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JEAN BACON
T . B

Jean Bacon i1s Emeritus Professor of
Distributed Systems in the Computer
Laboratory, University of Cambridge.
She was the first woman to be
appointed as a Lecturer there in 1985.

She is an Emeritus Fellow of Jesus

College Cambridge and a Director of

Studies in Computer Science.

From earliest childhood "doing sums"was a prevalent theme but so
were wildlife and flowers in the Yorkshire countryside and always,
drawing and painting. At school, being good at mathematics, she
had to follow an academic stream with no art option. She caught
up on the art courses in her spare time. She went on to read
mathematics at Royal Holloway, University of London and painted

while there, in the extensive grounds.

Throughout her professional career she always made time to paint.
On coming to Cambridge she found the Art Centre in King's
where she has worked with Hermione Holmes, Rose Rands and

Nigel Meager, having exhibitions there from time to time.

Jean is a keen plantswoman, both as a gardener and a naturalist.
Her first exhibitions in King's had plants as their main theme. Her
husband Ken Moody, a Computer Scientist and Life Fellow of
King's, has supported Jean through taking photographs of some of

the paintings and creating websites of the exhibitions.

In 2003 they bought a house in Blythburgh, Suffolk and the
reedbeds in the area were the basis of her next painting project.
Ken photographed the reedbeds in all seasons: bleached pale
through the winter, bright green shoots in spring, purple heads in
summer and white seedheads with foliage turning gold in autumn.
This led to an exhibition in Blythburgh Church in 2007 followed
by an extended exhibition in the Art Centre in King's in 2008. This
included details of the church interior and exterior, painted during
the 2007 exhibition.

Like most artists who start from drawing and representation
she developed a thread of abstraction. This can be seen in the
"stripes"based on the colours and forms of Suffolk estuaries and
reedbeds. Still life paintings were followed by abstract versions, for
example, celebrating the intense colours of a Moorcroft plate with

tangerines.

An Art Centre workshop in 2015, led by Nigel Meager, was to draw
detail of some King's architecture. This led to a project to paint
the stone angels on the south side of the chapel with the wonderful
windows, arches and trellises as backdrop. The Art Centre was

filled with her pictures of the angels during Advent 2015.

Jean was invited to submit a painting to the 2016 Xu Zhimo Art
and Poetry Festival. While there, she was invited to decorate the
signature scrolls for the event. The choice of decoration was not
difficult, since she had already sketched and photographed, during
an Art Centre workshop, the old willow tree by King's bridge,
and close to the stele celebrating Xu Zhimo's famous poem "On
Leaving Cambridge". In the year between the 2016 and 2017
festivals, the old willow tree has been the subject of Jean's most

recent project.
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Learn more about Jean Bacon :

www.cl.cam.ac.uk/~jmb25
www.cl.cam.ac.uk/~km10/JMB-Exhibition-2005
www.cl.cam.ac.uk/~km10/JMB-Exhibition-2008/
www.cl.cam.ac.uk/~km10/JMB-Exhibition-2015/JMB- Angel-Expo/
www.cl.cam.ac.uk/~jmb25/XuZhimo/
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CRP=Cam Rivers Publishing
Bacon = Jean Bacon

CRP: Could you define your style in a few words? And how did you come
into this kind of style?

Bacon: | enjoy using a range of media and experimenting with a variety of
styles and subjects.

For recent projects | have worked in watercolour, pastel and pencil. This
is partly for pragmatic reasons, since it's easier to work quite small at any
time and at home, using these media. It's good to use oils and acrylics
occasionally - | painted a large six-piece abstract in acrylics for my son's new
home.

The subjects I've chosen for sustained projects have mostly come from
nature, such as flowers, reed-beds and trees. Abstracts often arise after
becoming familiar with these subjects, such as estuaries, sea and sky.
Architecture is a recent interest which I'd like to pursue further.

| sometimes paint as simply as possible, using wet-on-wet watercolour. |
also enjoy tackling complex, detailed subjects, such as reed-beds through
the seasons. My husband photographed the reed-beds through a whole
year and | tried to capture them: bleached and in the low light of winter,
bright green shoots in spring, with purple heads in summer and with grey
seedheads in autumn. The effects of light on the reed-beds led to abstract
stripe pictures. | use subtle colours for natural subjects but enjoy using
vibrant colours for abstracts.

CRP: Since you are a computer scientist as well, do your find your art pieces
somehow influenced by that side of you?

93

Bacon: Computers are really useful for scanning, showing images and
creating artefacts such as greetings cards. | have hardly ever used a
computer in the creation process. An example | can think of is an initial
black and white drawing of a tree in winter. | wanted to try painting it in
different colours so printed off some copies of the drawing to work from.|
have recently joined a life drawing group. Here, a computer would be useful
to help with getting the proportions of the figure right. One could take
a photograph and superimpose a grid. | haven't tried this, but it would
allow one to concentrate on the marks for creating the drawing rather than
measuring by eye using a pencil or one's thumb.

CRP: | noticed that your husband played a quite supportive role in your
creation process. He took photos of your works, and designed a website for
you. So, would he sometimes give comments on your works?

Bacon: Yes, Ken has done all that, as well as helping to make exhibitions
happen. He hardly ever volunteers comments on the work. If pressed, he
might agree that something isn't working, or that something is.

CRP: As an artist, do you think art has influenced your attitude towards life?

Bacon: Close observation is an integral part of my life. Ken and | are keen
naturalists and spend a lot of our time at our house in Suffolk, walking the
heaths, woods, shores and reed-beds.

Wherever | have worked | have sought out a studio or class to attend and
have greatly appreciated being a small part of the community of artists. This
certainly broadens and enriches one's life experience.

CRP: Cambridge is a beautiful, historical city. | suppose you've spent a
very good time there. Do you have a work or several works depicting the
Cambridge life?
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Bacon: | don't work on depicting people's activities. Cambridge has many
inspiring aspects. In Spring, the May blossom and cow parsley around Fen
Causeway are a joy. | photograph this most years and have done some
paintings. | think my next project will be to work more on Cambridge
architecture. Old buildings such as King's College Chapel are a constant
inspiration. One wonders at the immense skill and effort involved in creating
the intricacy of the stonework.

CRP: While painting, what kind of materials and tools do you often apply to
your works?

Bacon: For (artists) watercolours, my favourite paper is 140lb hot pressed
(smooth surfaced) gummed pads (that don't need stretching). This is
especially good for wet-on-wet. | use Unison and conte pastels, with soft
pencils for fine lines, and find that rubbing with my fingers achieves good
effects.

CRP: How do you find those subjects and themes for painting? Where does
most of your inspiration come from?

Bacon: From nature, such as flowers, reed-beds and trees, and more
recently from architectural decoration. Some subjects are exhausted after a
few pieces of work. Others can occupy one for months or years. These are
usually complex subjects, capable of different treatments. | tend to start
from a very detailed representation then strive for greater simplicity when |
know the subject well.

CRP: In some of the works, the King's willow tree is undoubtedly the subject.
Why do you choose a tree as a subject? And, is that because you find it
rather attractive?

Bacon: | first drew the willow tree during a studio session in the King's Art
Centre when we went outside to draw. The attraction was the extremely
old, large, textured branches and bark. The tree became a project because
of the challenge of its complexity. | photographed, drew and painted
it through the different seasons. The next challenge was to put it in the
context of King's bridge, Clare bridge and the buildings across the King's
back lawn - the Chapel and the Gibbs building.
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