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INTRODUCTION: THE TIMELESS
APPEAL OF PAINTING AS A
PASTIME WINSTON CHURCHILL

When the name Winston Churchill  is
mentioned,  most  minds  immediately
turn to his indomitable leadership during
World War II, his stirring speeches, and
his role as Britain’s iconic prime minister.
Few, however, realize that beneath the

statesman’s  gruff  exterior  lay  a
passionate,  disciplined  artist.  For
Churchill,  painting as a pastime  was
not merely a hobby—it was a lifeline. He
turned  to  the  canvas  to  combat  his
famous  “Black  Dog”  of  depression,  to
find  respite  from the  crushing  weight  of
political responsibility, and to discover a
new mode  of  expression.  His  love  for
paint ing  profoundly  shaped  his
worldview,  offering  a  creative
counterbalance  to  his  public  life.  This
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article  explores  Churchill’s  artistic
journey, the techniques he adopted, the
impact  on  his  leadership,  and  the
enduring  legacy  of  his  devotion  to
painting.

WHY CHURCHILL TURNED TO
PAINTING

Churchill’s entry into the world of art was
almost accidental. In 1915, after a series
of  political  setbacks—most  notably  the
disastrous Gallipoli Campaign—he found
himself  sidelined,  depressed,  and
restless. It  was during this dark period
that  his  sister-in-law,  Lady Gwendoline
Bertie,  suggested  he  try  painting.  She
set up a small easel and handed him a
brush.  The  act  of  applying  color  to
canvas,  as  Churchil l  later  wrote,
“liberated his mind” from the anxieties

of the day. He quickly saw that painting
offered a form of mental escape and a
disciplined  focus  that  other  leisure
activities  could  not  provide.

The Therapeutic
Value of Art
Churchill  himself  wrote  extensively
about  the  psychological  benefits  of
painting.  In  his  essay  “Painting  as  a
Pastime,”  he  described  how the  artist
must “surrender” to the canvas, allowing
the  mind  to  absorb  the  visual  world
rather  than  brood  over  problems.  He
believed that painting helped him “drain
the  brain  of  its  tensions.”  Modern
psychologists would recognize this as a
form  of  mindfulness  or  flow  state—a
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complete  immersion  in  the  present
moment.  For  Churchill,  the  brush
became a tool  for  mental resilience,
helping him regulate stress and maintain
clarity during the most tumultuous years
of the 20th century.

A Refuge from
Politics
Churchill  often  joked  that  he  would
rather  be  painting  than  attending
cabinet  meetings.  While  he  remained
fiercely  dedicated  to  his  political  duties,
painting  provided  a  private  sanctuary.
Whenever the pressures of state became
overwhelming,  he would  retreat  to  his
studio, don his artist’s smock, and lose
himself  among tubes of  oil  paint  and

turpentine. This deliberate separation of
work and creative play allowed him to
return to public life with renewed vigour
and perspective. In many ways, painting
as a pastime was an essential  part  of
Churchill’s  emotional  and  professional
toolkit.

CHURCHILL’S ARTISTIC STYLE
AND TECHNIQUES

Churchill was largely self-taught, but he
was  deeply  influenced  by  the
Impressionist movement. He admired
artists  such  as  Monet,  Matisse,  and
Sisley,  and  his  own  works  reflect  a  love
for vibrant colour, loose brushwork, and
the play of natural light. He did not aim
for photorealism; instead, he sought to
capture the essence and atmosphere of
a scene.
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Preferred
Subjects:
Landscapes and
Gardens
The vast majority of Churchill’s paintings
are landscapes, seascapes, and garden
scenes. His most beloved subjects were
the  gardens  of  Chartwell,  his  country
home  in  Kent,  and  the  sun-drenched
scenes of the French Riviera, particularly
around Cannes and Saint-Paul-de-Vence.
He painted the same views repeatedly,
chasing a  particular  quality  of  light  or
mood. His colour palette tended toward

bright,  saturated  hues—rich  blues,
golden yellows, warm oranges, and lush
greens.

