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THIS cATALOGuE REcORdS the final body of paint-
ings made by George Devlin before his death in 2014 
and does not set out to reassess or place the artist in a 
history of Scottish art. That might well be undertaken 
some day and would comprise a complete retrospective, 
rediscovering much work from the sixties and seventies 
unrecognisable to many of George’s friends and collec-
tors. George was not beamed down as a fully-formed 
impressionist on to the banks of a canal in Vetheuil in 
1981. He had a varied career up to that moment, full of 
the usual triumphs and disasters (and Kipling’s twin 
imposters would not be entirely absent from the next 
thirty years or so either) but at that moment, after the 
birth of his daughter Nuala and happy and fortunate 
in his second marriage to Marie he was able to stop 
striving to make his way in the art world and begin to 
be true to himself.

George Devlin was born in Springburn, Glasgow 
in September 1937. His father was a miner and had 
been badly gassed in the Great War and George was 
the second youngest of six. It is in part a tribute to 
the changed social order in post-War Scotland which 
allowed the young Devlin to aspire to be an artist 
alongwith the encouragement of a few teachers who 
recognised his burgeoning talent at school. But more 
importantly his cussed determination, which stayed 
with him to the end of his life, served him well, devel-
oping his attitude to art as a means of escape from 
hurly-burly of family life into a vocation. His older 
sister Lily bought him his first bike and he kitted it out 
with compartments for all his belongings, including his 
first oil paints bought with his milk-round money.

From twelve he attended the Albert Senior 
Secondary School in Mansel Street which was an 
imposing Victorian structure teaching traditional 
subjects but it allowed Devlin access to material in the 
art room and he left at the age of seventeen with a good 
education: he was junior Dux and runner-up for the 
senior Dux. His academic success meant he had more 

of a battle to persuade the family that he should be 
allowed to go to art school. But the desire was strong 
and the offer of a place at the famous Mackintosh 
School of Art could not be turned down. Here his 
senior tutors were Willy Armour and David Donaldson 
and from the latter he learned much which sustained 
him throughout his career: the beautiful mark, quality 
of paint and most importantly how painting mattered 
and even how an artist should live his life.

Amongst his fellow students in a year considered 
to be exceptional and from which an unprecedented 
four post-diploma places were awarded were Duncan 
Shanks, James Hardie and Fred Pollock. Devlin was 
always full of energy and applied himself to learning 
the craft of painting. At college he had begun a lifelong 
love affair with the great outdoors and began to climb 
and walk regularly. On one trip to the north-west his 
geologist friends persuaded him to join their proposed 
expedition across the Sahara to help prove the theory 
of green and wet periods in the history of the region. 
What possible better use could be found for the bursary 
attached to his winning of the Maclean Watters Medal 
at the RSA. He had already travelled to Greece and 
France, and at this moment he had nothing to keep 
him in Scotland: he was off for the great adventure. The 
journey in a Bedford Dormobile took the party across 
France, Spain, and The Maghreb and finally across the 
great desert.

George learned rudimentary mechanical skills 
but on one occasion a breakdown could have proved 
terminal had not the group been rescued by a Captain 
of the Foreign Legion at Tamanrasset. Colonial French 
administration, deriving from the great Napoleonic 
bureaucracy, recorded his presence in Burkina Faso 
which somehow popped up in a cIA file requiring 
explanation before George was allowed a visit to the 
United States in 2012. He finally came to Kano in 
Nigeria where George decided to stay and teach art! 
He was listed in a census as nomad and after more 

