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Torso,	1944
oil	on	canvas,	73	x	49	cm

Private	collection

William	Johnstone	was	born	in	denholm	in	the	scottish	Borders	in	1897.	his	father	was	
a	farmer	and	expected	him	to	follow	the	same	path	but	the	fallout	from	WWI	made	him	
resolutely	determined	to	become	a	painter.	he	studied	at	edinburgh	college	of	Art,	then	in	
Paris	in	1925	under	André	lhôte.	he	travelled	to	spain,	Italy	and	north	Africa	and	lived	for	a	
short	time	in	california	but	the	financial	crash	forced	him	back	to	scotland.	the	opportunity	
of	a	teaching	position	took	him	to	london	where	he	settled	from	1931-1960.	during	this	
period	 much	 of	 his	 energy	 was	 directed	 towards	 art	 education,	 becoming	 Principal	 at	
camberwell	college	of	Art	from	1938-1946	and	then	Principal	at	central	school	of	Arts	
and	crafts	from	1947-1960.	he	developed	the	Basic	design	course	which	stemmed	from	
the	Bauhaus	and	his	instinct	to	defy	convention	and	his	eye	for	talented	staff	made	central	
a	tour de force.	“design	is	experience.”	Alan	davie,	Anton	ehrenzweig,	Patrick	heron,	earl	
haig,	John	minton,	eduardo	Paolozzi,	Victor	Pasmore,	gordon	Baldwin,	William	turnbull,	
dora	Batty,	naum	slutzky,	marianne	straub,	dora	Billington	all	worked	for	him	–	which	
made	for	an	explosive,	creative	mixture	of	artistic	personalities.	described	as	autocratic	
in	style,	he	didn’t	suffer	fools	gladly	but	he	 looked	after	artists	and	students	 like	a	good	
shepherd.	he	received	an	oBe	for	his	contribution	to	art	education	in	1954	then	returned	
home	to	the	Borders	in	1960	to	concentrate	on	painting	and	return	to	farming.	the	1970s	
were	incredibly	productive;	exhibitions	of	large	and	small	scale	works,	a	collaboration	with	
hugh	macdiarmid	combining	lithographs	and	poems	was	published	in	1977	and	a	similar	
project	 with	 edwin	 muir’s	 poetry	 was	 published	 a	 few	 years	 later.	two	 films	 were	 also	
produced	including	A Point in Time.	In	1980	he	was	awarded	an	honorary	doctorate	from	
the	university	of	edinburgh	for	artistic	achievement	and	two	publications	were	released;	
Monograph	by	douglas	hall	 (edinburgh	university	Press)	and	his	autobiography	Points in 

Time	(Barrie	&	Jenkins).	shortly	before	he	died	in	1981,	the	hayward	gallery,	london,	
held	a	major	retrospective	which	included	over	200	works.

William	Johnstone’s	impressive	curriculum	vitae	cannot	conceal	his	chequered	artistic	
career	 in	scotland.	 In	1934,	george	Proudfoot	of	the	scottish	gallery	arranged	 for	his	
solo	 exhibition	 to	 tour	 starting	with	 the	Wertheim	gallery,	london	 then	 to	 the	 gallery	
in	edinburgh.	We	know	that	his	exhibition	in	london	included	The Eildon Hills,	Portrait of 

Richard Church,	Sanctuary	and	Street Musicians	and	we	know	that	one	important	patron	sir	
edwin	marsh	bought	a	painting.	When	it	came	to	edinburgh	in	october	1935	it	seems	to	
have	disappeared	without	trace.	decades	later	Johnstone	made	light	of	this	but	rejection	
on	his	home	territory	must	have	hurt.	sJ	Peploe	had	died	just	a	few	months	earlier	and	the	
gallery	held	a	memorial	exhibition	where	the	artist’s	loyal	collectors	made	purchases	but	
these	were	difficult	times	in	the	scottish	art	world.	In	edwin	muir’s	book	Scottish Journey2	
he	concluded	that	the	decline	in	scottish	heavy	industry	and	farming	exaggerated	scotand’s	
economic	ills.	Johnstone	would	wait	a	lifetime	for	artistic	recognition	and	his	journey	was	
hard	won,	scotland	was	simply	not	ready	to	accept	his	uncompromising	abstraction.

introduction
Christina Jansen

“there	is	an	internal	landscape,	a	geography	of	the	soul;	
we	 search	 for	 its	 outlines	 all	 our	 lives.	those	 who	 are	
lucky	enough	to	find	it,	ease	like	water	over	a	stone,	on	
to	its	fluid	contours,	and	are	home.”	1
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his	ambivalence	towards	the	art	world	didn’t	help	his	career	path,	he	resisted	being	
managed	by	 any	one	gallery	 and	he	would	never	paint	on	demand.	 Instead,	 there	 are	
several	key	figures	who	admired	and	supported	Johnstone	in	different	ways.	rr	tomlinson	
(chief	Inspector	for	the	london	county	council)	held	a	shared	belief	in	cultivating	and	
promoting	the	freedom	of	expression	in	children’s	art	and	enabled	Johnstone	to	secure	
a	number	of	educational	positions	in	london.	In	the	1950s	sir	michael	culme-seymour	
became	 a	 lifelong	 patron	 and	 promoter	 of	 his	 work	 after	 reading	 Johnstone’s	 Creative 

Art in Britain.	“I	was	determined	to	seek	out	his	own	paintings	and	found,	often	to	my	
surprise,	 that	 they	 were	 among	 those	 that	 fitted	 most	 happily	 into	 the	 old	 house…”3	
When	 Johnstone	 returned	 to	 scotland,	 he	 became	 friends	 with	 douglas	 hall	 who	
was	 the	first	director	of	 the	scottish	national	gallery	of	modern	Art.	he	encouraged	
Johnstone	 to	date	his	pictures,	 to	make	recordings	of	his	 life	 and	was	 instrumental	 in	
pushing	his	work	 into	 the	public	arena.	 In	1969,	he	met	mrs	hope	montagu	douglas	
scott,	a	widowed	aristocrat	who	had	amassed	a	picture	collection	of	avant-garde	work.	
her	 effortless	 joie	 de	 vivre	 and	 unusual	 eye	 had	 a	 profound	 effect	 on	 Johnstone.	 she	
became	a	major	collector	and	patron	and	also	encouraged	him	to	exhibit.	she	donated	the	
significant	Point in Time	(c.1929-1935),	a	painting	which	presages	WWII	to	the	sngmA	
amongst	other	works	and	so	delighted	was	she	with	edinburgh	university	for	honouring	
her	friend	with	a	doctorate,	she	donated	the	majority	of	her	art	collection	to	the	talbot	
rice	gallery	before	setting	up	the	hope	scott	trust.

William	Johnstone	married	twice,	firstly	to	the	American	artist	flora	macdonald	in	
Paris,	1927.	he	then	married	his	former	student	and	embroiderer	mary	Bonning	in	1944.	
he	had	two	daughters,	elizabeth,	born	in	1931	and	sarah	in	1945.	creative	minds	can	be	
vulnerable	to	depression	and	Johnstone	had	a	nervous	breakdown	in	the	early	1940s	due	
to	the	strain	of	separation	and	divorce	from	flora	and	there	were	other	known	episodes	
of	depression.	these	black	periods	produced	some	dramatic	 shifts	 in	 the	development	
of	his	work.	he	moved	 farm	several	 times	and	there	were	often	times	of	 inactivity	 in	
his	painting	when	farming	took	priority.	mary	was	a	highly	organised	woman	who	was	
dedicated	 to	her	husband	and	encouraged	his	 friendship	with	hope	scott	because	 she	
recognised	the	positive	effect	it	had	on	his	creative	output.	

In	 1948-50,	 Johnstone	 spent	 time	 in	America,	 firstly	 conducting	 a	 survey	 for	 the	
london	county	council	and	then	as	a	lecturer	in	colorado.	this	was	a	confident	time	and	
he	responded	once	again	to	America	and	in	particular	the	landscape	of	colorado.	he	liked	
the	idea	of	the	Wild	West.	the	ghost	towns	and	mining	camps	of	places	such	as	cripple	
creek	and	central	city	 fascinated	him	and	 the	vast	rocky	mountains	 and	pioneering	
country	triggered	a	body	of	work:	monochrome	pen	and	wash	drawings	of	towns	and	
large	scale	paintings.	there	was	a	relationship	between	the	red	soil	in	colorado	and	that	
of	the	Borders	that	perhaps	allowed	him	to	feel	an	affinity	with	this	new,	vast	landscape.	
In	Stampede to Timberline	(1948)	written	by	muriel	sibell	Wolle,	a	book	Johnstone	kept	
in	 his	 library,	 we	 can	 read	 echoes	 of	 his	 own	 sentiments	 about	 the	 mining	 towns:	 “I	
am	no	pioneer,	but	every	gold	mine	road	and	abandoned	trail	not	only	invites	me	but	
commands	me	to	follow	it,	not	for	the	gold	that	lies	at	its	end	but	that	I	may	see	traces	
left	by	 the	men	whose	quest	was	gold	and	whose	findings	were	often	both	bitter	 and	
bright.”4	kenneth	clark,	writer	and	lecturer	at	central	quoted	leonardo	da	Vinci	in	his	
book	Landscape into Art:	“‘nature	is	full	of	an	infinity	of	operations	which	have	never	been	
part	of	experience’…	he	[da	Vinci]	illustrated	his	consciousness	of	the	infinite,	unknown	
destructive	powers	of	nature	in	a	series	of	landscape	drawings…”5	Johnstone’s	work	also	
reflected	these	sentiments	in	his	work.	In	1950,	Johnstone	slipped	this	revealing	sentence	
into	his	updated	book,	Creative Art in Britain:	“to	describe	what	is	genius	is	as	difficult	as	to	
describe	a	great	picture;	but	my	idea	of	a	genius	is	that	person	who	can	specifically	state	
at	a	point	in	time	that	which	relates	to	himself	and	is	expressed	by	himself	in	relation	to	

IntroductIon

right:	Colorado Street,	1949
Pen	and	wash

Private	collection

William	with	mary,	colorado	
springs,	1950

Postcard,	c.1941		
cripple	creek

section	of	map	from		
Stampede to Timberline



5

IntroductIon



6

his	own	lifetime;	and	to	go	even	farther,	to	anticipate	the	feeling	ahead	of	his	time	and	
be	accurate	in	his	anticipation.”6	Perhaps	there	is	an	American	dream	here,	this	must	have	
seemed	a	time	full	of	endless	possibility;	he	would	have	jumped	at	the	opportunity	to	
create	the	equivalent	of	a	central	school	in	colorado.