His Painting
Process
Churchill  was  known  to  paint  quickly,
often  finishing  a  piece  in  a  single
afternoon. He worked outdoors (en plein
air)  whenever  possible,  setting  up  his
easel  with  a  dapper  hat  and  cigar  in
hand.  He  used  a  limited  selection  of
brushes and mixed his own colours on a
large palette. He was impatient with fine
detail; instead, he applied paint in thick,
energet ic  strokes.  Cr i t ics  have
sometimes  called  his  work  “amateur,”
but  many professional  artists  note the
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strong compositional sense and courage
in his colour choices.

Inspiration from
His Mentors
Churchill  briefly  took  lessons  from
several professional painters, notably Sir
John  Lavery  (who  painted  his  famous
portrait of the young Churchill) and Sir
William  Orpen,  a  leading  British  war
artist.  He also sought advice from the
great portraitist Oswald Birley. However,
Churchill  remained  fiercely  independent
in his approach, preferring to learn by
doing rather  than by strict  instruction.
He  was  an  autodidact  in  the  truest
sense,  constantly  experimenting  with
impasto  techn iques  and  tona l

harmonies.

PAINTING’S INFLUENCE ON
CHURCHILL’S LEADERSHIP

It would be a mistake to see Churchill’s
painting as a mere distraction from his
duties.  On the contrary,  the habits  he
cultivated in his studio directly enhanced
his  skills  as  a  statesman and wartime
leader.

Decision-Making
and Risk-Taking
Painting  taught  Churchill  the  value  of
bold decisions. “When you have a blank
canvas,” he once said, “you must strike
without hesitation.” He applied this same
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philosophy  to  political  and  military
strategy.  He  was  never  afraid  to  take
risks—such as the airlift during the Berlin
Blockade or the alliance with the Soviet
Union—because he had trained his mind
to commit to a course of action and not
second-guess.  The  canvas  was  a  low-
stakes  training  ground  for  high-stakes
judgment.

Patience and
Observation
Churchill  was  famously  impatient,  yet
painting demanded careful  observation
of nature—the shifting clouds, the colour
of shadows, the angle of the sun. This
discipline taught him to slow down his
analytical  processes,  to  see  situations

from different angles. During the war, he
often  used  this  sk i l l  to  read  the
intentions of enemy leaders or to assess
battlefield reports with nuance.

Resilience and
Emotional
Regulation
The  “Black  Dog”  of  depression  was  a
constant  companion  for  Churchill
throughout his life. Painting served as an
effective buffer against despair. When he
felt  his  mood  darkening,  he  could
immerse himself in the tactile pleasure
of colour and brushstroke. This ability to
self-soothe  and  regulate  his  emotions
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was  crucial  during  the  dark  days  of
1940–41, when Britain stood alone. His
creative outlet helped him maintain the
almost  superhuman  optimism  that
inspired  the  nation.

THE LEGACY OF CHURCHILL THE
PAINTER

Today,  Winston  Churchill  is  not  only
remembered as a politician but also as a
prolific  painter.  He  produced  over  500
works, many of which are held in private
collections  and  museums  around  the
world.  A number of  his paintings have
sold  for  hundreds  of  thousands  of
pounds at auction, a testament to their
enduring appeal.

Exhibitions and
Recognition
In 1959, the Royal Academy of Arts in
London  accepted  Churchil l  as  an
honorary member—a rare honour for an
amateur. His works have been exhibited
at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the
Tate  Britain,  and  the  National  Portrait
Gallery. In 2014, a major exhibition titled
“Churchill: The Power of Painting” toured
the  United  States,  introducing  a  new
generation to his artistic legacy.

Encouraging
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Others to Take
Up Painting
Churchill’s essay “Painting as a Pastime”
has inspired countless readers to pick up
a brush.  He argued that anyone could
learn  to  paint,  regardless  of  talent,
because  the  greatest  reward  was  the
activity  itself—the  joy  of  seeing  and
creating. His message remains relevant
in our modern era of digital overload: a
simple,  hands-on  creative  hobby  can
restore balance to one’s life.

