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FOREWORD
The Scottish perspective

The poet is a magician – his vocation to incessantly evoke dreams and do his
work so well, because of natural gifts and acquired skill, that his dreams shall
have a potency to defeat the actual at every point….1

T

hese words, written by the poet and artist J.B. Yeats to his famous son W.B.
Yeats, apply equally to the work of his close friend George Wilson, who in his
paintings attempted to capture a similar dreamland: a poetic vision that would
cast a spell upon his viewers. I am delighted that this unsung hero of Scottish art has
been celebrated in this excellent book, which is the first attempt to cover this remarkable
artist’s entire career and output.
George Wilson was closely associated with the North-East of Scotland. The gentle,
rolling countryside of his native Banffshire provided much of the inspiration for his
landscape paintings. Elegiac, contemplative and delicate, his art epitomised the fin de
siècle, when artists rejected the cold realities of the industrial world and turned instead to
the writings of Oscar Wilde and Sigmund Freud for inspiration when creating dreamlike
paintings of imagined scenes. Equally, when he painted real landscape, Wilson turned
these views into delicate visions that echoed the poetry and writings of the day.
Over one hundred years later these images of this bygone era capture the mood of the
time; creating an unreal canvas of an impossibly romantic world, its strange beauty now
heightened by our knowledge of the horror of the First World War that was - unbeknown
to all those present at the time – soon to bring to an abrupt end this life of dreamy
isolation.

Jennifer Melville
Keeper of Fine Art
Aberdeen Art Gallery & Museums
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The wider perspective

G

eorge Wilson occupies a unique position within the history of British art. Born in
1848 at the genesis of the young Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, and living through
the birth of an English school of Impressionism, his work bears witness to these
two significant moments in the art of the British Isles. Both his subject paintings and
landscapes reflect a fascinating combination of close observation and ethereal absorption
of the world in which he lived.
Residing and working in London in the 1870s Wilson was propitiously placed to
associate with and observe the works of such disparate personalities as Dante Gabriel
Rossetti, James McNeil Whistler and the French expatriates Camille Pissarro and Claude
Monet. Wilson’s own work suggests his open reception to all of these diverse influences.
In subjects such as The Spring Witch (no. 14) Wilson presents in microscopic detail the
last seedpods of Fall making way for the early flowering shrubs of Spring as a backdrop
to a dream-like vision of Persephone emerging from the underworld. A similar synthesis
of reality and fantasy is presented in landscapes such as The Fall of the Leaf (no. 18) in
which Ruskinian detail and Pre-Raphaelite color are fused to create a poetic, fairytale-like
woodland image.
Wilson’s present day anonymity is largely based on the limited surviving documentation
of his work and life. His own self-effacing character as well as what is believed to have
been the destruction of a significant portion of his work make any assessment a difficult
task at best.
In this volume, Robin Fanshawe has painstakingly pieced together the fragments of
Wilson’s life and work to recreate a thoughtful and astute chronology of his biography
and style. This careful scholarship as well as the numerous color illustrations of many
works which have not been seen in public since the artist’s death, will go far towards resituating George Wilson within the canon of 19th century British cultural studies.

Margaretta S. Frederick
Curator, Bancroft Collection
Delaware Art Museum
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Preface

I

n his early diary memoir of 1914, entitled Reveries over Childhood and Youth, W.B.
Yeats wrote about his father John Butler Yeats and the circle of painter friends that he
came into contact with during J.B. Yeats’s student and subsequent days in London.
In that short work, he recalled the landscapes of one of those friends, the Scot George
Wilson, as having been painted ‘with phlegm and melancholy, the romantic movement
drawing to its latest phase.’ 2
Yeats was hardly likely to be intimating that he thought that Wilson was representative
of the dying phase of the Romantic Movement and that is not, in fact, what he said. Indeed,
romantic painting lasted long after Wilson’s death in 1890 and well into the 20th century.
But just as Romanticism much influenced the work of the better known names of the
second generation of Pre-Raphaelites led by Edward Burne-Jones from around 1858, so
it also certainly influenced Wilson and, to start with at least, his other student friends
from 1868. Rather more so, of course, Romanticism almost entirely dominated the work
of the even later (and also rather more ‘commercial’ – and, thereby, better-known and
so more famous) painters who evolved from that influence, such as Waterhouse, Gotch
and Dicksee, as well as the neo-classical and highly decorative Victorian painters led by
Leighton, Poynter and Alma-Tadema.
But although Wilson and Waterhouse (for instance) were virtual contemporaries by age,
Wilson adhered rather more closely to the Burne-Jones school, which, despite producing
work that was not often recognisable in relation to the original Pre-Raphaelite art of 1848,
remained closely aligned both to the Aesthetic Movement and to Symbolism. In actual
fact, Wilson’s few remaining larger figurative works seem to owe a greater allegiance to
the even earlier, and more emotionally expressive, symbolic realism of William Holman
Hunt. Had Wilson lived as long as Waterhouse, then undoubtedly his art would also have
developed into new realms. Certainly, his later watercolour landscapes show a distinct
developmental trend – not towards classicism, however, but towards a degree of almost
impressionistic influence of light and colour.
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This book is not the first attempt – or rather suggestion (for that is all the previous
attempt ever turned out to be) – to try to get the work of Wilson and his friends recognised,
since W.B. Yeats wrote on November 21st 1912 to his father John Butler Yeats, who had
been one of Wilson’s earliest student colleagues, to try to persuade him to write his
autobiography, saying:
…Later on, your memories of Potter and Nettleship and Wilson would have
real historical importance. … I will get the publisher to illustrate the book. There
are your own pictures to choose from … and the pictures from the Tate Gallery
by Potter and at Aberdeen by Wilson, and Mrs Nettleship has still those early
designs of Nettleship’s and would probably be glad to have them published and
him praised.3
This might seem to be a somewhat patronising approach from son to father, but W.B.
appears from his correspondence at that time to have been keen to elevate the standing
of his father and friends through what he announced at the outset of the letter to be ‘a
great project’. However, others have analysed that relationship to a far deeper level than
is of prime importance here. Nevertheless, what W.B. Yeats had clearly, and maybe rather
surprisingly, omitted to recall when he wrote this, was the very considerable collection of
works by each of these artists that had been amassed by his father’s (and his own) longstanding friend, the Irish dramatist Dr John Todhunter. Indeed, Dr Todhunter had, well
before 1912, helped to organise two retrospective exhibitions of Wilson’s work alone.
In 1989, the Barbican Art Gallery in London staged a very successful exhibition with
the seemingly impossibly broad title: The Last Romantics – The Romantic Tradition in
British Art – Burne-Jones to Stanley Spencer. John Christian, in his introduction to the
published catalogue of the exhibition, 4 tells us that the title was taken from Yeats’s poem
Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931. This poem, published in The Winding Stair 5 many years
after Reveries over Childhood and Youth was written, shows an enduring theme which
would most certainly have appealed to George Wilson’s own artistic influences through
the romantic poets – particularly since he had frequently been in the company of the
young William and other Yeats children during his regular visits to their father’s house
in London. It is no great coincidence then that these few brief lines should have been in
mind to include here as well:
We were the last romantics – chose for
theme Traditional sanctity and loveliness;
Whatever’s written in what poets name…
It has been suggested that it is surprising that no paintings by George Wilson were
displayed at the Barbican exhibition. Quite how any more pictures could possibly have
been fitted into that expansive exhibition is another matter, but in fact it is not at all
surprising that Wilson was not even considered: Apart from a small exhibition of around
20 works and sketch items staged by the Aberdeen Art Gallery in 1990 to commemorate
the 100th anniversary of Wilson’s death, until very recently no pictures by Wilson had
appeared in any publicly staged exhibition since 1903. Indeed, apart from a very small
ix
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number of pictures in the collection of the Aberdeen Art Gallery, there presently appear to
be only two paintings in the possession of other public collections – one small watercolour
landscape in The National Gallery of Scotland in Edinburgh (which in fact was also
exhibited immediately following its bequest), and one larger figurative oil painting in the
excellent Bancroft Pre-Raphaelite collection of the Delaware Art Museum, in Wilmington,
USA. Additionally though, there are two drawings in each of the collections of the Victoria
and Albert Museum and the British Museum.
The reason for this vacuum is due to many factors. Certainly, the quality of Wilson’s
work, and the place it deserves to hold within the art of the late Victorians, should only
endorse consideration for its inclusion in appropriate exhibitions and collections. The real
reasons, therefore, principally relate back to Wilson’s very short life; his utter indifference
towards exhibiting or attempting to sell his work during that short lifetime, and the
unfortunate disappearance over the years of the major proportion of his works – which
remained largely scattered amongst his family and various close friends, and just a few
enthusiastic patrons.
In respect of his work ethos then, Wilson would have fitted in well with the remark
that the French ‘realist’ novelist, Gustave Flaubert, wrote on the subject of artists and
their art in a letter to his friend the romantic writer George Sand. In that letter (written
in December 1875, just as Wilson was setting out in the world following his art student
days), he made the now famous statement that L’homme n’est rien, l’œuvre tout (‘The man
is nothing; his work is everything’). Although during his lifetime Wilson remained best
known as a person only to quite a small circle of close friends and patrons, the outcome of
his work meant everything to him. And indeed, it was John Todhunter, one of his closest
friends and benefactors, who continued this encouragement throughout Wilson’s lifelong illness, right up to his early death in 1890. Todhunter formed a significant collection
of Wilson’s works, and it was he who organised both retrospective exhibitions of his work
– initially in Aberdeen in 1893, followed 10 years later by the last important exhibition
of his paintings at the John Baillie Gallery in 1903. This latter exhibition was designed
to represent the first of a proposed series at Baillie’s that would focus on the work of
‘Neglected Artists’.
Those who have read Percy Bate’s slightly curious account of Wilson’s work in his
immediately post-contemporary book The English Pre-Raphaelite Painters, Their Associates
and Successors 6 may well have shared Bate’s initial comment that exception might be
taken at the inclusion of Wilson in an account about the Pre-Raphaelite painters. They
might also have wondered why he was included in the first place – and indeed, what has
happened to his work since. However, Bate is clear in explaining his rationale, and why
Wilson was included is not so difficult to understand if one takes the title of the book at
face value: George Wilson was without doubt a strict follower of Pre-Raphaelite values.
But, it is in order to try to address – and maybe redress – some of these questions that
this present book has been compiled. Whether this aim succeeds, and whether George
Wilson manages to become reinstated within the realms of those later followers of the
Pre-Raphaelite movement, will remain to be seen. If only a little attention can be brought
to this artist’s sometimes quite beautiful work, then generations to come may hopefully,
x
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and perhaps with expert help where appropriate, rediscover some of his ‘lost’ works from
time to time.
In parallel with the principal attention paid to Wilson’s life and work, some attempt
has been made to highlight the relationship and relevant importance of those who worked
with and around him – in particular, John Trivett Nettleship and John Butler Yeats. Little
at all has ever been written about the former, but inevitably much more has been recorded
about the latter, particularly in relation to the wider literary and artistic interests of his
children.
George Wilson certainly deserves some recognition. At times his work has a unique
charm, and one can easily recognise the very different approach that he adopted towards
his watercolour paintings – wooded landscapes in the main – which seem almost to
have flowed from his brushes, and his larger symbolic oil paintings, which on occasions
quite evidently did not! At times these oils are laboured and inconclusive and are often
over-worked through Wilson’s own enduring self-critical dissatisfaction with the results.
Indeed, like many artists before and after him, he is recorded as having more than once
destroyed a canvas when this continued to disappoint him.
But at their best his pictures can be quite exquisite. He often employed really very
bold colouring, with several colours – particularly vivid oranges, greens and blues –
standing out almost as a ‘trademark’ of his depiction of woodland, leaves, drapery, sky or
water. Wilson’s autumn leaves would crunch if you touched them; his moss would simply
ooze water if squeezed! And if this short biography of all that is presently known about
Wilson’s life can help to elevate an interest in his work, and at the same time recognise
the association with his friends and colleagues within their 1869 ‘Brotherhood’, then it
will be a minor contribution towards reinstating a small and somewhat neglected group
of very good, if never quite very great, Victorian artists.
It is probably at this point that the author’s personal interest in George Wilson (as his
great-great-nephew) should be admitted, and this of course is why this book is not a more
generic critique of the work of the wider group who existed around Wilson at the time. Its
purpose is in fact deliberately to veer towards the life of Wilson, more so than the others in
his group, and this is more than partially intentional in seeking to demonstrate the extent
to which George Wilson (unlike one or two others in the group) was entirely disinterested
in personal fame and therefore didn’t profess or record anywhere his involvement or
association with the ‘good and the great’ of the time.
To the same extent, this philosophy extended to the family successors of Wilson and
his colleagues who also painted. Of these, J.B. Yeats’s younger son and namesake, Jack B.
Yeats is by far the most renowned, with J.T. Nettleship’s daughter, Ida, only so acknowledged
(most unjustly) by association through her husband, Augustus John. But Wilson’s own
niece, Rachel Cassels Brown became a most accomplished artist and illustrator in her
own right, although her work is now largely unrecognised. Unfortunately, her career also
suffered a premature closure with macular degeneration of her eyesight at an early age.
She worked briefly with Frances Macdonald MacNair and her sister Margaret Macdonald
Mackintosh of Glasgow Group renown whilst in Liverpool in the early 1900s, but like her
uncle before her, her professional career was cut short and she is now virtually unknown.
xi

CHAPTER ONE
An age of ‘brotherhoods’

