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WINSTON CHURCHILL PAINTING
AS A PASTIME: THE STORY
BEHIND THE STATESMAN’S
HIDDEN TALENT

When we think of Sir Winston Churchill,
we picture a resolute wartime leader, a
master  of  oratory,  and  the  man  who
steered Britain through its darkest hour.
Yet behind the cigars, the V-for-Victory

signs,  and  the  stirring  speeches  lay  a
quieter,  more  contemplative  side.  For
much of his adult life, Churchill turned to
the  canvas  and  brush  to  escape  the
crushing  weight  of  pol i t ics .  His
immersion  in  Winston  Churchill
painting as a pastime was not a mere
hobby—it was a lifeline. In fact, painting
became so central to his identity that he
once wrote, “Happy are the painters, for
they  shall  not  be  lonely.  Light  and
colour, peace and hope, will keep them
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company to the end of the day.”
This  article  explores  the  origins  of
Churchill’s artistic journey, his preferred
techniques,  the  subjects  that  inspired
him, and how this solitary pursuit shaped
his public life. Whether you are a history
enthusiast,  an  art  lover,  or  someone
seeking a  creative outlet,  the story  of
Winston  Churchill  painting  as  a
pastime  offers  timeless  lessons  on
resilience, joy, and the restorative power
of art.

The Accidental
Beginning: How

Churchill
Discovered
Painting
Churchill’s  entry  into  the  world  of  art
was, by his own admission, an accident
born of despair.  In 1915, following the
disastrous  Gallipoli  campaign,  he  was
forced to resign from the Admiralty. At
40 years old, his political career seemed
in  ruins.  Plunged  into  depression,  he
retreated to the countryside. It was there
that  his  sister-in-law,  Lady Gwendoline
“Goonie”  Churchill,  suggested  he  try
painting  to  distract  his  mind from the
political wreckage.
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Reluctant  at  first,  Churchill  eventually
picked up her son’s paintbox and set up
an easel in the garden. The result was
clumsy but liberating. He later recalled,
“I took my courage in both hands and
bought a canvas, a box of oil paints, and
a palette. I  set them down before me,
shut my eyes, and made a wild dash at
the  paper.”  That  first  attempt  was  far
from  a  masterpiece,  but  it  opened  a
door.  The  act  of  mixing  colours  and
focusing on a simple landscape gave him
a respite he had not known was possible.
From  that  moment  on,  Winston
Churchill  painting  as  a  pastime
became a lifelong companion. He carried
his  paintbox  everywhere—to  war
cabinets,  to  foreign  conferences,  and
even to the trenches during visits to the
front lines. “Painting came to my rescue

in a most trying time,” he wrote, and he
never  stopped  recommending  it  to
others as a cure for worry and boredom.

Why Painting
Was More Than a
Hobby for
Churchill
To  understand  the  importance  of
Winston  Churchill  painting  as  a
pastime,  one  must  first  grasp  the
psychological  pressures  he  faced.
Leading  a  nation  at  war  required
relentless  decision-making.  Painting
offered  a  rare  escape—a  form  of
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mindfulness  long  before  the  term
became  popular.  Churchill  himself
described  the  therapeutic  effect:  “When
I  get  to  heaven  I  mean  to  spend  a
considerable  portion  of  my  first  million
years  in  painting,  and  so  get  to  the
bottom of the subject.”
He  saw  pa in t ing  as  a  means  o f
“changing  the  subject  of  the  mind”
rather  than merely resting.  The act  of
focusing on a canvas forced him to set
aside political  anxieties.  He noted that
anyone  who  has  “painted  a  picture
knows the absorption that  follows—the
eye is captured, the mind is seized, and
the whole  being becomes absorbed in
the  task.”  This  deep  concentration,
modern psychology confirms, is akin to a
meditative state that reduces stress and
enhances well-being.