George Devlin: intuition & consideration
GuY PEPLOE

George in the studio, 2009
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than eighteen months away George perhaps realised 
it was time to come home and fortuitously he was 
drawn back from the heart of darkness by an offer of 
work at The School of Art. He worked initially full 
time and then in the sessions from 1963 to 1966 as a 
visiting member of staff. These were difficult years 
for Devlin, he married Margaret Ogden in 1964 but 
the union was not a success. He had given up tenure 
at the School of Art, falling out with some of his 
colleagues: if George felt something was wrong he 
would not hold his council and the political nature of 
an educational institution was inimical to his spirit at 
this time. Painting was his solace and he sent work for 
exhibition at the Scottish Open exhibitions: RGI, RSA, 
SSA and RSW where he became a member in 1964. 
He had been nominated by Robin Philipson and it 
is clear that Devlin’s open personality and raw talent 
could win him friends as well as enemies. At this time 
he met Anne Redpath who was always encouraging 
to younger painters and over lunch at the Postilion 
Restaurant in Edinburgh she urged George to be ambi-
tious for himself; to ‘find a larger pot to put himself 
in’. But things continued to be difficult financially; 
to supplement his income at this time he took many 
part-time jobs as barman, bouncer and bus-driver 
(qualifications gained crossing the Sahara). By his 
own admission he was somewhat lost and would go 
walkabout in the highlands with a rucksack of art-
materials and his guitar over the other shoulder.

to work in isolation, to suck hard on his own resources 
and cleave to the difficult vocation chosen with no sup-
port network. But he was a sociable man and enjoyed 
the collegiate atmosphere of brother artists who could 
share a common purpose and good conversation. He 
was always interested in what his interlocutor had to 
say although what he had to say was invariably more 
interesting and certainly better put. The League, 
around twenty artists not all from Glasgow, organised 
their own exhibitions, commissioned Gable-end 
murals, invited artists to show in venues such as the 
Print Studio and ran their own studio spaces at St 
Vincent Lane. After his falling-out at the Art School 
George devoted himself to the cause with an element 
of redemption in his zeal and became the Chair from 
1977–1979.

His remarriage in 1979 and re-engagement with the 
landscape mark a watershed in both his personal and 

In 1966, his marriage effectively over, he severed ties 
with the School of Art and moved to Edinburgh taking 
teaching work at Craigmount and George Watson’s 
Schools. His communication skills and enthusiasm 
were irrepressible and the notion of a private art school 
grew; after all what is an artist if not an entrepreneur? 
An application in to the Scottish Committee of the 
Arts Council for grant assistance came through to his 
amazement and he was able to set up his School at 
Easdale in the Firth of Lorne. Not surprisingly given 
the appalling weather in the West of Scotland for much 
of the year the School had a second manifestation in 
France, beginning the artist’s long connection with 
the Val d’Oise, south of Paris. The summer school was 
also a chance for Devlin to paint and in 1968 he held 
his first one-man-show with The Scottish Gallery, 
then at 26 South Castle Street where he exhibited his 
Easdale work. The sixties in Edinburgh was the artistic 
laboratory of Richard Demarco and when the two paths 
crossed sparks of positive energy flew and the result 
was a show with the Demarco Gallery in 1971. At this 
time Devlin’s star was in the ascendant; his power-
ful, tachist oil painting, some landscape based more 
themed and essentially abstract like his monumental 
Icarus series won him plaudits and brought him to 
the attention of the art and media establishment. In 
1972 he was commissioned to make a series of short 
television films for STV, called ‘I know what I like’, 
George a clear choice to bridge the gap between an 

often bemused general public and the serious intent 
of the seventies ‘arterati’. This was the decade of ‘isms’ 
and while the permissive society of the sixties did 
lead to a spirit of adventure and reinvention much of 
what transpired was arid and too far toward art for 
art’s sake for either the romantic or practical sides of 
Devlin’s artistic personality to find fulfilment. In 1973 
he worked with Scottish Ballet, with choreographer 
Walter Gore and composer Thomas Wilson on a piece 
called Embers and he remembered the collaboration 
with pride and satisfaction, producing an original 
design full of fire and movement. Around this time he 
joined the Glasgow League of Artists which had been 
founded in 1971. George recognised that the artist had 

George with the broadcaster & journalist Mary Marquis at the 
opening of George’s show at the Lillie Gallery, Milngavie, near 
Glasgow. c.1983

A large formal portrait of the artist’s wife Marie, 1977 . Exhibited 
at the RGI, visitors voted it exhibit of the year.