In	1981,	the	same	year	that	Johnstone	died,	431	gold	ingots	were	retrieved	from	HMS 

Edinburgh,	 the	 light	cruiser	 that	had	been	sunk	off	the	 former	soviet	coast	at	 the	kola	
Inlet	during	WWII.	one	of	 the	men	behind	 this	project	became	an	obsessive	William	
Johnstone	collector.	many	private	collectors	and	dealers,	prospectors	of	a	different	kind,	
believed	passionately	that	Johnstone	was	an	artist	whose	work	should	have	ranked	much	
higher	 in	 the	 art	 world	 and	 have	 international	 status.	With	 family	 consent,	 christie’s	
held	a	sale	of	Johnstone’s	work	in	1990	which	achieved	record	sales.	A	few	years	later,	
a	collector	died	and	christie’s	held	a	second	dedicated	sale	in	1996	which	in	retrospect	
was	badly	timed,	one	year	prior	to	his	centenary	exhibition	at	the	talbot	rice	gallery	
in	edinburgh.	

there	 is	 no	 anniversary	or	 any	other	 important	 event	 to	 anchor	 this	 exhibition	 to.	
our	last	exhibition	of	William	Johnstone	was	1992,	some	67	years	after	his	first.	It	does	
coincide	with	another	challenging	economic	period	but	we	feel	with	a	certain	amount	
of	conviction	this	 is	the	right	time	for	this	unusually	gifted	man	to	be	introduced	to	a	
new	audience.	there	are	monumental	paintings	 and	 those	you	could	fit	 into	 the	palm	
of	 your	 hand;	 there	 is	 humour,	 delight:	 a	 gamut	 of	 emotions,	American,	 scottish	 and	
english	pictures	 reunited.	hugh	macdiarmid	 implied	 in	 a	 catalogue	 introduction	 that	
if	you	don’t	understand	William	Johnstone’s	work	then	you	have	no	vision.	Instead	the	
words	of	count	lev	tolstoy,	the	aristocrat	who	dreamed	of	being	a	farmer	seem	relevant:	
“Poetry	is	the	fire	burning	in	a	person’s	soul.	this	fire	burns,	warms	and	brings	light…
there	are	some	people	who	feel	the	heat,	others	who	feel	the	warmth,	others	who	just	
see	the	light,	and	others	who	do	not	even	see	the	light…	But	the	true	poet	cannot	help	
burning	painfully,	and	burning	others.	that’s	what	it	is	all	about.”7

I	commend	you	to	read	duncan	macmillan’s	text	from	the	centenary	exhibition	held	
at	the	talbot	rice	gallery	in	1997	and	retold	in	the	context	of	the	pictures	within	this	
exhibition.	gordon	Baldwin	has	written	a	short	account	from	his	time	at	central	during	
the	 1950s	 and	Allan	 harkness	 has	 written	 a	 piece	 which	 explores	 aspects	 of	William	
Johnstone’s	personal	library.	A Point in Time	(film)	will	be	played	during	the	exhibition	so	
that	his	voice	and	presence	will	enliven	the	space.	I	would	like	to	thank	sarah	Johnstone	
for	allowing	me	access	to	the	family	archive	of	photographs,	many	of	which	have	never	
been	seen	until	now.

I	have	a	friend	who	is	a	farmer	from	the	Borders	who	is	responsible	for	introducing	me	
to	the	work	of	William	Johnstone;	“he	understood	the	land	and	he	is	this	land	and	that’s	
why	I	like	his	work.”

Christina Jansen

IntroductIon

right:	sarah	Johnstone	at		
Ancrum	mill,	Jedburgh,	1952

1	 Damage, A Novel	by	Josephine	hart.	Published	by	chatto	&	Windus	ltd,	1991.	chapter	1,	Page	1.

2	 Scottish Journey	by	edwin	muir.	Published	by	William	heinemann	ltd	in	association	with	Victor	gollancz	ltd,	
1935.

3	 christie’s	catalogue,	The Studio of the late Dr. William Johnstone, OBE.	glasgow	thursday	12	April	1990,	foreword	
by	sir	michael	culme-seymour.

4		 Stampede to Timberline: The Ghost Towns and Mining Camps of Colorado	by	muriel	sibell	Wolle.	Published	by	sage	
Books,	denver,	1949.	chapter	1,	page	1.

5		 Landscape into Art	by	kenneth	clark.	Published	by	John	murray	(Publishers)	ltd,	london	1949.	p	141,	epilogue	
(the	expanding	universe).

6		 Creative Art in Britain	by	William	Johnstone,	macmillan	&	co.	ltd	1950.	p	213,	the	contemporary	scene.

7		 Tolstoy: A Russian Life	by	rosamund	Bartlett.	Published	by	Profile	Books	ltd,	2010.	Page	180.
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It	 cost	 him	 dearly	 in	 guilt,	 the	 sense	 that	 he	 had	 betrayed	 his	 father	 who,	 without	 a	
successor,	sold	his	farm	the	year	his	son	started	at	art	college.	he	was	never	reconciled	
to	his	son’s	choice	of	livelihood.	yet	as	his	semi-colon	reveals	so	eloquently,	it	was	also	a	
break	that	the	artist	never	really	made.	that	conjunction	reveals	how	he	saw	the	world	
of	the	farmer	as	continuous	with	the	world	of	rembrandt	and	Van	gogh.	If	to	become	a	
painter	he	left	the	land,	being	a	painter	brought	him	back	to	it.	In	the	end	the	two	were	not	
in	opposition.	they	were	simply	different	perspectives	on	the	same	fundamental	thing,	
our	relationship	with	the	land	we	come	from.	It	is	perhaps	this	that	Johnstone	reflected	
when	he	said	he	was	always	a	landscape	painter.	It	was	not	a	matter	of	choice.	It	was	not	
that	perhaps	he	could	have	been	some	other	kind	of	painter	if	he	had	been	so	inclined.	he	
meant	that	even	when	it	had	long	since	ceased	to	reflect	it	in	any	representational	way,	his	
painting	was	still	as	rooted	in	the	landscape	as	he	was	himself.	“st	Boswells	has	more	to	
do	with	the	business	of	being	an	artist	than	either	dusseldorf,	Basle	or	Venice,”	he	wrote,	
a	characteristically	defiant	assertion	of	the	importance	of	his	roots.	

The Art of  
William Johnstone
Duncan Macmillan

Johnstone’s	background	was	in	the	Borders.	“mine	was	the	
world	of	farmers	and	the	land;	the	world	of	rembrandt	
and	Vincent	 van	 gogh,”	 he	 wrote	 in	 his	 autobiography	
Points in Time.	 he	 was	 reflecting	 on	 his	 youth	 and,	 at	
that	point	in	his	narrative,	also	on	the	break	he	made	to	
become	 an	 artist,	 a	 break	 with	 his	 father	 and	 with	 his	
upbringing	on	a	Border	farm.	

left:	In	his	studio,	london,	1955

right:	William	Johnstone’s	father	
(with	rock)	and	his	mother,	far	
right
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though	he	left	his	home	to	become	an	artist	and	spent	much	of	his	life	away,	it	was	
when	he	returned	there	in	1929	after	a	visit	to	America	that	he	began	his	masterpiece,		
A Point in Time.	And	when	he	returned	again	to	the	Borders	finally	for	the	last	twenty	years	
of	his	life,	painting	almost	till	the	day	he	died,	he	produced	some	of	his	finest	paintings	
back	 in	his	native	 landscape.	 In	 the	years	between,	distance	had	 lent	him	perspective,	
but	 it	never	broke	the	tie.	 Indeed	his	 father	foresaw	this.	he	told	him	before	he	died:	
“you	belong	to	the	land	and	some	day,	no	matter	how	you	resent	it,	you	will	have	to	go	
back	to	that	land.”	It	was	a	prophesy	that	came	true.	In	his	own	life	Johnstone	embodied	
the	 theme	central	 to	one	of	 the	greatest	novels	of	 the	scots	renaissance,	neil	gunn’s	
Highland River.	kenn,	the	hero,	leaves	his	home,	but	then	as	an	adult	returns	and	embarks	
on	a	real	and	metaphysical	quest	for	his	origins	in	the	landscape.	Johnstone	himself	tells	a	
similar	story	in	his	autobiography.

Johnstone	 was	 born	 at	 denholm	 in	 roxburghshire	 and	 brought	 up	 on	 a	 farm	 near	
selkirk.	his	father	was	a	hard-working,	successful	farmer.	Before	the	first	war	there	was	
still	continuity	with	much	older	ways	of	farming	life	and	the	artist	remembered	them	
fondly.	But	in	Sunset Song	lewis	grassic	gibbon	described	the	break	that	the	first	War	
made	 in	 this	ancient	continuity.	 Johnstone	saw	this	break	at	first	hand,	but	even	as	he	
regretted	it,	it	was	his	opportunity.	called	up	just	before	the	war	ended,	he	was	lucky	
that	he	never	went	to	france.	Instead	he	took	the	opportunity	of	leaving	home	to	assert	
his	independence	and	follow	his	ambition	to	go	to	art	college.	he	began	at	edinburgh	
college	of	Art	in	october	1919.	When	he	was	a	teenager	he	had	been	encouraged	and	
instructed	by	tom	scott.	superb	watercolour	painter	and	master	of	the	Border	landscape,	
colourful,	 irascible	 and	 occasionally	 monumentally	 drunk,	 scott	 nevertheless	 held	
a	 passionate	 commitment	 to	 the	 idea	 that	 art	 exists	 in	 the	 service	 of	 truth;	 that	 it	 is	
not	for	the	faint-hearted,	but	makes	great	demands	on	those	who	would	serve	it.	one	
practical	demonstration	of	this	that	Johnstone	remembered	vividly	was	seeing	him	paint	
a	landscape,	completely	absorbed,	though	it	was	so	cold	that	the	water	for	his	paints	froze	
in	the	jar.	his	was	an	example	that	Johnstone	never	forgot	and	he	never	wavered	himself	
from	the	same	dedication.	

scott’s	example	was	the	more	important	as	by	Johnstone’s	own	account	there	was	little	
enough	evidence	of	this	kind	of	passion	at	edinburgh	college	of	Art.	the	only	teacher	
there	whom	he	remembered	kindly	was	the	painter	henry	lintott.	he	offered	him	vital	
encouragement	at	a	moment	of	despair	and	thereafter	befriended	him.	Among	the	other	
teachers	Johnstone	remembered	only	mediocrity.	It	is	surprising	though	that	he	makes	
no	mention	of	John	duncan	in	his	autobiography.	others	bear	witness	to	duncan’s	wide	

left:	greenhead	farm,	selkirk	
1912.	A	young	WJ	far	right.

right:	tom	scott	rsA	(1854-1927)

Image	courtesy	of	clapperton	studios	
Photographic	Archive

the	Art	of	WIllIAm	Johnstone
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knowledge	of	art	history,	his	sympathetic	understanding	of	modern	art,	his	willingness	
to	champion	it,	(during	the	early	twenties	he	publicly	defended	the	art	of	the	colourists)	
and	to	share	his	enthusiasms	with	his	students.	his	celticism	too	and	its	debt	in	turn	to	
Patrick	geddes’s	 inspiration	find	a	clear	echo	 in	 Johnstone’s	own	development.	When	
Johnstone	himself	talked	of	his	time	at	college	however,	it	was	gerard	Baldwin	Brown,	
Professor	of	fine	Art	at	the	university	of	edinburgh,	who	was	given	credit	for	stimulating	
his	interest	in	celtic	art.	Art	college	students	went	to	the	university	to	study	art	history	
then	and	 it	was	 there	 that	 Johnstone	heard	Baldwin	Brown	 lecture	on	his	great	 study,	
celtic	and	Anglo-saxon	art.

