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FIG. 7:

Cartoon for
William Elles
and the genesis
of Sheffield’s
Company of
Cutlers (after
1939), Chapter
House, Sheffield
Cathedral. Photo
coll. John Webb.
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Webb did train pupils. Francis Skeat, genealogist and art historian, met Webb and
worked with him in his Studio, later producing many windows himself.*® To the
end of Webb’s life, Skeat often returned to the Studio for advice and assistance.
After they left school, both of Webb’s sons, John and Martin, were given an
introduction to glass painting.

Character

Christopher Webb was a quiet, gentle man, private and even reclusive. He shunned
publicity and was quite indifferent to money and record keeping. A perfectionist, for
whom only the best was good enough, he struggled incessantly, almost sweating
blood to achieve it. He did not socialise widely, being far too busy, but the friends
he made, like Comper, Blacking and Brown, remained true to him for life. A modest
man, diffident about his own achievements, his Christian faith was uncomplicated,
serene and unshakeable, pervading his work with tranquillity and joy.
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Last Days

FIG. 8:
Webb’s health began to deteriorate in the r960s and the firm wound up at C‘_’“(}Ple“f
Christmas 1964. He died on 15 September 1966 at the age of 8o years and his Zv;:lwg\r:vi;(;z. By
ashes were scattered outside his own Baptistery windows at St Albans Cathedral.*

A memorial service was held at St Lawrence Jewry on 11 October and the
distinguished antiquary, William Iveson Croome, FSA, paid tribute to him,

referring to ‘the silvery luminosity, the economy of line, translucency of colour,

which marked his work’ and to his death as marking ‘the close of an era; an era

of scholarship with a strong sense of continuity, an era dependent upon, and
encouraging, fine craftsmanship; an era not afraid of splendour and
elaboration’.’* With Pinnock’s help, John Webb collected scores of the original
watercolour sketches and made a list of his father’s windows. Frank Pinnock

outlived his master by thirty-four years, dying at the age of eighty-six on 23

December 2000 in St Albans. '
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principles. ‘Glass should be part

FIG. 9:

Te Deum (1948),
Chapel of the
Holy Spirit,
Sheffield
Cathedral.
Photo R. J. L.
Smith & Assoc.

is never absent; Early English

Work and Principles

Webb’s varied output covered a range of
subjects, of which his own favourites were the
Histories at Sheffield Cathedral Chapter House,
where his skilful grouping of figures in historic
costume set in appropriate architectural settings
came into play (FIG. 8). His great theological
programmes, as at Basingstoke and Sheffield
display his profound grasp of Christian doctrine
(FIG. 9). He also designed Biblical scenes, the
Lives of the Saints, war memorials, heraldry, and
figural windows. Liturgical subjects included the
Benedicite, a subject he particularly enjoyed.
Outstanding, however, are the foliage interlace
designs (Salisbury, Southwark, Red Lion Square
in Holborn and Toddington),** his most original
contribution to the art of stained glass, alive,
exultant with joy and entirely his own.

A statement composed by Webb before
1960 and published in E. Liddall Armitage’s
book, Stained Glass, sets down his own design

of the general architectural treatment’, he wrote,

and his compositions certainly respond to the building and give it visual stability.
Usually symmetrical around a dominant central axis, they develop geometrically
with a triangle, circle (FIG. 9) or segments of circles. Sensitivity to architectural style

buildings are given medallion compositions but

Decorated or Perpendicular churches, with larger windows and traceried heads,
often feature a single standing figure within each light.

‘No improvement on a purely medieval
craft... has yet been discovered’” wrote Webb and
as we have seen, he followed traditional craft
processes closely. Yet in no way was he a Gothic
Revivalist.>* Architectural canopies were never
used and instead Renaissance motifs permeate his
designs: brackets, wreaths, ribbon banners,
heraldic shields, flying angels and demi-angels, as
seen to perfection in his St Lawrence Jewry-next-
Guildhall scheme.

