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            FOREWORD

         

         When I first began a career in galleries the world was a very different place. The internet was the stuff of science fiction and contemporary artists were either painters or sculpt0rs – judged principally by their ability to create something of beauty. The public were largely aware of the contemporary artists of the day through the mainstream exhibiting forums, chiefly the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition. From this annual pilgrimage to Piccadilly, a number of the more painterly Academicians grew quietly famous – solo shows generated queues and how-to painting books and videos became best sellers.

         By the early 1990s a handful of artists were on every gallery owner’s wish list – Ken Howard, Donald Hamilton Fraser, Bernard Dunstan, Fred Cuming and, of course, Susan Ryder. It is significant that all these artists’ careers survived the deluge of Sensation and its aftermath. Today Susan’s followers are as numerous and passionate about her work as ever. The internet-led resurgence of interest in plein air painting has introduced her to a new international audience and a generation of young people starved of real-life experience.

         Susan’s consistent appeal across the decades is easy to explain. Through her paintings she maintains that perennial high wire act – the balance between traditional style and technique and the timeless quality in all those works of art that still speak to us now across centuries. Her interiors take us to a calm place, rooms in which we can imagine ourselves at peace, happy even. Low lighting, soft fabrics and well-loved furniture one can sink into after a long supper with friends. The fantasy of elegant living that they conjure may not resonate with everyone but the sense of home and belonging they engender is universal.

         Throughout the decades her work has drawn on the depiction of light to create this sense of place. Drawing rooms and hallways are bathed in pools of lamplight by evening and terraces and flower borders dappled in sunlight by day. All rendered in her distinctive impressionist brushwork with an instinctive lightness of touch that breathes life into her subjects.

         
             

         

         matthew hall7

         
            
[image: ]Covered Terrace (Province), detail

               All painting dimensions given in inches.
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            INTRODUCTION

            A CHANCE ENCOUNTER

         

         One question the painter Susan Ryder frequently gets asked is: ‘How do you get your portrait commissions?’ It’s a difficult one to respond to, as there are many different possible answers. But no commission in her sixty-year career has had stranger origins than one that came about after a chance encounter in 2019.

         Ryder and her husband, Martin Bates, were at Berwick Railway Station, in Northumberland, shortly to board an express train south to London. Martin, having had an operation on his back, was in a wheelchair: the main reason for the couple’s journey south was to have a meeting with his surgeon to assess his progress. The porter had wheeled them to the waiting room, and promised to come back to help them on to the train when it arrived. They were not alone: also sitting there was an American couple, with whom they began chatting. Nothing consequential: no names were swapped, or anything like that. The couple revealed they had a holiday house near Melrose in the Scottish Borders, and were on their way back to the USA, via London. Ryder and Martin told them about their home, north of the border in Berwickshire, not far away.

         The Americans kindly helped get Martin and their luggage onto the platform, and when the porter arrived to assist him onto the train, they all said their goodbyes and headed off to their reserved seats.

         Unknown to Ryder at this point, the Americans, Mark and Cameil Moorman, were great lovers of art. Before they got their flight, they had an appointment at Panter & Hall Gallery on Pall Mall in London. They had reserved a painting they had found online and fallen in love with, and wanted to see it in the flesh before completing the purchase. The painting was called Oak Room Chair with Violets, and it was by… Susan Ryder. After the transaction was happily completed, they asked if they could find out more about the painter, and Matthew Hall pulled out a catalogue of Ryder’s latest solo show to give them.

         Leafing through the catalogue, largely featuring images of Ryder’s exquisitely painted neo-impressionist interiors, they saw a photograph of Ryder, standing at her easel. ‘Hey!’ said Cameil, in amazement. ‘Isn’t that the lady we saw this morning at Berwick Railway Station?’ ‘Highly likely,’ said Hall. ‘She lives up there, and I know she’s coming down to London this week!’ He immediately rang Ryder, and, just a few hours after saying their goodbyes 350 miles north of London, their acquaintance was renewed.

         The next time the Moormans came to England, they paid a visit to Ryder’s house, and got to sit in the very oak chair that was portrayed in the painting they had bought. The two couples have become friends and, following the Covid pandemic, the Moormans have commissioned Ryder to paint a double portrait of themselves, as well as individual portraits of their three children, two of whom have since travelled over the Atlantic for that purpose.9
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            CHILDHOOD
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         In June 1950, Robert and Hilaré Ryder attended an exhibition displaying artwork by children from all the primary schools in the Windsor area. They were delighted to discover that a landscape by their daughter Suky – aged six – had won first prize, and was prominently displayed on an easel in the middle of the hall. Their pride was amplified when the next edition of the local newspaper carried a report of the show, illustrated by a photograph of the painting, of three trees. ‘It is too early to tell,’ wrote the reporter, ‘whether Suky Ryder will eventually ply her trade as a professional painter.’

         That reporter clearly had an inkling that she would, and indeed she did, though not primarily as a landscape painter. ‘Suky’, now known as Susan Ryder, has enjoyed a prodigious six-decade career as one of the country’s best-loved painters of both interiors and portraits.