T

o all intents and purposes in terms of history of art, the expression ‘Brotherhood’
might primarily only be recognised in respect of that original group of seven
young colleagues who adopted it for the first time in September 1848. That
group founded through their ‘Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood’ – the ‘P.R.B.’ – an ethos and
consequent movement in art that would secure its advocates and, equally inevitably, its
detractors, for generations and no doubt, centuries to come.
There were, however, subsequent small groups who developed from that ethos and
movement, who were akin to, or empathetic towards, the principles of the original P.R.B.
to a greater or lesser degree. Occasionally these groups even adopted the same collective
term, thus rendering ‘brotherhood’ an almost generic expression. George Wilson and
his colleagues became gelled into one such group that had its vision in its earliest days
quite closely aligned to that of the original P.R.B. – although there was no apparent
deliberate association beyond the name. Nevertheless, a brief résumé of the evolution of
the movement and ethos that was to influence George Wilson, in particular, so profoundly
throughout his life, is reasonable here.
When in 1848 the original Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood had first banded loosely
together in John Millais’ family home at 83 Gower Street in London, their enduring ethos
was also ‘founded’ through sharing the same profound ideals. Of the seven founder
members of the P.R.B., only three really remain today as household names to the wider
public – those of John Everett Millais (1829-1896), Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882),
and William Holman Hunt (1827-1910). The other members are generally remembered
now by a far smaller sector of the public.
The group members were profoundly disaffected with the Royal Academy and its
Drawing Schools, with its long and tedious traditional methods of tuition, and were
rebellious towards its institutionalism. This is more than a little paradoxical in view of
the fact that they had not only first met as students at the RA, but had also had many
of their earlier imaginative paintings hung on the Academy’s walls. They were intensely
influenced by the religious fervour and integrity of the Italian painters who worked before
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the period dominated by what John Ruskin (1819-1900] referred to rather bluntly in
Modern Painters III as ‘the clear and tasteless poison of the art of Raphael’. 9
Not only did the P.R.B.’s techniques go radically against traditional teaching and
methodology, but also their subject matter was equally radical in the way in which this
was portrayed in a thoroughly non-grandiose style, to display scenes as everyday elements
of everyday life. The minutiae of pedantic detail, built up laboriously over long periods
of time, the avoidance of centrally lit subjects, and an adherence to working the whole
picture through from nature alone, challenged everything that the art establishment
stood for.
Their frequent interpretation of texts from Tennyson and Keats and other contemporary
and Romantic poets established their rebellion against the industrialisation and
commercialisation of the present-day world they lived in. They had rejected the dogma
of traditional teaching and concentrated on simplicity and true-to-life realism. But it
was primarily the poetic and eclectic facets that developed into the second phase of the
movement, and it is this phase with which Pre-Raphaelitism is probably more commonly
now associated by the broader public.
In 1853, five years after the formation of the P.R.B. and a year after it had effectively
dissolved, William Morris (1834-1896), the socialist visionary and designer, went up to
Exeter College, Oxford. In Oxford, Morris was to meet with new friends, and in particular
the young Edward Burne-Jones (1833-1898), who was the son of an impoverished
Birmingham picture framer – much in contrast to Morris’s wealthy upbringing.
The medieval stone surroundings, all ‘wrought by hand’ within that beautiful and
ancient city, would serve to focus Morris’s early vision towards a socialist society opposed
to the materialism of the Victorian age. That vision would be achieved by returning to the
principle of achievement of man through his most human of qualities – his work. This was
the view of Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881), who, through the power and imagination of his
writings, convinced Morris and others of the social anguish that had been inflicted upon
the poor. He, and they, saw a culture of exploitation that was epitomised by that muchheralded ‘monster’ that they all so hated for what it portrayed – the Great Exhibition of
1851.
Morris was joined by a number of determined friends, many from Birmingham
including Edward Burne-Jones, who decided to set up a new ‘brotherhood’ – a mock
monastic order, as they once put it, for a ‘Crusade and Holy Warfare against the age and
the heartless coldness of the times’. At this stage, Burne-Jones and Morris were both
destined for the Church, and engrossed themselves in High Church theology. Morris also
spent an extensive amount of time in the Bodleian Library, where he became entranced by
the beauty of medieval illustrated manuscripts that were so much to influence his work
– as well as to inspire his own magnificent collection of immensely valuable manuscripts
in the library of Kelmscott House.
It was at Oxford that Morris and Burne-Jones first read of the Pre-Raphaelite
movement, and first heard of the name that was to so influence their lives – that of Dante
Gabriel Rossetti – through the text of Ruskin’s Edinburgh Lectures. Of course, although
Ruskin himself stood somewhat imperially outside the original Pre-Raphaelite group of
21
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brethren, his views on art – where he saw the art of the Middle Ages as the epitome of
expression of man’s delight in his labour – fully supported and promoted the ethos of the
Pre-Raphaelite movement.
However, this was not, of course, the only viewpoint, and when the art establishment
in particular fought back against what it considered to be the philistine approach of
the Pre-Raphaelites, it was in his vehement advocacy of their principles that Ruskin’s
distinction as an art critic flourished. He had begun his life-long battle with his defence
of Turner (1775-1851), and he came to view the Pre-Raphaelites’ work as a continuance
of that battle.
Thus, the influence of John Ruskin upon the later group was also, of course, paramount.
His passionately argued piece, The Nature of Gothic,10 against what he perceived to be the
appalling consequences of Victorian industrialisation, was to strike a particular chord
with Morris. The perceived vulgarity of machine-made ‘advancements’ that were replacing
the ancient-founded and naturally developed skills of man was equally abhorrent to both
– as was the division of labour and the unemployment created by the great new machines
of the age. Thus, the most radical and influential movement in Victorian art and vision
came together as an on-going philosophy, demonstrated through the various media of
art and architecture, ceramics, tapestry and other decorative arts, and through literature
and poetry.
So when Burne-Jones went to London and sought the tutelage of Rossetti to ‘learn
painting’, and Morris decided to article himself to the Gothic Revivalist architect, George
Street *, the second phase of Pre-Raphaelitism, encompassing its broader relationship to
Arts and Crafts, was secured. Both the pupil, Burne-Jones, and Rossetti, his teacher,
regarded painting to be the creation of beautiful objects, and like his tutor, Burne-Jones
was determined to be a poetic painter. Throughout his career, he made little attempt to
depict the natural world, but preferred instead to paint what he defined in his frequentlyquoted and memorable remark in a letter to a friend as ‘a beautiful romantic dream of
something that never was, never will be…’.
Morris, meanwhile, spent most of his weekends with Rossetti and Burne-Jones, and so
the links were cemented. Despite the inevitable bohemianism that their new relationships
generated, and despite also the tangled web of personal relationships that were later to
emerge, there was an enduring attraction about the fundamental principles of the PreRaphaelite movement that sublimely influenced its many followers over the next forty or
so years.
So although George Wilson, a whole generation later, was never in any way a leader
within his own small group – indeed he was very much the opposite – that group certainly

* If William Rossetti’s opinion expressed in his Diary entry for 6 December 1866 is to be
accepted, then George Street might seem to have been a surprising choice of master for Morris,
who is considered to be a founding father of British Socialism. In Rossetti’s entry for that date,
he intimated that Street ‘…seems to be (as I should have surmised) a strong Tory…’! (Rossetti,
William M., Rossetti Papers 1862 to 1870, Sands & Co, London, 1903)
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started out by being heavily influenced by the Pre-Raphaelite philosophy and the members
were seldom far away from that revered circle of the original and immediately succeeding
Pre-Raphaelites.
It sometimes seems to be almost intrinsic in circles and movements in art for
individuals with both similar and opposing ideas and ideals to form into tight – or loose
– groups for interest, debate and self-criticism; and indeed, this has happened frequently
over the centuries, both in England and more particularly on the Continent. Former
members of many such cliques now number among the greatest recognised artists of
all time, whilst many of their colleagues subsequently faded and are now known only
occasionally to scholars.
And so it transpired with George Wilson’s group; for, although John Butler Yeats is
occasionally recognised – possibly largely by association through his children (although
sometimes, rather less fortunately, in confusion with his son Jack B. Yeats) – none of
the others from that small group of artists who are the focus of this book ever became
really great in terms of recognition, either then or subsequently. In 1869, and just
21 years after the founding of the original P.R.B., this later group, who all first met
whilst attending the highly-respected art school of Thomas Heatherley* at 79, Newman
Street, off Oxford Street in London, decided to form – or rather, drifted into yet another
‘Brotherhood’.
In fact, there was nothing that actually connected this latest 1869 Brotherhood in
any direct way with the original P.R.B. – and the later group never claimed that there
was. In fact, they only used the term ‘brotherhood’ as descriptive of their association and
not a formal title, and certainly none of them adopted the P.R. initials for their work – as
did the members of the original P.R.B. before them. Although chronologically they were
a generation apart, there were, nevertheless, many similarities of interest and vision
between the members of the two groups.
The original Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, the ‘P.R.B.’, had effectively dissolved within
four years of semi-formal existence, and in similar fashion, the later group of artists had
also largely dispersed and gone their own ways within the same number of years. As
individuals, they kept in touch with each other for the majority of their lives, but by the
mid 1870s each was effectively pursuing his own very different destiny.
Certainly, in their early student days, this later ‘brethren’ were all significantly
influenced by the work of the Pre-Raphaelites and their immediate followers. They had all

* Heatherley’s School of Fine Art is of course still very much in existence. Now located in
Chelsea, the school specialises in portraiture, sculpture and figurative work. It remains the
oldest established independent school of art in London, having been started originally by James
Leigh in Maddox Street in 1845, and subsequently bought by Thomas Heatherley and moved to
Newman Street in the 1860s. As with most art schools at the time, it was largely a preparatory
school for entry into the Royal Academy Schools. However, it was extremely popular and even
then quite avant-garde in allowing women to attend life classes! The list of famous pupils to
have attended the school is almost endless, and Thomas Heatherley seems to have been highly
respected and held in great affection by all of them.
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rejected what they saw as the straightjacket of traditional teaching at the Royal Academy
schools. And, to a greater or lesser extent, each initially embraced the fundamental
principles of the Pre-Raphaelitism of 20 years earlier, which had been so strongly
advocated by Ruskin through the 1850s in his series of Modern Painters. Ruskin had
declared in his Edinburgh Lectures that,
Pre-Raphaelitism has but one principle, that of absolute, uncompromising truth
in all that it does, obtained by working everything, down to the most minute detail,
from nature, and from nature only.++ Every Pre-Raphaelite landscape background is
painted to the last touch, in the open air, from the thing itself. Every Pre-Raphaelite
figure, however studied in expression, is a true portrait of some living person.
Every minute accessory is painted in the same manner.
And he added a footnote,++ Or, where imagination is necessarily trusted to, by
always endeavouring to conceive a fact as it really was likely to have happened,
rather than as it most prettily might have happened. 11
Only one of the 1869 group, the Scottish-born artist George Wilson, stuck emphatically
to those principles throughout the whole of his short life and this, it would seem, earned him
his place in Percy Bate’s immediately post-contemporary account, The English Pre-Raphaelite
Painters, Their Associates and Successors. In this benchmark volume, Bate included a chapter
entitled The Romantic Influence, in which he described the work of three artists: Frederick
Sandys (1829–1904), Simeon Solomon (1840-1905] and George Wilson (1848-1890). Bate
may, in fact, have retained a further interest in Wilson during the last few years of his own
life, when he took up the curatorship of the Aberdeen Art Gallery and Museum, in which town
there was still at that time much parochial interest in their home-grown artist. However, it
is not presently known whether the small group of Wilson’s paintings that were given to the
gallery by the family had been donated before the time of Bate’s death in 1913.
The other principle enduring members of this later ‘Brotherhood’ were John Butler Yeats
(1839–1922), John Trivett Nettleship (1841–1902), and Edwin John Ellis (1848–1916). As
with the P.R.B., there were other occasional members – mainly in the earlier days. Apart
from their painting, they were all passionate about the romantic poets, in particular
Shelley and Keats, and the works of Robert Browning – and of course, William Blake
was a principle mentor. This influenced their conversation and the debate that revolved
around their meetings and their work to the extent that poetry, romanticism and painting
were inextricably intertwined during those early years. Furthermore, it was undoubtedly
partly from listening to J.B. Yeats’s almost ceaseless debates with his friends, that the
young W.B. Yeats, aged just seven years in 1872 at the height of the group’s art student
years, had the seeds sown for his future.
Similarities of philosophy and intent apart, there is now very little left to compare the
two sets of ‘brethren’. None of the 1869 group aspired to the very great heights of fame
and popularity that were reached by the original and far better known P.R.B. members
and their immediate followers – both within their lifetimes and again in their presentday popular revival. Not one member of the later group is now widely recognised either
24
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as an artist of particular influence – or indeed, recognised at all by much of the world.
Yet, a small number of their works appear within the collections of one or two important
galleries, and all of them, at times, produced some very fine work indeed
As already noted, the main focus of this particular book is the elusive and enigmatic
figure of George Wilson. This is primarily because, although there is probably less
recorded about his life and work
than any of the others within his
later Brotherhood, Wilson was the
only member to remain entirely
faithful to his early principles.
However, because of his very
short life, perpetually dogged by
debilitating ill health, he never
progressed his work to expand the
undoubted hidden resources that
he possessed. Although maturing
in confidence considerably towards
the end, his life’s work remained
unfulfilled, and this was also
reflected broadly within many of
his larger individual oil paintings –
with which he was never entirely
happy.
In respect of the work of
George Wilson; detail from a formal family group
Wilson’s colleagues, there are
photograph, undated, but estimated to be ca.
varying amounts of information
1875 when Wilson would have been 27 years old
and just as he was making his way in the world
available. Certainly, the life of John
as a professional artist. This picture of Wilson in
Butler Yeats has been chronicled
such formal attire somewhat belies the image that
is more generally portrayed of the nomad who
in exacting detail by William M.
lived from hand to mouth on a daily basis, with no
Murphy in his book Prodigal
interest in finery, fame or fortune.
Father, The Life of John Butler
Yeats (1839–1922) 12 as well as by
a number of other academics. Prodigal Father, and its own reference sources, has been a
most important source of additional information about that particular period of Wilson’s
life that revolved around the Brotherhood.
If it had been suggested to Wilson during his life that he was ‘an intriguing figure’, he
would probably have been frankly incredulous. He would quite simply not have understood
how anyone might even begin to think this of him. And, of course, outwardly, he was
exactly the opposite. The evidence of his peers indicates a man of total transparency; a
man who was clearly loved and admired by all who had the good fortune to know him;
a man who displayed his loyalty to his friends quite naturally and unquestioningly, and
who sought no reward for anything that he did.
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However, it is not his reported persona that gives rise to the enigma, but rather
the unanswered (and to him, completely irrelevant) question as to what it was that he
was aiming to achieve. He had a very clear and unswerving attitude towards his chosen
profession, yet a totally self-effacing opinion of his work. Certainly, John Todhunter, the
Irish playwright and Wilson’s life-long friend and patron, was quite emphatic that he
painted solely because he loved what he was doing. He was completely disinterested in
exhibiting his pictures and consequently, he seldom managed to complete pictures in
time for exhibitions, nor did he often try to sell them – unless badgered to do so by his
small band of admirers and friends. As will be remarked with regularity throughout this
book, he also never even bothered to sign them.
The reason for this latter characteristic is unknown, but it is most likely from what
is known of his persona that he quite simply did not feel that either the ‘stature’ of his
name or the importance of his individual works merited these being formally signed off
for posterity. Other colleagues around him at that time, and many subsequent admirers
of his work since, would demur at this opinion – but either way, it certainly makes
identification that much more difficult for anyone without reasonable experience of his
work. Nonetheless, and conversely for those fortunate enough to have experienced much
of his work, such a formal signature is largely superfluous, as Wilson’s technique is of
course a clear signature in itself.
Towards what turned out to be the quite sudden end to George Wilson’s life, John
Todhunter had been trying to persuade Wilson to allow him to mount an exhibition and
sale of his work. But, even as he lay dying during the early months of 1890 in his brother’s
house of Castle Park in Huntly, Aberdeenshire, he could not countenance anyone ‘paying
good money’ for his pictures. Yet at last, he agreed to allow Todhunter to proceed with his
plan, if only because Wilson saw it as an opportunity to repay some cash to his brother
and sister-in-law in return for their caring for him for so long during his final illness.
However, in the event, and as an inevitable result of Wilson’s sudden death, this was
prevented from happening until some three years later.
George Wilson painted in both watercolour and in oils; occasionally in tempera and
gouache, and he has also left some highly accomplished chalk studies and drawings.
Apart from the telltale traits of his very individual style – as so often, a clear signature
in itself – it would appear that he adopted two very different approaches towards the two
principal media he employed. And, one is tempted to surmise, this was probably for two
entirely different reasons.
In the first place, there is no doubt whatsoever that Wilson was at his most fluent,
relaxed and – one might well believe – at his happiest when painting his smaller watercolours
among his beloved rivers, wooded hills and forests of Scotland and the south of England,
and in the mountains of northern Italy. These intensely personal pictures represent the
significant majority of the very small number of his paintings that are presently recorded
as still existing.
Conversely, his larger oil paintings – mainly of allegorical figurative subjects depicting
classical subjects or romantic verse – appear, almost always, to be the product of an overexertion towards achieving perfection through frequent re-working and change. Although
26

