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David Inshaw is one of Britain’s finest living artists. His paintings of human figures 

set within the lush landscapes of southern England or in well-tended parks and 

gardens are among the most recognisable icons of modern British art. His work has 

been widely acclaimed and extensively exhibited. David has been the subject of five 

television documentaries, and his work is held in numerous public collections, 

including the Tate, the Government Art Collection, the Arts Council of Great Britain, 

the City of Bristol Art Gallery, and the Sunderland Museum and Art Gallery. His work 

has also been bought or commissioned by many prominent private collectors, 

including playwrights Tom Stoppard and Harold Pinter, restaurateur Rick Stein, and 

our own chancellor, Sir Thomas Allen. 

 

David Inshaw was born in 1943 in the Staffordshire town of Wednesfield, where he 

spent the first seven years of his life before the family moved to Biggin Hill in Kent. 

His father, an ex-bomber pilot, joined the Auxiliary Air Force and flew hair-raising 

aerobatic stunts in the corn-field behind the family home (‘it was only later that we 

realised quite what a nutter he was’, David remarked). Apart from the noise from the 

aerodrome, though, Biggin Hill was a quiet and secluded place in the 1950s, and the 

valley that is now home to a 1960s housing development felt mysteriously isolated 

from ordinary life. David’s rural upbringing, combined with a sense of the secrets that 

landscapes can harbour, were to exert a profound influence on his work. 

 

At Grammar School in Beckenham, David’s talent was recognised by the art master, 

who recommended that he consider going to the local art school. On visiting 

Beckenham School of Art in the late 1950s, David encountered bearded youths in 

jeans and sandals, and women in fishnet tights, and came away thinking that it was 

a den of bohemian iniquity. His parents, he thought, would never allow him to go 

there. But parental objections were overcome, and David started at Beckenham in 

1959. When it came to specialisation, there were two options: commercial art or fine 

art. And despite not being entirely sure what a fine artist actually was, David insisted 

on the fine art course, ignoring the Principal’s stern warning that there was no money 
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in it. He soon won a scholarship to the Royal Academy, and during his studies there 

spent six months in Paris on a French government scholarship. By the time he left 

the Royal Academy in 1969, David was making major contributions to the canon of 

Pop Art: bold lettering, repeated graphic-like patterns, and a celebration of mundane 

items such as rail tickets and photographic snapshots. On the basis of this striking 

work, he was offered a teaching post at West of England College of Art, a post that 

gave him sufficient time and financial security to pursue what has always been his 

overriding passion: painting. 

 

Within a matter of a few years, David had found the style of his first ‘high period’. 

These years produced the works for which he is best known: The Badminton Game, 

which now hangs in the Tate; and a series of paintings concerned with the mystery 

and metaphysics of landscape. The canvases of this period are finely wrought, with 

the paint applied in a filigree fashion to build the texture of foliage and the harmony 

of finish. From 1974, an arrangement with the Waddington Gallery allowed David to 

leave his teaching post and devote himself entirely to painting. One year later, he 

founded the Brotherhood of Ruralists, a highly influential group that included other 

major figures such as Peter Blake and Ann and Graham Arnold. The group acted as 

a powerful advocate for the craft of representational painting and the continued 

relevance of romantic realism. David left the group in 1983, and in the early-to-mid 

1980s his style became less painstaking, with broader brushstrokes and 

corresponding expansion of subject matter to encompass beach scenes and 

seascapes, bonfires, an increasing concentration on the nude figure, and a more 

overtly dramatic treatment of landscape. 

 

Across this change in style and subject, however, David’s work is unified by a 

pervasive sense of mystery. His images often contain a powerful narrative 

dimension, portraying situations that both imply and withhold the stories that gave 

rise to and issue from the moment captured on the canvas. This is the source of their 

fascination and greatness, for as a viewer it is impossible to feel that one’s encounter 

with the image is complete, that one has ‘understood’ what the painting is about. The 

arresting and beautifully crafted surfaces of David Inshaw’s paintings lead into 

depths of joy and unease, sensuality and humour, puzzlement and awe.  
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His paintings are part of an English pastoral tradition that includes the music of Elgar 

and the poetry of Hardy, as well as the landscape painting of Samuel Palmer and 

Paul Nash. But they are also saturated with a profound knowledge of art history. As 

an example, a grumpy dog peers out of a family portrait commissioned by 

restaurateur Chris Corbin. At one level this is the Corbin’s dog. But it is also as if the 

dog has trotted over from a painting by Henri Rousseau and taken up residence 

here, in David Inshaw’s painting. David is not, in any sense of the term, an academic 

painter, and apart from a two-year fellowship in Creative Art at Trinity College, 

Cambridge in the mid-1970s, he has remained free from institutional affiliation. And 

yet his paintings are characterised by the values that the academy most prizes. For 

allied to their haunting beauty and enduring value, they evince both profound 

learning and a creative respect for the cultural achievements of others. 

 

Chancellor, I present David Inshaw to receive the degree of Doctor of Letters honoris 

causa. 
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