But	 Baldwin	 Brown	 too	 was	 an	 associate	 of	 geddes,	 and	 geddes,	 John	 duncan’s	
mentor,	 was	 a	 major	 inspiration	 to	 hugh	 macdiarmid.	 Johnstone’s	 friendship	 with	
the	poet	dated	from	his	student	days.	It	was	geddes	who	in	an	article	 in	The Evergreen	
had	 coined	 the	 phrase	 and	 formulated	 the	 vision	 of	 ‘the	 scots	 renaissance’.	When	
Johnstone	was	still	a	student,	this	had	already	fired	the	ambition	of	these	two.	together	
with	the	musician	francis	george	scott,	the	painter’s	cousin	and	the	poet’s	teacher,	they	
determined	to	achieve	just	that,	a	scots	renaissance.	geddes’s	vision	united	a	powerful	
sense	of	national	identity	firmly	rooted	in	history	and	the	experience	of	a	people	with	
fully	committed	participation	in	the	international	exchange	of	new	ideas,	a	formula	that	
describes	Johnstone’s	own	aspirations.	geddes’s	idea	of	history	also	included	prehistory.	
In	his	essay,	‘the	megalithic	Builders’,	also	in	The Evergreen,	he	argued	that	the	builders	
of	the	chambered	cairns	and	standing	stones	of	scotland	had	made	their	contribution	to	
the	nation’s	collective	memory	and	the	modern	artistic	and	architectural	skills	that	drew	
strength	from	it.

the	painter	Jd	fergusson	may	also	have	been	an	early	inspiration.	In	1923,	just	when	
Johnstone	 was	 first	 feeling	 his	 own	 independence,	 fergusson	 exhibited	 in	 edinburgh	
the	remarkable	landscapes	that	he	had	painted	as	a	result	of	a	tour	in	the	highlands	the	
previous	 summer.	 he	 brought	 modernism	 to	 scotland	 and	 cubism	 to	 the	 highland	
landscape	where	he	found	broad,	powerful	rhythms.	In	the	catalogue	for	his	exhibition,	
too,	fergusson	reprinted	a	statement	that	he	had	written	almost	twenty	years	before	in	
which	he	set	out	in	forceful	terms	his	idea	of	the	independence	of	artistic	vision.	It	is	a	
statement	that	would	certainly	have	appealed	to	the	younger	artist.	fergusson	was	more	
than	twenty	years	Johnstone’s	senior,	but	over	their	whole	careers	the	analogies	between	

left:	graduation,	edinburgh	
college	of	Art,	1924

right:	francis	george	scott
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the	two	men	are	striking.	they	were	each	in	their	time	the	leading	modernists	in	Britain	
and	they	achieved	this	through	the	relationship	that	they	established	between	new	ideas	
being	forged	in	Paris	and	their	sense	of	themselves	in	a	living	scottish	tradition,	not	just	
in	recent	art,	but	also	in	something	much	older;	atavistic	was	fergusson’s	word	for	it.

In	1925	Johnstone	went	to	Paris	on	a	travelling	scholarship	from	the	rsA.	he	stayed	
in	the	city	till	1927,	though	he	travelled	to	spain	and	north	Africa	in	the	spring	of	1926.	
like	many	scots,	including	William	gillies,	in	Paris	Johnstone	chose	the	studio	of	André	
lhôte	as	the	base	for	his	studies.	lhôte	taught	a	kind	of	systematised	cubism.	Whatever	
Johnstone	may	have	learnt	in	his	studio,	however,	it	was	what	he	learnt	by	osmosis	that	
mattered	most	in	a	city	where	Picasso	was	a	visible	hero.	surrealism,	too,	was	the	new	
creed	and	was	to	be	an	important	ingredient	in	the	makeup	of	Johnstone’s	later	art.	this	is	
already	apparent	in	the	three	scraper	board	drawings	in	this	exhibition	from	around	1930.	
they	are	at	once	freely	drawn	and	radically	abstract	and	this	suggests	the	influence	of	the	
surrealist	 technique	of	 automatic	drawing,	where	 the	artist	 allows	 the	 line	 to	wander	
without	intervention	from	his	conscious	mind.	he	himself	records	experimenting	with	
this	technique	as	early	as	1926.	this	important	surrealist	route	into	the	unconscious	that	
he	had	learned	about	in	Paris	eventually	bore	fruit	in	the	great	abstract	paintings	of	the	
last	years	of	his	life.	the	painting	here,	Untitled Abstract 1925,	may	date	in	part	at	least	
from	this	time,	although	rather	than	automatic	drawing	it	seems	to	be	the	familiar	Border	
landscape	that	underlies	this	remarkable	composition.

given	the	circles	he	moved	in	in	Paris,	it	is	not	altogether	surprising	that	Johnstone	
should	have	been	 familiar	with	surrealist	 ideas.	one	of	his	 close	 friends,	max	Bernd-
cohen,	was	a	neighbour	of	man	ray,	a	central	figure	in	the	group	that	was	at	the	height	
of	its	notoriety	during	just	those	years	and	Johnstone	himself	certainly	knew	the	leading	
surrealists	 by	 sight	 and	 reputation.	 on	 at	 least	 one	 occasion	 he	 dined	 with	 cocteau.	
Among	 other	 contacts	 were	 chagall,	 Zadkine	 and	 giacometti.	there	 is	 some	 analogy	
between	 Johnstone’s	 early	 landscapes	 and	 giacometti’s	 surrealist	 inspired	 works.	 his	
relationship	 with	 the	 catalan	 sculptor	 Julio	 gonzalez,	 however,	 was	 closer	 and	 more	

this	work	from	the	1930s	was	
possibly	exhibited	at	the	mayor	
gallery	and	illustrates	the	artist’s	
interest	in	the	rhythmic	value	of	
calligraphic	line.

Composition,	c.1936
scraper	board,	19.4	x	14.3	cm

Provenance:	collection	of	the	artist’s	
family

exhibited:	William Johnstone Retrospective 
Exhibition,	scottish	Arts	council	touring	
exhibition,	1970	(no.57).		
William	Johnstone,	A Centenary 
Exhibition,	talbot	rice	gallery,	June	
1997	(Plate	9)
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intriguing.	gonzalez	was	twenty	years	his	senior,	but	was	a	late	starter	and	only	had	his	
first	one	man	show	in	1922.	Johnstone	records	how	gonzalez	told	him	that	he	should	do	
something	‘different’	with	his	talent	and	how	he	saw	this	as	a	challenge	to	find	what	was	
his	own	and	to	look	for	this	in	his	native	land.

the	 link	 he	 makes	 between	 gonzalez’s	 advice	 and	 his	 own	 national	 feelings	 is	 not	
altogether	 surprising.	A	 friend	of	Picasso,	gonzalez	was	one	of	 that	group	of	brilliant	
catalans	 that	 included	Juan	gris	and	miró.	gonzalez	gave	unforgettable	expression	to	
his	own	national	feelings	as	a	catalan	in	the	heroic	figure	of	montserrat	that	he	made	for	
the	Paris	World’s	fair	in	1937.	A	defiant	woman	armed	with	a	sickle,	she	stood	alongside	
Picasso’s	 Guernica	 and	 miró’s	 lost	 Catalan Peasant.	there	 is	 no	 known	 link	 between	
Johnstone	and	miró,	but	of	all	 the	great	artists	 in	Paris	at	 the	 time	miró	was	 the	one	
with	whom	he	had	most	in	common.	miró	was	always	a	catalan	nationalist.	he	saw	this	
as	a	matter	of	roots	and	his	roots	were	in	his	farm	at	montroig	near	tarragona.	In	1922	
he	immortalised	this	in	his	painting,	The Farm.	like	Johnstone’s	A Point in Time	this	was	a	
key	statement	about	the	link	he	felt	between	his	art	and	his	origins.	Johnstone	may	not	
have	had	have	a	chance	actually	to	see	miró’s	great	painting.	ernest	hemingway	bought	it	
in	the	autumn	of	1925,	but	it	was	very	celebrated	and	he	could	certainly	have	known	it	
through	reproduction.	he	did	also	know	hemingway,	if	at	a	distance.

there	is	only	a	general	stylistic	link	between	Johnstone’s	work	and	miró’s,	but	there	are	
several	striking	parallels	between	the	two	artists	nevertheless.	for	miró,	the	inspiration	
of	the	primitive	was	not	something	generalised,	but	a	function	of	his	own	origins.	only	
art	with	which	he	could	identify,	that	was	part	of	the	collective	memory	that	he	shared,	
part	of	 the	 land	he	 came	 from,	 could	provide	 authentic	 inspiration.	the	exotic	 art	of	
Africa	or	oceania	that	inspired	his	contemporaries,	was	for	him	displaced	by	the	catalan	
romanesque	and	the	cave	art	of	the	Iberian	Peninsula.	this	was	remarkably	close	to	the	
way	that	Johnstone	turned	to	celtic	and	Pictish	art	as	an	inspiration	that	linked	him	to	
his	own	roots	in	the	land	and	in	its	collective	memory.	for	Johnstone	these	were	also	the	
equivalent	to	the	traditions	 in	 language	and	literature	that	macdiarmid	was	exploring	
in	his	verse.	Beyond	that,	both	the	catalans	and	the	scots	had	a	common	inspiration	in	
the	ideas	of	the	Arts	and	crafts	movement	with	its	stress	on	the	special	authenticity	of	
national	styles.	Both	men	saw	a	link	between	the	surrealist	idea	of	the	unconscious	and	
the	idea	that	place	itself	is	endowed	with	a	kind	of	unconscious	mind	and	that	this	in	turn	
is	a	function	of	collective	memory	and	a	source	of	identity.	But	as	Johnstone	explored	this	
idea,	it	remained	for	him	linked	to	landscape	and	thus	inspired	his	greatest	single	work,	
A Point in Time.	

