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It is particularly fitting that this book should be published to coincide with the Sir John 
Soane’s Museum’s aptly titled exhibition: ‘Alan Sorrell – A Life Reconstructed’. This makes 
it possible at last to assess the full range of Sorrell’s work and the underlying poetic vision 
that runs through it. Comprising a series of essays the book sets out to chart Sorrell’s life and 
achievements, as well as illustrating the range and diversity of his talents, most works having 
never previously been reproduced. 

Alan Sorrell (1904-1974) [2] attended the Royal College of Art in the mid-1920s during 
a period which saw the emergence of talents such as Edward Bawden, Eric Ravilious, John 
Piper, Henry Moore and Barnett Freedman. This book demonstrates that though Sorrell’s 
work has been less well documented his talent was comparable to that of artists more usually 
associated with the RCA’s formidable reputation during the interwar years.
 
What were Sorrell’s achievements and how should he be remembered by posterity? During his 
life Sorrell produced a vast cycle of murals (nearly 20 over a 30-year period). This publication 
includes a series of specially commissioned photographs which allow his achievements in 
this field to be more fully appreciated. When exhibited for the first time in a generation 
at the British Murals show organized by Liss Fine Art at The Fine Art Society (London), 
William Packer described Sorrell’s recently rediscovered Festival of Britain mural as ‘utterly 
enchanting’ and ‘quite the star of the entire show’ (The Times 2.3.2013 p 91). 

Another revelation comes in the form of Sorrell’s images of the Second World War. Like 
many artists of the period, such as Sir Thomas Monnington, Sorrell’s direct experience as an 
airman resulted in a new perspective – broad horizons and tilted aerial views which were to 
become the hallmark of his post-war reconstruction drawings. [3 & 4] Never an Official War 
Artist  he was able to choose his subjects with relative freedom  which resulted in an engaging 
record of daily life in wartime Britain. 

Sorrell’s work as a pre-war artist is relatively little known. Trained at Southend before starting 
to work as a commercial artist Sorrell subsequently took up a scholarship at the RCA (1924) 
– an association later strengthened by his period as a teacher there (1931-48). In between he 
spent two years at the British School at Rome on a Scholarship. 

2 Self-Portrait, pencil, ink and wash on blue paper, 47.5 x 34 cm (18 1/2 x 13 3/8 in.).

Preface: The Long Journey 
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Almost no work survives from Sorrell’s period as an RCA student other than the preparatory 
drawings with which he competed for his 1928 Rome Scholarship.  The RCA archives for this 
period are much depleted (probably having been destroyed in the war), as a result of which 
it is hard to gain a fuller picture of this formative period of his life. An equally small body 
of work  has survived from his two years in Rome though his early self-portrait (November 
1928) [63] – a masterly fusion of nagging self-doubt and youthful self confidence – hints at 
the emerging power of his talent. Sorrell recorded his time at the British School at Rome in 
an unpublished typescript titled Barbarians in Rome in which he paints a vivid picture of life 
at the school during the years 1928-30.

Returning from Rome in 1930, Sorrell produced some very fine works: Artist in the Campagna 
(c. 1931) [20], Appian Way (1932) [43], Rocky Formation at Thingvellir (1934) [118], The 
Long Journey (1936) [5], A Land Fit for Heroes (1936) [44]. Sorrell’s vision was born out of the 
Romantic British tradition exemplified by Blake, Palmer and their 20th-century disciples. The 
Long Journey exemplifies the Neo-Romantic movement which flowered during the interwar 
period. The narrative both engages and unsettles the viewer – the compositions suggest that 
more of the story is unfolding beyond the confines of the space into which the viewer peers 
but cannot see beyond.

3 Sketch for An Aerial View of a Wartime Airfield,  
pencil, red pencil and ink on cardboard, squared, 29.8 x 40.5 cm (11 3/4 x 16 in.).

4 Reconstruction drawing, pencil, gouache and ink on paper, squared with notations,  31.5 x 51.5 cm ( 12 3/8 x 20 1/4 in.).

5 The Long Journey, 1936, signed and dated, pencil, ink and gouache on paper, 37 x 52.3 cm (14 1/2 x 20 1/2 in.).
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Alan Sorrell’s vision was born out 
of the Romantic British tradition
exemplified by Blake, Palmer and 
their 20th-century disciples. Through 
the publication of this book and the 
accompanying exhibition at The 
Sir John Soane’s Museum Sorrell’s 
importance as a major artist of the 
Neo-Romantic movement will at 
last be recognised.
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