The Ascension (1822) by John Constable

During my journey to England in May, I had an opportunity to revisit Dedham, a village on
the boarder of Essex to Suffolk, after three decades, invited by my long-time friend, John,
who was a fellow postdoc of mine at the University of Essex forty-five years ago. The
beautiful rural landscape and townscape with medieval houses, loved and painted two
hundred years ago in many paintings by the great painter, John Constable (1776-1837), were
perfectly reserved. I was told that John’s elegant timber house with a lovely rear garden was
none other than an object of preservation and required permission from the authority to
repaint the house’s beige-coloured exterior walls and dark brown timbers.

At the St. Mary’s Church in the town centre, I was lucky to have a chance to see John
Constable’s The Ascension, which is said to be the best piece among three religious paintings!
painted by the Romantic painter, hung on the wall on the right hand side after the entrance.
The Pastor, Father William Kelly, who kindly showed us around told us that the picture was
there since 2001, dedicated by The Constable Trust.

According to literature?, the painting had a somewhat chequered career from the very
beginning. It was commissioned by Edward Alston, a brewer from Manningtree and
Constable’s cousin by marriage, for £200, in order to gain favour with the Archdeacon of
Colchester, Rev. John Jefferson who was responsible for licensing public houses. When
Jefferson not only refused to license Alston’s hostelries but also died in December 1821,
Alston reneged on the contract at a great financial loss to Constable. In spite of this,
Constable completed the painting, and it was installed in 1822 in the reredos of the newly
built chancel of St. Michael’s where it remained until the church was demolished in 1965.

The painting was acquired by Rev. Aubrey Moody for All Saints’ Church, Feering, a village
which Constable knew through his friendship with Moody’s predecessor, Rev. Walter Wren
Driffield, and stayed at Feering until early 1998, when the church faced with the expense of
renewing the heating system. After much heart searching, the Parochial Church Council
offered the picture to museums in Ipswich and London but they found it difficult to hang a
religious painting beside the fresh immediacy of Constable’s landscapes. It was “by good luck”
that the painting also failed to find a buyer at auction. The Constable Trust was founded in
order to purchase and return the painting to the area where it had been painted. The painting
was installed at Dedham Church on the Ascension Day 2001.

May the painting remain there forever!

So be it!

1'The other two were Christ Blessing the Children (1805-6) at St. Michael’s Church at Brantham, Suffolk,
and Christ Blessing the Bread and Wine (1809) at St. James’ Church, Nayland, Suffolk.

2 John Constable’s 3 Religious Pictures’
http:/ /www.naylandconservation.org.uk/archiveintro/ constableexhibition.pdf.

John Constable, The Mill Stream (1814-15) The present view (Camera position is slightly off)
Courtesy of www.john-constable.org Photographed 25/05/2014

A friend of mine in England who read this story told me that his wife sang in the Manningtree Church
choir as a young girl in the 1950's when of course this painting was present.
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VD285 Christ Blessing the Children (1805-6) at St. Michael’s Church at Brantham, Suffolk,
KO Christ Blessing the Bread and Wine (1809) at St. James” Church, Nayland, Suffolk.

2 John Constable’s 3 Religious Pictures’ 2010:
http:/ /www.naylandconservation.org.uk/archiveintro/ constableexhibition.pdf.
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