




Rocks, Formentera, 1958, india ink on paper, 42.5 x 54.5cm. (BGT 751)



Old Oak Tree (St Andrews Cathedral Series), 1979, pencil on card, 53 x 39.5cm. (BGT 582)



Lava Forms, Lanzarote, 1993, conté crayon and wash on paper, 29 x 42cm. (BGT 1092)



Deodar Tree, 1980, pencil on paper, 55 x 76.3cm. (BGT 654)



St Martins Lower Town, 1951, pencil and oil on board, 32.8 x 50.8cm. (BGT 581)



Landscape and Places

Barns-Graham’s more conventional landscape drawings demonstrate an acute observational

grasp of landscape structures and an intuitive insight into the forces, subterranean and

meteorological, that shape those local topographies and give them their enduring character.

Their robustness of line and strongly rhythmic visual music corresponds to that of the mineral

morphologies and architectural constructions they describe with such empathetic precision.

In contrast to the self-conscious aesthetic elegance of Ben Nicholson’s landscape and archi-

tectural drawings (to which they are often compared, usually with the false implication that

they are entirely derivative in style from them) they exhibit a direct toughness of perception

and a determined fidelity to the disruptive imperfections of the actual.

They delight also in the constant relation of the static orthogonal geometries of architecture

and horizon to the dynamic swell and curved lines of hillside, valley, shoreline and promon-

tory, and of both to the emptiness of light and space around them and above them. The pre-

cise linear definitions of both landscape and architecture are countered in many drawings

by the irregular outlines of trees and the engineered disturbances of clay workings, quarries

and field systems. Atmosphere and mood are supplied by irregular colour grounds, often

worked into the paper before the drawing begins.

Above all, these drawings register a passionate response to the interactions of weather,

time and place with the permanencies of nature: ‘Being in the presence of the power and

awe of nature, be it to study the effect of the sun on glaciers in Switzerland, the rain on clay

formations in Tuscany, the lava forms and disturbances in the volcanic areas of lanzarote,

to the passing of cloud and shadows on the hills and sea of Orkney or the wind movements

on sand in Fife, all wonders emphasising the importance of being at one with nature. This

is a contemplation of sensing out, feeling and understanding particular rhythms. not just

on the surface but underground as in Cornwall.’



Clay Workings, Chiusure, 1954, pencil and tempera on paper, 43.3 x 54.6cm. (BGT 752)



Monte Olivetti, 1954, pencil and tempera on paper, 39.5 x 43cm. (BGT 1083)



St Ives from Salubrious House, 1968, pencil and oil on paper, 69.5 x 82cm, 673)



San Gimignano, 1955, pencil and oil on paper, 42.5 x 54.5cm. (BGT 2302)



St Regulus, St Andrews, 1979, pencil and mixed media on card, 39.5 x 53cm. (BGT 1122)



St Monans, 1982, pencil and oil on paper, 76 x 104cm. (BGT 6203)



St Ives No.3, 1985, charcoal, oil, conté crayon on paper, 55.4 x 73.7cm. (BGT 1144)



Stromness, Orkney 1, 1985–6, pencil and oil on paper, 53.5 x 75cm. (BGT 676)



Seven Lines No.2, 1982, pen, ink, oil on card, 16 x 17cm. (BGT 789)



Sea waves and currents
The discovery of energy

These extraordinary descriptions of sea forms might better be described as meditative

abstractions and reflective imaginings. They derive from deeply sensed knowledge of

the ways in which energy finds its forms: in the curve, swell, surge, arabesque and linear

parallels seen in rings of tree grain, in geological strata, in ploughed fields, in lava flow,

in river currents and land forms. They are the outcome also of long years of daily obser-

vation of the sea from Fife and Cornwall shores, from coastlines and cliff-tops, and above

all from her Porthmeor studio, with its windows on to the sweeping sands of the bay,

ribbed in these rhythms by the endless tidal inward and outward wash of wave and

breaker, below the constant parallels of sea, sky and light.