An age of ‘brotherhoods’

his compositions are always innovative and original, this over-working renders them
somewhat stilted at times, and it may simply be that these paintings were produced almost
entirely as exhibition or commissioned pieces, hence Wilson’s unremitting attention to
detail. Nevertheless, from the small amount of correspondence he left, it is evident [q.v.]
that he certainly still gained considerable pleasure from the painting of these works as
well.
Regrettably, very many more works, including many of his finest recorded paintings
are now missing. These include, it would appear, those that were referred to by W.B.
Yeats as belonging to his two sisters when he wrote…
There is a public gallery of Wilson’s work in his native Aberdeen and my sisters
have a number of his landscapes – wood-scenes for the most part – painted with
phlegm and melancholy, the romantic movement drawing to its latest phase. 13
With this reference in mind, there still are, indeed, a few pictures in Aberdeen Art
Gallery; but all attempts at identifying the whereabouts of the pictures that belonged to
the Yeats sisters, Lily (Susan Mary) and Lolly (Elizabeth Corbett), suggest that they have
not survived within the Yeats family.
It does not appear to be recorded how W.B. Yeats’s sisters came to possess some of
Wilson’s pictures, but it is most probable that they simply passed into the girls’ hands
when their father finally emigrated to America in December 1907, leaving behind most
of the personal belongings of his past. As to Yeats’s likely acquisition of the works: well,
Wilson loved children, and of course knew all the Yeats boys and girls from his frequent
visits to their house in Fitzroy Road, Regent’s Park. He would undoubtedly have given to
his friend any painting in which he expressed interest, simply in return for ‘such faint
praise’ – to use Todhunter’s words. It is most unlikely that Wilson would have accepted
much, if any, payment for them, and in any case, it is even less likely that Yeats could
have afforded to pay anything at all. It would therefore be very easy to believe that these
paintings simply fell off the end of the conveyor belt that was J.B. Yeats’s singularly
undirected life, being no more than trappings of his past as Yeats himself moved inexorably
on, living – as always – only for the present.
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* * *
Not only did John Nettleship maintain close contact and a firm friendship with George
Wilson over the years, but he evidently also introduced him to his family, including his
four brothers. All of these brothers held high academic or professional posts, and some
of them also bought paintings from Wilson – in particular, Edward (Ned), who was a
renowned London ophthalmic surgeon and who also became a particularly good friend to
Wilson. It is interesting to note that, apart from one small gouache portrait by Wilson of
his niece, Rachel, aged about two years (q.v.), there are just two other recorded portraits
that are known about from exhibition lists, and both of these were owned by members of
the Nettleship family. One was an unnamed (and described as unfinished) portrait painted
in oil on canvas and loaned to the Baillie exhibition of 1903 by Mrs J.T. Nettleship, whilst
the other was a chalk drawing entitled The Late Mrs H.J. Nettleship, loaned on the same
occasion by Mrs E. Nettleship *. H.J. Nettleship was the brothers’ father, and his widow
did not die until 1898 – some eight years after George Wilson. However, the poor woman
experienced much tragedy within her own family during her last years before she died.
From correspondence written both before and after Wilson’s death, it is evident that
many members of the family held Wilson in high regard. Of John and Edward Nettleship’s
three other surviving brothers, Richard Lewis was a Fellow and Tutor at Balliol College,
Oxford, who also appears to have known Wilson quite well. Less close perhaps were
Henry, the eldest brother, who was Corpus Professor of Latin at Oxford, and James (Jim),
who was a Harrow schoolteacher. Finally, there was also the youngest brother, Horace,
who died at the age of 15, and one daughter as well who died when just two weeks old.89
In respect of the tragic events that occurred during the last few years of their mother’s
life, it is relevant to record that both Richard and Henry had also died within two years of
George Wilson. Richard fell in a climbing accident on Mont Blanc in 1892 and Henry died
from typhoid fever just one year later. Then, following on from Henry’s death in 1893, his
only son, Henry Melvill Nettleship (known as Melvill) also died just three years later in
March 1896 at the age of only 21 years, and while in his second year as a student at the
Slade. Melvill Nettleship’s first cousin Ida (q.v.), J.T. Nettleship’s daughter, was attending
the Slade at the same time, yet it is curious that there is no obvious reference to this
direct connection in any of the considerable subsequent writings about the lives of Ida
and Augustus John (1878-1961) – whose relationship of course commenced at almost
exactly the same time, immediately outside of the Slade classes.

* It is curious to note that while contributions were made to the 1893 Aberdeen exhibition of
Wilson’s work by ‘E. Nettleship Esq.’, in the 1903 London exhibition, loans were made ‘from the
collection of Mrs E Nettleship’, and ‘…Mrs J Nettleship’. Although J.T. Nettleship had indeed
died in 1902, Edward was still very much alive and well at the date of the second exhibition, and
indeed, he did not die until ten years later in 1913.
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With the death of Melvill Nettleship, in the March of 1896, the male line of the Nettleship
family died out. But in memory of her son, his late father’s widow, Matilda, founded the
Melvill Nettleship Prize at the Slade; 90 and this highly coveted of Slade prizes is still
awarded today for Figure Composition, on the personal recommendation of the Slade
Professor of Fine Art. It is a further coincidence and curiosity that although one of the
earliest recipients of this prize was Ida Nettleship’s close friend, Gwen John (1876-1939),
the sister of her eventual husband Augustus John, again there is scarcely any mention
of the connection.
It may well have been through the Nettleship brothers that George Wilson first met two
other friends and patrons – the philanthropist Ralph Radcliffe Whitehead (1854-1929)
and the architect Halsey Ricardo (1854-1928) – although recent documentary evidence
points to quite an early relationship with both. It may simply, therefore, have been a case
of all these contacts emerging over the period of developing connections following the
friends’ departure from their
art schools – and the small
amount of public exhibiting
that each had commenced by
that time.
Although Ricardo was
13 years junior to John
Nettleship,
he
and
his
wife were certainly very
friendly with both John and
Edward Nettleship; and R.L.
Nettleship referred to Wilson
after his death with great
affection in correspondence
to Whitehead. Furthermore,
we know that Whitehead
disposed of at least one of his
larger symbolist oil paintings
by Wilson (The Rape of
Proserpine) to Ricardo around
the time that Whitehead
emigrated to America in
1901.
It
was
also
almost
certainly
through
Edward
Halsey Ricardo. This spontaneous small sketch (6½ in x 4½
in overall) shows a fine likeness of Ricardo at the age of 27.
Nettleship
that
George
It is inscribed and dated verso (in the hand of Ricardo’s wife,
Wilson
was
introduced
to
Kate): ‘Halsey Ricardo, March 1882. Drawn by G. Wilson’. It
will be noted that the scrap of paper on which the sketch is
Sir Thomas Barlow, Bt., the
drawn has been put to maximum use by the frugal Scot with
famous oculist and physician
a faint impulsive study of girl at right angles across the top of
the page! Private collection.
to Queen Victoria (and later
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to King Edward VII and King George V). Barlow (then simply ‘Dr’) is recorded as
having loaned one painting The Old Castle of Huntly to the 1893 retrospective Wilson
exhibition in Aberdeen (see appendices*), but there is a much more appealing record
of another Wilson watercolour that he also once owned – and which now resides
happily in Edinburgh within the collections of the National Gallery of Scotland. The
painting in question is a particularly fine woodland watercolour, entitled (now) A Fallen
Beech, which was bequeathed to the gallery in April 1976 within the wonderful private
collection of 56 English watercolours and drawings from the estate of Sir Thomas’s
daughter, Miss Helen A.D. Barlow.91
However, there is a curious anomaly attached to the provenance of this painting:
There is a photograph of the very same watercolour (numbered 10a.) within a set of 12
phototypes produced by George Washington Wilson to commemorate the 1893 exhibition.
In that publication, and also in the exhibition catalogue (the same catalogue that records
Dr Barlow’s loan of the Huntly Castle painting), this painting is entitled simply Trees and
is recorded then as being in the possession of, and loaned by, a Dr Anderson of London.
In view of the later recorded Barlow Bequest provenance, which ties-in completely with
separately recorded evidence of Nettleship’s excessive drinking following a riding accident,
the Aberdeen exhibition information may simply have been in error. The catalogue
certainly contains other errors – as does the later 1903 John Baillie London exhibition
catalogue, in which, incidentally, no Barlow or Anderson loans are recorded – nor any
reference to either A Fallen Beech or Trees. Another alternative possible explanation for
the anomaly might be that the painting did indeed change hands twice from Barlow to
Anderson and back again, between its original gift from Wilson to Barlow in the early to
mid 1880s and the development of the Barlow collection – but this explanation would
seem somewhat convoluted.
In the late 1860’s, J.T. Nettleship’s father-in-law, the renowned otologist, James
Hinton, travelled to Germany with a Dr James Anderson to study developments in aural
practice.92 There is just a possibility that this could be the same Dr Anderson, through
the Nettleship connection. And the correlation may not stop there, as Edward Nettleship
was also a close acquaintance of Sir Thomas Barlow, who gave a eulogistic speech about
him following his death in 1913. It is entirely conceivable then, that within the hierarchy
of specialist medicine at the time, the Dr Anderson referred to in each instance is one and
the same.
Within the documentation at the National Gallery of Scotland that accompanied the
Barlow Bequest is a list of all the paintings and the rooms in which they originally hung
in No. 10, Wimpole Street, London. Additionally, there is the following delightful anecdote
relating to the Wilson picture:

* All references to the various 1893 and 1903 retrospective exhibition loans may be crossreferred via the relevant appendices that follow the main text
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George Wilson was an Aberdeen artist. A portfolio of his drawings* accompanies
this collection. He was a great friend of John Nettleship the animal artist, a patient
of Sir Thomas Barlow’s who suffered from alcoholism. Wilson took Nettleship away
on a painting tour and never left him for six months at the end of which Nettleship
was permanently cured. This picture was a gift to Sir Thomas from Wilson.93
This reference to Nettleship’s drinking problems is reiterated at intervals throughout
contemporary comment. W.B. Yeats narrated in The Trembling of the Veil how, as a young
man in the late 1880’s, he had been berated by his father for being far too talkative at
a dinner party held at Nettleship’s the previous night, and how his father’s anger had
thrown him into a deep depression. J.B. Yeats had accused his son of talking for effect,
which he made clear was completely unnecessary in good conversation. Rhetoric and
emphasis were traits that J.B. Yeats had always hated and that distaste had worn off
onto his son too, but he was evidently unhappy at having fallen into the trap in front of
his father.
W.B. Yeats had therefore immediately called round the following day to see Nettleship
in order to apologise, only to find his apology was apparently quite unnecessary, and
that Nettleship in fact admired his volubility because he himself had become so much
quieter as he got older. When Yeats called in, he had found Nettleship continually
sipping cocoa from an enormous cup, not caring how cold it became. In support of the
Barlow reference to Wilson’s dedication towards curing Nettleship’s drinking, Yeats
described how some years earlier Nettleship had been thrown from his horse while out
hunting and had broken his arm. Unfortunately, it had been badly set and this left
him in great pain for a long time. He had found that a dram of whisky would always
stop the pain, but soon a drop developed into a lot and he became an alcoholic. Yeats
reported that he had ‘signed away his liberty for several months’, following which he
was fully cured – although he found that he needed to have a cup of some liquid to
hand to sip continuously.94
On another occasion, Nettleship had asked W.B. Yeats whether Edwin Ellis had ever
said anything to him about the effects that drinking might have had upon his ‘genius’.
Although Yeats had tactfully replied ‘no’, Ellis had in fact only a few days beforehand
used the very words that Nettleship had ‘drunk his genius away’. 95
It seems from these various references that J.B. Yeats’s comments from his student
days that Nettleship had at least an element of ‘genius’ was (to some extent at least)
shared by others at that time – including Nettleship himself, apparently! Yeats’s son,

* Alas, this portfolio did not accompany the bequest to Edinburgh. Despite best attempts to try
to track its possible ultimate destiny following the death of Miss Helen Barlow, unfortunately its
whereabouts is now no longer known. Sir Thomas’s three children all inherited his love for the
collection and medium of watercolour, but it was Helen who added considerably to the collection
herself. Her father was born in 1845 and she died in 1975 – so between them their lives spanned
130 years, he alone living to be almost 100!
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W.B., recounted that he had learned to admire Nettleship from his early childhood, and
that his father had always said that ‘George Wilson was our born painter, but Nettleship
our genius.’ And even though the younger Yeats could not bring himself to like Nettleship’s
later animal paintings, his admiration for the painter, based upon his father’s earlier
assertions during his childhood, had remained deeply entrenched within him and he even
occasionally tried to persuade Nettleship to pursue his earlier Blake-influenced designs
once again.96
Although all of the Brotherhood admired Blake as a founding father, it was Nettleship
(and to a lesser extent, Ellis) who, in the early days, showed a very strong influence of
Blake in his black and white designs. However, it would seem that he quite quickly
lost his confidence to paint with such fervour and very soon, he had moved on from
those grass roots to become the melodramatic ‘animal painter’ for which he was later so
much better known. These supposedly more saleable pictures became his ‘pot-boilers’,
as Rossetti called them; however, Nettleship himself was still perfectly content with his
work. He studied long and hard in the Zoological Gardens in Regent’s Park, where he at
least perpetuated the Pre-Raphaelite ethos of sketching and painting from life. Indeed,
he almost certainly did know a great deal more about the anatomy of lions than did
Landseer! – and was eventually even elected to membership of the Zoological Society in
1890.
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George Wilson’s productive years