WHY “PAINTING AS A PASTIME”
REMAINS A VITAL READ

Painting  as  a  Pastime  was  originally
published as a short essay in the 1920s

and later  expanded into a book.  In  it,
Churchill  describes  the  act  of  painting
with the same rhetorical flourish he used
in  his  speeches.  He  writes  about  the
“thrill  of  the  blank  canvas,”  the  “fierce
concentration”  required,  and  the
“liberation”  that  comes  from  crafting
something  beaut i fu l  out  of  raw
materials. The essay is a masterclass in
the philosophy of  leisure—arguing that
hobbies  shou ld  be  pass ionate ,
demanding, and entirely separate from
one’s professional life.

Key Takeaways
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from the Essay
Start without fear: Churchill
advises beginners to simply try, for
“the quality of the result is of little
importance compared to the act of
doing.”
Focus on the process: He
emphasizes that the purpose of a
pastime is not to produce
masterpieces, but to relax and
recharge the mind.
Embrace imperfection: Churchill
acknowledges that many of his
own paintings are “failures,” but
he treasures the learning that
comes from each attempt.

Modern
Relevance
In  an  age  of  constant  notifications  and
digital  distract ions,  Churchi l l ’s
philosophy  of  engaging  fully  with  a
single physical activity is more valuable
than  ever.  Painting,  or  any  analogue
creative  practice,  forces  us  to  be
present, to observe the world with fresh
eyes, and to let go of perfectionism. The
essay is  a gentle but firm reminder that
creativity  is  not  the  exclusive
domain  of  professionals—it  is  a
birthright  available  to  everyone.

HOW TO START PAINTING:
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LESSONS FROM CHURCHILL’S
METHOD

If you feel inspired to follow in Churchill’s
footsteps, you do not need an art degree
or expensive materials. Here is a simple
guide based on his approach:

Choose a simple subject:1.
Churchill began with landscapes
and still lifes. Pick a scene that
moves you—a garden, a bowl of
fruit, or a view from a window.
Use bold colours: Do not shy2.
away from saturated hues.
Churchill mixed paint directly on
the canvas, layering colours for
vibrancy.
Work quickly: Limit yourself to a3.
single session. Capture the light
and mood without overthinking.

Embrace mistakes: Churchill4.
often scraped off paint and started
again. He saw errors as part of the
process, not failures.
Find a dedicated space: Set up5.
a small easel in a corner of a room,
or work outdoors. Consistency
matters more than location.

CHURCHILL’S PAINTINGS AS AN
INVESTMENT AND CULTURAL
TREASURE

Not only are Churchill’s works historical
artifacts,  but  they also  command high
prices  on  the  art  market.  In  2021,  a
painting  titled  “The  Goldfish  Pool  at
Chartwell”  sold  for  over  £1  million.
Collectors are drawn to the story behind
each  work—the  moments  of  respite
during  a  world  war,  the  personal
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expression of a giant of history. Public
institutions  continue  to  acquire  his
pieces,  ensuring  his  artistic  legacy
endures  beyond  politics.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
WISDOM OF CHURCHILL’S HOBBY

Painting  as  a  pastime  Winston
Churchill  is  more  than  a  historical
curiosity; it is a testament to the human
need for  creative  expression.  Churchill
discovered that the simple act of mixing
pigments  and  stroking  a  brush  across
canvas could restore his spirit, sharpen

his  mind,  and  prov ide  a  joyous
counterpo int  to  the  burdens  of
leadership. His example encourages us
all to find our own canvas—whether it be
painting,  writing,  gardening,  or  playing
music.  In  a  world  that  often  demands
relentless productivity, Churchill’s legacy
reminds us that a true pastime, pursued
with passion, is not a waste of time. It is
an essential  ingredient for  a balanced,
resilient,  and fulfilling life.  So,  next  time
you feel the weight of the world on your
shoulders, take a cue from Sir Winston:
pick up a brush,  stand before a blank
surface, and let the colour flow.