Stained glass as a Biblia Pauperum he strongly
supported, upholding its teaching function,
whether Biblical, literary or historical. The
Shakespeare Memorial window (FIG. 10) In
Southwark Cathedral is a delightful example,
featuring Comedies in the eastern light, Tragedies
in the western, Prospero and Ariel in the centre and
the Seven Ages of Man below. A lively pattern of
interlace knits all together in a decorative web.

FIG. 10:

Shakespeare Memorial (1954),
north aisle, Southwark Cathedral.
Photo coll. John Webb.
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‘The desire for colour is a natural
instinct... satisfied in our northern climate... by
the translucence of coloured glass.” To
appreciate his special colour sense a wide range
of windows must be viewed, with the Baptistery
windows in St Albans Cathedral demonstrating
the richness (FIG. 4),”° and the John Bright
window in Sheffield Cathedral the subtlety at his
command. ‘The first purpose of a window is to
admit daylight’, Webb wrote, and as a designer
of embroidered church textiles he knew they
needed illumination to be appreciated. In
designing windows, the special requirements of
each individual site were considered. At
Portsmouth Cathedral, the problem with the
East window was glare, so he filled the three
lancets with a densely-patterned network of
foliage and figures leaving very little white.’® At
Chichester Cathedral, where natural daylight
was restricted, the historical figure series in the
north aisle were set against clear glass allowing
light to flood in and the avenue of trees outside
to complete the composition.”” For the Elizabeth
Garrett Anderson Hospital, where daylight was
essential, his delightful roundels use no other
colour but silver stain.’® If the view outside
needed blocking out completely, as in his
heraldic window in Salisbury Cathedral, he set
the motifs on a ground of opaque white.

Style

Webb formed a deep friendship with Comper;
his skill in lettering, whether black letter or
Roman, as well as his flair for heraldry, were
perfected under his tutelage. Some Comper
features, such as inscribed ribbon banners,
hovering angels and demi-angels with banners, laurel wreaths and classical corbels,
Webb absorbed and used throughout his working life. Like Comper, he also used
clear glass for areas of flesh, adopted radiating lines to achieve a central focus,
varied the scale in his designs to indicate status and composed large scenes to bypass
mullions. Classicist as he was, Webb mostly adhered to local colour (FIG. 11).
English antique flat glass fulfilled his stylistic purposes; the smouldering hues of slab
glass were too Romantic for his particular vision.

Webb’s own distinctive style soon developed, the self-expression Comper
deplored appearing in the riot of colour Webb allowed himself in the hues of angel
wings. In figure drawing Webb was most clearly set apart. Lucas, Comper’s
draughtsman, drew idealised faces of a calm and exquisite classical beauty, with
poses soft, languorous and of infinite grace. Webb’s are strong in bone structure
and musculature, the faces individual and more closely observed. He particularly
excelled at portraiture. But he differed most fundamentally from Comper in
technique, by mastering every stage of stained and painted glass production and
personally involving himself in the creation of his windows from start to finish.?”

FIG. 11:

Detail, Epiphany
(after 1937)

at St Helen’s,
Wheathampstead,
Hertfordshire.
Photo Peter
Cormack.
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His work thus forms a bridge between the Pugin-Bodley-
Comper tradition and the Arts and Crafts movement.
The delicate style he developed was unique: the use
of ‘trail’ or linking foliage interlace was his own
particular device, with expressionistic angel wings and
ribbon banners threading exuberantly through his
compositions. Webb’s sinuous, fluid line and richness of
colour are unmistakable. Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres
was one of Webb’s favourite artists and provides a key to
understanding his style. Like Ingres and in the tradition of
Raphael and Poussin, his draughtsmanship was superb,
his outlines strong (FIG. 12). He maintained absolute
accuracy in historical detail, modelling delicately in
shallow relief in the manner of a classical cameo (FIG. 13).
Over and above this restraint and perfection however, lay
a Romantic profusion, just as Ingres’ perfectly drawn
portraits were overlaid with swirling arabesques of
costume and pose. In Webb’s most successful windows,
such as the Benedicite at St George’s, Toddington, in
Bedfordshire, interlace and roundels eddy over the
window surface in exultant patterns (FIG. 15, 16). From a
distance, narrative details disappear and the abstract,
compositional pattern emerges in a hymn of joy to the
Creator (FIG. 14). Like Ingres, Webb was a consummate
draughtsman, immensely prolific, his style unmistakable,

