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Henry Moore, Barbara Hepworth and Ben 
Nicholson are three of the most important British 
artists of the mid twentieth century. Friends, 
neighbours and rivals, their lives were intertwined 
by their personal relationships and their shared 
determination to make new and radical forms of 
art.They emerged as dynamic artists fascinated by 
the cutting-edge ideas of European artists such as 
Picasso, Brancusi and Mondrian. In the staid British 
art world of the 1930s, their use of new materials 
and techniques injected a radical dimension into 
painting and sculpture, complimenting that of 
modernist architects and designers. They had to 
cope with the challenges of making art in war time and in the regeneration that followed. 
Their complex relationships make a compelling story. Barbara Hepworth being friend and 
rival to Moore, and lover, wife and rival to Nicholson. Each achieved international stardom in 
the 1950s, drawing younger artists to them as students and assistants. 
 
Part I. Rivals 
Explores the backgrounds of the three artists. Hepworth and Moore grew up in Yorkshire, 
training at the Leeds School of Art, then at the Royal College of Art, London. Nicholson 
came from a highly artistic (although dysfunctional) family, his fractured relationship with his 
father became a catalyst for his own artistic development. In the rapidly changing art world 
of London before the Second World War they began to make their mark as avant-garde 
artists. 
 
Part II. Radicals                                                                                                                      

Wartime saw Sir Kenneth Clark and the War Artists Advisory Committee encourage artists to 

make work that reflected the experiences of war. Henry Moore created powerful images of 

sleepers sheltering from the Blitz in the London Underground, before leaving London after 

his studio was bombed. Nicholson and Hepworth, now with a young family, left London for 

Cornwall. Ben Nicholson began to create new forms of painting that mixed landscape, 

abstraction and still life. 

Part III. Recognition                                                                                                            

After the war, all three artists became sought-after, exhibiting internationally and becoming 

important members of the artistic establishment. Nicholson and Hepworth’s marriage failed, 

but their rivalry continued and the little town of St Ives, in Cornwall, became a magnet for 

young artists. Henry Moore sculptures would appear in public spaces across the world. 

Barbara Hepworth was created a Dame in 1965; Henry Moore and Ben Nicholson would be 

awarded The Order of Merit. This is a remarkable story of artistic achievement, and a very 

personal story of three extraordinary people who made art that changed the way we think 

about painting and sculpture. 