In	the	studio,	c.	1930s
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In	1928	unable	to	find	teaching	in	scotland,	he	and	flora	travelled	to	America	to	seek	
their	 fortune.	they	 stayed	 in	 california	 for	 a	 year.	 Johnstone	 was	 not	 unsuccessful	 in	
finding	work,	though	times	were	hard,	but	they	returned	to	scotland	all	the	same	and	in	
his	autobiography	the	artist	explains	this	as	the	consequence	of	his	wish	to	do	something	
of	his	own,	to	revitalise	the	scottish	tradition.	As	he	records	this,	he	links	it	to	gonzalez’s	
advice	to	him:	“you	have	to	do	something	…	that	belongs	to	you.”	It	was	in	this	mood	and	
immediately	on	his	return	to	scotland	that	he	embarked	on	his	painting	A Point in Time.	
he	related	it,	too,	indeed	his	return	itself,	to	the	specific	realisation	that	celtic	art	could	
serve	for	a	scottish	artist	as	an	equivalent	to	the	inspiration	offered	American	artists	by	
such	things	as	the	Indian	sand	paintings	that	he	saw	recorded	in	drawings	in	california.	
the	force	of	this	realisation	surely	reflected	too	his	realisation	that	here	was	an	equivalent	
to	the	language	that	the	poets	could	use	and	call	their	own.

the	origins	of	his	composition	certainly	seem	to	have	been	in	an	abstract	design	of	
overlapping	 curves	 with	 a	 specific	 reference	 to	 celtic	 interlace.	that	 structure	 is	 still	
visible,	but	it	is	overlaid	by	surging,	three-dimensional	forms	that	are	distinctly	animate,	
even	human.	they	seem	to	be	both	an	anthropomorphic,	even	erotic	 interpretation	of	
the	 contours	 of	 the	 land	 and	 an	 invocation	 of	 the	 ghostly	 presence	 in	 it	 of	 countless	
past	generations.	A Point in Time	seems	to	date	from	between	1929	and	1935,	though	for	
some	part	of	that	time,	he	says,	he	stopped	painting	for	lack	of	time	and	resources.	there	
is	also	a	very	fine	and	complex	scraper	board	drawing	that	Johnstone	himself	dated	to	
1936	that	has	many	similarities	with	his	large	painting.	In	this,	the	way	the	lines	of	the	
composition	radiate	across	an	open	curving	 form	distinctly	recall	 the	‘negative	 form’,	
bow-string	 construction	 much	 favoured	 by	 Barbara	 hepworth	 and	 henry	 moore.		
In	 A Point in Time	 however,	 within	 the	 abstract	 rhythms	 a	 figurative	 element	 is	 also	
suggested	 and	 so	 the	 picture	 becomes	 a	 poetic	 reflection	 on	 the	 analogies	 between	
the	 human,	 especially	 the	 female	 form,	 and	 the	 hills	 and	 valleys	 of	 the	 Borders.	the	
strange	triple	configuration	of	the	eildon	hills,	for	the	romans,	trimontium,	underlies		
the	 composition	 and	 locates	 it,	 not	 only	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 artist’s	 own	 experience,		
but	to	the	continuing	human	presence	there	since	time	immemorial.	the	short	 length		
of	 the	 individual	 human	 life	 is	 not	 measured	 against	 this	 immensity,	 but	 placed	 as		
part	of	it.

A Point in Time,	c.1929-35
oil	on	canvas

scottish	national	gallery	of	modern	Art

Image	courtesy	of	the	royal	commission	
on	the	Ancient	historical	monuments	
of	scotland
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the	 artist’s	 experience	of	American	 art	was	 certainly	part	of	 this	 vision	of	 time	 in	
the	landscape,	of	the	individual	finding	meaning	in	immensity.	several	of	the	works	that	
Johnstone	 described	 as	 studies	 for	 his	 large	 picture	 use	 enlarged	 forms	 of	 vegetable	
growth,	seed	pods	for	instance,	in	a	way	that	parallels	the	work	of	the	American	painter	
georgia	o’keefe.	As	an	abstract	landscape,	his	big	picture	itself	also	bears	some	similarity	
to	 the	 work	 of	Arthur	 dove.	these	 painters	 were	 working	 to	 create	 a	 modern,	 truly	
American	 art	 and	 they	 turned	 to	 the	 landscape	 as	 a	 means	 of	 identifying	 themselves	
with	an	imagined	Pre-columbian	presence	in	it.	thus	it	became	a	kind	of	repository	for	
spiritual	memory.	A Point in Time	is	perhaps	best	seen	as	a	fertile	crossing	of	these	ideas	
with	contemporary	enthusiasm	for	ideas	about	time.

notions	of	parallel	 time	and	time	spirals	were	being	explored	at	a	popular	 level	by	
authors	like	JW	dunne	and	more	intellectually	by	An	Whitehead.	Johnstone	mentions	
both	authors	and	Whitehead	in	particular	favours	the	word	“primordial”	that	Johnstone	
himself	chose	to	describe	his	picture.	It	was	a	“primordial	landscape”,	he	said.	All	this	is	
framed	by	the	surrealist	idea	of	the	unconscious,	but	this	is	now	enlarged	by	its	projection	
into	the	landscape	of	something	very	like	the	Jungian	collective	unconscious.	It	is	such	
a	vision	of	the	collective	unconscious	in	landscape	that	lewis	grassic	gibbon	explored	
in	 The Scots Quair,	 especially	 in	 Sunset Song	 where	 the	 standing	 stones	 above	 the	 farm	
were	a	kind	of	refuge	and	constant	point	of	reference	for	chris	guthrie.	he	also	writes	
about	time	spirals	explicitly	in	his	essay	The Land,	and	through	them	about	the	enduring	
presence	 in	 it	of	 the	first	 inhabitants	who	had	set	up	the	standing	stones.	neil	gunn’s	
Highland River,	first	published	 in	1937	and	 so	perhaps	contemporary	with	 Johnstone’s	
picture,	is	a	wonderful	metaphoric	account	of	this	whole	interlace	of	history,	place	and	
individual	biography.

A Point in Time	is	a	remarkable	picture,	quite	unlike	anything	else	in	British	art.	the	closest	
contemporary	analogies	are	perhaps	in	the	later	novels	of	dh	lawrence	and	more	directly	in	
the	poetry	of	ts	eliot.	eliot	explores	these	themes	in	The Four Quartets.	In	the	early	thirties,	
through	Ar	orage,	editor	of	the	New English Weekly,	Johnstone	knew	many	leading	figures	in	
contemporary	intellectual	life	in	london.	Wyndham	lewis	was	the	only	artist	he	professed	
to	admire.	But	eliot’s	poetry	offers	the	closest	parallel	to	his	own	work.	significantly,	too,	
through	denis	saurat,	director	of	the	french	Institute	in	london,	Johnstone	also	knew	sir	
James	fraser,	diminutive	scottish	chemist	and	author	of	The Golden Bough,	the	book	which	
not	only	inspired	eliot,	but	which	played	such	an	important	role	in	the	evolution	of	this	idea	
of	the	primitive	as	an	enduring	presence	in	collective	memory.

Johnstone’s	picture	may	have	priority	of	date	over	 the	first	of	eliot’s	Quartets, Burnt 

Norton,	which	was	not	published	till	1936,	but	in	his	poem,	eliot	does	throw	light	on	the	
poetic	idea	of	time	that	he	shared	with	the	painter.	“time	present	and	time	past	/Are	both	
perhaps	present	in	time	future,”	he	writes.	then	in	East Coker,	the	second	of	the	Quartets,	
he	takes	this	theme	of	temporal	overlap	and	extends	it	into	the	landscape	to	explore	the	
significance	of	the	memory	of	human	presence	there	exactly	as	Johnstone	appears	to	do	
and	as	grassic	gibbon	does	in	The Land.	

In	that	open	field
If	you	do	not	come	too	close,	if	you	do	not	come	too	close
on	a	summer	midnight,	you	can	hear	the	music
of	the	weak	pipe	and	the	little	drum
And	see	them	dancing	round	the	bonfire…
keeping	time
keeping	the	rhythm	in	their	dancing
As	in	their	living	in	the	living	seasons
the	time	of	the	seasons	and	the	constellations.
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It	is	the	great	rhythmic	movement	that	swings	through	Johnstone’s	picture	that	gives	
it	such	grandeur,	the	dance	of	time	that	links	the	people	with	the	land	and	with	the	great	
movements	of	the	heavens,	the	time	of	the	seasons	and	the	constellations.

A Point in Time	was	begun	in	selkirk.	By	around	1933	it	was	sufficiently	finished	for	
macdiarmid	to	be	able	to	write	a	poem	about	it.	It	was	not	finally	exhibited	till	1938,	
however,	when	it	was	also	published	in	The Townsman	along	with	a	number	of	other	works.	
the	 Johnstones	 had	 moved	 to	 london	 in	 1931.	 he	 himself	 remained	 there	 till	 1960	
when	he	retired	from	teaching	to	return	to	scotland.	the	first	years	were	hard	and	he	
had	little	time	to	paint.	he	then	held	various	posts	until	in	1938	he	was	appointed	head	
of	camberwell	school	of	Art.	he	stayed	there	till	1947	when	he	moved	to	be	Principal	
of	 the	 central	 school.	the	 profound	 impact	 he	 had	 on	 art	 education	 in	 Britain	 came	
both	through	his	exploration	of	new	ideas	and	his	extraordinary	nose	for	talent.	those	
he	employed	while	teaching	make	a	list	of	most	of	the	creative	people	in	the	visual	arts	
in	Britain	at	the	time.

Johnstone	held	his	first	one-man	exhibitions	in	1935:	first	at	the	Wertheim	gallery	in	
london,	then	at	Aitken	dott	in	edinburgh.	After	that	he	exhibited	regularly,	but	teaching	
did	 take	much	of	 his	 energy.	he	 also	wrote	 two	books,	 the	first	 in	1936	was	Creative 

Art in England.	 reprinted	 with	 the	 more	 appropriate	 title,	 Creative Art in Britain,	 it	 is	
a	 fascinating	anthology	of	 images	and	ideas	about	the	nature	of	visual	art.	the	second,	
Child Art to Man Art,	is	a	fresh	and	stimulating	look	at	art	education	and	its	techniques.	
It	is	illustrated	throughout	with	the	work	of	school	children	and	students	and	its	central	
concern	is	how	education	can	carry	childish	insight	past	the	barrier	of	puberty	and	the	
discouraging	realisation	of	the	need	for	skill.	It	was	written	soon	after	his	first	book,	but	
not	published	till	1941.

