
Stanley Spencer’s Swan Upping returns 
to Cookham

Swan Upping at Cookham, (1915 -1919), Oil paint on canvas, 148 x 116 cm

*** For immediate release ***

The Stanley Spencer Gallery is delighted to present Painting by the Thames: Swan Upping at 
Cookham, opening November 7 2019. 
 
Built around one of the artist’s most celebrated works, Swan Upping at Cookham (1915 -1919), the 
exhibition brings together rarely seen paintings and drawings from the Gallery’s collection to reveal 
one of Spencer’s inspirations, the River Thames.
 
The title work, which is on loan from the Tate, depicts the practice of ‘Swan Upping’, where mute 
swans are caught, marked and then released. Spencer was moved to capture this annual 
ceremony as he sat in Holy Trinity church at Cookham and heard the people of the village walking 
by on their way to the nearby river. The beautiful Berkshire village of his birth was his constant 
inspiration and much of his life was spent there.



The artist was fascinated by the river for its beauty and the way of life it supported. Early 
morning swims in sunlight ‘were the times for visitations,’ he said. This fusion of the everyday and 
the divine is significant, for it was a vision that was to became a mainstay of Spencer’s paintings. 
This is perfectly illustrated the show’s largest work, his 1959 masterpiece, Christ Preaching at 
Cookham Regatta, which depicts the son of God addressing a congregation of local people, rich 
and poor, from the old ferry barge.

The presentation is timely, in that it marks the 100th anniversary of the completion of Swan 
Upping. He began work on the painting 1915, the same year he left for service in the Great War. 
His  time as a medical orderly and then in the infanctry on the front in Macedonia had a profound 
effect on Spencer. On his return, he said, ‘It is not proper or sensible to expect to paint after such 
experience’. Nevertheless, he did complete the work in 1919, and then went on to capture the 
Thames in other memorable paintings and works on paper.

Painting by the Thames: Swan Upping at Cookham, which runs until March 22, 2020, is the first of 
the Gallery’s ‘Picture in Focus’ Winter Series, a new strand of programming devised to encourage 
aficionados and those new to his work to examine the often complex imagery in his paintings. 

Says a Gallery spokesperson: ‘We are delighted to begin our new Winter Series with this 
exhibition, and especially grateful for the loan of Swan Upping at Cookham by the Tate. The show 
offers a fascinating glimpse of Spencer’s deep-rooted love for the Thames and the inspiration he 
derived from his native village.’’

For all media enquiries and press images, please contact:

Mark Inglefield
mark@albanyartscommunications.com
t: +44 (0) 20 78 79 88 95; m: + 44 (0) 75 84 19 95 00

Harry Dougall
harry@albanyartscommunications.com
t: +44 (0) 20 78 79 88 95; m: + 44 (0) 77 69 51 25 42

Notes to Editors:

About Stanely Spencer
Sir Stanley Spencer, CBE RA (30 June 1891 – 14 December 1959) attended the Slade School of 
Art, and is well known for his paintings depicting Biblical scenes occurring in Cookham, the small 
village beside the River Thames, as well as his large paintings for the Sandham Memorial Chapel 
and the Shipbuilding on the Clyde series. Spencer’s works often express his fervent if 
unconventional Christian faith. This is especially evident in the scenes that he based in Cookham. 
Spencer’s works originally provoked great shock and controversy. Nowadays, they still seem 
stylistic and experimental, while the nude works foreshadow some of the much later works of 
Lucian Freud.

About Swan Upping
Swan upping is an annual ceremony in England in which mute swans on the River Thames are 
now rounded up, caught, ringed, and then released. By prerogative right, the British Crown enjoys 
ownership of all unmarked mute swans in open water. Rights over swans may, however, be 
granted to a subject by the Crown (accordingly they may also be claimed by prescription. The 
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ownership of swans in a given body of water was commonly granted to landowners up to the 
16th century. The only bodies still to exercise such rights are two livery companies of the City of 
London. Thus the ownership of swans in the Thames is shared equally among the Crown, the 
Vintners’ Company and the Dyers’ Company. Swan upping is the traditional means by which the 
swans are apportioned among the three proprietors. Its main practical purposes today are to 
conduct a census of swans and check their health. It occurs annually in the third week of July. 

About the Stanley Spencer Gallery
The Stanley Spencer Gallery is located in Cookham, Berkshire, and is dedicated to the life and 
work of Sir Stanley Spencer. Opened in 1962, it is housed within a former Wesleyan Chapel in the 
High Street, a few minutes’ walk from the house where Spencer was born and where he used to 
worship as a child. The gallery’s collection comprises over 100 paintings and drawings, and these 
are exhibited on a regular basis at the gallery, alongside loans from other public and private 
collections. 

On the mezzanine floor level of the gallery is a small study area which houses library and archive 
material and a computer presentation about the artist and his work. A comprehensive selection of 
books and articles on Stanley Spencer and related topics is available to be consulted on the 
premises during opening hours.

The Gallery has won a series of accolades, including its naming as one of the five most 
‘unmissable’ small Art Galleries in the UK and the award of a Michelin star in the Great Britain Mi-
chelin Green Guide 2014. The Gallery received the Queen’s Award for Voluntary Service in 2016.

Exhibitions have included The Art of Shipbuilding on the Clyde (2011), Stanley Spencer in 
Cookham (2013 - 2014), Spencer in the Aftermath of the First World War (2014), Paradise 
Regained (2014), The Creative Genius of Stanley Spencer (2015), Patron Saints: Collecting 
Stanley Spencer (2018), Friends and Family: Portraits by Stanley (2018- 2019) and Counterpoint: 
Stanley Spencer and his Contemporaries (2019).

Stanley Spencer Gallery
High Street, Cookham, Berkshire, SL6 9SJ
t: 00 (44) 16 28 531092 (answer machine)
info@stanleyspencer.org.uk
www.stanleyspencer.org.uk

Exhibition opening times
Thursday November 7th 2019 - Sunday March 22nd 2020 
Thursday - Sunday, 11.00am – 16.30pm  (winter hours)  
Admission charge: £6.00
Concessions (over 60, Students): £4.50
Carers, Under 16 (with adult): FREE
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