F

ollowing George Wilson’s completion of his Slade studies and his subsequent
departure from the Yeatses’ Fitzroy Road home when the lease terminated in July
1873, he was understood to have spent the next two years between 1873 and
1874 broadening his studies in Rome, according to his brother, John.146 Upon his return
home, and although it is not known for sure, it would certainly have been logical for
him to have taken a studio together with Nettleship, particularly since his arrival home
probably coincided with about the time that Nettleship vacated his own Newman Street
studio for new premises at 233, Stanhope Street, London, NW. It would be natural for the
relaxed friendship between the two to have stimulated an agreement whereby they shared
the costs of a studio, with Wilson drifting in and out as he wished and, in all probability,
living there as well whenever he was in London.
Nettleship had exhibited for the first time at the RA in 1874 from this Stanhope
Street address, with his earliest ‘animal’ subject to be hung, entitled Not Dead Yet .
He next exhibited another similar subject Who shall rouse him up? at the RA in 1877,
and then again virtually continuously thereafter throughout his life. Nettleship’s 1877
painting was one of a number that he painted all through his career that perpetuated
the Brotherhood’s early penchant for illustrating biblical passages – in his case via the
symbolism of his wild animals. In the 1877 painting, the passage was from Genesis
Ch.49. v.9, relating Judah to a lion.
1877 was also the year when George Wilson had his first submission to the RA (the
chalk Study of a Head) accepted as well – again from 233, Stanhope Street. How long the
two retained the Stanhope Street address is not clearly recorded but can be reasonably
estimated. As noted above, Nettleship, if he ever actually lived there, had certainly moved
his personal living accommodation to Albert Street in 1875, the year before his marriage
in 1876. Nevertheless, he exhibited from Stanhope Street right up until he went to India
in October 1880, returning in March 1881, following which he used his Park Road,
Hampstead studio address until 1883.
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There is no record of where Wilson was during these three years, and he was not
registered as being resident at any British address for the 1881 census, so he may well
have been abroad for that event. It is of interest to note that Stanhope Street was not
an area that was renowned as having been popular with artists, but since virtually the
whole street was redeveloped in the urgent post-war desire for ‘improved social housing’
– ably abetted by the German bombing Blitz of London in the Second World War – it is
difficult to know exactly what sort of premises these might have been. All we know from
the 1881 census is that they must have been reasonably substantial buildings as there
were 17 other occupants of No. 233 that were listed on that day. Wilson’s next firmly
recorded address was back in Newman Street (near Oxford Street), at number 65, by
1883.
In the meantime, in 1877, the Study of a Head was accepted and hung (no 296) at
the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition. In the same year, he also submitted and had
accepted at the Dudley Gallery ‘Black and White’ exhibition, the chalk drawing entitled
A Bacchante that John Todhunter thought so highly of – and indeed, purchased. Both of
these drawings clearly show the influence of Poynter’s tuition.
In 1878, Wilson was accepted again at the RA (no 518) with his poignant oil painting
entitled The Quest from Shelley’s “Alastor”, an allegory from Shelley’s poem Alastor; or,
The Spirit of Solitude. Both A Bacchante and Alastor were purchased by John Todhunter*
and were illustrated in his commemorative tribute to George Wilson’s life, published in
the English Illustrated Magazine in August 1891.147 In this short and poetically written, if
somewhat eulogistic article of just eight pages, Todhunter created a succinct and at the
same time illuminating précis of Wilson’s life. To a large extent, it is this one document
that has been transcribed, often verbatim, in virtually every later publication in reference
to George Wilson’s life and work.
Although John Todhunter was well qualified to write this account, he is no longer
particularly widely remembered for any of his own achievements. No doubt, he would
have liked to be partially remembered, if only to a lesser extent, as a minor patron of
the fine arts; but if at all, his legacy is mainly as a classical and pastoral poet and
dramatist. Although he attained some real success in the 1880s and ’90s with the new
style of ‘advanced absolute realism’ to packed houses in the theatre – often including
lead performances by the most celebrated actress of the time, Florence Farr – he failed to
achieve enduring prominence as a playwright. Todhunter’s version of Euripides’ Helena
in Troas was first performed in June 1886, and A Sicilian Idyll came on stage on 5th May

* In the exhibition catalogue to the 1961 exhibition ‘W B Yeats, Images of a Poet’ held
consecutively at the Whitworth Art Gallery, University of Manchester and The Building
Centre, Dublin, Head of a Bacchante is listed as an exhibit, being a ‘chalk drawing from Dr
J. Todhunter’s collection, now in the University of Reading.’ However, the Keeper of Archives
and Manuscripts at Reading confirms that neither the Todhunter collection (of purely literary
items) nor the university itself contain any such drawings by Wilson. This exhibition statement
therefore remains a mystery. The illustration may simply have been a copy from the English
Illustrated Magazine article.
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1890 – just one month after his great friend, George Wilson had died in Scotland. This
latter occurrence must have caused Todhunter more than a little distress at such a busy
personal time.
In 1894, Florence Farr persuaded Annie Horniman, the wealthy Manchester spinster
who was to become the ardent and influential admirer of W.B. Yeats, to finance a series
of new plays for her. John Todhunter’s A Comedy if Sighs was performed at the Avenue
Theatre in Bedford Park in conjunction with George Bernard Shaw’s Arms and the Man,
and with W.B. Yeats’s The Land of Heart’s Desire as a curtain raiser. Unfortunately, it
seems that the ‘absolute realism’ may have been just too advanced for the audience, and
the only play to survive more than three weeks was Shaw’s!
But, in view of his close friendship with Wilson and both his intense interest in and
considerable experience of his work, Todhunter was very well placed to be both admirer
and critic of the sometimes erratic success of Wilson’s achievements. In his English
Illustrated Magazine article, he wrote constructively about Wilson’s admitted faults, but
also eloquently and authoritatively about the qualities of Alastor (q.v.) – the painting that
was considered widely at the time to be Wilson’s chef d’oeuvre, or certainly at least one
of his best. It is therefore a very great regret, if indeed the common belief is correct, that
Alastor, in particular, was destroyed along with the rest of Todhunter’s art collection.
However, we have to be thankful at least that the Aberdeen Art Gallery has amongst
its collection a well worked pencil and watercolour study for the final picture – although as
a study this is inevitably relatively ‘light-weight’ and lacks some of the intensity of feeling
(and reported strength of colour) that the final picture portrayed. Thankfully though, we
do also have a good contemporary photograph of the final version of Alastor, and this was
reproduced in Dr Andrew Cassels Brown’s history of the Wilson family – albeit that this is
inevitably in black and white, so the original colours still remain tantalisingly elusive.
In 1878, Frederic (later, Lord) Leighton was elected President of the Royal Academy,
and it was hoped that through his more cosmopolitan outlook, the RA would become
less insular and more tolerant of the younger painters who hated its restrictive teaching
practices. Indeed, in 1879, The Academy Summer Exhibition achieved record attendances
of nearly 400,000. Nevertheless, most of the damage had been done some while previously
and the ‘alternative’ galleries, usually financed by private investors, continued to appeal
and attract the disenchanted – including so many of the great names of the day.
Somewhat inevitably, Wilson too had taken a liking to these less ostentatious galleries,
and again in 1879 he exhibited at the Dudley. This time, he submitted a watercolour
entitled Arise thou that sleepest! , * which was priced for sale at £18.0.0 (equivalent to a little

* There is no known image to associate with this title so it is not known for sure what it
depicted. However, it is reasonable to assume that this was probably another of the Bible
quotations so liked by the Brotherhood – this time the well-known and oft discussed quotation
from Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians 5. v.14. In fact, both the Authorised and Revised versions
read as: ‘…Awake thou that sleepest, and arise from the dead, and Christ shall give thee light.’
But the verse is often précised when quoted in theological discussion exactly as Wilson has
stated it, so undoubtedly this slip (if indeed it is such) may be forgiven!
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over £1,500 today). There is no traceable record of anyone having bought the painting,
but since it is neither recorded elsewhere, nor listed in either of Wilson’s retrospective
exhibitions, it is a fair assumption that it must indeed have been sold and so, hopefully,
might still survive somewhere today.
Wilson does not appear to have exhibited any more works until 1882, but in
the meantime, he travelled extensively both at home and abroad. Indeed, on 10th
April 1881, J.B. Yeats wrote to Todhunter from Dublin, and in a somewhat restlesssounding letter in which he also expressed his concern at not being able to find
enough models in Dublin, he closed by saying, ‘I wrote to Wilson some days ago but
have not had any answer…’. 148 Wilson would most probably have been in Italy at that
time in spring.
When not away travelling, George Wilson always returned home to Scotland for a few
months each year to see his family, for the most part staying at Castle Park in Huntly
with his elder brother, John, who was Factor to the Duke of Richmond and Gordon’s
Aberdeenshire estates. Whilst at ‘home’, he would paint avidly in and around Huntly,
along the rivers Deveron and Bogie and among the forests, and along the north Banffshire
coast of the Moray Firth. Occasionally, he made forays into the Nethy Bridge and the Spey
valley to paint among the Cairngorm Mountains, or across to Aberdeen – where he had
a further ‘second home’ with another older brother, Charles, who held the high office of
Procurator Fiscal * for Aberdeenshire.
Sometimes Wilson also stayed with yet a third of his older brothers, James, at Arradoul
House near Buckie on the Moray coast. In 1882, James had taken over from his uncle
Alexander as Managing Director of the family’s farming interests in the region when his
eldest brother, John, removed the Wilsons’ factorial allegiance from the Findlaters and
Seafields to the Gordons. But more particularly, James managed their Inchgower malt
whisky distillery – no doubt a greatly added incentive to George’s visits! Ironically, James
also suffered, and eventually died, from the same familial gastric problems that afflicted
his younger brother.
Very few photographs of George Wilson exist, and the only known photo from later
in his short life was probably taken in 1889, coincidentally within a very large formal
family group, and from some distance outside his brother John’s house, Castle Park in
Huntly.149 Because of the distance and size of the original group, the quality is not crisp,
but modern optical technology has enabled considerable enhancement of this photograph.
This reveals a gaunt, almost emaciated-looking man, aged somewhat beyond his true
years from the rather dapper young man shown in the previously reproduced photograph
from around 12 years earlier. Little more than six months after this scene, he had died.
Yet he is easily recognisable and still retains his drooping moustache, although
the rakish hat of the younger man has been replaced by a topical formal tall ‘bowler’.