Painting, c.1964

George Devlin, 1963 George Devlin , c.1970 George Devlin painting in St Abbs, 1979
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professional life. From then on the artist seems to have 
nothing to prove. His studio is at home, Marie is his 
muse and manager, and his joy at the birth of Nuala is 
unbounded. Everything is now in context and without 
a conscious change of direction he dedicates himself to 
the fulfilling life of the painter with the same energy 
and gusto which has been largely dissipated over the 
previous fifteen years. Have easel will travel becomes 
the motto. He develops successful working relation-
ships with several galleries as well as developing a 
reputation as a reliable and original portrait painter. 
His personal happiness lends optimism to all he does 
and he is from now on painting for himself rather than 
painting what he feels he should. He wrote:

This gradual melting, or perhaps joint growth of Nuala 
and I, yielded big changes in my work and my approaches 
to it. It became more figurative, the colour structures more 
vibrant, and a joie de vivre seems to have ousted a rather 
tonal introspection; subject matter became celebrated 
through paint. 
 One bright morning when my daughter, Nuala, was 
about three, we both set out for a walk in the pristine heavy 
snow of the night before. In the clean dazzling light she 
suggested we try to catch “ the glory stuff “ and proceeded to 
launch herself at the frost encrusted surface. I then realised 
she meant the sparkle of the snow crystals, which I, her 
dim accomplice, registered via the rationale of cause and 
effect. She the true artist had gone straight for the jugular 
of totality.

Looking back over the last thirty-five years George 
Devlin should be ranked as one of the best British 
landscape painters of the modern era. His approach 
to painting landscape was established by the 
Impressionists in the 1880s: to sit in front of the 
subject, en plein air and work until the picture was 
essentially complete. Marie recalled recently a moment 
of change:

In 1989 we re – visited Vetheuil, en famille. I remember the 
day when I noticed the change in George’s approach to his 
painting. One evening he returned from painting much 
later than usual and was raving about the colours of the 
shadows under the trees on the opposite bank of the Seine. 
He started to list the colours he saw – cobalt blue, French 
ultra marine etc. He was so excited by this discovery that 
he started painting in shifts (morning and evening were 
of more interest to him rather than the relatively flat mid 
day light). He changed his eating pattern and preferred to 
eat his main meal at lunchtime. This allowed him to paint 
in the evenings. His sleeping pattern changed to allow 
for early morning painting shifts. This painting tempo 
continued until a few months before he died.

In the studio a critical eye would bring him back to the 
canvas to make a few adjustments, the same rigourous 
examination he would give to a still life subject or a 
portrait, but the essentials of the landscape that made 
it belong to the day it was made were always preserved. 
He approached his subject with a sense of wonder and 

his ability to make it permanent in oil paint and his gift 
was generously shared. Devlin always looked outward, 
not inward and this is reflected in his many painting 
trips and exhibitions around the world, to Indonesia, 
Japan, Hong Kong, India and South Africa. Neither was 
England a closed market for Devlin: he began regular 
shows with The Portland Gallery in London from 1991 
and encouraged by painter friends like Ken Howard RA 
he became a member of several prestigious exhibiting 
bodies in the south.

His experiences painting led to a wealth of anecdote, 
unlimited acquaintances and numerous strong friend-
ships, not least from the early nineties at Vetheuil on 
the Seine (a favourite painting destination) where he 
was eventually given civic honours and where a book 
was published celebrating his work and the connection. 
It was here that the French were introduced to Parliamo 
Glasgow as George’s enthusiasm overcame any possible 
cultural differences! His most recent exhibition at The 
Scottish Gallery was in May 2013 and the introduction 
to the catalogue drew attention to a motion lodged 
in the Scottish Parliament on 8 February that year by 
Patricia Fergusson MSP of Maryhill and supported 
across the political divide to the effect that George 
Devlin is marvellous! The motion made note of his 
recent retrospective at the Glasgow Art Club, his 
deserved reputation, the variety of his achievements 
and awards, his significant contribution to Scottish art 
celebrated at home and abroad on the fiftieth anniver-
sary of his membership of the club and 75th birthday. 
All accolades were richly deserved and by then 
immortality seemed to be a further attribute for the 
cV because George was a cancer survivor from his first 
diagnosis in November 2002. His courage had been 

extraordinary: in April 2005 writing in the foreword 
to his exhibition of new work at The Scottish Gallery 
I saw no dimming of the light but an urgency to extract 
the most from the moment and make it permanent, no 
more than the artist’s true vocation. The shadow passed 
and before his latest show I made my usual studio 
visit, always a pleasure; the walls were hung three deep 
with unframed canvasses, still wet, drier works stacked 
against the wall and a forest of easels displayed more. 
As George worked off a little of his boundless nervous 
energy with a palette knife I went round with a sheet of 
stickers selecting the show, struggling to find anything 
to leave out.