Moreover,  painting  taught  Churchill
patience  and  humil i ty.  He  was  a
notoriously  impatient  man,  but  art
demanded that he sit still, observe light
changes,  and  accept  that  not  every
brushstroke  would  succeed.  “If  you
cannot paint a masterpiece, you can at
least paint a picture,” he once said. That
pragmatic  yet  determined  attitude
infused  every  part  of  his  life.

Techniques and
Style: Churchill’s
Artistic Approach
Churchill was largely self-taught, but he
took his craft seriously. He studied the
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works  of  the  Impressionists—Monet,
Sisley,  and  Pissarro—and  admired  the
bold use of colour. His own style leaned
toward  Impressionism,  with  loose
brushwork  and  a  strong  emphasis  on
capturing atmospheric  effects.  He rarely
painted indoors,  preferring  to  work  en
plein  air  (outdoors),  where  he  could
observe natural light directly.
One of his signature techniques was the
“half-inch  brush”  method.  Churchill
believed  that  using  a  small,  pointed
brush from the start forced him into too
much  detail  too  early.  Instead,  he
advocated loading  a  larger  brush  with
plenty of paint and blocking in the major
shapes and masses of the composition
first.  This  allowed  him  to  establish  the
overall  design  before  refining  details.  In
his  essay  Painting  as  a  Pastime,  he

wrote:  “The  first  step  is  to  immerse
yourself in the medium. The second is to
paint  a  background—a  broad  wash  of
colour that will serve as a foundation.”
His palette was characteristically bright.
After a 1921 trip to Egypt and the Holy
Land, his paintings became notably more
colourful,  influenced  by  the  strong
Mediterranean  sunlight.  He  loved  to
paint  water—seascapes,  lakes,  and
pools—because  the  reflections  offered
endless variations of colour. Many of his
works feature the gardens of his beloved
Chartwell estate, the French Riviera, and
Moroccan landscapes.
Churchill  also  insisted  on  finishing  a
painting  in  a  single  session  whenever
possible. He feared that if  he stopped,
he would lose the emotional connection
to  the  scene.  “A  picture  finished  in  one
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sitting is apt to have more life,” he said.
Th i s  u rgency  gave  h i s  works  a
spontaneous, energetic quality, though it
also  meant  that  his  output  varied  in
quality.

Major Works and
Exhibitions of
Churchill’s Art
Over  his  lifetime,  Churchill  produced
more  than  500  paintings.  Remarkably,
he  exh ib i ted  h is  works  under  a
pseudonym—David  Winter—for  many
years.  The  first  public  showing  was  in
1921 at the Walker Gallery in Liverpool,
but  i t  was  not  unti l  1947  that  he

submitted works to the Royal Academy
of  Arts  under  his  own  name.  To  his
delight, all but one of the paintings he
submitted were accepted,  and he was
later elected an Honorary Academician
Extraordinary.
Some of his most famous works include
The  Lounging  Pool  at  Chartwell,  The
Goldfish  Pool  at  Chartwell,  and  View
from  the  Terrace  at  Cannes.  These
pieces capture the serenity he found in
nature. Another iconic painting is Winter
Sunshine, a snow scene that showcases
his skill with light and shadow. In 2014, a
collection  of  his  works  was  sold  at
auction,  with  one  painting  fetching
nearly  £1.8  million.
Churchill’s foray into art was not limited
to  oils.  He  also  experimented  with
watercolours  and  pastels,  though  he
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considered  oil  painting  the  “perfect
companion  for  a  man  of  action.”  His
techniques  evolved  over  the  decades,
but  the  core  motivation  remained  the
same: Winston Churchill painting as
a  pastime  gave  him  a  private  world
where he could retreat and recharge.

