Maxwell Ashby Armfield (1881 - 1972)
Three Feathers
Tempera on board.
Signed with the artist’s monogram and numbered OP / 253 at the upper right.
253 x 305 mm. (10 x 12 in.)
The present work is numbered by the artist as Opus 253, which would suggest an approximate date of
1948; it was first exhibited the following year. Writing a few years later, Armfield described the particular
appeal of tempera, noting that ‘only in this apparently most material and restricted medium could I learn
to express in this age, those fundamental things which could not at the present time find acceptance in a
direct or ostensible way.’ In another publication, Armfield wrote, ‘Tempera because of the exigencies of
material is specially suitable for smallish pictures, gay and rich in colour…the peculiarities of the
medium itself render it most suitable for the presentation of flowers, fruit, and the small beasts naturally
associated with them: for sky, pebbles, and generally, the smaller details of nature...’

This painting belonged to the artist’s friend Mrs. Gladys Lilian Grant, who formed a collection made up
largely of paintings by Armfield, as well as several works by Eliot Hodgkin.

Provenance:
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Artist description:

Although he studied at the Birmingham School of Art, Maxwell Ashby Armfield was largely self-taught as
an artist. Under the influence of Joseph Southall, he began experimenting with painting in tempera,
although he only began taking up the medium with more seriousness around 1910. In 1902 Armfield
settled in Paris, where one of his small paintings was acquired by the State for the Musée de
Luxembourg. His first significant one-man exhibition was held at the Carfax Gallery in London in 1908,
and a review in The Times noted the artist as ‘a man of originality and promise…[he] is said to be very
young: but he is also very versatile…his gifts are undoubted.’ This exhibition was followed two years
later by a show at the Leicester Galleries in London, and other gallery exhibitions elsewhere. Armfield
showed at the Royal Academy, the New English Art Club and the Royal Watercolour Society.
Armfield also exhibited in America, where he lived for seven years between 1915 and 1922. An
exhibition of twenty-one paintings, entitled America East to West, was held in London soon after his
return, followed three years later by Armfield’s account of his travels, published as An Artist in America.
A prolific and accomplished illustrator and decorative artist, he also found the time to publish a number
of books of poetry, travel accounts and technical guides such as the Manual of Tempera Painting,
published in 1930. Although his work was largely forgotten after the Second World War, Armfield lived
to see a reassessment of his oeuvre take place in the 1970’s. Paintings by the artist are in the
collections of the Tate, the Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery, the Southampton City Art Gallery, and
elsewhere.

