THE ENGLISH SCHOOL OF LANDSCAPE PAINTING
The great artists who made the English School of landscape painting famous throughout the world were born within a few years of each other. John Constable was born on June 11th 1776, when Joseph Mallord, William Turner and Thomas Girtin were one-year-olds and John Crome was a boy of eight. John Sell Cotman, who was the youngest of the group, was born in 1782.For understanding of Constable’s art it is important to see where he stood in relation to these other painters of his generation.
With these men – Constable, Turner, Crome and Cotman – we associate the best in English landscape: but when we place their works side by side we are immediately aware of marked difference in styles and techniques which make it not at all obvious on what grounds they can be called a School of painting. Unlike the artists of the seventeenth-century Dutch school of landscape or those of the French Impressionist School of the later nineteenth century, each of these men seems at first glance to have kept a distinct artistic individuality typical of the English character in general. There are at least two general features which they shared in common.
The first was a simple faith in nature. They thought of nature as a universal spirit which was manifest in all natural phenomena. It was a spirit open to human experience by intuition
The second interest common to all was light as a means of expression. John Crome followed the Dutch masters, watching its variations in tone as it fell on individual leaves, branches and tree trunks, in a picture like “The Poringland Oak” in the National Gallery. Or again, in “Moonrise on the Marshes of the Yare”, he studied the solemn mystery of moonlight and, in “Slate Quarries” at the Tate Gallery, the veiling properties of mist. In a water-colour such as “Kirkstall Abbey” in the Victoria and Albert Museum, Girtin gave unsurpassed expression to the serene stillness of twilight. Reducing light to flat silhouettes of varying tonality and colour Cotman, in his Greta Bridge water colours, arranged them into patterns with extreme sensitiveness and a mathematical sense of order. In contrast to all the others Turner watched for suggestions of infinity  he could find in huge volumes of space that were filled with light changing gradually as it does at sunrise or sunset. This combination of space and light which he found in Claude Lorraine’s work he emphasized in paintings like “Crossing the Brook” or “The Fighting Temeraire.”Constable also shared this interest in light stipulating that it should be natural and completely free from artificiality of tone. For him light implied movement .He set out to produce on canvas with new freshness and vitality the full measure of action and variety of light he saw in the scenes before him. Finally he proved that even the most transitory appearances of nature could be captured by the use of new shorthand method of description, and by broken forms. Unfortunally for the success and happiness of his career his methods were far in advance of his time and largely an acceptable to collectors who continued to base their likes and dislikes on the works of Claude.
The generation of 1775 was not without its forerunners who had already indicated the direction the young man should take. Since it will be necessary to refer to them in tracing the origins of Constable’s art it will be helpful to recall who the more important of them were.

Landscape painting was not one of the higher branches of art in the eighteenth century. Those who followed it faced the alternatives of a meager living without much recognition for their work if they painted landscape pure and simple or an endless round of drudgery if they drew views of topographical interest. They could choose to compose landscape in the style of Claude by mixing an assortment of elegant trees and classical buildings with subjects from classical mythology but the result would not compete in the market with works imported from the Continent .Or they could make detailed transcriptions of country houses and military fortifications as little more than mechanical draughtsmen, meeting requirements which are now taken care of by photography.
Richard Wilson (1714-1782) took the first alternative and became the most important exponent of Claudian landscape in England. He absorbed from classical from classical art qualities of careful selection and simple, balanced composition, catching at the same time Claude’s interest in successful light. Wilson was no mere imitator, however .Formulas were not enough and he altered them to include the results of his own observation of atmosphere and an individual way of handling rich, fat pigment. He thus began a “back to nature” trend that others could continue and develop.
One of the younger contemporaries was Thomas Gainborough who, we are told, painted portraits to live and lived to paint landscapes – one way of meeting personal requirements as well as the narrow outlook of his public. Gainsborough’s models were not French and Italian but Dutch. While Wilson was adapting Claudian vision to suit an English environment Gainsborough was modifying the tradition of the northern landscapists, particularly Ruysdael and Hobbema, to include new features of the Suffolk countryside in which he lived. His indebtedness to the Dutchmen in composition of the grey, moist qualities of English skies, are apparent in “ Wood Scene”, “ Cornard”, “ Suffolk “ and “ View at Dedham” in the National Gallery. Later when he moved to Bath and then to London, his style altered radically. He was influenced by Rubens and Van Dyck, painting in low brown tones with rich impasto for highlights. These new stylistic qualities together with the rhythmical brushwork that also characterizes his later work are apparent in “The Watering Place” in the Tate Gallery.
          Developments towards a closer observation of nature and the expression of more personal feeling were marked in watercolor painting than they were in the oils of Wilson and Gainsborough. In this field the artist most important for the future was John Robert Cozens (1752-1799).
          He absorbed Italian ideals and classical forms of composition from his father, Alexander Cozens, but was more interested in the natural scene, producing effects of sunlight and veiling atmosphere never before attempted.
