Review: Walk & Talk 2018
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Slough and Eton

lough may not sound an especially inviting place in which to
see stained glass windows. John Betjeman’s cruel verses ‘Come
friendly bombs and fall on Slough, It isn’t fit for humans now’
still colour our view of the town. Yet it has some wonderful
treasures and yesterday some 23 of us were able to see some of
them.
In his harsh critique on glass ‘Art or Anti Art’ published in
1958, John Piper praised just one modern stained glass window.
This was the West window at St Mary’s Church in Slough by the
young Polish Jewish artist Alfred Aaron Wolmark (1877–1961). We
saw it yesterday, still looking as mysterious and boldly colourful
as it did when first installed in 1915. St Mary’s had other treasures
for us to enjoy. At the opposite (East) end there are two very
early Kempe windows created before repetition had dulled his
joy in the depiction of angelic messengers and musicians, gilding
visible space with the varied tones of ‘stain’. The aisle windows
held interest too in the elegant architectural detail of memorials
painted by Gerald Smith and Margaret Pawle for AK Nicholson
Studios as well as a charming friendly window by Eddy Nuttgens
who was working for himself at last instead of painting windows
from the cartoons of others.
From here we moved downhill to Slough’s first village church
(St Lawrence) with its Norman doorway, painted arches, murals
and wonderful early glass to look at Andrew Taylor’s excellent
recent addition, the ‘William Herschel’ window. Here we were able
to see the full-size cartoon and several alternative versions of the
design. Andrew revealed the background and evolution of the
making of the window. This is always an enlightening experience
and on this occasion we were able to enjoy ourselves, sitting on
the church’s comfortable folding seats.
Moving on downhill, the walkers were led with tremendous
energy by Robert Eberhard across the duel carriageway, over the
M4, up and over a stile, along a path, past some houses, through
a gate and over a bridge onto a long gently winding track
through Eton College’s playing fields to the school itself. Here we
momentarily hesitated, surrounded by tourists and uncertain as
to what we should do next. Hailed by Philippa Martin, we
threaded our way through the throng to the Porter’s office to
receive our badges for entry to the Chapel.
We were privileged to see Evie Hone’s magnificent, powerful,
majestic East window and John Piper and Patrick Reyntiens’
additional glass on North and South side. We were by ourselves,
with lots of time to really look at these wonderful works of art.
It was a huge kindness on Philippa’s part to give up her Saturday
freedom to join us on our walk and give us members of the
BSMGP this really special experience. She then invited us to view
some of Eton College’s collection of oils, watercolours, portraits
and prints in the archive. These included a wonderful small
painting by Rossetti entitled ‘Hist…said the Queen’ (which
fascinated several of us); there was also an unexpected sculpture
by John Hayward and a panel by Evie Hone herself.
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Evie Hone Eton College chapel window ‘The Crucifixion and Last Supper’ c. 1949–50,
reproduced with permission of Eton College.

I had last seen the Eton College Chapel windows in the 1950s
with my father (Edward Payne) just after they had been installed
and I had thought them impressive but rather heavy. At that
time Piper had only filled two of the flanking windows. Seeing
them again after years of working in glass, the experience was so
very different. Evie Hone’s strength of intention, her clarity of
thought and depth of feeling had succeeded in using stained
glass to transmit the sorrow, triumph and grandeur of the Last
Supper and Crucifixion to the assembled congregation of Eton
College, a magisterial achievement indeed.
This was a truly wonderful day and we are planning more for
next year! Andrew wants these walks to happen all over the
country. So, if you have interesting glass to show or precious and
interesting things in your neighbourhood, set up a ‘Walk’ of your
own and just let us know so that we can join you! Caroline Swash

~ 3~