A Point in Time	 is	 a	 dark	 and	 sombre	 picture.	 he	 said	 of	 it	 that	 it	“grew	 out	 of	 my	
horror	 of	 the	 disease	 of	 war,	 of	 my	 anticipation	 of	 future	 tragedy.”	As	 a	 comment	 on	
contemporary	 politics,	 it	 is	 a	 sentiment	 more	 in	 keeping	 with	 the	 events	 of	 the	 late	
thirties	than	the	late	twenties,	linking	his	grim	experience	of	the	demoralised	army	that	
he	joined	in	1918	with	the	anxieties	of	munich	and	rearmament.	By	his	own	account,	
for	four	years	after	the	outbreak	of	war	in	1939,	he	could	not	paint	at	all	although	there	
is	evidence	that	he	did	do	so.	In	1940	his	wife	and	daughter	left	for	America	and	did	not	
return.	In	1943	the	marriage	ended	in	divorce.	In	1941	he	was	himself	taken	ill	because	

elizabeth	Johnstone	poses	in		
front	of	A Point in Time,	c.1936
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of	the	strain.	he	spent	some	time	convalescing	in	the	Borders,	but	in	1942	he	took	part	in	
an	exhibition	of	abstract	painters	at	reid	and	lefèvre.	In	1943	when	he	was	convalescent	
staying	at	a	farm	in	surrey	he	started	a	series	of	dark	paintings,	among	them	St Martha’s 

Hill, Surrey	 (page	37),	a	motif	 that	he	painted	several	 times.	the	sombre	painting,	War 

Time Landscape,	perhaps	also	belongs	to	this	group,	but	 if	the	surrey	landscape	was	his	
starting	point,	he	says:	“my	paintings,	far	from	being	studies	of	the	surrey	hills,	turned	
out	to	be	romantic,	even	dramatic	evocations	of	my	Border	hills.”	two	untitled	abstract		
drawings	 in	 the	 exhibition	 may	 belong	 to	 the	 same	 time,	 or	 perhaps	 a	 little	 later.		
certainly	there	is	a	group	of	drawings	he	himself	associated	with	this	period	in	his	life	
where	he	uses	splashes	of	ink,	sometimes	drawn	and	moved	around,	but	often	just	left	
to	run,	creating	fantastic,	imaginary	landscapes.	some,	like	Abstract, 1943	(page	66),	are	
touched	with	colour.	some	are	also	 identified	with	texts	such	as	Reynolds’ Discourses	or	
Milton’s Sonnets.	But	their	mood	is	sombre.	It	reflects	not	just	the	circumstances	of	the	
war,	but	the	unhappy	twists	of	the	artist’s	own	fate.	

his	 paintings	 over	 these	 years	 range	 from	 landscapes	 of	 actual	 places	 to	 abstract	
evocations.	 mostly	 they	 are	 pictures	 of	 a	 world	 engulfed	 in	 darkness.	As	 we	 see	 it	 in		
St. Martha’s Hill, Surrey,	paint,	the	artist’s	medium,	vehicle	of	light,	his	means	of	making	
sense	 of	 things,	 instead	 conceals	 them.	 sometimes,	 however,	 through	 the	 sheets	 of	
shadowy,	run	paint,	 the	contours	of	 the	hills	seem	human.	one	lovely	painting	 in	this	
group,	Torso	 (page	2),	 is	an	actual	 female	nude,	a	painting	of	mary	Bonning,	a	 former	
student	who	in	1944	became	Johnstone’s	second	wife,	and	whose	portrait	he	also	painted	
at	the	time.	the	portrait	is	clearly	a	likeness,	but	the	face	is	lost	in	shadow.	It	was	the	first	
of	many	strange,	oblique	portraits	that	he	painted	in	the	later	part	of	his	career	of	which	
there	are	several	striking	examples	here.	they	are	a	study	in	themselves.	during	these	
years	he	also	made	drawings	 like	 the	small	Abstract	of	1943	(page	66),	or	Near Melrose	
from	1946	(page	38),	in	which	he	touches	in	the	contours	of	a	landscape	with	a	few	deft	
lines.	sometimes	the	landscape	is	still	visible.	sometimes	nothing	is	left	but	the	abstract	
structure	of	these	minimal	visual	notes.

In	 1947	 Johnstone	 moved	 from	 camberwell	 to	 become	 Principal	 of	 the	 central	
school.	the	following	year	he	visited	the	united	states	and	then	 in	1949	and	again	 in	
1950	returned	there	to	teach	a	summer	school	at	the	colorado	springs	fine	Art	center.	
A	drawing	here	of	cripple	creek,	colorado,	dates	from	his	visit	in	1949	(page	42).	In	
1950	 he	 was	 also	 given	 a	 retrospective	 there	 and	 subsequently	 sold	 a	 painting	 to	 the	
Art	gallery	of	ontario,	the	first	sale	he	made	to	a	public	gallery.	Perhaps	optimism	was	
returning	 after	 the	 dark	 years	 of	 the	 war.	 certainly	 the	 painting	 here,	 Golden Harvest	
(page	41),	 from	1948	 is	 freer,	sunnier	and	more	clearly	constructed	than	much	of	his	
work	in	the	preceding	years.	the	picture’s	subtitle	Toronto Series	may	also	be	a	reference	
added	later	to	commemorate	his	toronto	success.	Johnstone	himself	links	his	move	into	
a	more	constructed,	but	also	more	abstract	kind	of	painting	to	dissatisfaction	with	his	
sombre	romantic	landscapes,	although	even	in	these	more	abstract	pictures	the	link	with	
landscape	and	the	human	presence	is	never	really	broken.

In	 1950	 the	 Johnstones	 bought	Ancrum	 mill,	 roxburgh.	 It	 was	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	
return	to	the	Borders.	In	1955	they	changed	Ancrum	mill	for	satchell’s	farm,	lilliesleaf,	
and	began	 to	 return	 to	 farming,	working	 in	 the	vacations	 till	 his	 retirement	 from	the	
central	school	in	1960	when	he	moved	back	finally	to	scotland,	to	the	Borders,	and	to	
farming,	fulfilling	his	father’s	biblical	prophecy.	satchell’s	was	a	small,	marginal	farm,	but	
they	made	a	success	of	it.	In	1965	they	moved	to	Potburn,	ettrick,	a	large	sheep	farm,	
but	up	at	a	thousand	feet,	one	of	the	highest,	most	remote	houses	in	the	country.	It	was	
a	dramatic	retreat	 from	the	world,	but	the	hills,	 the	weather	and	his	own	health	were	
finally	too	much	and	they	retired	in	1970	to	the	Palace,	crailing,	a	comfortable	house	in	
the	shelter	of	the	valley,	altogether	a	kinder	place	for	his	old	age.
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the	artist’s	gradual	return	home	was	matched	by	the	accelerating	pace	of	his	painting.	
from	 the	 early	 50s	 he	 exhibited	 more	 and	 more	 regularly	 and	 after	 his	 retirement	
gradually	reestablished	his	reputation	in	his	native	land,	though	this	was	largely	due	to	
the	efforts	of	a	few	dedicated	people	led	latterly	by	hope	scott.	she	was	his	great	friend	
and	patron	and	is	recorded	here	in	the	wonderfully	enigmatic	Study for a Portrait	(page	
34).	the	return	to	scotland	was	also	a	return	to	the	inspiration	of	the	Border	landscape.	
from	 the	 late	40s	onwards	his	painting	became	more	colourful	 and	 the	colours	were	
more	 and	more	 those	of	 the	 landscape	of	his	home.	Fields and Woods	 from	1960	 (page	
44)	is	a	celebration	of	the	red	earth	itself,	the	Border	hills,	the	fields	and	their	harvest.	
In	its	references	to	the	actual	features	of	the	landscape,	this	picture	belongs	in	a	series	
of	paintings	through	the	50s	in	which	hay-stooks,	the	patterns	of	fields,	groups	of	trees	
against	a	high	horizon,	and	the	line	of	the	hills	are	recognisable.	similar	features	are	also	
visible	in	Autumn Fields.	A	new	much	broader	way	of	painting	is	apparent	in	these	pictures	
and	that	was	the	way	his	art	was	to	go.

In	the	last	twenty	years	of	his	life	Johnstone’s	art	saw	an	astonishing	flowering.	some	
of	his	greatest	paintings	were	painted	when	he	was	over	eighty.	here	Mandala	(page	57)	
is	a	superb	example	of	this	late	style.	the	catalyst	could	have	been	many	different	things.	
the	return	to	the	Borders	was	certainly	part	of	it.	But	so	too	was	a	shift	in	the	artistic	
climate	which	made	things	suddenly	topical	that	he	had	done	twenty	or	even	thirty	years	
before.	In	Britain	he	himself	had	contributed	significantly	to	this	change.	Among	those	
he	had	employed	at	the	central	school	were	eduardo	Paolozzi,	Alan	davie	and	William	
turnbull,	for	instance,	all	pioneers	of	modernism	in	Britain	and	who	certainly	benefited	
from	Johnstone’s	leadership.	Ideas	that	were	current	at	the	central	and	which	reflected	
Johnstone’s	own	teaching	philosophy	also	seem	to	have	been	distinctly	Jungian,	setting	
in	an	accepted	intellectual	framework	things	that	had	been	implicit	in	his	art	for	many	
years.	Anton	 ehrenzweig,	 who	 worked	 in	 the	 textile	 department	 at	 the	 school,	 was	
actively	interested	in	such	things.	“he	used	to	chat	for	long	periods	in	my	office	about	
the	 psychological	 make-up	 of	 the	 artist’s	 mind…	 he	 greatly	 enjoyed	 those	 talks	 and	
those	he	used	to	have	with	Alan	davie,	eduardo	Paolozzi	and	other	artists	at	the	school.”1	
his	interests	resulted	not	only	in	a	short	work	on	Johnstone	himself,	but	also	in	a	more	
extended	study	of	the	psychology	of	the	imagination,	The Hidden Order of Art.

Johnstone’s	own	approach	to	improvisation	in	painting	was	akin	to	the	idea	expressed	
so	memorably	by	miró	that	the	artist	is	not	a	creator	so	much	as	an	agent	for	something	
far	less	personal.	“I	work	like	a	gardener,”	he	said	as	though	he	was	tending	a	vision	that	
grew	from	a	deeper,	shared	consciousness.	miró	was	certainly	influenced	by	Zen	ideas	
in	 this,	directly	 through	daihatsu	suzuki	who	was	 the	principal	 interpreter	of	Zen	 to	
the	west,	and	through	Jung	who	was	himself	influenced	by	suzuki.	Johnstone’s	account	
of	the	relationship	in	his	own	painting	between	inner	and	outer,	between	nature	in	the	
landscape	and	nature	 in	himself,	 is	 certainly	 akin	 to	 this.	the	analogy	with	Zen	 ideas,	
however,	was	not	expressed	directly	in	his	art	until	he	began	the	dazzling	brush	drawings	
that	were	such	a	feature	of	it	in	the	last	decade	of	his	life	and	of	which	there	are	several	
brilliant	examples	here.

