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Obituary
John Julius
Norwich

IN MEMORIAM
PAUL CORNWALL-JONES, the British
fine art publisher, died on 16 April, aged
81. While studying architecture at Jesus
College, Cambridge, together with
Michael Deakin, a fellow undergraduate,
he founded Editions Alecto in 1960,
publishing topographical prints. On
moving to London in 1962, aged 26,
he shifted his focus to a generation of
emerging British artists, publishing some
of the first prints of David Hockney,
Patrick Caulfield, Richard Hamilton,
Howard Hodgkin and Eduardo Paolozzi.
In 1968 he founded Petersburg Press,
London and later established premises
in New York. He extended his roster of
artists to include Francesco Clemente,
Jim Dine, Marcel Duchamp, Jasper Johns,
Roy Lichtenstein, Claes Oldenburg,
James Rosenquist, Dieter Roth and
Frank Stella, publishing prints and
livres d’artiste, organising exhibitions
and promoting the artists well beyond
the confines of Europe and the US.

J

ohn Julius Norwich, writer,
broadcaster, and performer, died
unexpectedly of heart failure in
London on 1 June, aged 88. In
April he launched what he said,
presciently, would be his last
book (preceded by 24 others), a
popular history of France.
Norwich believed that the life of the mind
should not be ponderous or dull but gently
ironical and alert to the absurdities of existence.
He made no claim to be a scholar, but he said he
wrote his histories for “l’homme moyen sensuel”.
He succeeded in this better perhaps than anyone
in the 20th century except Winston Churchill.
His History of Venice has been published in 53
editions in three languages; his Short History
of Byzantium, in 34 editions, also in three
languages, and his two volumes on the Normans
in Sicily, in five and 25 editions respectively.
His historiography is in keeping with the
manner in which he lived his life, which was
as a light-hearted stoic. It was unimaginable for
him to dwell on the tragic or depressing, or to
speak ill of another person, and he was kind and
courteous in all circumstances. In this he was
an anachronistic survival, a rare embodiment of
the code of conduct of the society in which he
was raised.

DISTINGUISHED BEGINNINGS
He was born in 1929 to the politician Duff Cooper
and the legendarily beautiful daughter of the
Duke of Rutland, Lady Diana Cooper. Both were
very well read, and she became an actress when
she was spotted by the famous Austrian director,
Max Reinhardt, who cast her as the Madonna in
an enormous and very successful pageant called
The Miracle. Both parents wanted John Julius,
their only child, to be immersed in literature and
to able to recite reams of it by heart.
Although Eton and Oxford gave him his
conventional education, his accomplishments
were learnt from his milieu. Duff Cooper became
the first British ambassador to France after the
war, and in the exquisite Empire residence on
the Faubourg Saint-Honoré, Norwich met the
gratin of Paris, from Jean Cocteau to General de
Gaulle, and learnt French songs from his father’s
mistress, the poet Louise de Vilmorin, who lived
in the embassy for months on end—best friends
also with Lady Diana. To these accomplishments
he added bar room songs, accompanying himself
on the piano, which he learnt while serving
below decks in the navy on National Service.
He would perform these at the drop of a hat,
especially if his old friend, the travel writer
Paddy Leigh-Fermor was there to join in. Two
years running, in 2006 and 2007, he enjoyed
full houses in theatres where he read aloud and
played the piano.

AIMING TO PLEASE, AND TO WRITE
His autobiography, which skates over whatever
shadows in his life there must have been,
nonetheless has a revealing title: Trying to
Please. The relationship with his parents had
shaped him, and performing was his way of
pleasing, whether it was the 500 or so lectures
he gave over half a century, or appearing
on radio and TV. He wrote and presented
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30 documentary films for the BBC, made a
five-part series on the history of music in
Venice, and three programmes to complement
the very successful 1985 Treasure Houses of
Britain exhibition at the National Gallery of
Art, Washington. He was a regular voice on
BBC radio in quizzes that nowadays would
be considered impossibly difficult, and when
Classic FM was launched in 1992, he presented
the evening concert for three years until they
opted for someone less “posh-sounding”.
He was obliged to sing for his supper to
supplement the earnings from his writing
because his fortune was not commensurate with
his background. After 12 years in the Foreign
Office, during which he served in Beirut (where
he nearly had an ear shot off) and Belgrade, in
1964 he decided to take the plunge and become a
writer: “I had a cushion to last just two years,” he
said. Fortunately, his first book, on the Normans
in Sicily, in two volumes, was a great success.

