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When	  John	  Lennon	  met	  Stuart	  Sutcliffe	  at	  The	  Liverpool	  College	  of	  Art	  in	  1958,	  he	  was	  a	  poor	  student,	  
frustrated	  by	  his	  lack	  of	  talent.	  For	  his	  part,	  Sutcliffe	  was	  the	  star	  of	  the	  school,	  possessing	  an	  effortless	  
combination	  of	   raw	  artistic	   potential,	   exceptional	   good	   looks	   and	   style,	   and	  a	  penchant	   for	   fastidious	  
detail	  to	  his	  studies.	  Liverpool	  had	  just	  begun	  to	  shake	  off	  its	  postwar	  malaise,	  and	  a	  young	  subculture	  of	  
bohemians	  interested	  in	  music	  and	  art	  was	  in	  its	  nascent	  stages.	  	  

	  
As	  Sutcliffe	  and	  Lennon	  became	  closer	  friends	  and	  artistic	  allies,	  it	  became	  apparent	  that	  Lennon’s	  true	  
love	  was	  music,	  not	  art.	  Sutcliffe	  helped	  Lennon	  to	  pass	  his	  lettering	  class,	  and	  in	  their	  spare	  time	  they	  
listened	  to	  Elvis	  and	  plotted	  starting	  a	  new	  band	  together.	  	  
	  
While	   Stuart	   Sutcliffe’s	   participation	   in	   the	   forming	  of	   The	  Beatles	   has	  been	  extensively	   documented,	  
the	  breadth	  of	  his	  influence	  on	  Lennon	  is	  less	  well	  understood.	  Sutcliffe	  was	  not	  only	  the	  band’s	  original	  
bassist,	  he	  was	  also	  the	  mastermind	  of	  their	  look	  and	  creative	  aesthetic.	  	  
	  

	  	  	   	  



Under	   Sutcliffe’s	   artistic	   directorship,	   The	   Beatles	   began	   to	   forge	   a	   style	   that	   blended	   perfectly	   with	  
changing	   times.	  While	   Yoko	  Ono	   is	   often	   credited	  with	   being	   John	   Lennon’s	  muse,	   it	  was	   a	   role	   that	  
started	  with	  Sutcliffe.	  
	  
When	  The	  Beatles	  moved	  to	  Hamburg	   in	  search	  of	  greater	  stage	  time,	  Sutcliffe	  abandoned	  them	  after	  
several	   long	  musical	  stints	   to	  shift	   the	   focus	  back	  to	  his	   first	   love	  —	  art.	  While	   the	  band	  played	  seedy	  
bars	   in	   the	  Reeperbahn,	  Sutcliffe	  spent	   long	  days	  honing	  his	   talents	  under	  the	  watchful	  supervision	  of	  
Eduardo	   Paolozzi	   at	   the	   Hamburg	   College	   of	   Art	   and	   long	   nights	   with	   his	   beautiful	   fiancée,	   the	  
photographer	  Astrid	  Kirchherr.	  	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  
	  
It	  was	  during	  this	  period	  in	  Hamburg	  that	  Stuart	  Sutcliffe	  began	  to	  create	  work	  of	  singular	  virtuosity	  and	  
genius.	  His	  tragic	  death	  at	  age	  21,	  which	  has	  also	  been	  extensively	  documented,	  has	  long	  been	  a	  source	  
of	  existential	  angst	  for	  Beatles	  fans	  and	  art	  critics	  alike.	  What	  would	  this	  incredible	  talent	  have	  produced	  
had	   he	   lived?	   Would	   he	   have	   rejoined	   the	   band	   as	   they	   rose	   quickly	   to	   fame?	   And	   what	   of	   his	  
burgeoning	  art	  career?	  Would	  we	  be	  talking	  about	  Sutcliffe	  in	  the	  same	  breath	  as	  other	  great	  artists	  of	  
his	  time?	  	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  
	  
To	  date,	   the	   emphasis	   of	   scholars,	   critics,	   and	   fans,	   has	   been	   to	   ask	  unanswerable	  questions	   about	   a	  
towering	   talent	   struck	  down	  at	  a	   young	  age.	   Sutcliffe’s	   intimate	   relationship	  with	   the	   founding	  of	   the	  



most	  important	  cultural	  phenomenon	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century	  has	  confused,	  rather	  than	  enlightened,	  
this	   dialogue.	   Instead,	   it	   is	  more	  useful	   to	   focus	   not	   on	  what	  might	   have	  been,	   but	   on	  what	  was	   left	  
behind,	  because	  at	  the	  time	  of	  his	  death,	  Stuart	  Sutcliffe	  had	  already	  created	  an	  evolved	  body	  of	  work	  
comparable	  to	  the	  masterpieces	  of	  modern	  art.	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  
	  
