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Anna Zinkeisen, Dancing Figures, circa 1950s, pencil and ink on paper.

               © Private Collection/Christie’s Images/Bridgeman Images [CH6317759].
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Interior of Wyndhams Theatre, London. This represents the type of opulence and ambience Doris Zinkeisen found appealing and tried to capture in much of her art.

               
          © Kirsty McLaren/Alamy Stock Photo [AEXJ1E].
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            Setting the Scene

         

         “I must confess that I have a strong leaning towards the old-fashioned theatre – the auditorium overloaded with rather swirling ornate decoration, the boxes a welter of garlands, cupids and red plush drapery. The proscenium is generally terrific in its glitter of gold and ornamentation mounting up to a glory of more cupids and almost invariably crowned with a pair of flying ladies blowing coach horns on either side of a more dignified seated lady, with rather richer curves, who is entrusted with the important duty of holding the masks of Tragedy and Comedy.

         This kind of decoration seems a far truer atmosphere for a theatre than the cold unyielding interior of some modern playhouses. Architects and interior decorators today seem, when entrusted with designing a theatre, to disregard completely the fact that it is a house of entertainment and that the moment an audience enter a theatre they should be made conscious of feelings of suppressed excitement and anticipation before the curtain goes up.”

         Doris Zinkeisen, Designing for the Stage, London, 1938, p.9
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Three generations working together: Julia Heseltine (left), her son Tristan Sam Weller (centre), and Anna Zinkeisen (right) painting together in the studio at Looms Cottage, Suffolk, circa mid-1970s.

               © Photograph courtesy of Julia Heseltine.
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            Foreword

            
        Julia Heseltine
      

         

         My mother Anna Zinkeisen and I were very close. We shared a sense of humour and our deeper response to life.

         As a child I had assumed that all women became painters and all men soldiers or sailors, because that was how it was in my family. It wasn’t until I moved to London for art school and into my mother’s life aged thirteen, that the real passion to express myself through painting truly hit and it was Anna – the way she talked about her work and the look in her eyes as she did so – that lit the fire!

         I was allowed to paint with her in her studio (in spite of all the teenage angst) and just being with her while she worked taught me far more than any art school ever could. Soon I was put to work laying in backgrounds for her and by degrees even a bit more, while she painted on my early commissions, bailing me out of many a tight spot.

         So sharing a studio became the norm and mutually helpful in the end, since a fresh eye is often what is needed. We had a lovely studio in Suffolk and they were happy days.

         It gives me such delight to realize, that my mother’s work and that of her sister, my Aunty Dee (aka Doris Zinkeisen), is so much appreciated by a considerable number of people. This has been augmented and enhanced by Philip Kelleway, who has done a great deal to raise awareness of their work, in particular through his meticulously researched book Highly Desirable: The Zinkeisen Sisters & Their Legacy. I hope that this publication by Philip Kelleway, Emma Roodhouse, and Nicola Evans will similarly be regarded as an accessible, enjoyable, and useful resource to those interested in the Zinkeisen sisters.
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            Part I

            The Art of Doris & Anna Zinkeisen

            Philip Kelleway

         

         Introduction

         In life the talented, beautiful, and stylish artist sisters Doris Clare Zinkeisen (1897-1991) and Anna Katrina Zinkeisen (1901-1976) were not the sort of people easily overlooked [Fig.1.1 – Fig.1.3]. During their heyday of the 1920s through to the 1950s the Zinkeisen sisters were amongst the most prominent artists in Britain and attracted attention overseas too. In the middle of that interwar, golden age of the ‘Roaring Twenties’ Anna successfully cut her teeth on the fickle world of art with some designs for Wedgwood. Her three jasper bas reliefs won a silver medal at the 1925 Paris Exposition des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes [Fig.1.4]. This Parisian exhibition’s title was subsequently abbreviated to coin the term ‘Art Deco’ and it was at this seminal event for cutting-edge design, that Anna earned a place amongst the vanguard of British art.

         
            
[image: ]Fig.1.1 

Anna Zinkeisen (left) and Doris Zinkeisen (right) in 1930.

               © Photograph courtesy of the estate of Doris Zinkeisen.
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Anna Zinkeisen in a publicity photograph from 1927.

               © Photograph courtesy of Julia Heseltine.
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Doris Zinkeisen circa 1925.

               © Photograph courtesy of James Curtis.
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Anna Zinkeisen in a publicity photograph together with her Wedgwood plaques, which won a silver medal at the Exposition des Arts Décoratifs in Paris during 1925.

               © Photograph courtesy of Julia Heseltine.