INTERNATIONAL CHARITABLE WORKS
Despite having to work hard to keep the show
on the road, he was unconditionally generous
in the time he gave to charities devoted to the
protection of heritage. He was chairman of
the Venice in Peril Fund from 1970 to 1999 and
only resigned completely from the charity in
2012, when he realised that the city’s political
problems far outstripped any efforts the fund
could make to help it. By the end, he said he
could not bear to visit and witness the rapacious
exploitation going on there.
He was honorary chairman of the World
Monuments Fund, a vice-president of the
National Association of Decorative and Fine
Arts Societies, and he gave his wholehearted
support to the International Trust for Croatian
Monuments, formed on the outbreak of war in
Croatia in 1991. He served for many years on
the executive committee of the National Trust,
and on the board of English National Opera. He

His historiography is in keeping with
the manner in which he lived his life,
which was as a light-hearted stoic

was also a patron of SHARE Community, which
provides vocational training to disabled people.
Shortly before he died he joined the advisory
committee of FAI UK Italian Heritage Trust.

THE CRACKERS COMMONPLACE BOOK
Every year, at Christmas, Norwich published his
Crackers, a selection of thoughts, quotations
and absurdities that had caught his attention
over the year that he sent to his friends. Many
of them are very funny and they all show
how much he loved words. Here is one from
2015: “The building of the Channel Tunnel
necessitated no fewer than a dozen immense
drills, six on each side. The English machines
were numbered from one to six; the French, on
the other hand, were named: Brigitte, Europa,
Catherine, Virginie, Pascoline and Sévérine”.
The end of life comes up more frequently in
the recent Crackers, with three on this theme
in his very last. One is another tribute to his
beloved France, a description of Victor Hugo’s
funeral (by the biographer Sue Prideaux) as it
arrived at the Arc de Triomphe through a sea of
mourners, “saluted by a guard of young poets,
and down the Champs-Elysées by the whores
of Paris, who had decided to honour the dead
man by offering their services free in the broad
margins of that great thoroughfare”. Another
sunset quotation is a serene phantasy: “Wilfred
Blunt’s idea of heaven was to be laid to sleep
in a garden with running water for 100,000
years, then to be woken by a bird singing and to
call out to the person one loved best, ‘Are you
there?’, ‘Yes, are you?’, then turn around and go
to sleep for another 100,000 years.”
In 1992, Norwich was awarded the CVO
for his role in the creation of the Sovereign
exhibition at the Victoria & Albert Museum, and
in 2003 he was made a Commendatore of the
Stella della Solidarietà Italiana for his writings
and work in support of Venice.
He married twice: first, Anne Clifford,
with whom he had a son, Jason, an architect,
and Artemis, a writer; he then married Mollie
Philipps. He also had a daughter, Allegra, a
writer, with the ballet dancer Enrica Soma, wife
of the film director John Huston. All survive him.
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STUART DEVLIN, the goldsmith and
jeweller to the Queen and Elizabeth
Taylor, among others, died on 12 April,
aged 86. Born in Geelong, Western
Australia, Devlin won a scholarship in
1958 to the Royal College of Art, London,
and then a Harkness Fellowship to
Columbia University, New York. After a
stint as inspector of art schools in the
state of Victoria, he won the competition
to design Australia’s first decimal coins,
which made his fortune. He moved
to London, where he made his mark
with a romantic style, in contrast to
the prevailing Bauhaus aesthetic. He
received the royal warrant in 1982.
Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton
ordered a cocktail shaker that was
returned a year later for repairs following
“a domestic incident”. When the silver
market collapsed in 1982 his business
failed, but he recouped his fortune
making fashionable the brown diamonds
from the Argyle mine in Australia.
VERA EVISON, the British archaeologist
died on 19 March, aged 100. Born in
Lewisham, Evison supported herself by
working as a secretary while she studied
at the London University Institute
of Archaeology. In 1957 she studied
under the Swedish archaeologist, Nils
Aberg at Stockholm University where
her interest in the Great Migrations
(formerly known as the Barbarian
Invasions) began. She went on to work
at the British Museum helping to sort
the finds from the Sutton Hoo burial
mounds. She was appointed a part-time
lecturer at Birkbeck College, London,
becoming professor in 1979 and retiring
in 1983. She oversaw (1951-53) the
excavation of the Buckland Anglo-Saxon
cemetery near Dover that established
the connection of the Anglo-Saxons to
the Franks, which she published in The
Invasions South of the Thames (1965).
ZHAO KANGMIN, the archaeologist
who discovered the Chinese terracotta
army died on 16 May, aged 81. Zhao
worked for 40 years as an archaeologist
and curator of the Lintong District
Museum in Xi’an. In 1974 he was
alerted to some pottery unearthed by
farmers digging a well. He immediately
recognised the fragments as dating to
the Qin dynasty (221-206BC). He began
piecing them together and, after two
months, he had reconstructed four
life-size warriors and a horse. Being
vulnerable to reprisals by the Red
Guards, he did not publish his discovery,
but it soon came to the attention of the
authorities. Ironically, the government
despatched a team of archaeologists
who carefully unearthed thousands of
the figures in 600 sites associated with
the mausoleum of the Emperor Qin
Shi Huang (220-210BC). In 1990 Zhao
was recognised by the State Council
for his contribution to the field.
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A historian and Venice-lover,
he wrote 25 books and gave
500 lectures, broadcast on
radio and TV, and delighted
friends and readers