The Influence of
Painting on
Churchill’s
Leadership
It might seem surprising that a man so
deeply  engaged  in  war  and  politics
would devote so much time to a solitary

artistic  pursuit.  Yet  painting  arguably
made  him  a  better  leader.  Churchill
himself  believed  that  a  “change  of
occupation”  was  essential  for  mental
balance.  He  insisted  that  the  busiest
people need hobbies most of  all.  “The
cultivation of a hobby, and new forms of
interest,  is  therefore a policy of the first
importance to a public man,” he wrote.
His painting habit also fostered a quality
that is rare in politics: the ability to see
problems  from  a  fresh  perspective.
When  he  was  stuck  on  a  polit ical
dilemma,  he  would  often  take  out  his
brushes  and  paint  for  an  hour.  This
mental shift allowed his subconscious to
work on the problem while his conscious
mind was absorbed in colour and form.
He described it as “a companion of the
mind in difficult hours.”
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Additionally,  painting  sharpened  his
observational skills. Churchill was known
fo r  h i s  i n c red ib l e  memory  f o r
de ta i l s—whethe r  abou t  t r oop
deployments  or  land  formations.  The
discipline  of  carefully  observing  a
landscape,  mixing  the  exact  hue  of  a
shadow, and replicating the play of light
on water honed his ability to notice the
subtle nuances that others missed. That
same attention to detail served him well
when  analysing  intelligence  reports  or
planning military strategy.

Lessons from

Churchill’s
Pastime for
Modern Readers
In  an  age  of  constant  notifications,
digital overload, and burnout, the story
of  Winston Churchill  painting as  a
pastime  is  more  relevant  than  ever.
Churchill’s  example  teaches  several
important  lessons:

Embrace imperfection: Churchill
never pretended to be a great
painter. He painted for joy, not for
praise. You do not need to be a
master to benefit from a creative
hobby.
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Switch your focus: When stress
mounts, shift your attention to
something completely different.
Painting—or any absorbing
activity—acts as a reset button for
the brain.
Stay active in mind: Even in
retirement and old age, Churchill
continued to paint. He proved that
creative expression is a lifelong
source of vitality.
Use nature as medicine:
Churchill’s favourite subjects were
landscapes and gardens. Time
spent outdoors, observing natural
beauty, is one of the simplest yet
most effective ways to restore
mental well-being.

How to Start
Painting Like
Churchill
(Without the
Cigar)
If you feel inspired to follow in Churchill’s
footsteps, here are a few practical tips
based on his own methods:

Start with a simple subject:1.
Choose a scene that appeals to
you—a garden, a lake, a corner of
your backyard. Churchill often
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painted the same views repeatedly
until he captured them to his
satisfaction.
Use large brushes first: Block in2.
the big shapes and main colours.
Resist the urge to focus on tiny
details too quickly.
Work quickly and instinctively:3.
Churchill believed that
overthinking kills creativity. Load
your brush and make bold strokes.
Accept your beginner’s efforts:4.
Your first dozen paintings may not
look impressive. That is okay.
Churchill’s early works were
primitive. He improved by
persisting.
Make it a regular practice:5.
Churchill painted nearly every day
when circumstances allowed. A

little time each day yields more
progress than sporadic marathon
sessions.

Conclusion: The
Unbroken Thread
of Colour
Winston Churchill painting as a pastime
was  far  more  than  a  footnote  in  his
biography; it was an integral part of his
identity  and resilience.  The same man
who  steered  Britain  through  the  Blitz
also found peace in the gentle mixing of
cerulean blue  and cadmium yellow.  In
his  own  words:  “If  it  were  not  for
painting, I could not live; I could not bear
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the strain of things.”
Today, his canvases hang in museums
and  private  collections,  cherished  not
because they rival the Old Masters, but
because they reveal the soul of a giant
who knew the value of stopping to notice

the  light  on  a  goldfish  pond.  His  legacy
reminds  us  that  no  matter  how
overwhelming our responsibilities, we all
need  a  pastime  that  feeds  the  spirit.
Perhaps,  like  Churchill,  you  might
discover that a brush in the hand is the
best tonic for a weary mind.


