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! remember saying to myself, 'l won't believe it exists until |
see it myself. My love affair with China began that night.”

(Strangely, Capon didn't mention that in his last term he
was Head of School - a fact later confirmed by emai! from
Colin Shaw, the honorary secretary of the Old Suttonians
Association. Nor did Capon mention that, despite his
supposed hatred of rugby, he played for the Ist XV, as well
as cricket for the 2nd XI.)

On family holidays, he'd frustrate his parents by dragging
along his easel with him, and by the time Capon finished
school he believed he had enough talent to try his luck as a
painter. His father disagreed. He wanted both sons to have
solid professions. David became an accountant ~ he now
lives in the West Country of England and is, says Capon,
“the complete opposite to me”.

The younger brother rebelled. At first he worked in his
father's mill. That ended in a family crisis when the young
socialist tried to unionise the workforce. To placate his
father, he then trained as a chartered surveyor but handed
in his notice on the day he qualified. That caused an even
bigger rift: “My father didn't speak to me for several years.”
By this stage — now in his mid-20s ~ Capon had become
even more hardline, joining what he now calls “the iooney
left”. At one point he joined a radical fringe splinter group,
believing the British Communist Party was far too right wing.
Even when he went to China in 1972 and witnessed the
anti-individuaiistic Cultural Revolution at first hand, he came
away with his faith complete — something which astonishes
him today. By then Capon had given up his own painting
ambitions and still doesn't paint or draw today. Instead, he
resolved io build a career in arts management — working
for a commercial art gallery in London's West End while

Capon’s
choice

John Olsen's %
Five BeIIs e

Long Tom Tjapanangka’s
- Blg Mob Pull (Rocks) ~
Other Side of Mt. Leibig

simultaneously plotling the death of capitalism at night.
Eventually, after several attempts, he was accepted by the
V & A as a junior curator.

After the museum’s doors shut each evening, Capon
would head off to night school, gradually acquiring the
academic qualifications - culminating in a Master of
Philosophy in Chinese art and archaeology from London
University — which would see him rise through the curatorial
ranks. By the time he was 37, he was assistant keeper of the
museum’s Far Eastern department.

Somers Cox points out that *he was the first person at
the V & A to actually go and learn Chinese. That put Edmund
on a completely different level”. Though, by V & A standards,
Capon advanced quickly, he knew he'd be condemned to
middle management. “The V & A was extremely hierarchical,”
recalls Somers Cox. “It would have taken Edmund a long
time to get to any position where he could actually have
done something.”

Domestically, there were tensions. He was maried to
his first wife, Anne - a subject he refuses to be drawn
on - and they had two children, Tara and Dominic. Yet
he was still working furiously most nights, building his
scholarly credentials and writing the first of his 10 books.
On Saturdays he would work the moming shift at the
V & A before rushing off to watch his beloved Chelsea.

One suspects, too, that there may have been extramarital
dalliances. Women have always found him debonair. Even
in Sydney, it has eamed him a certain reputation, totally
unsubstantiated, Part of the image would appear to be
innocent. Capon is a touchy-feely sort of person - with men
as much as women. While we are having lunch he touches
my knee or arm several times to emphasise a point. it's
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disconcerting enough for a2 man; for.a woman it might seem
like an unwanted advance.

Then he met Joanna. She was a divorced mother of
three, the ex-wife of a Scottish aristocrat soon to become
Baron [Tanlaw. Capon and his future wife were introduced
ata djnner party by their mutual friend, Giuseppe Eskenazi,
one of the world’s leading art dealers. Did Eskenazi think
they were suited? “No, nothing fike that,” laughs Eskenazi
on the phone-from New York. “Edmund and-| were about to
go to China with a small group when | did my back in. So
| had this seat available. My wife and | knew Joanna was
interested in going so we asked if she would like to take my
place. She met Edmund, went on the trip and in a very short
while they got married.” Eskenazi was best man. “It was very
informal. He was late for his own wedding, which will amuse
anyone who knows him in Sydney. We had a lunch before
the wedding and then went to Caxton Hall for the service.
Edmund and | were the last to arrive. It wasn't my fault. He
kept talking to people.”

The couple were married on July 8, 1977. Within 18
months, they had moved to Sydney. The offer came
completely out of the blue; indeed Capon thought it “weird”
when he was approached to see if he was interested in
the gallery job. The previous year, the Capons had come fo
Melboumne so he could deliver lectures about Chinese art, -
with a single day spent at the AGNSW, When he'd finished
his Sydney talk, Capon was told the then director, Peter
Laverty, wanted to meet him in his office. Capon walked in,
saw the expansive harbour views and remembers thinking,
“This is a bit of all right ... |.couldn’t help comparing it to
my office back in the V & A with its view of the brick wall of
the Brompton Oratory.” Back in London, the newly married =
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