So	  the	  question	  that	  needs	  to	  be	  reexamined	  some	  50	  years	  after	  Stuart	  Sutcliffe’s	  death	  is	  not	  “what	  
if?”	  but	   rather	   “what	   is?”	  Fortunately,	   for	   this,	  we	  have	  an	  answer	   in	   the	   form	  of	  an	  archive	   that	  has	  
been	   scrupulously	   maintained	   by	   Stuart’s	   sister,	   Pauline	   Sutcliffe,	   and	   is	   now	   being	   offered	   for	   sale	  
exclusively	  by	  Harper’s	  Books.	  
	  
Consisting	   of	   sketchbooks,	   notebooks,	   correspondences,	   essays,	   photographs,	   official	   transcripts,	   and	  
other	  ephemera,	  the	  archive	  contains	  over	  200	  documents,	  dating	  from	  the	  early	  1950s	  through	  1994.	  
Viewed	   in	   conjunction,	   the	   collection	   traces	   the	   trajectory	   of	   Sutcliffe’s	   intellectual	   and	   artistic	  
development,	  while	  unearthing	  the	  fertile	  youth	  cultures	  of	  1950s	  and	  ‘60s	  Liverpool	  and	  Hamburg.	  	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  
	  
The	  archive	  begins	  with	  Sutcliffe’s	  early	  academic	  career,	  featuring	  drawings,	  assignments,	  and	  writings	  
from	  his	  years	  at	  the	  Prescot	  Grammar	  School,	  and	  progressing	  through	  his	  later	  undergraduate	  work	  at	  
The	  Liverpool	  College	  of	  Art	  and	  his	  brief	  yet	  significant	  accomplishments	  at	  Hamburg’s	  Hochschule	  für	  
Bildende	  Künste.	  Filled	  with	  hand-‐written	  class	  notes,	  poems,	  essays,	  and	  drawings,	  the	  notebooks	  and	  



sketchbooks	  illustrate	  his	  intellectual	  prowess,	  thirst	  for	  knowledge,	  and	  passion	  for	  the	  arts	  at	  an	  early	  
age.	   Also	   present	   are	   Sutcliffe’s	   student	   portfolios,	   comprised	   of	   numerous	   lettering	   assignments,	  
monotype	  collage	  fragments,	  oil	  pastel	  sketches,	  watercolors,	  and	  lithographs.	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  
	  
While	   the	  majority	   of	   the	   collection	   focuses	   on	   Sutcliffe’s	   artistic	   evolution,	   there	   is	   also	   substantial	  
documentation	  of	  his	  personal	  life,	  including	  his	  friendship	  with	  John	  Lennon,	  his	  relationship	  with	  Astrid	  
Kirchherr,	   and	   his	   early	   involvement	   with	   The	   Beatles.	   Featured	   in	   the	   archive	   are	   33	   original	  
photographs,	   slides,	   and	   negatives	   of	   Sutcliffe,	   Kirchherr,	   and	   The	   Beatles	   taken	   between	   1960	   and	  
1964,	  which	   illuminate	   the	   band’s	   beginnings	   in	   England	   and	  Germany.	   A	   selection	   of	   original	   letters	  
written	  by	  Sutcliffe	   to	  his	  mother,	  and	  from	  Kirchherr	   to	   the	  Sutcliffe	   family,	  before	  and	  after	  Stuart’s	  
death,	  provide	  intimate	  insight	  into	  the	  personal	  life	  of	  the	  artist.	  
	  

	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  
	  
In	  addition	  to	  the	  materials	  created	  during	  his	  lifetime,	  the	  archive	  includes	  brochures,	  invitations,	  and	  
other	  ephemera	   from	  posthumous	  exhibitions	  of	   Sutcliffe’s	  work	  held	   in	   the	  United	  Kingdom	  and	   the	  
United	   States	   between	   1963	   and	   1994.	   Together	   with	   his	   art,	   writings,	   correspondences,	   and	  
photographs,	  this	  series	  of	  academic,	  museum,	  and	  gallery	  documentation	  highlights	  the	  overwhelming	  
continued	  interest	  in	  Sutcliffe’s	  life	  and	  career	  over	  the	  course	  of	  the	  last	  fifty	  years.	  
	  
	  
A	  detailed	  compendium	  of	  the	  archive’s	  holdings	  is	  available	  upon	  request.	  Please	  contact	  Harper	  Levine	  
at	  631.324.1131	  or	  mail@harpersbooks.com	  for	  more	  information.	  Price	  on	  request.	  