Marie recalls that in the last twelve months of 
his life he was constantly on the move; in Rajasthan 
in February, March in St Andrews, May sailing and 
painting on the west coast with his friend Jolly, June 
in Donegal and Kenmare, July in the Val d’Oise and 
September on Arran with Jim Davies and other friends. 
All trips produced work, all represented in this exhibi-
tion. George was at once the consummate professional 
(this side of ‘the business’ ably supported by Marie) 
and full of boyish enthusiasm. Devlin had the energy of 
a man half his age and an ability to take any adversity 
life may throw in his path and chop it up into manage-
able bits, to be burned in the steam engine which drove 
him on. The man will be missed but we have as a legacy 
his paintings, each imbued with a balance of intui-
tion and consideration, each displaying the energetic 
mark-making, brilliant colour and assured drawing 
with the brush which are Devlin’s trademarks. Each is 
a window onto a different experience made permanent 
by a painter and philosopher we are privileged to 
have known.

Painting in France, 2009 The Devlin Family at La Roche Guyon, 2009

With his first paintings from the Val d’Oise. RGI, Kelly Gallery, Glasgow, 1991 George Devlin , c.1995
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1
Graduation Ball, Miss Nuala Devlin
oil on canvas · 183 x 127 cm
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2
The Last Rose of Summer
oil on canvas · 40.5 x 35.5 cm
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3
The Seventh Wave
oil on canvas · 137 x 188 cm
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4
Autumn Day
oil on canvas · 86 x 101.5 cm
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5
Winter Trek, Badenoch
oil on canvas · 101.5 x 112 cm
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6
Donegal Landscape
watercolour · 56 x 73.5 cm

7
Harris Landscape
watercolour · 56 x 73.5 cm
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8
Moorings, Benbecula
watercolour · 23 x 28 cm

9
A Benbecula Community
watercolour · 56 x 73.5 cm
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10
Iona Shore
oil on canvas · 25.5 x 30.5 cm
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11
Arran
oil on canvas · 66 x 71 cm
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12
Field after the Rain
oil on canvas · 66 x 71 cm
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14
Summer Breezes, Fife
oil on canvas · 66 x 71 cm

13
Kilconquhar
oil on canvas · 51 x 56 cm
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15
Elie, Fife
oil on canvas · 66 x 71 cm
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16
Harbour, Kenmare 
oil on canvas · 66 x 71 cm
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18
Receding Storm, The Minch
oil on canvas · 81 x 86 cm

17
Harris Twilight
oil on canvas · 35.5 x 40.5 cm
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19
Bowling Basin
oil on canvas · 76 x 86 cm
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FRANCE
In France I feel so very much at home that I am 
convinced that in some previous life I was a citoyen. 
France opened my eyes in many ways. For example, one 
afternoon working by the Seine at Vetheuil I saw the 
tree trunk in front of me as ultramarine blue – simply 
that, rather than the tonal dark I had imported with me 
as a man steeped in the Celtic mists. In that moment  
I had a major breakthrough in painting.
GEORGE dELVIN, 2009
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20
Canal du Midi
oil on canvas · 81 x 86 cm
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21
The Fishermen, Guernes
oil on canvas · 25.5 x 30.5 cm

22
Furled Tricouleur
oil on canvas · 35.5 x 40.5 cm
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23
Le Somail
oil on canvas · 81 x 86 cm
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25
Villiers-en-Arthies
oil on canvas · 66 x 71 cm

24
Regatta, Mont St Clair
oil on canvas · 25.5 x 30.5 cm
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26
Argens-Minervois
oil on canvas · 81 x 86 cm
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27
Provencal Spring
oil on canvas · 51 x 56 cm
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28
The Seine Barge
oil on canvas · 66 x 71 cm
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29
The Coconut Grove, Bangalore
oil on canvas · 35.5 x 40.5 cm