            

         

         Both Zinkeisen sisters hung their paintings to critical acclaim at the Royal Academy in London and the Paris Salon de la Société des Artistes Français. Doris’s exhibits at the Paris Salon won bronze, silver, and gold medals in 1929, 1930, and 1934 respectively, underscoring how the art cognoscenti of Paris esteemed the work of the Zinkeisens and is evidence of the duo’s ambitiously pan-European outlook for their art. The popular press adored them and their work. Doris’s prominent role as a designer of costumes and sets for stage and film also aroused considerable curiosity.

         Looking at early pictures of Doris and her younger sister Anna, you could easily mistake the pair of them for the femmes fatales featured in film adaptations of those popular detective novels by Dame Agatha Christie (1890-1976)[Fig.1.5 – Fig.1.7]. Indeed, the Zinkeisen sisters were the epitome of that sleek sophisticated vogue with a twist of cheekiness, which typifies the foot-tapping liveliness of the legendary jazz era. Glamorous and impeccably dressed, the Zinkeisen sisters turned heads wherever they went. Indeed, Doris and Anna Zinkeisen were arbiters of taste, not merely slavish followers of fashion. Their opinions mattered and the press dedicated considerable column inches to what they were up to.16

         
            
[image: ]Fig.1.5 

Anna seated before some paintings at an exhibition circa 1930. See also Fig.3.15.

               © Photograph courtesy of Julia Heseltine.
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Harold Pierce Cazneaux, Doris Zinkeisen: New Idea Portrait with Leaf Background, 1929, gelatine silver photograph.

               © Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney [Gift of the Cazneaux family, 1975]. Photograph by Jenni Carter.
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Harold Pierce Cazneaux, Doris Zinkeisen with her Brushes, 1929, gelatine silver photograph.

               © Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney [Gift of the Cazneaux family, 1975]. Photograph by Chilin Gieng.

            

         

         Although in later years each of the 17sisters sought a more quiet existence in rural Suffolk, a lifelong aura of drama continued to surround both of them right to the end of their lives. Anna died following a brief illness in her mid-seventies and following her cremation at Ipswich was interred in her husband’s grave at the small church of St Botolph in Burgh in Suffolk. Doris, despite making it to be a nonagenarian, kept much of her sparkle and painted at her easel right up until just a few days before she passed away [Fig.1.77]. Undeniably, Doris’s burial itself was like a well-crafted piece of theatre with perfectly groomed horses pulling her elaborate hearse. It was a no expense spared farewell and the church was full to bursting. As it was January the leafless trees mirrored anthropomorphically the solemnity of the proceedings. This was Doris’s final curtain call and her burial appropriately resembled the backdrop to one of the numerous plays and films she had created designs for.

         
            
[image: ]Fig.1.8 

The White House in Badingham, Suffolk, when Doris Zinkeisen lived there circa late 1970s to early 1980s.

               © Photograph courtesy of the estate of Doris Zinkeisen.

            

         

         Living with her daughters in The White House in Badingham, with its strong Regency flavour, added an atmosphere of mystery to Doris, along the lines of a popular work of fiction – something resembling those romantic sagas by Dame Daphne du Maurier (1907-1989)[Fig.1.8]. From time to time Doris played with this feeling and captured its mood in some of her later paintings, which were often akin to flights of fancy and can be, in fact, considered the pictorial equivalent of those enormously popular historical Regency romances by Georgette Heyer (1902-1974). In keeping with this spirit her interment was her last wave to the world and fittingly went a long way towards capturing her own sense of theatre.

         In point of fact both Zinkeisen sisters possessed a certain mystique and presence. A tiny part of them always remained enigmatic, even to some close to them. There were always layers of carefully crafted, self-fashioning concealing them. So who were these artistic sisters?18

         Early Life

         There can be little doubt that, to a certain extent, the Zinkeisen sisters edited the story of their backgrounds. This is particularly apparent in the dates given for Doris. Her very own tombstone can be found next to that of her twin daughters in the hauntingly beautiful graveyard of the Norman church of St John the Baptist in Badingham, Suffolk, and engraved into the gravestone her year of birth is set at 1898. Doris herself had engineered the confusion over her date of birth through disinformation and, in all likelihood, over time she might well have forgotten the truth.

         Many printed and online sources give Doris’s year of birth as 1898, including the newspaper obituaries about her from January 1991. The Dictionary of British Equestrian Artists [Woodbridge, 1985] lays claim to 1918, whilst a surviving passport from around the late 1950s gives her date of birth as 31st July 1909 [Fig.1.9]. Doris Zinkeisen herself would have found this fuss over her age mildly exasperating. After all, it is simply inappropriate to ask a woman her age and definitely a trifle ‘non-U’. Art historians, however, must run the risk of being a tad vulgar to challenge received wisdom and establish the truth.

         
            
[image: ]Fig.1.9 

Doris Zinkeisen’s passport from the late 1950s or early 1960s gives her date of birth as 1909. She was actually born in 1897.

               © Photograph courtesy of the estate of Doris Zinkeisen.