*

Public prosecutor and coroner in Scotland
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Indeed, this must have
been an important
family photograph as
everyone is in their
finest highland or
dress attire. There are
two horses on parade,
plus a number of
other ‘status props’
such as a pennyfarthing, a goat-cart,
bag-pipes
and
a
tennis racquet – and
the whole of Castle
Park itself is included
Castle Park, Huntly. probably 1889. Photograph of John Wilson,
in the composition.
Factor to the Duke of Richmond and Gordon’s Huntly estates, with
his family and household entourage outside Castle Park – where
George
Wilson
George Wilson spent several months each year. George Wilson is
appears to be holding
sitting to the rear of the group, ninth from the left and next to his
brother, looking to his right and left away from the photographer.
a pose that indicates
some
unease
and
personal
reluctance
at being included at
all. He is surrounded
by his many nephews
and nieces, and his
brother John stands
just behind him. The
tallest of the children
(standing
just
in
front of John in the
photograph) is George
Wilson’s niece Rachel,
then aged 13 years.
Rachel
appeared
in at least two of
his
paintings
and
A gaunt George Wilson is depicted in this enhanced optical enlargement
eventually
followed
from the group photograph above. It is a credit to the quality of the
original photograph that the section shown here represents an area of
her uncle to become a
no more than 7 mm x 10 mm on the original print.
proficient professional
artist herself.
There is also, within one of Wilson’s surviving sketchbooks, a charming pencil sketch
(q.v.) that can be nothing other than a self-portrait. Again, the moustache is evident, but
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this time on a man probably around 20 years younger – and far less ravaged by the gastric
disease that cursed him throughout his life, and which eventually was to kill him.
Apart from his homeland in Scotland, Wilson also much enjoyed the south of England,
and particularly the area of the Sussex Downs around Arundel, where he painted a number
of landscapes. He also ventured farther inland towards the Hampshire and Surrey rural
county border areas around Petersfield, Midhurst and Haslemere. As already identified,
Wilson had developed a connection with the Haslemere area through his contacts with
the Nettleship brothers. Elsewhere in the region, the attractions of the Sussex Downs to
painters over the years were well established; but in Wilson’s case, he would undoubtedly
have been aware that it was also just to the west of Arundel, in the small village of
Felpham, that William Blake, the Brotherhood’s great mentor and ‘evangel’, had lived for
the few happiest years of his life. It was there that he is rumoured to have been inspired to
write the opening lines of And did those feet in ancient time, the preface to his work Milton:
a Poem (1804) – and best known today as the hymn Jerusalem.
Abroad in 1885, Wilson visited Algiers in north Africa – just on that one occasion, as
far as we know. Apart from the odd letter, there is little to tell us what routes or modes
of transport he used for his journeys abroad. Almost certainly, he would have travelled
to Italy via Paris and would undoubtedly have made good use of his time there to take
in the Paris exhibitions. Like many landscape artists, he was a great walker by force
of habit, but presumably the long-distance journeys would have been made largely by
train. Nevertheless, how he would have made his way to Algiers would be interesting to
discover.
Many Victorian artists contributed to the general interest in Orientalism, largely
directed (at least so far as the British artists were concerned) towards the eastern
Mediterranean, which provided the backgrounds for their religious subjects. However,
following the French colonisation of north Africa in the early 19th Century, there was a far
greater interest in that area as well. This was principally led by legions of French artists
from Delacroix (1798-1863) with works such as Women of Algiers in their Apartment
(1834, Louvre, Paris), through to Renoir (1841-1919), who painted his Mosque in Algiers
(private collection) in 1882, and so onwards. By the 1880s and ’90s, they were crossing
the Mediterranean in their droves to paint new and exciting subjects in the red gorges of
El-Kantara and the arcades of the Place de l’Amirauté in Algiers.
So it probably was not at all a surprising place for Wilson to visit, especially since
during the 1880s, Algiers had also become a fashionable place to visit for health reasons,
due to its agreeable climate. This was something that Wilson constantly sought out for
himself, and from his letters to Todhunter from Algiers, it becomes evident that he was
going through a particularly bad patch in his health during and perhaps before this trip.
From his work point of view in Algiers, Wilson’s watercolour paintings displayed a new
intense impression of heat and colour, and we have extant evidence of his own paintings
from those ‘red gorges’ – whether at El-Kantara or elsewhere. In this respect, he does not
tell us how far from Algiers he strayed.
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Almost certainly, most of all Wilson loved to visit Italy – which he continued to
do throughout the 1880s. He frequently wrote to Todhunter from Rome, Venice and,
especially, from Robert Browning’s (and his own) beloved Asolo. It was in Asolo that
Wilson spent – almost as his closing pilgrimage – the last six weeks of his final visit
to Italy in 1889, when he spent some time in the company of Robert Browning’s close
American friend Katharine Bronson. Wilson wrote later to Todhunter of this kindness
when Mrs Bronson cared for him through a particularly bad bout of his sickness, which
ultimately led up to his death a few months later.
However, earlier in January 1882, Wilson was wintering in Italy and wrote a long
letter to Todhunter from Rome. This letter contains many interesting glimpses into
Wilson’s gentle character, as well as his occasionally mischievous sense of humour in
one none too subtle expression, which in present day terms would be deemed completely
‘politically incorrect’!. The almost childlike joie-de-vivre displayed in the letter contrasts
starkly with Wilson’s continual fight against his debilitating gastric disease, and may
just highlight some brief period of respite from this condition – a malady that he chose
to ignore as much as possible, and equally to hide as well as he could from his friends.
Of interest also is that Wilson’s style of correspondence with Todhunter differs widely
from the ‘deep and meaningful’ debates that formed the major part of correspondence
that Todhunter received from Yeats and the others within and around the ‘Brotherhood’
at that time.
However, there are a number of other more interesting references in this letter,
which give us a good insight into his daily life and method of working; his delight in
the surrounding light, and most importantly, his desire to paint-in the backgrounds
and surrounds to his pictures from the most appropriate natural scenery he could find.
Evidently he was perfectly prepared to take his canvasses to Italy to achieve this, which
substantiates the understanding that he painted-in the strongly Renaissance inspired
backgrounds to his larger oil paintings in situ in the foothills of the Dolomites to the
north of Asolo. Wilson’s letter is reproduced here in its entirety – complete with all its
idiosyncrasies:
Via Sistina no 72.
Jan 15th
Roma
My dear Todhunter
It has been on the tip of my pen to write to you several times and now I’ll do
it –pat. I wont describe Rome to you since you have been here, and there are
numerous guidebooks on the subject. I enjoy it much on its own account and also
that one can paint with a roomful of daylight, and depend on its continuance.
The afternoons are so lovely, the day begins with hoar frost and sharp cold, but
the conquering sun is too much for it, and in the afternoon one bathes in delightful
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warmth, and Rome is so lovely then and onwards to evening ever lovelier. The other
evening my friend[*] and I came from the outside into the city by the Vatican gate.
Rome was a purple pall with flakes of gold on its edges where the last rays touched
and behind, the hills were in a blaze, blue grey below but with radiant, gleaming
heads. There is something in the air here which is depressing; the great age of the
place, the strata so well marked of succeeding civilizations which overlay each other,
one devouring the other as if Zeus devoured Saturn; and the Colossal landmarks of
these events are awful as well as curious or beautiful. I find myself rather inclined
to hate the Catholic Church or at least Popedom. The way these popes swagger in
every church on every hill almost under every green tree and encourage art – to
worship beast gods & make images thereof is curious to see but rather heart rending
to the artist : for the spurns that patient merit from the unworthy takes shouldn’t be
exemplified by the quiet severe and lovely work of the early rennaissance [sic] having
to give place to the ludicrous swagger and blattant [sic] foolery of the seventeenth
and eighteenth century men. What clever ranters they were though. Picturesque black
guards too sometimes – [here are inserted two small ink drawings of ‘swaggering’
and ‘fooling’ saints, with the caption against them…] These are feeble attempts to
do 18th Century saints, but no – they aren’t like, all the better.
Again the afternoons though; when one has worked hard from 9 till twelve, comes
lunch and then a delicious loaf maybe to the forum or as far as the colliseum [sic],
guide book less, unhurried by thoughts that there is only a week to see it all. Hurried
by nothing except that the light will go and then is work to be done. What a sky and
how beautiful the city looks wherever one gets a point of vantage. Don’t think that a
delicious loaf is the regular, matter of course sequel to lunch by no means: but once
or twice a week at the most. I’m not idling. I’ve got well on with a picture that I took
out with me – a dance of young men and maidens in a woody place in Crete see
Iliad[†]. Im going to paint Cretan scenery from what material I can find in the Roman
campagnia or maybe Tivoli. Ive also got another started of Winter and Spring. A

* Unfortunately, we have no idea who this friend might have been. It is possible that Todhunter
understood to whom this referred without having to mention a name, or maybe it was simply
someone whom Todhunter would not have known at all, so was irrelevant to name and explain.
Wilson’s address at Via Sistina No 72 is of some interest. The now rather more chic ‘Via’ had
then for long accommodated the abodes of artists and literary persons. 100 years earlier, No
72 had been the lodging of the famous Swiss portrait and allegorical subject painter, Angelica
Kauffmann (1741-1807), who painted her portrait of her friend Goethe at the address.
† From Wilson’s description, this painting can fairly certainly be identified as Arcadia, which
was exhibited at the Grosvenor Gallery in 1883. The painting was loaned, along with another
unidentified oil painting entitled Eros, by Mr Herbert Young to the 1903 exhibition, but the
whereabouts of both is no longer known. Fortunately, however, the study for the painting (called
The Dance, and at that time belonging to Russell Scott), was printed in the published set of
photogravures taken by George Washington Wilson & Co. to commemorate the 1893 Aberdeen
exhibition. Thus, we know what the painting broadly looked like. The second picture mentioned
is, with very little doubt from the description, the commencement of his major oeuvre now
entitled The Spring Witch, that safely resides today in the collection of the Delaware Art Museum.
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good old subject that I hope to make something new of it. I’ve got Spring young and
radiant (if I can) . rising out of the cerements of the dead winter wondering at herself
but seeing her kingdom before her and glad thereof: golly massa Todhunter if I can
paint it as well as I sometimes think it, it will be a picture. I have spoken and the
gods will have at me. It will never get painted at all. “There shall no swaggerers
come here” is written over the gate of the palace of art.
How goes it with you altogether. Have you been doing any work lately, poetry
or criticism? Is the new house getting well into shape? Are Mrs. Todhunter and the
baby both well : I hope they are. I should be so very glad if there were any chance
of seeing you out here this winter but I know it won’t happen.
Have you seen what Nettleship has been doing I should like to hear from an
independent outsider. He has begun something in a new genre for him which
promised well and I should like to hear that they had turned out well. Yeats-? if
you know anything of him tell me.. I would write but I fear he may have changed
his address.
Yours in haste somewhere
ever sincerely
George Wilson
very kind regards to Mrs Todhunter. 150

There is a wonderful irony in Wilson’s last paragraph, where he worries that any
letter addressed to Yeats might not find its mark in case he had moved on yet again! In
fact, this was not an unreasonable assumption, since towards the end of 1881, when
the lease at Woodstock Road had thankfully ended, Yeats had indeed moved his family
back to Ireland. Once there, they moved from one address to another in Howth in the
first six months – although he did in fact remain in the area for two of his happiest
years.151
Similarly, and despite the continual nagging of his gastric disease, this period in
Wilson’s life also appears to have been one of his most contented and productive in
relation to the figurative oil painting area of his work. He appears to have produced,
or at least to have commenced alongside his continuing regular output of watercolour
landscapes, a significant number of larger allegorical oil paintings between approximately
1880 and 1885.
Upon his return from Italy later in 1882, Wilson submitted a watercolour entitled
On the Banffshire Coast for exhibition for the first time outside London. He sent the
picture – one of a number that he painted bearing the same subject title – via the Glasgow
agent, James MacClure and Son, to the Royal Glasgow Institute of the Fine Arts Annual
Exhibition. The exhibit number was 905, bearing a sale price of £10.0.0 (now about
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£830). It is not known if this picture was sold, but several similar titles still exist in
private collections.
By 1883 at the latest, Wilson had taken his studio at 65, Newman Street; this time,
right in the heart of one of the traditional artists’ communities, and close to the art school
of his early mentor and teacher, Thomas Heatherley. This address appears against his
exhibited works from 1883 to 1884, but prior to that he could either have retained the
Stanhope Street studio for his own use after Nettleship left for India in 1880, or he could
equally have moved into Newman Street two years earlier to coincide with the time that
Nettleship left. Two of the exhibited works from ’83 and ’84 were the oil painting Arcadia
(referred to above), shown at the Grosvenor Gallery’s Summer Exhibition in 1883, and
Summer and the Winds – a tempera painting that was illustrated (no 92) in the 1884
catalogue of the Sixty-Sixth annual Exhibition of the Royal Institute of Painters in Water
Colours.
Summer and the Winds was originally in the possession of Mr H.H. Young, who
loaned the picture to the 1893 exhibition, but by the time of the 1903 exhibition, it
had apparently been purchased by Halsey Ricardo, George Wilson’s architect friend and
collector. Ricardo bequeathed the painting in his will of 1928 to his daughter, Esther.
The picture was then described for probate as being ‘in carved gilt frame glazed’ and was
valued at £5.5.0 (equivalent to ca. £230 today). Esther was married to Walter Howarth
F.R.C.S., who was an important collector of English post-impressionist paintings – and
in particular, those of Walter Sickert (1860-1942). Unfortunately – and maybe in some
way due to Walter Howarth’s particular interest – Summer and the Winds is now no longer
traceable.
It is assumed that H.H. Young must be the same as the Herbert Young who, in
addition to Arcadia as noted above, also loaned another oil painting entitled Eros to the
1903 exhibition. Nothing further is known of the detail of this latter painting – or indeed
of the present whereabouts of either Arcadia or Eros, but the H.H. Young referred to is
believed to be the artist, photographer and philanthropist of that name (1854-1941)*
who lived at Carlton Lane in Horsham. Like Wilson, Young had a very close attachment
to Asolo, where he owned a villa that he subsequently donated to his God-daughter, the
renowned traveller, explorer and writer (and eventually, centenarian) Dame Freya Stark
(1893-1993). Young could well then have met Wilson in Asolo – or it could possibly have
been through his southern counties contacts such as the Nettleship family or Halsey
Ricardo. It is interesting to note that Herbert Young was once the owner of three of
Wilson’s most important works – regrettably all now missing.
Once again, in 1884, Wilson exhibited outside London when he sent the allegorical
oil painting entitled The Song of the Nightingale to the Autumn Exhibition at the Walker
Art Gallery in Liverpool. The painting was exhibited simply as The Nightingale (no. 259)

* H.H. Young is recorded as having exhibited once each at the RA and at the Grosvenor Gallery
in 1885 and 1886.
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and the price sought was £70.0.0 (about £6,000 at today’s prices). It appears though,
that the picture did not sell at this significant sum, since it still remains in Wilson family
descent today.
The Song of the Nightingale is still housed in its handsome original gilt frame, which
also bears exhibition labels for the Scottish National Exhibitions of 1908 and 1911, in
Edinburgh and Glasgow, respectively. The owner of the painting throughout that period
of time was Charles Wilson WS, Procurator Fiscal for Aberdeenshire, and one of George
Wilson’s many older brothers – with whom he often stayed when visiting or travelling
through Aberdeen – and a devoted collector of his paintings.
The last painting that appears to have been exhibited by Wilson during his lifetime
was again at the Royal Institute of Painters in Water Colours, in the following year
of 1885. This was the Sixty-Seventh Annual Exhibition in which number 336 was
the watercolour entitled The Lost Paradise from the poem by John Milton. It was
accompanied by the quotation that it depicted, just four lines from the end of that
epic work:
They looking back, all the Eastern side beheld
Of Paradise, so late their happy seat,
Waved over by that flaming brand; the gate,
With dreadful faces thronged, and fiery arms:
-- Milton
Although The Lost Paradise must presumably have been an allegorical work, it is yet
another painting of which we have no information as to how Wilson depicted the quotation
from the poem for his composition, since no further record of it appears to exist. As the
watercolour didn’t appear at either of the retrospective exhibitions, it may be assumed
that it was bought at the Royal Institute exhibition by a now anonymous purchaser. The
present whereabouts of the painting is not known.
Although George Wilson had suffered all his life from a very severe debilitating
gastric disease – which in more modern times has been accorded various diagnoses* – it
was during this last decade of his short life that he found it particularly agreeable to
spend more time in warmer climes. At the same time, this very much suited his passion
for experiencing the historic art of Italy, as well as the countryside and light that had
inspired it.

* In his history of the Wilson family, The Wilsons, A Banffshire Family of Factors, Dr Andrew
Cassels Brown (husband of Rachel (née) Wilson q.v. – one of George Wilson’s nieces, who appears
in at least two of his paintings) diagnosed Wilson’s complaint as being a duodenal ulcer. Others
have suggested cancer – but Dr Cassels Brown’s book records that many of the Wilson family
suffered to varying degrees of seriousness from a similar disease, which sometimes took their
life at an early age. George Wilson himself always referred to it somewhat dismissively as his
‘dyspepsia’ – which mild complaint of course it most certainly was not. His death certificate
stated ‘stricture and ulceration of the pylorus’ broadly agreeing with Cassels Brown’s diagnosis.
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He once wrote to Todhunter from southern France as he seemingly wandered
through various towns on his way to Italy. In this letter, he describes the medieval town
of Sisteron, nestling in the Haute Provencale foothills of the Alps. He refers initially to it
in a surprisingly unkind fashion in view of its historic appeal – yet quickly, and almost
apologetically, follows this up with the same romantic expression of the beauty of its
surroundings that ruled his painting – and his life:
Sisteron, which is a squalid, stenchy little hole of a town, which no man of the
tourist order ever heard of before, or stopped in, is flopped down in as lovely a
country as you can conceive of, the kind of country that I like better than all the
others, and have seldom seen – a rich, smiling valley under the highest cultivation,
vines, figs, almonds, mulberries, wheat, maize, a whole cornucopia of richness,
with two winding rivers fresh from the Alps meeting in the midst thereof, and
behind, fierce, threatening, ragged peaks, blue and snow-crowned.152
Why the town of Sisteron itself should have dismayed him quite so much is a mystery,
but in fact, all of Wilson’s few remaining letters portray a refreshingly transparent style –
almost naïve, yet at the same time wholly down-to-earth; emulating the poetic romanticism
that dominated the life he followed and which totally encompassed his very raison d’être.
From Venice, he once wrote:
There is nothing like Venice anywhere. Yesterday and yesternight were given
over to processions. Two festas came together. I wish, oh! I wish you had been here
to have seen. There was a thing at the end that was amazing beyond description.
It was like a vision out of the Revelation. Fancy briefly, two mighty walls of dusky
flame, fretted with golden traceries in colour of molten metal. Between these walls,
which are made by the close walls of palaces on the Grand Canal, advances a
thing in shape of a temple made of a thousand different coloured fires, out of
which flows music (which might be better, and as it is, spoils the thing a bit).
Behind, comes on in perfect silence a great throng of gondolas, with their great
steel beaks all aglow, and the men looking like statues cut in sunset clouds. You
should have seen it. Then the water, you know, was like something never seen
out of Venice. Ah, well, once again I wish you had been here to see it! Then the
religious procession in the afternoon, or rather evening, with all Venice to see.
Again golden fires above and golden waters below. But it was the sun himself
this time. To see the white dresses of the little St. Johns and the Baa-lambs, and
gorgeous priests and wonderful canopies and censers,* and all against the sky as
they crossed a bridge, with the huge disk of the setting sun spotting itself through
everything and, setting the water on fire, is—to get into difficulties with the English
language.153

* One wonders quite what George Wilson’s strict Scottish Presbyterian family would have made
of this remark!