Painting	 both	 in	 france	 and	 in	 America	 had	 grown	 up	 in	 parallel	 to	 his	 own	
development	and	from	similar	roots.	leading	figures	in	the	school	of	Paris,	like	Poliakoff	
for	instance,	had	been	friends	and	contemporaries	there.	But	he	shared	inspiration	with	
the	 new	American	 painters	 too.	As	 these	 two	 groups	 evolved	 their	 distinctive	 styles	
in	 the	 late	40s	 and	50s	 this	 perhaps	 gave	 Johnstone	 the	 encouragement	he	needed	 to	
exploit	 the	 implications	 of	 some	 of	 his	 own	 early	 experiments.	 he	 launched	 his	 late	
Abstract	expressionist	style	with	a	group	of	great,	dark	paintings	in	1958	and	’59.	eight	
feet	 across,	 they	 scale	 up	 his	‘automatic’	 wash	 drawings	of	 the	 mid-forties.	two	 were	
christened	Northern Gothic I	and	II,	but	the	title	was	extended	to	cover	the	series,	a	defiant	
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Potburn	farm,	ettrick,	c.1967 declaration	of	their	manifest	northern	identity.	(Northern Gothic	is	just	visible,	page	83,	
bottom	 left).	this	 was	 prompted	 by	 a	 chance	 remark	 of	 french	 dealer	 daniel-henry	
kahnweiler	 who	 recognised	 the	 northern	 character	 of	 Johnstone’s	 painting	 without	
knowing	who	was	its	author.	though	it	is	a	little	later	and	also	lighter	in	mood,	Romantic 

Blue Landscape	has	something	of	the	same	character	(p49).
they	may	not	be	landscapes	in	any	simple	sense,	but	these	paintings	reflect	the	light	

and	weather	of	the	Border	hills	all	the	same	and	he	continued	this	theme	in	a	series	that	
he	called	Rain in Ettrick (page	46).	they	too	are	abstract.	they	pick	up	on	the	atmospheric	
veils	of	dark	paint	in	his	paintings	of	the	war	years,	but	now	it	invokes	the	harsh	weather	of	
the	landscape	he	knew	so	well.	once	again	he	was	living	with	it	in	the	intimate	proximity	
of	the	farmer.	In	his	autobiography	he	tells	tales	of	the	harshness	of	a	climate	that	could	
bury	a	flock	of	sheep	in	a	snow	drift	in	november,	bring	heavy	snow	in	may,	and	of	“the	
east	wind	that	blows	directly	up	ettrick	in	the	spring,	bringing	late	snows	and	killing	the	
grass.”	he	continues	the	theme	of	the	sky	and	the	weather	in	two	beautiful	blue	pictures	
from	1971	and	’72	simply	called	Clouds	(page	47).

landscape	is	still	a	presence	in	his	art,	but	pictures	like	these	do	not	reflect	a	superficial	
response	to	 it.	they	express	a	deep	emotional	engagement.	 It	 is	 this	which	gives	such	
power	to	his	late	work.	It	is	a	true	late	manner	enriched	by	the	depth	of	experience	on	
which	it	draws.	this	is	distilled	in	his	remarkable	ink	drawings,	in	the	two	sets	of	prints	
that	relate	to	them,	the	twenty	lithographs	to	poems	by	hugh	macdiarmid,	published	
in	1977,	and	the	twenty	one	to	poems	by	edwin	muir,	published	in	1980	(pages	76-77). 	
All	of	these	works	are	marked	by	the	same	absolute	simplicity.	everything	superfluous	
is	discarded.	he	had	been	working	 in	 this	 spontaneous,	 intuitive	way	 for	more	 than	a	
decade,	but	in	these	cycles	this	is	reduced	to	its	simplest	vocabulary.

In	his	autobiography	Points in Time,	Johnstone	records	a	birthday	gift	of	an	architect’s	
table.	this	 practical	 gift	 was,	 he	 says,	 the	 starting	 point	 for	 these	 radically	 simplified	
calligraphic	drawings.	they	do	not	represent	a	big	shift	 from	what	went	before,	 just	a	
refinement,	a	significant	increase	in	scale	and	a	sharpening	of	focus.	his	drawing	had	been	
brilliantly	summary	for	a	long	time,	but	these	calligraphic	drawings	are	sometimes	little	
more	than	a	single	stroke	of	a	loaded	brush.	sometimes	by	some	minimal	modulation,	
they	become	landscapes.	like	the	drawings	of	a	Zen	master,	the	movement	of	the	hand	is	
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completely	at	one	with	the	mind.	It	is	not	an	agent,	but	the	mind’s	extension	outwards,	
as	the	unconscious	is	 its	extension	inwards.	figure	and	ground	are	one.	Pure	intuition	
achieves	singleness	and	externalises	it,	endowed	with	the	authority	of	the	experience	of	
a	lifetime.	In	such	images	we	can	see	the	theme	of	A Point in Time,	not	just	as	the	passing	
subject	of	a	single	picture,	but	as	the	prospectus	of	a	lifetime’s	work.	Words	that	hugh	
macdiarmid	had	written	about	A Point in Time	more	than	forty	years	before	still	fit	this	
magnificent	late	style:	

A	Point	in	time
now	you	understand	how	stars	and	hearts	are	one	with	another
And	how	there	can	nowhere	be	an	end,	nowhere	a	hindrance;
how	the	boundless	dwells	perfect	and	undivided	in	the	spirit,
how	each	part	can	be	infinitely	great,	and	infinitely	small,
how	the	utmost	extension	is	but	a	point,	and	how
light,	harmony,	movement,	power
All	identical,	all	separate,	and	all	united	are	life.

Duncan Macmillan
october	2011,	edinburgh

the	full	version	of	The Art of William Johnstone	by	duncan	macmillan	is	in	the	catalogue,	
William Johnstone 1897-1981 A Centenary Celebration,	talbot	rice	gallery,	the	university	
of	edinburgh,	June	1997.

Above:	William	with	mary	working	
on	twenty	lithographs	to	poems	by	
hugh	macdiarmid,	1977

right:	William	in	his	studio,	
crailing,	1976
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under	the	influence	and	writing	of	Arthur	rimbaud	and	charles	Baudelaire	and	others		
I	went	to	london	to	live	the	life	of	an	artist.

I	needed	a	grant	 and	 to	get	 a	grant	 I	had	 to	 join	 a	 course	 that	was	not	 available	 in	
lincoln.	 Industrial	 Pottery	 at	 the	 central	 was	 chosen.	 my	 interview	 in	 the	 summer	
holidays	of	1951	must	have	been	arranged	by	lincoln	school	of	Art,	for	I	knew	nothing	
about	 the	central	 and	 that	William	Johnstone	was	 the	Principal	was	unknown	 to	me.		
I	only	knew	I	wanted	to	study	in	london.

my	memories	of	this	period	in	my	life	are	as	episodes	in	emptiness.
I	have	arrived	at	the	central	for	an	interview	without	any	memory	of	getting	there.		

It	was	 a	momentous	 event;	 the	building	was	 empty	except	 for	one	man	who	 I	 found	
myself	with	in	a	poorly	lit	room	with	dark	oak	furniture.	If	I	knew	his	name	then,	I	do	
not	know	it	now.	the	pots	I	had	brought	with	me,	I	put	on	an	oak	shelf	below	some	book	
cases.	the	man	asked	me	“did	you	make	these?”	to	my	“yes”	he	made	no	comment	except	
to	ask	me	if	I	wanted	to	join	the	Pottery	department.	to	my	next	“yes”	he	replied	“we	
start	on	the	27th	september”.	the	episode	ends	and	I	have	no	memory	of	returning	to	
lincoln.

I	 walked	 through	 the	 doors	 on	 the	 due	 date	 and	 joined	 a	 queue,	 my	 queuing	 was	
unnecessary	but	I	was	expected	and	was	shown	where	the	pottery	was.	I	was	late	to	arrive	
in	the	busy	studio.	I	assumed	all	the	students	were	senior	to	me	and	the	new	students	in	
pottery	assumed	I	was	their	senior.	A	little	tentative	conversation	revealed	that	most	of	
us	were	newcomers.

I	 remember	no	 settling	 in	period.	Work	was	begun.	the	atmosphere	was	good	and	
it	seemed	right	to	be	there.	dora	Billington,	always	known	as	miss	Billington,	was	the	
head	of	the	Pottery.	If	we	were	not	busy	by	9.00am	she	would	clap	her	hands	and	drive	
us	to	the	wheels.

gilbert	harding-green	known	as	h-g	was	assistant	head.	the	lecturers	were	William	
newland,	 known	 as	Bill;	kenneth	clark,	 known	 as	ken;	nicholas	Vergette,	 known	 as	
nic,	was	technical	assistant;	mr	Bateson,	always	known	as	mr	Bateson,	from	stoke-on-
trent	 taught	 throwing;	 eduardo	 Paolozzi,	 known	 as	 eduardo,	 and	William	turnbull,	
known	as	mr	turnbull,	brought	modern	art	into	the	workshop	and	opened	my	eyes	to	
experimental	work.	Also	visiting	to	make	their	own	work	were	gordon	crookes	from	
textiles	and	louis	le	Brocquy	from	painting.	I	made	large	bowls	for	louis	to	work	on.	the	
staff	at	the	central	were	a	creative	mix	of	artists	and	craftsmen	with	WJ	creating	the	mix.	
under	their	guidance	we	students	had	such	optimism	and	sense	of	purpose.

a personal memory
Gordon Baldwin, OBE

looking	 back	 at	 my	 early	 1950s	 is	 like	 a	 dreaming	 of	
events.	 how	 I	 got	 to	 what	 I	 eventually	 thought	 of	 as		
the	 Best	Art	 school	 in	 london	 at	 the	 best	 of	 times	 is	
like	 trying	 to	 remember	 a	 good	 play	 seen	 long	 ago.		
the	players	drift	 in	 and	out	of	 focus.	names	 and	 faces	
float	about	vaguely.

William	Johnstone,	Principal	at	
central	school	of	Arts	and	crafts,	
1947-1960.	Image	c.1948
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one	day	early	in	my	first	term	WJ	made	a	visit	to	the	pottery.	It	was	my	first	meeting.	
I	 remember	 his	 voice,	 his	 tweed	 suit,	 his	 bow	 tie	 and	 his	 smile.	 he	 made	 a	 point	 of	
visiting	all	the	studios	frequently.	I	was	nervous	of	him	for	his	smile	was	unpredictable	in	
meaning.	I	have	the	impression	that	he	took	a	special	interest	in	the	pottery.

In	the	early	years	of	tV	there	were	interlude	films.	one	of	these	showed	the	hands	of	
a	potter	working	clay	on	a	potter’s	wheel.	the	pot	was	never	seen	completed	and	many	
viewers	asked	to	see	the	whole	process.

the	pottery	at	the	central	became	a	BBc	tV	studio.	I	threw	a	large	pot	and	the	other	
stages	of	completion	were	carried	out	by	fellow	students.	the	programme	went	out	live	
and	we	over	ran	by	45	minutes.	It	was	deemed	to	be	a	success.

my	county	refused	me	a	grant	for	an	extra	year	to	take	the	central	diploma	in	studio	
Pottery.	WJ	waived	my	fees	and	some	teaching	was	found	for	me	at	goldsmiths’	college.	
WJ	 also	 helped	 by	 paying	 me	 to	 clear	 the	 basement	 of	 his	 house	 in	 chelsea.	 I	 had	 a	
friendly	meal	with	him,	his	wife	and	daughter,	during	which	I	remained	a	student	in	the	
house	of	the	Principal.