            

         

         Delving into the original documents, the official Register of Births reveals that Doris Zinkeisen was actually born on 31st July 1897 at Clynder House, Roseneath, Dunbartonshire, Scotland. This is considerably earlier than her passport declares. The Birth Certificate 19of Anna Zinkeisen also reveals an anomaly. Usually it is stated that Anna was born on 28th August 1901, but her Certificate of Birth says she was born on the 29th August at Woodburn, Kilcreggan, Dunbartonshire (today in Argyll and Bute). The sisters also had a brother, Ian Victor Zinkeisen, also named Ivan and Jack, or referred to with the fanciful sobriquet Zog, who was born on the 17th June 1900, similarly at Woodburn in Scotland. How many birthdays must have been celebrated on the wrong day? Anna made herself one day older, or was made so by her family. This can possibly be explained as a genuine error, but the mystery around Doris’s date of birth is most certainly deliberate and tells us quite a lot about her, at times, audacious character.

         
            
[image: ]Fig.1.10 

Anna Zinkeisen (left) and Ian Victor Zinkeisen circa 1906.

               © Photograph courtesy of Julia Heseltine.

            

         

         Doris’s place of birth was just a stone’s throw down the road from where her two siblings were born on the peninsula overlooking Loch Long, Gare Loch, and the Firth of Clyde situated north-west of Glasgow. The area the Zinkeisen sisters hailed from lies close to some of Scotland’s most diverse and magnificent scenery, namely the romantic Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park and Argyll Forest Park. In a couple of early photographs there are visual indications, that the Zinkeisen family were keen to emphasize their Scottish identity. Anna stands next to her brother, who wears a kilt [Fig.1.10]. In a further photograph we see their father in his Highland Light Infantry uniform [Fig.1.11]. What is more, according to Julia Heseltine (Anna Zinkeisen’s daughter) her mother occasionally said that the family ought to adopt ‘MacZinkeisen’ as their surname, in order to emphasize their ancestral ties to Scotland.

         The artists’ mother, Clara Bolton Charles (1871-1952), was indeed British and had links to the Welsh nonconformist clergyman Thomas Charles of Bala (1755-1814), who provided Welsh-language Bibles to the poor. It is believed the Bolton name originated 20from Thomas Bolton (1786-1835), a nephew of Admiral Horatio Nelson (1758-1805), later the second Earl Nelson [Fig.1.12]. Victor William Zinkeisen (1865-1929), the father of the artists, was without a doubt Scottish-born, but both of his parents had emigrated from Altenburg in Thuringia in East Germany in around 1859. A distinguished ancestor and a great-grandfather of the artist sisters was Johann Wilhelm Zinkeisen (1803-1863), a Professor of History and Chief Editor of newspapers in Berlin. Victor William Zinkeisen and his father, however, were prosperous shippers, manufacturers, and yarn merchants. In point of fact the brother of the artists chose to distance himself from his Germanic ethnic origins, by changing his family name to that of their mother, becoming Ian Victor Charles in 1939. This was probably a wise move considering that the surname Zinkeisen could arouse unnecessary suspicion. Quite possibly at around the time Ian was changing his name, it appears that Anna was once questioned by the authorities as to whether she was some kind of fifth columnist. In part this happened because of her foreign name, but possibly also due to the fact that by chance she happened to be introduced to Joachim von Ribbentrop (1893-1946), a leading Nazi, when he was ambassador in London between 1936 and 1938. Anna was greatly shocked and dismayed at being thought of as a potential Nazi sympathizer.

         
            
[image: ]Fig.1.11 

Victor William Zinkeisen, father of Doris and Anna Zinkeisen, dressed in the uniform of the Highland Light Infantry (date uncertain).

               © Photograph courtesy of Julia Heseltine.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Fig.1.12 

Late Victorian photograph of Victor William Zinkeisen and Clara Bolton Charles, the parents of Anna and Doris Zinkeisen.

               © Photograph courtesy of Julia Heseltine.

            

         

         The artist sisters did not, however, follow 21the example of their brother, but kept their surname. Instead, in order to avoid the hostility towards anything German-sounding following World War I and in the run up to the subsequent war, the Zinkeisen sisters deliberately shrouded their ancestry in mystery. During their lifetimes and beyond they have variously been reported in papers and books as being of Flemish, Austrian, French, or Bohemian extraction. The Zinkeisen name certainly helped the sisters to stand out from the crowd, especially back in early twentieth-century Britain. What is more, the vague rumour of their supposedly Bohemian origins played right into their hands. It associated the pair with the more sophisticated and exotic attributes of interwar émigré culture, in addition to a particular region of central Europe, remembering here, that the term Bohemian could also conjure up notions of free-spirited people of artistic character, or eccentric mores. This very ambiguity perfectly suited the flamboyant Zinkeisen sisters, who, at times, used it to their advantage.
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