
FROM DARKNESS TO LIGHT
PORTRAITS BY HENRY WARD



With the development of the art 

academy in the sixteenth century, 

portraiture was placed high on the 

hierarchy of acceptable subject 

matter. Henry Ward has joined a 

long, age-old line of portrait art and 

artists, having practiced this branch 

of art for more than twenty years.

Ward moved to New York City in 

the early 2000s where he networked 

with like-minded artists and exhibited 

with Tatistcheff Gallery on Fifth Avenue. 

He continued to exhibit in Bermuda 

and participated in the 1996, 1998 

and 2000 Bermuda Biennials; his 

artwork Bermuda Man (1999) was 

acquired for the Bermuda National 

Gallery’s permanent collection.

Ward’s group portrait, The Nephrec-

tomy of Professor Nadey Hakim and 

the World Presidents of the Interna-

tional College of Surgeons in Chicago 

(after Rembrandt), was exhibited in 

the 2010 BP Portrait Award exhibition 

at the National Portrait Gallery in 

London. In 2012, Sandy Nairne, director 

of the National Portrait Gallery, 

included this painting, which was the 

largest painting ever to be exhibited 

in the 30-year history of the award, 

in his book 500 Portraits: 25 Years of 

the BP Portrait Award.

A long-standing member of the 

British Red Cross, in 2016 Ward 

was chosen to paint a portrait of 

Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 

to commemorate 60 years of her 

patronage. The painting, which took 

eleven months to complete, was 

unveiled at Windsor Castle and now 

hangs in the Savoy hotel in London. 

Ward describes the portraits in this 

exhibition as “the culmination of over 

thirty years’ painting practice whereby 

my philosophy has developed into a 

cohesive narrative.” While he employs 

traditional techniques in his practice, 

stylistically, he seeks to blend the 

old with the new.

Ward sees this approach to portrai-

ture as moving beyond a mere portrait, 

in the direction of abstraction; that 

the work is philosophically grounded 

with the interplay of light and dark as 

spiritual metaphors, and the portrait 

a springboard into a wider level of 

inquiry into the nature of being. 

Of this exhibition, Ward says, 

“By presenting these pieces together 

in a series, I aim to create an equality 

of subject that depicts us all.”

The twelve portraits in From Darkness 

to Light are inexorably linked to the 

show’s centerpiece, The Dance (after 

Matisse). Inspired by Matisse, the 

painting, which took over four years 

to complete, portrays five circulating 

dancers; however, to Ward, it is more 

than just a dance, the painting is 

“an existential expression of humanity 

within the darkness of the universe.
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Ward’s method and philosophy of 

painting are based on those of the 

Old Masters “in whose works light 

represented the presence of the Divine 

— darkness, our universal origins.” 

In his studio-based practice, he 

employs traditional materials in his 

selection of oil paint and Belgian linen.

He acknowledges the influence of 

such illustrious artists as Caravaggio 

and Rembrandt, and the impact of 

their use of chiaroscuro. This use of 

strong contrasts between light and 

shadow is especially evident with 

his most recent work, the paintings 

for From Darkness to Light, which 

capture key figures in Bermuda’s 

diverse communities. 

Ward uses chiaroscuro as “a means 

of obscuring the immediate identity 

of the sitter in favour of creating a 

human archetype.” On his approach 

to the portraiture in this series, Ward 

explains, “Technically speaking, all 

my works start with a sketch. This 

is developed into the ‘imprimatura’ 

underpainting before being refined 

[…] into the fully rendered subject.”

From a very early age, it was a 

foregone conclusion that Ward 

would become an artist. As a child, 

he was artistically precocious, a 

tendency which was encouraged by 

his mother, who took him frequently 

to art museums and exhibitions. 

As a teenager, he continued this 

trajectory, attending Harrow School 

in London and winning all the art 

prizes in the five years he was there.

He continued his education with a 

foundation course at the Chelsea 

College of Art, before furthering his 

studies at Goldsmiths, University of 

London, where he gained a bachelor’s 

degree in art and art history. He 

went on to complete a master’s at 

the Winchester College of Art in 

contemporary art theory.

Ward’s relationship with the island 

began when his father was appointed 

a puisne judge in the Supreme 

Court of Bermuda. While still an art 

student, Ward began exhibiting his 

paintings at commercial galleries in 

Bermuda, marking his introduction 

into the professional world as an 

exhibiting artist.

The portrait is one of the most highly regarded of all art 
genres. Its history dates back at least 5,000 years to 
ancient Egypt, and Roman portrait sculpture is a notable 
contribution to the history of western art.

above: The Artist

“Darkness increases perceptually when placed against light. As such, the 
working up of the intersection gives greater focus to the intensity of the 
artist’s gaze, whilst obscuring his immediate identity.”  — HENRY WARD



Ship’s Pilot
2021

Oil on Belgian linen

60 x 48 in

Humanitarian 
2014

Oil on Belgian linen

28 x 19 in

Priest
2021

Oil on Belgian linen

28 x 19 in

Artist
2014

Oil on Belgian linen

28 x 19 in

The Dance (after Matisse)
2021

Oil on Belgian linen

72 x 96 in

Henry Ward in his studio
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above: The Dance (after Matisse)

“To create depth, each figure has been pushed away, or pulled towards, 
the picture plane by careful manipulation of scale. The two flanking 
figures at right and left most clearly show the difference in scale as one 
figure leans away while the other leans towards the picture plane. 

The supplementary figures at the rear link together, whilst being interrupted 
by the figure in ‘repoussoir’ at the front. The use of ‘repoussoir’, used most 
famously by Rembrandt in The Night Watch, is a device that reverses the law 
of light and dark on the picture plane. Typically, light advances and dark 
recedes but the use of this device allows dark to advance before light.” 
— HENRY WARD
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