
Day Out in London June 16 2021 
 

Van Gogh Visual Experience in Kensington Gardens 

Seven Art Appreciation members had a glorious day in London visiting Coal Drops Yard, King’s Cross 
and the Regents Canal before heading to Kensington Gardens to see Van Gogh Alive with a recreation 
of his famous bedroom and projections of his most famous paintings. 
 
Our group leader, Jill Davis, planned a visit to London for the Art Appreciation Group. I had asked if we 

could also call in to the newly developed Coal Drops Yard (which I had missed on a previous trip). The 

group grew as people joined us on the train at Watlington & Downham Market & others met us in 

London. 

My curiosity to see Coal Drops Yard stemmed from my mother’s stories about her uncle. He was a coal 

merchant in the mining area around Ilkeston in Derbyshire, in the days of private pits, before the 

National Coal Board, that started in 1946. Uncle Arthur went by train to Coal Drops Yard to make deals 

with various London coal merchants, each in an arched office. Coal would be delivered on a train into 

King’s Cross sidings, to be distributed amongst the merchants.  

We read that 8,000,000 tons of coal were delivered to Coal Drops Yard, per year! Were trucks shunted 

into sidings in the yard? Did men bag the coal & carry the bags from the trucks to carts & lorries? How 

was it moved? 

I can remember our coalman bringing coal in sacks, on a horse & cart (later in a lorry that could carry 

much more) & heaving the sacks of black, dusty coal onto his back & tipping it over his shoulder into 

our coalhouse. We filled our coal scuttles every morning to keep the house fire going. 

My mother’s uncle Arthur used to take her to visit London, as a young teenager in around 1935. He 

would take her to Sheekey’s fish restaurant in St Martin’s Court. When she was in her 80s, I took her 

back to Sheekey’s (still a mainly fish restaurant) and she was shown round “feeling like the Queen”. 

Next to Sheekey’s is an archetypal London pub – mahogany from the Empire’s jungles, shiny brass beer 

pumps on the bar, sparkling mirrors and etched glass windows. A notice told the story that a famous 

bare-fist pugilist made a fortune & built the pub on the prize fighting site, in 1896. The boxer was from 

King’s Lynn! 

The new Coal Drops Yard development, across the Regent’s Canal from King’s Cross station, is 

thoughtfully matched with the same coloured brick, with shapes echoed in the new shops & 

restaurants under the arches. Thomas Heatherwick’s swoosh of two roofs that ‘kiss’ in the middle are 

so graceful but raise a smile with his typical quirkiness. A framework of the original iron girders is used 

as an integral feature of the development. Intriguingly, two old round gasometers are converted into 

flats inside their cylindrical shapes, even with original iron tracery between support columns used as 

window shutters! The whole development is a thoughtful monument to the impact that the Victorian 

steam revolution and industrial architecture had on the life of London city. 

We made our way through a relatively quiet city, hit hard by 18 months of Covid & subsequent new 

ways of working & travelling, to meet the final members of our group by the Albert Memorial, 

glittering gold in the sunshine of the hottest day of the year. A large, temporary building held an 

‘immersive experience’ of Vincent van Gogh’s paintings, that told the story of his disturbed life. His 

lesser known early paintings from before he left The Netherlands were dark & different from the 

famous Sunflowers, Irises, his yellow chair, Fishing Boats & the Bascule Bridge in the bright sunshine of 

Arles & Provence. 

In this darkened building, images of his paintings were projected on to the walls. The walls were built 

at all angles, so that different sections of paintings were at different angles, in different magnifications. 



Music to reflect moods of the paintings or van Gogh’s mental state added to the effect of the pictures. 

Some pictures were enlarged, some were complete compositions & others little sections of big 

paintings … 

People sat or even lay on the floor to immerse themselves in the 360-degree wrap-round experience. 

The experience was almost as much about its technology as it was about the paintings. Personally, I 

had mixed feelings about the loss of van Gogh’s famously deep textures of his oil paintings because 

what was thick paint & its shadows, in his pictures, was actually pixels on a flat surface here … 

Yet, when a small group of us walked together outside, all of us were particularly struck on how 

fascinating it was to be able to see the subjects’ wonderful eyes, all deep with emotions, painted with 

just 3 or 4 strokes of a brush loaded with thick oil paint.  

We saw what we had never seen before.  Report by Di Chaplin  

  

  
 

  


