long, Lady 
Farnborough, of Eton College (1806), an original illustration of 
the Eton Five Courts (1890) and an illuminated testimonial in an 
elaborate frame, produced for Edmond Warre on his retirement 
as Head Master in 1906.

We intend to revitalise our occasional e-bulletins, which will be 
sent by email to as many Friends as possible to provide useful and 
interesting news and information about the Collections. Please 
note that we can only send these to those for whom we have a 
valid email address.

We are updating the Friends pages on the college website, which may 
now be found at www.etoncollege.com/friendsofthecollections. 
These pages can be a great sales aid when recommending the 
Friends to potential members. 

Caroline Bradshaw continues to manage our membership 
arrangements most efficiently to ensure compliance with the 
latest rules and regulations. Friends events will in the future be 
organised by Lucy Cordingley, who recently joined the Collections 
as Exhibitions and Access Coordinator. Enquiries and bookings 
should be made via friends@etoncollege.org.uk or 01753 370 603.

Ian Cadell
Friends Committee

Save the Date:
Forthcoming Friends Events

Thursday 7 February 2019  
Curator’s talk on Eton’s  
Watercolour collection

Monday 17 June 2019 
Visit to Lambeth Palace Library

These events are open to members of  
the Friends of the Collections.

WATER
COLOURS
FROM THE ETON COLLEGE COLLECTIONS

The latest exhibition in the Verey Gallery at Eton is a display of some of the most significant 18th- and 19th-century watercolours from the 
Fine & Decorative Art collection. This is a further opportunity to view the select group of watercolours briefly shown together at the Works 
on Paper Fair in London, in February 2017. They represent many of the most significant British artists of the golden age of watercolour 
painting, including Thomas Girtin, JMW Turner, John Ruskin and Paul Sandby.

Eton College has been associated with topographical artists and watercolourists since the final decades of the 18th century. Views of the 
college, or of Windsor Castle from the Eton side of the river, were favourite subjects for artists, while Alexander Cozens (1717–1786) became 
the first to offer drawing lessons to boys after he rented rooms on the High Street in Eton. As the college’s Drawing Schools developed, 
so too did the collection of Fine & Decorative Art, which now includes over 1,500 drawings and watercolours; the majority donated by 
generous Old Etonian collectors.

Watercolours Exhibition, Verey Gallery, 24 November - 24 February 2019, by appointment
To book a visit, contact us at collections@etoncollege.org.uk or 01753 370590

William Payne (1760 - 1830)
Near Lulworth Cove, Dorset
pen & ink and watercolour