         Perhaps it was inevitable that Ryder would become an artist, for creativity was in her blood. Her father Robert is best remembered as an explorer and war hero (he was awarded the Victoria Cross in the Second World War) and later as a Conservative MP. But he was a talented amateur painter, too, and throughout his life produced landscapes in watercolour, pen and ink and oils. His sister, Enid Campbell, was also an accomplished watercolourist. Creativity came through the other side of the family, too. Her mother’s sister, Felicity Green Wilkinson was a painter and graduate of the Slade School of Art.
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         12Ryder was born in Windsor, in March 1944. Her parents and older brother Lisle had been offered temporary accommodation at St George’s House, in the Horseshoe Cloister of the castle, by the Dean of Windsor, a friend of Hilaré’s father, himself a clergyman. Between the ages of five and eight, she attended a nursery school in nearby Datchet, but received most of her significant early education from her parents: her father shared his love of history and geography, her mother imparted a love of literature and music.
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         Her father was a passionate sailor, who had entered the Royal Navy in 1926, aged eighteen. By 1950 he had left the service to become the Conservative MP for Merton and Morden, but he was never far from the deck of a boat, and it wasn’t long before he bought a Buckie-built herring drifter which he converted into a family home-from-home. Every Easter, for a month, and every summer, for two, the family would take to the seas. It was on one such adventure in 1952 that an incident demonstrated the then eight-year-old Susan Ryder’s preternatural ability to relate shapes in design. Her father had dropped anchor off the Brittany Coast, and the young Ryder, as ever, was drawing the scene she saw before her, in her well-thumbed sketchbook. ‘The lighthouse has moved,’ she announced, realising that the drawing she was completing no longer represented the landscape in front of her. ‘Don’t be silly,’ replied her parents, before understanding that it wasn’t 13the lighthouse that had moved, but the boat. The herring drifter was drifting: the anchor was dragging, and their daughter’s visual acuity had saved them from potential calamity.

         
            
[image: ]Susan Ryder held aloft by her father
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         That autumn Ryder became a weekly boarder at Ibstock Place School, on the edge of Richmond Park, in Roehampton. It was a Froebel school, encouraging the children’s creative side, and her artistic talent was further nurtured. By this time, the family had moved to a flat in Knightsbridge, which had belonged to Ryder’s grandfather. Her passion for art was greatly encouraged by her father, who would take her on trips to the Natural History Museum to sketch the animals. He also encouraged her to practise painting, using his oils and canvases. Hilaré Ryder grew worried that her husband was over-enthusiastic about her daughter’s painting career, and could put her off. That was far from being the case. She thrived on the encouragement, and to this day is grateful to her father.

         The art classes at her next educational stepping stone, Beaufront Girls School, near Camberley, however, left a lot to be desired. Ryder tells how her teacher used to touch up their work to ‘improve’ it. She did, however, enjoy her role as the school play scenery designer, especially for a drama that she wrote with her father in the holidays. Ryder left the school at sixteen, with an A-Level art qualification, taken early and largely self-taught, under her belt.

         After a six-month stay in Blois, in the Loire Valley (undertaken to brush up her French, but also incorporating informative art classes), Ryder enrolled at the Byam Shaw School of Art in Notting Hill Gate, a short bus ride from her Kensington home. She envisaged a career as a set designer, but her painting was encouraged by several inspiring teachers at the school, all successful practising artists, notably the principal Maurice de Sausmarez, Bernard Dunston RA, and in addition Peter Garrard, who taught her the importance of tone.

         Dunston, a brilliant painter of post-impressionist figure-studies depicted in interior settings, was particularly important to her development. He was a kind, gentle man 14who favoured encouragement over instruction, which suited her. She describes him to this day as her ‘main influence’. It is thanks to him that she became ‘hooked’ on interiors, and particularly the interplay between cool daylight and warm lamplight.
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         The first year was entirely dedicated to drawing. The students were encouraged to closely examine their subject matter: generally an inanimate object, such as a statue. Above all, they were taught to ‘look’. It was only in the second year that they were allowed to paint, although Ryder had continued doing so in her spare time. This was the period when abstract art was in fashion, with Op Art and Pop Art taking off, but her teachers didn’t even nod to these trends. Byam Shaw was all about figurative art. Ryder was happy about that, it suited her. She was doing what she loved.

         She made good friends at the school, including Annabel Gosling, Diana Calvert and Jane Corsellis, all of whom have gone on to enjoy successful careers as artists, and who have become lifelong friends. (As we shall find out later, Ryder still enjoys annual painting holidays with them to France and further afield.)

         15Life drawing – and from the second year, life painting – was one of the staples of the students’ education, and Ryder made an important breakthrough during one of these classes. An 8-year-old ballet dancer was modelling, and when the child’s mother came to pick her up, she was so impressed with Ryder’s impression of her daughter, she asked to buy the painting. She offered £5, and a commission to paint her other two children. Ryder’s parents told their friends about her success, and during the next holiday she was asked by them to paint their children. She upped her price to £10 per painting. Her career as a portrait artist had begun, and the commissions have continued coming in, to this day.

         Another breakthrough, at the end of her third and final year, came when one of her pieces was accepted into the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition. Ryder was chosen along with her three good friends. It was a thrill to see her work hanging in the Small South Room. The painting featured a seated figure bathed in warm firelight, countered by a fresher, cooler exterior light shining through the window.

         Ryder left the Byam Shaw with a National Diploma of Design, and a strong vocation as an oil painter. Her dissertation compared the interior light of Vermeer and Vuillard, both significant influences on her work. She focused on the ways in which they captured ‘the fall of light’.
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