I	was	modestly	breaking	new	ground	with	growing	confidence	in	my	final	year.	one	
day	miss	Billington	took	me	aside	and	told	me	the	Principal	had	looked	at	my	work	and	
commented	that	it	showed	a	poor	feeling	for	clay.	I	went	out	of	the	building	and	sat	in	
red	lion	square	feeling	outraged.	I	returned	and	got	on	with	my	work,	then	I	began	to	
feel	quite	pleased	to	be	misunderstood	by	the	establishment.

I	do	not	remember	the	year	of	the	next	episode.	one	morning	I	was	walking	up	the	
steps	to	the	central,	WJ	was	standing	at	the	top.	I	was	late.	“Bring	me	a	folio	in	two	weeks	
for	me	to	decide	whether	you	can	come	back”	he	said.	It	shocked	me	that	I	was	seen	as	
unworthy.

I	became	a	visiting	lecturer	in	1958.	my	day	was	monday.	h-g	met	me	one	monday	
to	tell	me	that	the	Principal	wanted	my	post	for	a	painter	whose	work	he	had	seen	at	an	
exhibition.	he	had	invited	him	to	teach	at	his	Art	school.	there	were	no	posts	available	

A	PersonAl	memory

William	Johnstone,	1960,	before	
retirement	from	central.
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so	I,	being	the	most	junior,	was	to	go.	h-g	said	he	wanted	to	fight	my	corner	and	I	was	
not	to	go	immediately.	As	it	turned	out	the	painter	did	not	want	to	teach	in	the	pottery.

I	 had	 studied	pottery	 and	now	 I	 taught	pottery	but	 away	 from	 the	pottery	 I	was	 a	
painter.	h-g	asked	to	see	my	work	and	took	it	off	to	show	WJ	who	liked	what	I	was	doing	
but	disliked	my	titles.	I	still	title	my	pieces!

WJ	retired	soon	after	I	joined	the	staff.	I	have	no	more	WJ	episodes	apart	from	a	visit	
to	his	exhibition	at	the	hayward	gallery.	I	remember	being	impressed	and	thinking	“so	
this	is	who	my	autocratic	Principal	really	was”.	I	think	no	other	Principal	at	the	central	
after	WJ	was	a	practising	artist.

Gordon Baldwin, OBE
september	2011,	shropshire
1950-1954	central	school	of	Arts	and	crafts,	london

Born	in	lincoln	in	1932,	gordon	Baldwin	is	considered	one	of	Britain’s	leading	ceramic	
artists.	his	early	work	consisted	of	multiple	bowls	and	pierced	boxes	and	later	moved	
toward	more	monumental	sculptural	forms	with	graphic	markings	on	a	white	surface.	
he	was	awarded	an	oBe	in	1992	and	the	Jerwood	Prize	for	Applied	Arts	in	1996.	his	
work	is	in	the	Victoria	&	Albert	museum,	london	and	in	many	other	international	public	
collections.

gordon	Baldwin’s	work	was	introduced	to	the	scottish	gallery	via	henry	rothschild	
who	hosted	 an	elite	 exhibition	of	european	ceramics	 in	 the	gallery	 in	 the	 late	1970s	
which	also	 included	the	work	of	lucie	rie	and	hans	coper.	We	will	have	an	example	
of	gordon’s	work	during	WJ’s	exhibition	by	kind	permission	of	marsden	Woo	gallery,	
london.	york	Art	 gallery	 is	 hosting	 a	 major	 exhibition	 on	 gordon	 Baldwin’s	 work		
called	Objects for a Landscape	which	will	showcase	over	100	works	from	his	career.	11th	
february	-	10th	June	2012.	www.yorkartgallery.org.uk

for	further	reading	on	William	Johnstone	at	camberwell	school	of	Arts	and	crafts	and	
central	school	of	Arts	and	crafts:
 Camberwell School of Arts and Crafts, Its Students and Teachers 1943-1960	by	geoff	hassell.	

Published	by	the	Antique	collectors’	club	ltd,	1995
 Making Their Mark: Art, Craft and Design at the Central School 1896-1966	edited	by	sylvia	

Backemeyer.	Published	by	herbert	Press,	london,	2000
 The Crafts in Britain in the 20th Century	 by	tanya	 harrod.	 Published	 for	the	 Bard	

graduate	center	for	studies	in	the	decorative	Arts	by	yale	university	Press,	1999

A	PersonAl	memory
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conjuncture:	is	that	a	term	which	allows	us	a	field	for	experienced	and	considered	events,	
chance	material	connections,	an	array	of	certain	objects,	waves	of	our	longest	memories?	
We	live	in	historical	conjunctures,	breathing	and	seeing	them,	dreaming	them,	trying	to	
make	them	out	of	play,	work,	relationships.	this	word	conjuncture	arises	in	my	attempt	to	
fix	upon	two	questions.	Is	William	Johnstone	further	revealed	through	his	life’s	collection	
of	books?	Is	anyone,	I	wonder?	Also,	why	am	I	drawn	again	to	his	watercolour	and	ink	
drawings,	feeling	each	time	their	arena	of	significance	to	be	challenging,	pleasurable	in	
the	way	of	sensory	affirmation?

desire,	like	the	reality	of	death,	cannot	be	mapped	directly,	satellite-eye	style.	Living 

movement	is	perhaps	a	better	way	of	fathoming	the	ink	and	watercolours’	aesthetic	world.	
that	 is	why	 they	 feel	 and	 look	chinese	 as	well	 as	 tachiste.	Place	 and	 idea	 seem	 to	be	
held	in	consciousness,	submerged	in	a	few	single	movements,	intense	without	becoming	
revealed,	 finished	 yet	 never	 asserted.	 Lear,	 c.1943,	 a	 small	 brush	 and	 black	 ink	 and	
watercolour	 shown	 at	 the	hayward	 retrospective	 in	1981	does	 evoke	 storm	 struggle,	
desire,	 death.	 Bee Swarm,	 1975,	 pen	 and	 black	 ink	 and	 watercolour,	 seems	 the	 kin	 of	
a	 Beuys	 watercolour,	 enigmatic	 yet	 grounded	 in	 our	 feel	 for	 biological	 energies	 and	
processes.	large	oil	paintings	on	canvas	by	WJ	often	managed	these	same	forces,	with	
effects	more	typical	of	watercolours:	Mandala,	54	by	96	inches,	from	the	late	70s,	is	a	
work	full	of	grace,	a	fixed	image	of	 living	movement.	even	good	scientists,	 I	 imagine,	
would	be	transported	by	its	unconscious	energies.

my	answer	to	the	second	question	obviously	falls	towards	feeling	and	thought	being	
inescapably	 one.	 like	 the	 aged	t’ang	 poets	 or	 zen	 calligraphers	 (hitsuzendo	 school)	
whose	 best	 works	 happened	 later	 in	 life,	WJ	 painted	 in	 a	 prepared	 state	 of	 intense	
concentration,	one	 likened	 to	no-mind	 (mu-shin)	 in	 the	Asiatic	 traditions.	 such	 artists	
and	writers	were	often	‘retired’	or	exiled	to	the	farm	and	territories	of	their	youth,	their	
political	sphere	now	a	limbo,	highly	uncertain.	What	often	opened	up	was	the	sense	of	
restless	exposure	 to	a	 forgotten	nature,	destroyed	 landscapes,	 life	 as	everyday	floating	
memories.	Wilderness	is	one	of	the	discourses	of	such	exiles,	observational	journeys	the	
symbolic	and	semiotic	field	for	their	past	–	present	conjunctures.	that	is	why	I	like	WJ’s	
late	works	then	–	they	are	a	true	historical	and	psychological	conjuncture,	one	that	I	am	
willing	to	share.

now	to	that	first	question,	reading	the	collection	of	books,	the	library	dispersed	at	the	
end	of	WJ’s	life	along	with	the	contents	of	his	studio.	In	bookbinder	fiona	campbell’s	
catalogue,	 the	 work	 of	 a	 fellow	 Borderer,	 a	 one-time	 student	 and	 younger	 teaching	
colleague	 from	his	london	years,	we	have	a	 reference-archive	of	 sorts.	first,	one	can	

Conjuncture,  
and “something 
essentially Scottish”
Allan Harkness

m	c-s:	“how	long	did	it	take	you	to	do	that?”
WJ:	 “only	 ten	 minutes,	 I	 suppose,	 but	 it’s	 taken	 me	
seventy	years	of	looking.”1
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loosely	chart	the	passages	of	the	artist’s	life:	books	related	to	the	Paris	art	world	of	the	
20s;	others	acquired	in	pre-	or	post-WW2	london,	many	from	limited	editions	designed	
by	his	staff	at	camberwell	and	central;	catalogues	from	exhibitions	in	the	60s	and	70s;	
American	titles	on	mid-West	cultures,	others	on	ancient	Asian	or	African	culture;	a	core	
consisting	of	poetry	and,	within	that,	the	special	place	of	scottish	poetry.

everything	 is	 there	 as	 an	 epochal	 correspondence,	 matches	 of	 a	 kind	 for	 WJ’s	
connections	 to	 artists	 and	 teachers,	 to	 writers,	 to	 places,	 to	 institutions	 and	 all	
those	 events	 which	 figure	 in	 his	 autobiography,	 Points in Time.	 even	 so,	 we	 cannot	
know	 for	 sure	 when	 particular	 books	 were	 first	 encountered	 or	 acquired	 by	 him.	
however,	 there	 is	 enough	 to	 offer	 a	 sketch	 of	 the	 drives	 and	 surface	 texture	 and	
colour	 of	 the	 life	 he	 lived.	 In	 no	 way	 would	 this	 ever	 be	 a	 clear	 mapping	 exercise.		
We	can	only	put	a	shape	to	what	lies	behind	or	beneath	it,	this	catalogue	with	its	relentless	
list,	where	book	and	art	converge.	literally,	that	convergence	seems	to	have	been	in	the	
period	of	growth	of	graphic	design	at	central	when	under	his	direction,	but	they	come	
together	readily	in	the	mid-20th	century	intellectual	struggles	over	aesthetic	values,	not	
least	for	an	international	scot	of	his	kind	and	ambition.

In	 a	 curious	 way,	 reading	 the	 catalogue	 at	 first	 answered	 questions	 of	 English	 art	
and	modernism	from	inside	the	shifting	educational	structures:	WJ,	fresh	from	france	
and	 western	America	 in	 the	 1920s,	 a	 devotee	 of	 modernity	 through	 design,	 high	 on	
that	mix	of	movements	flat-mapped	later	by	Alfred	h	Barr,	from	the	origin	of	abstract	
expression	through	the	machine	aesthetic	to	non-objective	philosophical	self-reflection	
in	art	languages,	re-directs	the	aim	and	ethos	of	the	english	art	school.	then,	one	sees	his	
books	chart	a	still	amazing	personal	journey,	one	relatively	unplanned,	broken	by	wars,	
fractured	by	both	luck	and	ill-fortune.	from	Wimbledon	through	the	central	years,	we	
see	 someone	 determined	 to	 unleash	 creativity	 by	 means	 of	 design	 in	 post-war	 modern	
societies	(twice).