107

The Lost Pre-Raphaelite – George Wilson

The aura of romanticism with which Wilson described his surroundings might have
come directly from one of the titles that were dreamed up by him and his colleagues for
their drawing competitions. One is almost persuaded to imagine this self-deprecating
and most modest of painters experiencing these sights in something approaching a
child-like wide-eyed wonderment! The contrast between the drenching light in which
he found he could paint in Italy and north Africa and that which he experienced in
the north of Scotland was unquestionably considerable. Certainly, the watercolour
landscapes that can be related to these very different climes exhibit a strong response
to the available light and the prevailing climate. However, in all his paintings, colour
was vital to him and the results are almost always vibrant. In the paintings from Italy
and Algiers the colours are sometimes astounding; from Scotland, the ever-present
luxuriance of his woodland landscapes in particular, shows an intrinsic understanding
not only of what he was painting, but also the very fundamentals of the nature that
created these surroundings. In Italy and Africa there is the ubiquitous dryness and
crispness, whilst in Scotland there is an all-pervading lushness that permeates Wilson’s
paintings to the extent that one might almost be able to squeeze the water out of the
moss-covered trees and banks.
However, in his later watercolours (and it is essential always to differentiate between
the two media and Wilson’s technique in respect of each) from around the mid 1880s
onwards, something of a change appears. Regardless of wherever they are painted
amongst his favourite locations, there is sometimes a clear indication of some movement
towards the impressionism that had swept through France during the previous decade,
and which, by then, was already in its second phase. This change appears to have
commenced broadly around the time of his visit to north Africa in 1985, only falteringly
so to start with, but increasingly boldly through the final five years leading up to the end
of his life.
None of this should be particularly surprising. Undoubtedly, since he usually travelled
to Italy via central France, this would inevitably have taken in Paris. Wilson would therefore
have been fully aware of what was going on in France, yet maybe to a somewhat lesser
extent in England. He had been trained in the shadow of the Pre-Raphaelites and had
readily adopted and adhered to their ethos. He was already a convinced and practising
pleinairist and colourist; he was consistently representing colour and light and the visual
sensations created by light; he often utilised tiny brushstrokes to great effect in depicting
the image of what he saw, and he certainly appears to have been influenced by Corot, as
were several of the French Impressionists. Finally, as with the greatest colourists of his
age, and those from before and following after, he also became experimental with time.
And, in truth, were these two movements so very far apart in their basic philosophy?
No less an advocate for the Pre-Raphaelite movement than Ruskin – who had no empathy
whatsoever with any French painting of his time – could not have constructed a more
expressive and precise statement of the fundamental aims of the Impressionists when he
wrote in The Stones of Venice:
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The whole function of the artist in the world is to be a seeing and feeling creature;
to be an instrument of such tenderness and sensitiveness, that no shadow, no
hue, no line, no instantaneous and evanescent expression of the visible things
round him, shall either be left unrecorded, or fade from the book of record. It is not
his business either to think, to judge, to argue, or to know. … The work of his life
is to be twofold only: to see, to feel.154
Whereas the Pre-Raphaelites painted subjects from classicism, medievalism and
romanticism, the Impressionists tended to paint simple everyday people in everyday
scenes. However, neither philosophy tolerated ‘studio tricks’ with arranged lights and
colourless shadows. So whilst all the above statements of comparison are bland and
simplistic, and whilst volumes have been written elsewhere on both subjects and in far
greater and more erudite detail, that is certainly not the intention here. But it does,
nevertheless, highlight the demanding question as to where George Wilson was heading
with his painting towards the end of his life.
In May 1885, Wilson was in Algiers when he wrote to Todhunter:
How lovely the country is just now there are no words to say. I had never
dreamed of such a paradise of wild flowers. There are most of ours, but much
bigger than with us. And innumerable others as new to me as the queer jewelstones in the new Jerusalem would be -- marvellous cups and trumpets and
bugles. … I have had a bad turn of it with the arch-fiend, Dyspepsia, which has
taken the colour out of life generally a good deal, but I hope for better things
before long.
This unusually open reference to his perpetual and debilitating illness was written
five years before his death, yet shows his equally perpetual optimism that the problem
would always just go away, permitting him to do better and better work. A few days later,
from the same place he wrote again to say,
I wish you were here. How you would delight in the lovely evenings. The day
seems to swoon away into night under glorious opiates of incense from a world of
flowers.155
This alternating between the highs and lows of one moment being laid low by a
stomach problem that would eventually become so serious that it would kill him, and in
the next dismissing it with his over-riding optimism that he would eventually get over it,
would have been enough to demoralize the very strongest of wills. However, that is what
Wilson endured, and it therefore seems remarkable that he produced as much work as
he did in his short life. Indeed, it was such a short life that beyond his training years
at Heatherley’s, the Royal Academy schools, and finally the Slade, which terminated in
1873, he had little more than 15 years of productive work. Since he neither signed nor
dated any of his pictures, so far as we know, we only have exhibition records, and the
occasional label on the reverse of a painting to catalogue his development – and that has
made the task very difficult.
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From the small amount of documentary evidence that has survived, backed up by
anecdotal family recollections, we know that Wilson did, indeed, lead a generally nomadic
life. He visited Scotland for some months every year, and he had friends whom he visited
in Sussex quite frequently. But most of all, he loved to visit Italy, with Venice and Asolo
in the north as his favourite haunts, followed by Florence and Rome in central Italy. All in
all, of the three friends who started out from art school together, it was Wilson, the least
assuming and pretentious of them all, who turned out to be by far the most adventurous.
Despite his continuous debilitating illness, he was prepared to travel far and wide in
Europe to further his knowledge of traditional historic art and modern trends. And that
was something that neither Nettleship nor Yeats ventured to do – even, as in Yeats’s case
in both 1907 and 1909, when someone else was prepared to pay for the travel.156
Although we cannot be sure of all of Wilson’s addresses in London – particularly
during the last five years of his life, it does appear that he became fairly settled with
London as his home base. It also appears that he managed to support himself adequately
in digs that would include something of a studio, and, whilst he was based in the Mall
Studios in Hampstead, he was actually based in comparatively ‘prestigious’ surroundings
within the art world. By this premise, it must be assumed that he also succeeded in
selling sufficient of his work to maintain this at least adequate lifestyle. He certainly had a
small number of reasonably well-to-do patrons who, equally as importantly, also became
his good friends as well. Apart from his lone trips to Italy to paint, he also travelled there
in sociable groups with friends as well – and in particular, with the Nettleship brothers.
But to the end, whether due to the combination of his medical training with his vested
interest in someone he considered to be exceptionally gifted as an artist, it was John
Todhunter who never left him out of his thoughts.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Illustrated catalogue of the works of George Wilson

T

he most appropriate ordering for this catalogue has proved somewhat of a
challenge. The chronological dating of the majority of the George Wilson’s works
is largely no more than a best logical estimate, except for when contemporary
exhibition is recorded. Nonetheless, estimated chronological order has broadly been used
here, with some flexibility for medium and subject matter, and this produces an actual
progression through some initial drawings that lie mainly in museum collections, into
the very few larger figurative oil paintings that either still exist or of which (as in one ‘lost’
instance) we have a photographic image.
Since there is no clear evidence of any figurative oil paintings having been completed
much later than around the middle of the 1880s, this in fact allows us to migrate
easily into the area that Wilson evidently enjoyed most – that of his (mainly) landscape
watercolour drawings. These have been divided into groups for a variety of reasons that
should, hopefully, be apparent as the catalogue progresses – some by location; others by
subject matter, etc. – however, this does mean that even estimated chronological order
has had to be abandoned on occasions.
Although it is of minor importance within Wilson’s oeuvre, it seems appropriate to
commence with the only known (or at least confidently assumed) self-portrait sketch
of Wilson himself. There are just two of George Wilson’s sketchbooks presently known
to be in existence – generally referred to for convenience simply as the ‘large’ and the
‘small’. They both appear to commence from a fairly early date, and to have been used
(probably concurrently) over quite a long period. At least one other third portfolio of
sketches (recorded within the papers accompanying the Helen Barlow Bequest to the
National Gallery of Scotland in 1976) cannot now be traced, and undoubtedly there would
at some time have been many more as well.
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1

Self Portrait drawing
(from a sketchbook –
without title)
Date not known;
probably ca. 1868-70
Pencil on feint ruled paper
8⅛ in x 6½ in (irregular)
(207 mm x 166 mm)
Private Collection
Provenance: George Wilson;
Wilson family descent to
current private collection

Few of the sketches within the two
remaining books display more than
early preliminary ideas – but one or
two are recognisable through the
existence (or photographic evidence) of
the eventual finished paintings. This
small sketch is one of two or three
that are certainly self-modelled sketches. The reproduction here appears to be a deliberate selfportrait sketch (possibly somewhat surprisingly, in view of George Wilson’s reserved nature),
whereas others are more evidently draft poses for future design ideas. The sketch probably
dates from George Wilson’s earliest years in London whilst attending Heatherley’s. It shows no
overt influence of Poynter’s tuition, which became so positive after Wilson’s Slade days. It does,
however, show an endearing face that well
fits the various written images of Wilson’s
persona.
The similarity of the sketch to the formal
photograph shown here is distorted to a
certain extent by the presence of the rather
smart hat. The photo is from a family
group that is inscribed but not dated. It
is estimated to have been taken in around
1875 – i.e. around five to seven years after
the sketch was made. Both these images may
be compared to the previously reproduced
photograph, probably taken some 14 years
later in 1889 when, even allowing for the
gauntness caused by the ravages of his
illness that had deteriorated over the
intervening years, his characteristics still
remain evident.
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7

Study of a Head
1876-77
Red, brown and
black chalk, over
pencil, on heavy
weight paper
13 in x 11in
(330 mm x
279 mm)
First exhibited:
Royal Academy,
1877 (296)
Private collection
Provenance:
Charles Wilson;
descended through
Wilson family to
current private
collection

It has frequently been stated,
erroneously in fact, that
George Wilson only exhibited
once at the Royal Academy –
with Alastor in 1878. That is
not so. The previous year, in
1877, he exhibited for the first time with his chalk drawing entitled Study of a Head.
This drawing is a strangely enigmatic, principally red and brown chalk study. The influence of
Poynter’s tuition is clear. Part of the enigma lies, curiously, in the gender of the sitter, which by
no means would be entirely certain without the description by Robert Catterson Smith in a letter
to John Todhunter that Wilson’s submission to the RA that year was a study of a man’s head. 202
Additionally, the expression on the face is about as enigmatic as that of the Mona Lisa!
There are no highlights at all in the eyes, giving the subject an even greater degree of ambiguity as
to the sitter’s mood, although the mottling of the irises is drawn with fine detail. Added to this, the
tiniest vague, yet almost grimly determined, smile on the face (which runs through from the eyes
to the mouth) creates an expression that is quite confusing – indeed, almost worrying, whilst at
the same time giving an opposing impression of an extremely sensitive and kindly person who has
perhaps been badly treated by life. It is a most interesting piece of drawing.
The picture has suffered some minor foxing to the paper, which at some time had been overlaid by
pastel. This has subsequently been removed and the drawing is now restored to its near original
state. It is still framed in its original dark brown stained oak frame with gilt inner frame and plain
white mount.

149

Illustrated catalogue of the works of George Wilson

11

Asia
Probably ca. 1881-84
Oil on canvas
37½ in x 29¼ in (950 mm x 745 mm)
First recorded exhibition: Aberdeen Art Gallery (Aberdeen Artists’
Society), 1893 (561)
Private Collection
Provenance: Halsey Ricardo; by family descent to current private collection

Without doubt, one of George Wilson’s most successful oil paintings, and although not purchased
by John Todhunter, but by the architect Halsey Ricardo instead, Todhunter still considered it to
be Wilson’s chef d’oeuvre. Again, because Todhunter was, more than anyone, in regular contact
with Wilson and would have discussed his paintings in great detail with him, there is little point in
projecting any description other than his contemporary narrative on this painting.
Asia depicts a moment from the beginning of Scene I in Act II of Shelley’s lyrical drama Prometheus
Unbound, which Todhunter describes:
The moment chosen by Wilson is that when Asia, waiting in solitude in her vale in
the Indian Caucasus for news of the final struggle of Prometheus, sees her sister Panthea
approaching as the dawn breaks:-“This is the season, this the day, the hour;
At sunrise thou shouldst come, sweet sister mine,
Too long desired, too long delaying, come!
…
Hear I not
The Æolian music of her sea-green plumes
Winnowing the crimson dawn?”
In this noble picture Asia stands with both arms stretched upwards in an ecstasy of
longing. Her lovely face is upraised, her cheeks slightly flushed with roseate colour, as if
she herself were the very spirit of dawn, the liquid blue eyes gazing into the eastern sky, the
lips tremulous with expectation. The wind of dawn seems to play through the diaphanous
golden-red drapery which half veils her figure, and echoes the rich note of colour in her hair.
Her left breast is bare, and under her bare feet flowers are springing. In the background is
a great wall of rugged mountain-peaks, their bases still steeped in dusky twilight..204
Wilson loved painting in the Dolomites, to the north of Asolo where he made his base camp,
undoubtedly because of the direct relationship of the natural mountainscapes to the backgrounds
in so much of the Renaissance art that influenced him so. Quite how he discovered Asolo in the first
place is not known, but the town’s association with Browning could well have been