30
Dappled Light in an Indian Garden
oil on canvas · 51 x 56 cm
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31
The Indian Market
oil on canvas · 142 x 182 cm



58 59

32
Noon Shade, Bangalore
oil on canvas · 35.5 x 40.5 cm

33
The Gardens of La Herradura
watercolour · 40.5 x 51 cm
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34
Moorings, Vittoriosa
watercolour · 40.5 x 51 cm

35
Marsaxlokk Jetty
watercolour · 40.5 x 51 cm
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VENICE
It’s so theatrical. It’s like walking  
about on stage! The light is so transient.  
You’ve got ten minutes. If you can’t pin it 
down there and then – forget it!
GEORGE dELVIN, 1997
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36
Sunset · Venice 
pastel · 23 x 28 cm

37
The Vaporreto
oil on canvas · 35.5 x 40.5 cm



66 67

39
Fondamenta Nuove
oil on canvas · 66 x 71 cm

38
Blue Boats, Venice
pastel · 23 x 28 cm
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40
Grand Canal
pastel · 23 x 28 cm

41
Rio dei Mendicanti
watercolour · 23 x 28 cm
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42
Night Vaporetto
oil on canvas · 51 x 56 cm
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43
Stormy Day, Venice
watercolour · 28 x 23 cm

44
Sunny Afternoon, Venice
oil on canvas · 25.5 x 30.5 cm
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Detail of a group at Castle Toward c.1954. George is in the second back row;  
sixth from the right. 

Chronology
Studied at Glasgow School of Art 
1955–60 where he won the Robert 
Hart Bursary, Post Diploma, and 
the Haldane Scholarship. Also won 
the Chalmers Prize, the Carnegie 
Travelling Scholarship and Maclaine 
Watters Medal (RSA). Studied and 
painted in Greece and Italy, later 
crossing the Sahara and lived and 
worked in West Africa. On return to 
the uK taught composition in the 
Painting School of GSA, 1962–66. 
Won major Arts Council award in 
1968 and established own painting 
school in 1969, this later relocated to 
France. In 1972 presented a series of 
arts programmes for Scottish televi-
sion and the following year designed 
set and costumes for the ballet Embers 
presented by Scottish Ballet. In 1992 
worked in Singapore, Malaysia, 
Hong Kong and Japan leading to 
later exhibitions in Hong Kong and 
in Japan. Awards include the Gold 
Medal of the Royal Institute of Oil 
Painters (2004); Scott Moore Prize 
(RWS 2007); Solsgirth Prize, Lauder 
Award, Sir Arnold Clark Award and 
finalist Lynn Painter Stainers 2012. 
Worked regularly in France and Italy 
and latterly in North Africa, India 
and South Africa.

1964 Elected member of Royal 
Scottish Society of Painters in 
Watercolour
1977 Elected Chairman of Glasgow 
League of Artists
1989 Elected member of Royal 
Glasgow Institute of the Fine Arts

1991 Artist in Residence, Dinan, 
France
1997 Elected President of Glasgow 
Art Club
1999 Elected Fellow of the Royal 
Society of the Arts

2004 Elected member of the Royal 
Society of British Artists (RBA)
2004 Elected full member of Royal 
Institute of Oil Painters (ROI)
2010 Elected member of Royal 
Watercolour Society (RWS)

George Devlin at work, 1963.George Devlin painting on board Nor’wester, July 2013.

George Devlin RSW RGI FRSA RBA ROI RWS  
1937–2014
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Selected Solo Exhibitions
1969 The Scottish Gallery, 
Edinburgh
1972 The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh
1984 Galerie Mondragore, Paris
1988 One Man Show, The Hague
1991 Portland Gallery, London
1992 Macaulay Gallery, Stenton
1992 Robinsons, Singapore
1993 Fosse Gallery, Stow on the Wold
1994 Portland Gallery, London
1995 The Scottish Gallery, 
Edinburgh
1996 Portland Gallery, London
1997 The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh
1997 Portland Gallery, Hong Kong
1997 Gallery Holly Snapp, Venice
1997 Roger Billcliffe, , Glasgow
1997 Retrospective, Vrijthof, 
Maastricht
1998 Portland Gallery, London
1999 Everard Read Gallery, 
Johannesburg