This was the very ‘contemplation of sensing out, feeling and understanding’the partic-

ular rhythms of nature of which Barns-Graham wrote. ‘I get at the real essence of things,

which can be as miraculous as anything devised by the imagination–as in the drama

of the sea, the sky can astonish the mind.’ This contemplation that leads to astonishment

is akin to the mystic’s meditation, the concentrated repetition of word or action, which

has its climax in the ecstatic release of the spirit. There is nothing in this which conflicts

with the profound materialism that animated every aspect of Barns-Graham’s creative

career, and gives her work– in her drawing as in her painting and printmaking–

its underlying philosophical coherence.



Seventeen Lines, 1982, pen, ink, oil on card, 13.2 x 19.3cm. (BGT 166)



Clay Country, Tuscany, 1979, mixed media on card, 19.8 x 27.3cm. (BGT 842)



Against the Wind, 1980, mixed media on card, 33 x 24cm. (BGT 123)



Linear Movement and Circle 2, 1982, pen, ink, oil on card, 19.8 x 13.4cm. (BGT 170)



Linear Meditation 2, 1991, pen, ink, mixed media on card, 14 x 15cm. (BGT 59)



Glacier Knot, 1978, mixed media, ink on card, 27 x 19.8cm. (BGT 76)



Snow Shelf, Fife, 1978, mixed media on card, 29.5 x 20.7cm. (BGT 1902)



Wilhelmina Barns-Graham CBE RSA RSW 1912–2004

Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, known as Willie, was born

in St Andrews, Fife, on 8th June 1912. As a child she showed very

early signs of creative ability. Determining while at school that she

wanted to be an artist she set her sights on Edinburgh College

of Art where, after some dispute with her father, she enrolled

in 1931, and, after periods of illness, from which she graduated

with her diploma in 1937.

At the suggestion of the College’s principal hubert Wellington,

she moved to St Ives in 1940. This was a pivotal moment in her life.

Early on she met Borlase Smart, Alfred Wallis and Bernard leach

as well as Ben Nicholson, Barbara hepworth and Naum Gabo who

were living locally at Carbis Bay. She became a member of the

Newlyn Society of Artists and St Ives Society of Artists but was

to leave the latter in 1949 when she became one of the founding

members of the breakaway Penwith Society of Artists. She was

one of the initial exhibitors of the significant Crypt Group.

Barns-Graham’s history is bound up with St Ives where she lived

and worked until her death. The St Ives School, as it came to be

known, began to form in the period after the war, with Peter

lanyon, Terry Frost, Patrick heron, Bryan Winter and roger hilton

all living or staying frequently in St Ives. Barns-Graham more than

held her own artistically within this challenging milieu and in

recent years her pro-active contribution to development of St Ives

art has been re-assessed. After her successes of the 1950’s Barns-

Graham felt herself to be becoming more and more sidelined

by the more ambitious members of the group, which led to her

not having the same high profile of those best known today.

however important shows surveying her work at the Tate St Ives

in 1999/2000 and 2005 have done much to change people’s

perceptions of her achievements and repositioned her as one

of the key contributors of the St Ives School.

In 1960 Barns-Graham inherited from her Aunt a family home

near St Andrews which initiated a new phase in her life. From this

moment she divided her time between the two coastal communi-

ties, simultaneously establishing herself as much as a Scottish

artist as a Cornish one. The house, Balmungo, was to become the

heart of her business and will continue in the future to be the base

for the charitable trust which she established in 1987. her Scottish

heritage plays a significant part in her art. In her later years the

greatest contribution that Scotland was to make was through the

hugely rewarding working relationship she developed with her

printmakers Graal Press with whom she collaborated on an extra-

ordinary outpouring of screen prints that are an entire body

of work in their own right.

Barns-Graham exhibited consistently throughout her career,

both in private and public galleries. Though not short of exposure

throughout the 1960s and 1970s her greatest successes came

in the last decade of her life, that brought her new audiences and

accolades, and saw the publication of the first monograph pub-

lished on her life and work, lynne Green’s W. Barns-Graham–

a studio life. (This was followed by Ann Gunn’s catalogue raisonée

of prints, published in 2007.) She was made CBE in 2001, and

received four honorary doctorates (St Andrews 1992, Plymouth

2000, Exeter 2001 and heriot Watt Universities 2003). her work

is found in all major public collections within the UK. She died

in St Andrews on 26th January 2004.