159

The Lost Pre-Raphaelite – George Wilson

160

Illustrated catalogue of the works of George Wilson

instrumental. He took his current canvasses with him on his trips to Italy, and so it is most
probable that the background to Asia was painted ‘on location’ in this way.
Again, Wilson has some minor trouble with the painting of the hands and feet of his subject, but
to a far lesser degree than in The Song of the Nightingale. However, there is no problem at all with
the rest of the figure drawing and, as Todhunter points out; the painting of the diaphanous drapery
that scarcely covers her body is very cleverly executed. Similarly, the background and foreground of
the surrounding landscape is painted true to Wilson’s dedicated following of the Renaissance form,
and even more particularly to depict the scene described by ‘The Echoes’ in the poem as:Through the many-folded mountains;
To the rents, and gulfs, and chasms,
Wilson introduces much symbolism into the painting – in particular, one of his favourite devices,
that of the flowering Almond as the first flower of spring to denote here the welcoming of the return
of Asia’s sister Panthea. This reference is in direct response to the later lines in the same scene,
when Panthea says:It passes now into my mind. Methought
As we sate here, the flower- infolding buds
Burst on yon lightning-blasted almond tree; …
The presence of the somewhat overt pair of white rabbits is rather more curious. The usual
symbolism attached to rabbits is that of fertility or lust, or is associated with lunar figures such
as Moon goddesses, so this would appear unlikely here. The positioning of the rabbits, facing
each other some distance apart, more probably displays a simple but clever device employed by
Wilson to mirror the meeting of the two sisters, where, in the picture itself, Panthea’s place is
taken by the artist and thus she cannot be
seen. Alternatively, and since there is
sometimes a temptation to try to read
more into paintings than maybe the artist
originally intended, allowing for Wilson’s
innate sense of humour, he may merely
have inserted them just for fun. The
model is once again his same anonymous
favourite.
The painting still retains its striking
original Morris inspired frame, heavily
moulded with stylised gilt acanthus leaves
raised above a black ground and gilt outer
surround. This is a relatively splendid frame
and probably indicates that it was rather
more likely to have been commissioned
directly by Ricardo rather than the artist.
The painting was reproduced as No.9 in
the set of George Washington Wilson
phototypes commissioned from the 1903
Aberdeen exhibition.
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12

Study for
Shelley’s “Asia”
Probably ca. 1880-83
Chalk
Size unknown
First recorded
exhibition:
John Baillie Gallery,
1903 (94)
Whereabouts
unknown
Provenance: Purchased
by Dr John Todhunter
direct from the artist.
Present whereabouts not
known; presumed lost

This preliminary sketch for
Asia has unfortunately been
lost with the rest of Todhunter’s
collection. It shows a rather
different treatment for the
background, which was not
carried through to the final painting, in that ‘…the darker lake Reflects it [the sunrise – as referred
to in Asia’s speech]; …’ – a seemingly rather charming and effective backdrop to the figure – has
been replaced by the mountainous chasms in the final version.
Similarly, Asia’s face lacks the sense of expectation and gladness that is so strong a feature of the
finished painting. The model also appears to be different The image shown here is reproduced from
the only recorded copy of the sketch, as attached to Leonore van der Veer’s article about George
Wilson in Volume 30 of The Studio, 1903-04. 205 Asia was evidently some while at the composition
stage, as there are innumerable working sketches in a variety of poses and stages of resolution
within the extant sketchbooks.
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15

‘Portrait of a Very Young Lady’
1877
Gouache on board
10 in x 7 in (254 mm x 178 mm)
First recorded exhibition: Not known
Private Collection
Provenance: George Wilson personal collection; via John Wilson, via Wilson family
descent to current private collection
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The sitter in this charming portrait painted in profile is George Wilson’s niece, Rachel Wilson, at
the age of two years. Painted in gouache, with much white bodycolour, the technique used is more
akin to an oil painting. There are two strong distractions within the composition of this painting;
firstly from the cat which stares fixedly at the artist and viewer, and secondly, the bright orange
in the child’s hand. But both fail to overcome the continual leading of the eye to her rosy face and,
more particularly, her gleaming hair – which has been painted with the finest of detail and skilful
use of body colour. The sandy tint portrayed was retained by Rachel until late in her life when the
inevitable silver-grey took ove.
There are two interesting comparative pencil
drawings by John Butler Yeats, illustrated
in Prodigal Father William M. Murphy’s
essential biography about George Wilson’s
early colleague.208 Both of these sketches
represent his younger son, Jack B. Yeats
aged three and five years respectively. On
each occasion, not only does Yeats depict the
similar style of dress adopted for children
of both sexes at that age and time, as also
evidenced by Wilson in his Portrait of a Very
Young Lady, but also, more importantly,
the enduring influence of Poynter’s tuition
is unmistakable for both of the recent Slade
students.
The painting is still in its original simple gilt
ribbed frame, with gilt mount under glass.
There are two labels verso. The main title
label appears to be an exhibit label. It is in
Jack B. Yeats, 1874, pencil, by John Butler
Wilson’s hand and notes the number ‘No
Yeats, as published in Prodigal Father
2’; the title; and contains his signature and
(Murphy), p.98 (see acknowledgements), from
the collection of the late Michael Yeats.
address shown as 233, Stanhope Street,
Hampstead Road, N.W. The second label
is now no more than an irrecoverable very
fragile scrap, but appears to indicate (not
in Wilson’s hand) that the painting had, at
some time, been offered for sale. There is now only one remaining word ‘price’ that is reasonably
discernable, although until recently, the actual price being sought was still visible at £2.2.0 (about
£170 today). There is no evidence as to where this painting was exhibited, and somewhat inevitably
it ended up in the possession of George Wilson’s brother, John, who was the father of the sitter –
who inherited the painting herself in due course. Why such a close family subject should have been
offered for sale is curious. It may simply be that Wilson did not wish to burden his brother with the
cost of yet another painting – and hence the anonymous title rather than a named portrait.
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The Whale’s
Mouth
Probably ca.
1875-80
Watercolour
with some
body colour on
heavy weight
wove paper
13½ in x 9½ in
(343 mm x
242 mm)
First recorded
exhibition:
Not known
Private
Collection
Provenance:
Wilson family;
via family
descent to
current private
collection

The Whale’s Mouth is an
interesting study in many
ways. At the outset, it
could be deemed a pure
‘Ruskinesque’ study of the
typical rock formations that
are found along the north
coastline of the Moray Firth,
around Portknockie and
Cullen. Wilson frequently painted in the area over the years, whilst visiting his uncle, Alexander
and then subsequently his brother, James, who were successive managing directors of the nearby
family whisky distillery of Inchgower.
Two of the main rock formations that are regular modern-day visitor attractions along this beautiful
stretch of coastline are the even more curious ‘Bow Fiddle Rock’ and this, ‘The Whale’s Mouth’. The
Bow Fiddle Rock is the more prominent feature, as it is farther out to sea and so is a more obvious
‘sight’. It is also far less accessible. The Whale’s Mouth is easily accessible from the land side, but
as may be seen from the almost contemporary photograph shown here, the far side juts well out
into the sea. However, as with all the rock features in the area, the stratum the rock lies, somewhat
incongruously, in the opposite direction to that depicted in Wilson’s composition. This means that,
unless for some obscure reason he deliberately reversed the formation, he must have painted it
from the seaward side, and the small wave surge must be the effect of the water being drawn out
again over the rocky floor rather than breaking into the land, as shown in the photograph.
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It was previously deemed a mystery as to
how this painting could have been made –
unless from a boat – until through the local
investigations of the Editor of Portknockie’s
village magazine, aptly named The K’nocker,
it was discovered from some of the older
inhabitants that at one time it had indeed been
possible. There had once been a fisherman’s
pathway to the far end of the cave, which long
ago became too dangerous to remain passable
and has now virtually disappeared.
The fact that Wilson has ignored within his
composition the fascinating shape of the
open cave mouth, and has ‘cropped’ the
whole formation of the cave, is indicative of
his concentration on the pure depiction of the
surface of the rock features themselves – which he has

17

The Whale’s Mouth, near Portknockie,
Banffshire, photographed in 1897 by Rachel
Cassels Brown (née Wilson)

portrayed in the finest detail.

An Old Oak (Study of an Oak Tree)
Probably ca. 1878 – 82
Watercolour
Size unknown
First exhibited: Aberdeen Art Gallery (Aberdeen Artists’ Society),
1893 (548)
Whereabouts unknown
Provenance: John Todhunter; now believed lost

Although now believed lost, we are fortunate that a full colour print of this finely detailed painting
was published with Leonore van der Veer’s article about Wilson in Volume 30 of The Studio,
1903-04. 209 It is from that illustration that the copy shown here is reproduced. The quality of
reproduction is quite impressive despite the limitations of processing available at the time, over 100
years ago; however, in all probability, some of the vibrancy of the greens and browns, as well as the
yellow of the apparent sunset sky, are lacking
It is not known where Wilson painted this picture, but it seems quite likely to have been during one
of his visits to the south coast of England, in all likelihood around the West Sussex South Downs
town of Arundel, and possibly in the ancient Arundel Castle Park. The magnificent old oak, with its
rent side – perhaps from a lightning strike – and uppermost main boughs and reaches slowly dying
off, is mirrored by a number of similarly afflicted trees in the background. It is evidently wintertime,
so the small splash of evergreen colour presented by the dwarfed bush to right of the oak’s trunk
gives a feeling of continuity to the scene.
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Apparently painted in a parkland setting and, equally, in an evidently ancient one as well, one
might imagine Wilson pondering, as he painted, about Shelley writing his narrative poem Alastor –
which was so important to Wilson – in Windsor Great Park under just such an oak. His treatment
of the heavily stressed boughs, dragged down by the weight of their branches and leaves over
centuries, is reminiscent once again of certain aspects of Corot. However, the clever definition of
the central tree asks more questions than it answers. Is this tree like those that surround it? In a
typical composition, Wilson has only allowed us to see the bottom half, so should we assume that
the ravages of the elements have treated it in the same way as the other trees that linger behind it?
We may assume that it is one amongst many, yet we shall never know – but the majesty of the tree
would make any passer-by slow or stop to pay it homage.
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The Fall of the Leaf (commonly known as ‘The Old
Woman Gathering Sticks’)
Probably ca. 1878-82
Watercolour on heavy weight wove paper
9¾ in x 13½ in (247 mm x 343 mm)
First recorded exhibition: Aberdeen Art Gallery (Aberdeen Artists’
Society), 1893 (570)
Private Collection
Provenance: John Wilson; via Wilson family descent to current private collection
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The Old Woman Gathering Sticks – as this powerfully-coloured watercolour has always been
affectionately known within the Wilson family – epitomises Wilson’s ability in this medium at its
very best. Painted in a strong Pre-Raphaelite style with fine detailing of foreground interest, one
feels that it should almost be possible to squeeze the water out of the moss on the tree roots!
The composition is believed to have been painted in the beech forests in the north of old Banffshire,
to the east of Cullen. The placing of the old woman well to the bottom left of the painting leaves
Wilson scope to develop the immense detail of the forest floor; but all the time, the small gulley
that runs diagonally across the picture draws the eye back to the woman. This effect of pulling the
picture together is further emphasised by the denser woodland to the top right of the picture and
the clear fence effectively curtailing further movement in that direction, as well as the evident steep
ravine that disappears over the ridge to the rear. This deep dropping away of the effective horizon
behind the thinning trees allows the artist to bring the sky down to a low level, with only the hint
of more distant hills glimpsed through the trees. This enables Wilson to filter more light into the
picture over the important left hand side.
The quite stunningly vibrant colours used are typical of Wilson’s confidence in this medium,
maximising the contrast between the extensive autumn reds of the fallen leaves and the bright
green of the moss covered banks and roots, and even the multitude of colours depicting the lichen
covered trunks and the remaining evergreens.

175

The Lost Pre-Raphaelite – George Wilson

no specific evidence that Wilson responded particularly to Ruskin’s dictum about the drawing of
rocks in nature, but he certainly took great care in their treatment and Ruskin should well have
been pleased with his results. It is not known exactly where the painting was made, but it is quite
possible that it was on one of the small wooded hillsides in the Kinnoir Wood or Battle Hill above
Pirriesmill Farm – one of John Wilson’s farms near Castle Park in Huntly, where George Wilson
stayed with his brother for some months each year.
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Summer and the Winds
1883-84
Tempera
Size unknown
First exhibited: Royal Institute of Painters in Watercolours, 1884
(92)
Whereabouts unknown
Provenance: H.H. Young (1893); Halsey Ricardo (1903); via family descent. Now
believed lost

This image is a reproduction of No. 5 in the set of phototypes commissioned by the Aberdeen Artists’
Society from George Washington Wilson and Co Ltd, following the Aberdeen exhibition of 1893.
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This purely fantastic allegorical work, painted in the comparatively rare medium of tempera, would
undoubtedly have been a very bright and striking work. Originally incorrectly titled Summer in the
Winds in the 1893 Aberdeen Exhibition catalogue, this was corrected (probably by Dr Todhunter)
before the index to the series of George Washington Wilson phototypes produced later in the year
from that exhibition. It has always been assumed that H.H. Young, the owner of the picture at that
time, was the contemporary artist of George Wilson’s who exhibited once at the RA in 1885 and
again at the Grosvenor Gallery in 1886. H.H. Young lived in Carlton Lane in Horsham, Sussex, and
is understood to be the same person as the artist and photographer Herbert Young, who owned a
villa in Asolo. Young may have known George Wilson from Asolo or via his travels in the mid Sussex
area – possibly through Halsey Ricardo or the Nettleships – and Todhunter evidently knew him
well enough to persuade him to exhibit this picture in Aberdeen. Herbert Young did also exhibit
two oil paintings, Eros (of which no further information is available) and Arcadia (q.v.) at the Baillie
exhibition of 1903. Young appears to have sold Summer and the Winds to Ricardo sometime after
the Aberdeen Exhibition, as the latter is recorded as being the owner when the painting was loaned
to the 1903 Baillie exhibition.
Ricardo eventually bequeathed the painting in his will of 1928 to his younger daughter, Esther.
The picture was then described as being ‘in carved gilt frame glazed’ and was valued for probate
at £5.5.0 (equivalent to ca. £230 today). Esther Ricardo was married to Walter Howarth F.R.C.S.,
a well-known collector of English (then modern) post-impressionist paintings – and in particular,
of Walter Sickert. Important examples of Sickert’s work that were either within (or had previously
been in) Mr Howarth’s collection are frequently represented in publications concerning the artist.
Unfortunately – and maybe in some way due to Walter Howarth’s particular focus of interest –
Summer and the Winds is now no longer traceable within his family descent.
Summer and the Winds was originally exhibited (no. 92) in 1884 at the Sixty-Sixth Annual Exhibition
of the Royal Institute of Painters in Water Colours, in which it was illustrated within the catalogue.
The allegorical composition appears to be pure fantasy and is about as far as Wilson ever reached
from the style of his landscape works. Nonetheless, it is a fascinating painting, utilising his usual
model for the central ‘Summer’, also for the right hand ‘Wind’, and possibly for that to the far left as
well. The other background model for the central ‘Winds’ may be the same as appears in A Spring
song (q.v.) but the male model to the left is not known. Unusually for Wilson, the figures virtually fill
the composition, leaving little space for other features. Nevertheless, he still manages to cover the
foreground with a typical carpet of flowers, from which ‘Summer’ has collected a bowl full of petals
that she is broadcasting amidst the flurry of activity that surrounds her. The petals are being blown
by the Winds frantically all around the composition, while from a table beside her as she kneels,
another pot is falling, leaving a trail of somewhat inexplicable ‘vapour’. There are many sketches of
‘angels’ wings’ within the remaining sketchbooks, and these are an element that Wilson seems to
have enjoyed incorporating into such fantastic compositions.
Some 20 years after George Wilson’s death, Ralph Radcliffe Whitehead referred back to this painting
when he wrote in a letter to his wife, Jane, that he always ‘likened her to summer’, because she
reminded him somewhat of the central character of ‘Summer’ in Wilson’s painting of Summer and
the Winds.228 This purported likeness is not at all evident, however, from a contemporary photograph
of Jane Byrd Whitehead.229
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A Spring Song
Date unknown, possibly 1878-83
Watercolour
Size unknown
First exhibited: Aberdeen Art Gallery (Aberdeen Artists’ Society),
1893 (562)
Whereabouts unknown
Provenance: Russell Scott (1893; 1903); whereabouts no longer known