2000 Portland Gallery, London

2000 Everard Read Gallery, 
Johannesburg

2001  Fosse Gallery, Stow on the Wold

2002 The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

2002 Portland Gallery, London

2003 Roger Billcliffe, , Glasgow

2003 Everard Gallery, Johannesburg

2004 Portland Gallery, London

2005 The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

2008 Roger Billcliffe, , Glasgow

2009 The Scottish Gallery, 
Edinburgh

2010 Fraser Gallery, St Andrews

2011 Roger Billcliffe, , Glasgow

2012 Portland Gallery, London

2013 The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

2014 Roger Billcliffe, Glasgow

2015 Memorial Exhibition,  
The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

Selected Group Exhibitions
1977 G.L.A. Exhibition, Calgary 

1983 Centre d’Art Contemporaine, Paris

1989 Works on Paper, Holland & 
Belgium

1989 Four Scottish Artists, New York

1991 Scottish Painting, Hong Kong

1994 European Painting, Tokyo & 
Kawasaki

1995 International Watercolour, Bilbao

1996 Scottish Painting, Hong Kong

1998 Galerie Nestlé, Paris

1998 Holland Art Fair, The Hague

1998 Everard Read Gallery, 
Johannesburg

1999  Everard Read Gallery, 
Johannesburg

1997/98 Organised and participated in 
Contemporary Art from Scotland which 
toured the Netherlands, Germany, 
Belgium and France.

2001  Devlin & Scouller, Everard Read 
Gallery, Johannesburg

In the studio, 1999 : the painting in the background 
was of Dylan, one of George’s favourite models.

George at the opening of his exhibition in New York, 1989.George climbing in the 1950s. George and Marie Devlin, 1977.

At work on a tachist painting in 1963.
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Public & Corporate Collections
Aberdeen Art Gallery
Argyll County Council
City Collection of Dinan, France
Dunbartonshire District Council 
Dunbartonshire Education Trust
Edinburgh City Collection
Lillie Art Gallery
Essex County Council 
Glasgow University 
Leicester University
Scottish Arts Council
Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art
Scottish National Portrait Gallery
Strathclyde University 
Tayside Regional Council 

Argyll Group plc
Arthur Anderson Co
Bank of Scotland
Clydesdale Bank
Cunard (Queen Mary II)
De Beers, South Africa 
De Beers, Luxembourg
Clan Donald
Dunfermline Building Society
Dunedin Trust Management
Dutch Water Board
Edrington Group
The London Stock Exchange
Mason Owen & Partners
Prudential plc
Robert Fleming Holdings 
Royal Bank of Scotland 
Scottish Television
Teacher’s Whisky
Trustees Savings Bank
 United Distillers 

The artist with French art historian Thierry Gardie, 
the author of monograph on his work.

Back in Scotland in the snow

Portrait of Sir James Black: commissioned by the 
Scottish National Portrait Gallery 2001.

George Devlin in the studio, 2002

George by the Seine, c.2009

Paintings in numerous private 
collections in the uK, Mexico, 
uSA, Nigeria, Italy, France, 
Belgium, The Netherlands, 
Germany, Andorra, Singapore, 
Australia, New Zealand, Hong 
Kong, Spain, India, Canada, 
Switzerland, Swaziland, South 
Africa and Japan.

Devlin was also a distinguished 
portrait painter and was 
commissioned in 2000 by the 
Scottish National Portrait 
Gallery to paint Professor Sir 
James Black, Nobel Laureate.

Publications
George Devlin: Un Voyage 
Obligatoire, A Brush with Life by 
Thierry Gardie, T. Gardie 2010 
(text in French and English)
Watercolour Painting  
by Tom Hoffman, Watson-
Gulptill 2012
The Dictionary of Scottish 
Painters: 1600 to the Present 
by Paul Harris & Julian Halsby, 
Birlinn 201o
Scottish Watercolour Painting 
by Jack Firth, Ramsay Head 
Press 1980
Vibrant Watercolours  
by Shirley Trevena, Collins 2006
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