Wilhelimina Barns-Graham
Selected exhibitions and bibliography

Solo exhibitions

1947/49/54 Downing Gallery, St Ives, Cornwall

1954 roland, Browse and Delbanco, london

1956/59/60/81/96 Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

1957 City Art Gallery, Wakefield

1971 Marjorie Parr Gallery, london

1978 The New Art Centre, london

1984 The Pier Arts Centre, Orkney

1989–90 W. Barns-Graham Retrospective 1940–1989, touring

1992 W. Barns-Graham Drawings. Crawford Art Centre, St Andrews and The royal Cornwall Museum, Truro

1992–3 W. Barns-Graham at 80, William Jackson Gallery, london touring

1995/97/99 Art First, london

1996–7 The Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh

1999–2000 Wilhelmina Barns-Graham: An Enduring Image, Tate St. Ives

2002/07 Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

2001/02/04/06/09 Art First, london

2001 Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh

2002–04 W. Barns-Graham: Painting as Celebration, Crawford Art Centre, St. Andrews and touring

Wilhelmina Barns-Graham: Movement and Light Imag(in)ing Time, Tate St. Ives

2007 Elemental Energies: the Art of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Trinity hall, Cambridge

Evolution: Processes in the Work of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Sherborne house, Sherborne, Dorset

2008 David Krut Projects, New York

2009 A Discipline of the Mind–The Drawings of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Pier Arts Centre, Stromness, Orkney and tour

Wilhelmina Barns-Graham in Italy, 1955 (photograph by David lewis)





Group exhibitions in public galleries

1951 Danish, British and American Abstract Artists, riverside Museum, New York

1953 International watercolour exhibition, Brooklyn Museum, New York

1954 British Painting and Sculpture, Whitechapel Art Gallery, london

1955 Seven Scottish Artists, Scottish Arts Council touring exhibition

1960 Painters from Cornwall, Plymouth City Art Gallery

Tenth Anniversary of the Penwith Society of Art, Arts Council touring exhibition

Contemporary Scottish Artists, Scottish Arts Council touring exhibition in Canada

International exhibition of works in gouache, New York

1969 Paintings 1940–1949, Scottish Arts Council touring exhibition

1977 British Artists of the 60s, The Tate Gallery, london

1984 Homage to Herbert Read, University of Kent, Canterbury

1985 St Ives 1939–64, Tate Gallery, london

1987 Looking West, Newlyn Art Gallery and The royal College of Art, london

1988/89 Freeing the Spirit, Contemporary Scottish Abstraction, Crawford Arts Centre, St Andrews

1989 A Century of Art in Cornwall 1889–1989, The County Museum and Art Gallery, Truro, Cornwall

Song of the Sea, Dundee Museum and Art Gallery

1989/90 Scottish Art since 1900, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh and tour to Barbican Art Gallery, london

1990 Festival of Fifty-One, Arts Council Collection, touring exhibition

1992 New Beginnings, Postwar British Art, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art

1995 Porthmeor Beach: A Century of Images, Tate St. Ives

100 Years Context & Continuity, Newlyn Art Gallery

1997 The 50s works, British Council Collection touring Cyprus and France

2001 St. Ives in the 60s, Tate St. Ives

The Colourist Connection, McManus Gallery, Dundee

2002 Critics Choice (Mel Gooding), Newlyn Art Gallery

2006 Consider the Lilies–Works from Dundee’s Twentieth Century Art Collection, Dean Gallery, National Galleries of Scotland

2007 Pier Art Centre, Stromness, Orkney
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The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust

The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust was established by Wilhelmina Barns-Graham in 1987,

to secure her life’s work and archive for future generations.

The Trust is based at her St Andrews home, Balmungo.

The aims of the trust are:

• To foster, protect and promote the reputation of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham.

• To advance the knowledge of the life and work of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham through exhibitions,

research and publications

• To create an archive of key works of art and papers, to serve as a source of information about

Wilhelmina Barns-Graham’s life and work, and to provide access to this collection.

• To support and inspire art and art history students, through the provision of bursaries and scholarships.

• To make Balmungo the resource centre to deliver the Trust’s aims.

• To maintain Balmungo as a place of creativity through an artist-in-residence programme.

The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust is a registered Scottish Charity No. SC 016854

Further information on The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust is available at www.barns-grahamtrust.org.uk
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