This image is a reproduction of No. 6 in the set of phototypes commissioned by the Aberdeen Artists’
Society from George Washington Wilson and Co Ltd, following the Aberdeen exhibition of 1893.
This is a charming and – in sharp contrast to Summer and the Winds – gently pastoral, but equally
powerful Pre-Raphaelite composition. The general style of the composition and the treatment of the
central figures with the almost ‘incidental’ sheep that are only partially included in the design and
appear to be simply passing through the picture, indicate that it could be quite an early work, perhaps
from the late 1870s to early ‘80s. In relation to the comparatively bleak background, the foreground is
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strewn with flowers – as so often in Wilson’s figurative works. The sheep are no more than maturing
lambs, perhaps used to indicate late springtime without resorting to the distraction that newborn
lambs would cause to the composition. These animals are meticulously painted, and show a distinct
recollection of the work of Thomas Sidney Cooper (1803-1902). The models for the two singing girls in
the painting are not generally seen elsewhere in Wilson’s work, although the girl on the left may well
be the same model as for the central ‘Wind’ to the rear of Summer and the Winds (q.v.).
John Todhunter remarked in his introduction to the 1903 John Baillie catalogue that Wilson’s
studies in drapery are singularly beautiful, and that view is easily endorsed by this work. Sketches of
the drapery for the lower torso of each of the girls are repeated a number of times in the sketchbooks.
And in addition to the watercolour sketch drawing Study for ‘A Spring Song’ (q.v.) and the finished
painting referred to here, two rather more detailed pages of figure studies in pencil and chalk were
included (Nos. 98 and 99) in the Baillie exhibition. One of these chalk studies (reproduced here see also catalogue raisonné ID095
or ID096) accompanied the Art
Journal critic Frank Rinder’s brief
1903 article about the exhibition.230
Both studies were loaned by Mr
George Haité, who is presumed
to be George Charles Haité
(1855-1924), the English painter,
textile designer and author.
It is not specifically recorded what
Wilson was illustrating with this
painting, although the two main
contenders would both have been
from Robert Browning. Browning
wrote one of his lesser-known, very
short poems (just three verses of
three lines each) with the title of
Spring Song; but the lines carry no immediately obvious relevance to Wilson’s composition. The
second contender, which we know to have been a favourite not only of Wilson’s, but also of his
student colleagues, J. B. Yeats and J. T. Nettleship, was the long dramatic poem, Pippa Passes.
This contains the well-known Pippa’s Song, which is also equally referred to as Pippa’s Spring Song,
or again, just simply as Spring Song. Whether usage of this latter form of the name was widespread
in Wilson’s time is not clear, but certainly the well-known lines would appear to be somewhat more
appropriate to his composition:

The year’s at the spring
And day’s at the morn;
Morning’s at seven;
The hill-side’s dew-pearled;
The lark’s on the wing;
The snail’s on the thorn:
God’s in his heaven--All’s right with the world!
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his catalogue has been drawn from every source of information currently believed
to be available, including: family collections and family archival material; public
exhibition lists; public collections; university and other library archive material;
published text, and private correspondence.
What will quickly become evident is the sad fact that over half of all George Wilson’s
known paintings are presently believed to be missing. This percentage excludes, of course,
all of those other works that he painted or drew and passed on, but were never recorded
elsewhere. For instance, we have interior photographic evidence of several unknown
apparent works hanging on the walls of Castle Park, Wilson’s brother John’s house in
Huntly. But in other cases (such as the whole Todhunter collection), there is anecdotal
evidence of assumed permanent loss due to catastrophe; but without firm evidence of any
such fate, we must always reserve some hope of future discoveries. This catalogue, then,
is deemed (and hoped) to be no more than a first edition of what may, with luck, develop
over time into a much more precise and complete list.
However, there will be significant difficulties attached to the future identification of
Wilson’s lost works: The principle of these difficulties is that, so far as is presently
experienced, George Wilson never, ever, signed (or dated) the face of any of his work. Only
very occasionally are there labels appended to the rear stretcher or frame, sometimes in
Wilson’s own hand, ascribing a title or numbering a work apparently for exhibition. In
this respect, there is at least one (or maybe more) incidence of labels – mainly, but not
exclusively, attached to larger oil works – bearing a low series of numbers that appear to
be intended exhibition numbers. The reason or purpose for these labels is presently not
known.
In respect of the works listed below, only those that reside in public collections are
identified as such. The remainder, by default, lie in private collections. The first 70 ID
numbers (in either bold or standard type) for the works listed below correspond to those
reproduced within the previous section of this book. Those images represent the full list of
works for which we presently have clear identification and/or good reason to attribute the
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reproduction of that work to the specific or generic title shown. The first 56 works of these
(with ID numbers in bold type, and excepting numbers 6, 8, 12 and 17 – which cannot
be traced) are all still in existence. From ID 057 to 070 (ID numbers listed in normal
standard type) the works listed have been illustrated from other sources or records, but
are presently all believed to be missing. Finally, those remaining works with ID numbers
listed in italics are the remaining works for which we have documentary evidence, but no
image available to reproduce.
Self-evidently, and whilst greatest care has been paid to trying to pin down these
latter works as accurately as possible, there will always remain some element of doubt as
to their identification or possible duplication with other similarly described titles – which
are often generic, or at best only broadly descriptive – such as On the Deveron. However,
every attempt has been made to make clear any such doubt or possible alternatives within
these listings. Finally, additional groups of items (such as portfolios and sketchbooks,
etc.) are similarly listed and identified as extant or missing, but with the separate series
of numbers commencing from ID901.
The author will, of course, be most grateful to receive any corrections and, in
particular, any additions to this list for future reference and (hopefully, in due course of
time) improved editions.

ID
Ref.

Title of picture;
Medium;
Size

Original owner;
of address;
[Existing/Lost]

Main
Exhibitions
(see Note 1)†

Notes;
Current
public
ownership

001

Self portrait drawing [extract from a
sketchbook];
Pencil on paper;
8⅛ in x 6½ in (207 mm x 166 mm)

George Wilson’s
effects; N/A;
[Still existing]

None

002

Study of a Nude Female Figure, Back
View;
Chalk on paper;
21 in x 10½ in (533 mm x 267 mm)

Mr John Baillie;
London;
[Still existing]

Not known

V&A Museum

003

Study of a Nude Man, looking down;
Chalk on paper;
21¾ in x 14¾ in (554 mm x 375 mm)

Mr John Baillie;
London;
[Still existing]

Not known

British
Museum

004

Two Studies of a Nude Woman;
Chalk on paper;
13¼ in x 21¼ in (336 mm x 539 mm)

Mr John Baillie;
London;
[Still existing]

Not known

British
Museum

251

The Lost Pre-Raphaelite – George Wilson

ID
Ref.

Title of picture;
Medium;
Size

005

Study of Female Figure carrying
a Bowl, with additional studies of
Hands;
Chalk on paper;
20¼ in x 15¼ in (514 mm x 388 mm)

006

Main
Exhibitions
(see Note 1)†

Notes;
Current
public
ownership

Mr John Baillie;
London;
[Still existing]

Not known

V&A Museum

Study of a Female Figure clothed in a
cloak and hood;
Chalk on paper;
Not known

Not known may be Mrs
Eliza Thurburn;
Keith ?;
[Believed lost]

Only
illustration
to John
Baillie
exhibition
catalogue

May be ID135
[AA(525)] or
any one of
ID132; ID133;
ID134 ID136;
[JB(85); JB(86)
or JB(87) etc]

007

Study of Head in Red Chalk;
Chalk on paper;
13 in x 11 in (330 mm x 279 mm)

Mr Charles
Wilson;
Aberdeen;
[Still existing]

RA(1877/
296)
AA(547)
JB(88)

008

The Quest from Shelley’s ‘Alastor’;
Oil on canvas;
Not known

Dr John
Todhunter;
London;
[Believed lost]

RA(1878/
518)
AA(552)
JB(8)

009

Study for ‘Alastor’;
Pencil and watercolour on paper;
13¾ in x 9¾ in (348 mm x 249 mm)

Mr Charles
Wilson;
Aberdeen;
[Still existing]

AA(573)
JB(89) PV(3)

010

The Song of the Nightingale;
Oil on canvas;
24 in x 36¼ in (61 mm x 92 mm)

Mr Charles
Wilson;
Aberdeen;
[Still existing]

WAG(1884/
259) AA(560)
JB(1)

011

Asia;
Oil on canvas;
37½ in x 29¼ in (950 mm x 745 mm)

Mr Halsey
Ricardo;
London;
[Still existing]

AA(561)
JB(13)

012

Study for Shelley’s ‘Asia’;
Chalk on paper;
Not known

Dr John
Todhunter;
London;
[Believed lost]

JB(94)
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Original owner;
of address;
[Existing/Lost]

Aberdeen Art
Gallery

APPENDIX 2
List of Works shown at the Aberdeen Artists’ Society Exhibition, 1893
held at Aberdeen Art Gallery
The following list is a transcript of the catalogue of 73 paintings that were exhibited at the Aberdeen
exhibition of 1893, cross-referenced to the John Baillie exhibition of 1903. The titles and owners
are exactly as described in the 1893 catalogue. The cross-references are, in some cases, evident,
but in a few cases can only be surmised – including alternatives where there is some doubt. It
has to be recognised that Wilson seldom gave titles to his paintings, so those that are recorded at
exhibition are often likely to be generic descriptions applied by John Todhunter and others at the time.
Such descriptions were even then not always correctly transcribed – as will be noted. Occasionally,
there are titles for which not even a conjectural connection with another exhibition title is possible.
The final column relates to the relevant reproductions included in this publication. These are only
ascribed where the correct title is either known for sure or, occasionally, where there is no recognised
alternative.

ABERDEEN ART GALLERY
GALLERY No. III.
WILSON COLLECTION
(Pictures by the late George Wilson Esq
No

Description

Medium

Lent by

of

Baillie
1903 ref

Cat. ID

525

Figure of a Woman
in Chalk

chalk

Mrs Thurburn

Keith

JB 85, 86,
87

135 or
006?

526

A Study in Chalk

chalk

Mrs Thurburn

Keith

JB 85, 86,
87

136

527

Head of Knight in
‘La Belle Dame sans
Merci’

chalk

J Todhunter Esq

London

JB 95

058

528

Evening

watercolour

J Todhunter Esq

London

JB 23 or
JB 25?

076

529

Aberdeen Sands

watercolour

Charles Wilson Esq Aberdeen JB 48

087

530

On the Downs near
Arundel

watercolour

E Nettleship Esq

London

JB 29

119

531

Sketch of Venice

watercolour

E Nettleship Esq

London

JB 32, 33

121

532

An Orchard in
Spring

watercolour

J Todhunter Esq

London

JB 26

073

List of Works shown at the Aberdeen Artists’ Society Exhibition, 1893

No

Description

Medium

Lent by

of

Baillie
1903 ref

533

The Aberdeen Beach

watercolour

John Wilson Esq

Huntly

JB 64

107

534

A Young Bacchante

chalk

J Todhunter Esq

London

JB 93

057

535

Venice

watercolour

Charles Wilson Esq Aberdeen JB 49

045

536

Landscape, Bogie
Bridge – Sunset

watercolour

Charles Wilson Esq Aberdeen JB 50

032

537

Huntly Castle

watercolour

Charles Wilson Esq Aberdeen JB 51

036

538

Italian Lake Scene

watercolour

Charles Wilson Esq Aberdeen JB 52

092

539

Wood near Arundel

watercolour

Charles Wilson Esq Aberdeen JB 53

040 ?

540

A Winter Scene

watercolour

Mrs Thurburn

Keith

JB 76

131

541

The Cairngorms,
from Abernethy

watercolour

John Wilson Esq

Huntly

JB 65

039 ?

542

Sunset

watercolour

Mrs Thurburn

Keith

JB 77

138

543

On the Deveron

watercolour

Charles Wilson Esq Aberdeen JB 54, 55,
56, 57

544

A Scene in Italy

watercolour

John Wilson Esq

Huntly

545

Trees (A Fallen
Beech)

watercolour

Dr Anderson

London

546

On the Deveron

watercolour

Charles Wilson Esq Aberdeen JB 54, 55,
56, 57

547

Drawing of a Head
in Red Chalk

chalk

Charles Wilson Esq Aberdeen JB 88

007

548

An Old Oak

watercolour

J Todhunter Esq

London

JB 22

017

549

Caritas

watercolour

J Todhunter Esq

London

JB 18

060 ?

550

‘A Bit’ on the
Deveron, near
Huntly

watercolour

Mrs Thurburn

Keith

JB 78

024

551

The Huntly Lodge
Woods in Summer

watercolour

John Wilson Esq

Huntly

JB 67

019

552

Alastor

oil

J Todhunter Esq

London

JB 8

008

553

Summer in the
Winds

tempera

H H Young Esq

London

JB 14

066

554

A Summer Day in
Surrey

watercolour

Mrs Thurburn

Keith

JB 79

130

555

An Opening in the
Wood

watercolour

Mrs Thurburn

Keith

JB 80

042 ?

JB 66

Cat. ID

025, 026,
027, 028,
029 or
030
043
021
025, 026,
027, 028,
029 or
030
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