CHRISTOPHER WEBB

his designs achieving a synthesis between a Classical precision of line and a Romantic ;5

exuberance of composition.*

Webb was excessively self-effacing and diffident about his own achievements

Detail, Benedicite
at Toddington.
Photo Peter

but his abhorrence of publicity worked to his own disadvantage. Very little was  cormack.
written about his work in his own lifetime. Only now is a catalogue of his vast
oeuvre being compiled;*' for this present essay, just a fifth of Webb’s immense
output has been examined. He never pursued the ever-changing ‘isms’ nor suffered
the restless thirst for change which characterised the eclectic twentieth century. He

evolved his own mature style from within himself, unaffected
by contemporary fashion. Essentially a figure draughtsman, he
stuck to what he could do best as did his great contemporaries,

Hans Feibusch and Sir Jacob Epstein.

As the late Professor Ernst Gombrich has written, ‘If
anybody needs a champion to-day it is the artist who shuns
rebellious gestures’.** Christopher Webb, stained glass artist

and craftsman, was undoubtedly such a man.

FIG. 12

Detail, The Benedicite
(1949). East window,

St George’s, Toddington,
Bedfordshire.

Photo Peter Cormack.

FIG. 14:
Composite photo
of Benedicite

for Toddington,
taken in studio.

Coll. John Webb.
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NOTES

" This study has been based on an interview with the late Frank
Pinnock on 26 February 1998 and on conversations with and
letters from John Webb from 14 September 1998.

* BSMGP, (19535).

? Rugby (1900), 154

* Idem.

3 Treuherz (1993), 176f.

¢ Hill (1994), 11-13 and Pople (1991), 15-18.
7 Skeat (Aug. 1976), 17.

8 Symondson (1988), 19.

? RIBA Journal (Dec. 1958)
' Times (Sept. 1966)

" Skeat (1976), 17.

'* Croome (1966), 3.

3 Schoeser (1998) 116- 119.
™ Skeat (1977), 17- 24, pl. 5.
'S Times (Sept. 1966).

6 ; ; . : o
'® An interview with Mr Pinnock in February 1998
provided the essential basis for this article.

'7 Skeat (Aug. 1976), 17.

S Idem.

9 Skeat (1977), 24ff, pls. 6, 13.

*® Cottam (1993), 1, 11, 13 and 22 — 28.

*' Hayward, n.d., 8-1o.

** Skeat (Aug. 1976), 17.

*3 Whall (1905), see also Herts. Ad. (1952), 1.
** Croome (1966), 3.

*3 Skeat (Sept. 1976), 28.

** Idem.

*7 Herts. Ad. (1952), 1.

*% Skeat (Aug. 1976), 171f.

* Times, 23 Sept., 14f and 12 Oct. 1966; Herts. Advertiser,
23 Sept. 1966.

3° Croome (1966), 3.

3" Roberts (20071).

3% Skeat (Aug. 1976), 17.

33 Armitage (1960), 205.

** Cf. Harries and Hicks, (2001), 84.

33 Skeat (1977), pl.6.
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3¢ Knowles (1994), 14 and 17.
37 Woodforde (1954), pl.77.

3% Archer et al. Webb considered the ‘Angel Scribe’ (now in the
collection of the Stained Glass Museum, Ely) excessively
sentimental.

3% Cormack (1979), Introduction. Whall (x905), 267.
4° Rosenblum (1990), 31f; Cork (1999), 35.

*' I would like to thank the many contributors to this index, in
particular, John Webb, NADFAS and Robert Eberhard.

4* Gombrich (1978), 483.
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