WJ’s	library	shows	him	to	be	a	painter	immersed	in	poetry:	around	a	third	of	his	books	
were	of	poetry,	many	illustrated	in	limited	editions,	many	of	these	fine books	highly	crafted	
for	the	industrial	era	of	design:

285	 thomas,	dylan.	Four Poems.	By	permission	of	Jm	dent	&	sons	nd	(c.1953)	cloth,	
front	gilt	blocked	design	after	Illustration	pp[12]	of	which	5	numbered.	7	linocuts	
by	 fiona	 campbell.	typography	 by	 christo	 van	 niekerk.	 Printed	 at	 central	
school	of	Arts	and	crafts.	Bound	by	fiona	campbell.

this	 appears	 along	 with	 three	 other	 50s	 editions	 of	 dylan	thomas’s	 works,	 and	 in	
one	we	have	WJ’s	endpaper	abstract	ink	sketch	to	Under Milk Wood	(1956),	typical	of	his	
habit	of	making	direct	visual	responses	to	sound,	image,	sense	in	his	reading.

If	we	look	at	two	decades,	we	find	a	1930s	seam	includes	eliot,	Auden,	ee	cummings,	
some	Picasso	poems	of	1936,	along	with	a	1930	first	edition	of	James	Joyce’s	Anna Livia 

Plurabelle (Work in Progress)	from	faber.	from	the	1940s,	shining	forth,	there	is	a	broader	
sweep:	 Love Songs of Asia,	trevelyan	 &	Waley’s	 From the Chinese,	 Bernard	 meninsky’s	
illustrated	milton	(l’Allegro	and	Il Penseroso)	and	this	entry:

50		 coleridge,	 samuel	taylor.	 Christabel.	 central	 school	 of	 Arts	 &	 crafts	 1947.	
1st	 edition	 thus	 half	 calf,	 gilt	 decorated	 raised	 cords	 continued	 on	 sides,	 gilt	
rouleau	 sides	 and	 corners,	 printed	 paper	 covered	 boards	 pp14,	 including	
colophon.	4	lithographs	by	sW	marsden	in	text.	hand-made	paper.

from	the	1960s	onwards,	WJ’s	collection	of	scottish	poetry	blossomed	to	encompass	
work	by	helen	cruikshank,	robert	garioch,	edwin	muir,	norman	maccaig	and	edwin	

conJuncture,	And	“somethIng	essentIAlly	scottIsh”
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morgan.	these	 are	 gathered	 around	 the	 heart	 of	 his	 scots	 hairst,	 those	 being	 his	 first	
editions	of	hugh	macdiarmid’s	work	(Penny Wheep	1926,	First Hymn to Lenin	1931,	Scots 

Unbound	1932	with	its	presentation	inscription	to	WJ,	a	70th	birthday	Burns	club	edition	
of	A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle	from	1962,	and	later	macdiarmid	anthologies).	there	
was	also	his	copy	of	Twenty Poems with Twenty Lithographs	(1977),	Johnstone’s	collaborative	
co-production	with	macdiarmid,	 along	with	 the	 later	Twenty Poems by Edwin Muir with 

Twenty-One Lithographs by William Johnstone	 (1981),	using	WJ’s	 selection	of	21	of	muir’s	
poems.	each	was	in	a	limited	edition	of	fifty,	the	lithographs	hand-printed	by	ken	duffy	
at	edinburgh	Printmakers	Workshop.

WJ’s	 kinship	 with	 hugh	 macdiarmid	 was	 variably	 along	 the	 lines	 of	 “something	
essentially	 scottish”.	 I	 would	 defend	 the	 case	 that	 they	 collaborated	 as	 international	
modernists	with	sensory	life	attuned	to	the	whole	of	creation,	wild	energies	harmonised.	
‘Water	 music’,	 macdiarmid’s	 1932	 poem	 in	 scots	 dedicated	 to	William	 and	 flora	
Johnstone	is	a	celebration	of	the	water	source/Borders	rivers	and	burns:

Wheesht,	wheesht,	Joyce,	and	let	me	hear
	 nae	Anna	livvy’s	lilt,
But	Whauchope,	esk,	and	ewes	again,
	 each	wi’	its	ain	rhythms	till’t.

Archin’	here	and	arrachin	there,
	 Allevolie	or	allemand,
Whiles	appliable,	whiles	areird,
	 the	polysemous	poem’s	planned.

Water	is	returned	to	again	and	again	in	the	poet’s	work,	as	the	fluvial	force	that	shaped	
their	 shared	 home	 territory:	 here,	 in	 the	 poem’s	 rolling	 onomatopoeia,	 it	 sounds	 in	
old,	vital	scots	leid,	the	language	of	their	childhood,	their	shared	opening	on	humanity.	
that	 shared	vision	may	be	explained	 in	english,	but	 it	 is	 sung	 in	scots,	 a	problematic	
informing	 whatever	 might	 be	 “essentially	 scottish”.	 that	 problem	 is	 still	 with	 us:		
imagine	a	field	whose	name	in	scots	 is	doubly	forgotten.	And	here	 is	 the	poet’s	 lucid,	
beautiful,	expansive	rendering	of	their	shared	aesthetic	from	Poems to Paintings by William 

Johnstone 1933	(1963):

A	Point	in	time
now	you	understand	how	stars	and	hearts	are	one	with	another
And	how	there	can	nowhere	be	an	end,	nowhere	a	hindrance;
how	the	boundless	dwells	perfect	and	undivided	in	the	spirit,
how	each	part	can	be	infinitely	great,	and	infinitely	small,
how	the	utmost	extension	is	but	a	point,	and	how
light,	harmony,	movement,	power
All	identical,	all	separate,	and	all	united	are	life.

few	 venture	 towards	 another	 source	 which	 was	 in	 his	 library,	 in	 the	 form	 of		
francis	george	scott’s	works,	 lyrics	 animated	by	 the	 composer’s	music.	 In	 these	 four	
books	 we	 find	 a	 saltire	 publication,	 Ane Sang of the Birth of Christ, Luther’s Christmas 

Carol, 1535	 (c.1947)	 and	 three	 collections	 of	 scots	 lyrics	 set	 to	 music,	 some	 for	 low	
voice.	there	are	poems	by	Burns,	dunbar,	george	campbell	hay,	William	soutar	and		
hugh	 macdiarmid.	 scott,	 WJ’s	 cousin	 and	 an	 early	 mentor,	 was	 instrumental	 in	
tuning	 chris	 grieve’s	 ear	 and	 purpose	 in	 the	 1920s.	these	 three	 –	WJ,	 scott	 and		
grieve/macdiarmid	 –	 in	 their	 renaissance	 efforts	 can	 seem	 very	 far	 from	 the		

conJuncture,	And	“somethIng	essentIAlly	scottIsh”
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surface	 of	 our	 21st	 century	 lives,	 yet	 they	 show	 us	 what	 is	 possible	 in	 renewal	 or		
re-direction.

It	remains	to	highlight	two	other	pockets	of	the	artist’s	library.	his	sojourn	in	flora’s	
homeland,	the	year	1928-29	living	in	california	(san	francisco,	los	gatos,	and	carmel)	
must	have	inspired	WJ	to	acquire:	Paul	horgan’s	The Centuries of Santa Fe	(1957);	Bertha	
dutton’s	 New Mexico Indians	 (1948),	 richard	 st.	 Barbe	 Baker’s	 The Redwoods	 (1943);	
Wilder	and	Breitenbach’s	Santos: The Religious Folk Art of New Mexico	(1943)	and	Stampede 

to Timberline: The Ghost Towns and Mining Camps of Colorado	 (1949)	 by	 muriel	 sibell	
Wolle.	he	also	had	a	first	edition	of	steinbeck’s	Cannery Row	 from	1945.	to	me,	these	
reveal	his	path	not	taken,	yet	one	accompanying	him	always.

on	 those	 shelves	 of	 his,	 at	 crailing,	 or	 during	 his	 remote	 ettrick	 years	 farming	
Potburn,	 in	 his	 london	 home	 and	 his	 Principal’s	 office	 at	 central,	 he	 had	 the	 works	
of	his	colleagues	–	artist-teachers	–	from	one	of	the	richest	flows	of	talent	ever:	books	
by	 dora	 Billington,	 herbert	 spencer,	Victor	 Pasmore,	 mervyn	 Peake,	 cecil	 collins,	
Patrick	heron,	John	minton,	rayner	Banham,	eduardo	Paolozzi,	William	turnbull	and	
Alan	davie.	staff	at	central	must	have	known	him	well,	for	his	library	had	at	its	core	too	
several	gifts	of	author	inscribed	books	mostly	printed	and	bound	at	the	central	school	or	
camberwell.	the	Painting	and	sculpture	department,	upon	his	retirement	from	central,	
gave	him	The Cantos of Ezra Pound	(faber	1957),	to	add	to	Edmund Dulac’s Picture Book,	and	
noel	rooke	 and	 J.h.	mason’s	 earlier	central	 book,	edmund	spenser’s	Four Hymns on 

Earthly and Heavenly Love & Beauty	(1912-13).	Poetry/central!
fortunate	 inheritor	 of	 peak	 modernism	 in	 art	 (1880-1920),	WJ	 spread	 it	 across	

educational	reform	in	one	direction,	but,	returning	to	seed,	he	apparently	cast	it	again	as	
a	field	of	esoteric	drawings,	paintings	and	plaster	relief	works.	A	well-spring	was	poetry,	
poetry	materially	governed	in	‘living	movement’	–	his	vast	homeland.

Allan Harkness
october	2011,	selkirk	

dr	Allan	harkness	was,	until	2007,	a	senior	lecturer	in	Art	history	and	theory	at	gray’s	
school	of	Art	in	Aberdeen.	formerly,	he	taught	at	the	hull	school	of	Art	&	design	and	
the	open	university	in	scotland,	edinburgh.	essayist,	poet	and	artist,	he	was	shortlisted	
in	2011	 for	 the	rsA	William	littlejohn	Award	 in	 innovative	 and	 experimental	 use	of	
watercolours.

1	 christie’s	catalogue,	The Studio of the late Dr. William Johnstone, OBE. Glasgow Thursday 12 April 1990,	foreword	
by	sir	michael	culme-seymour.

conJuncture,	And	“somethIng	essentIAlly	scottIsh”

Untitled, with Swarm of Bees,	c.	1975	
Ink	drawing,	25	x	17.5	cm
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Catalogue

Portrait	of	William	Johnstone,	
c.1980	by	James	gardiner

Image	courtesy	of	the	royal	
commission	on	the	Ancient	and	
historical	monuments	of	scotland
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self	Portrait	is	from	a	series	of	five	painted	in	1978*.	one	was	in	the	collection	of	camberwell	school	of	Art	
and	is	now	presumed	lost.	there	is	no	stylistic	compromise	in	the	self-depiction,	rather,	as	in	all	his	best	work,	
the	swift	constructive	and	destructive	mark-making	reveal	the	truth	and	essence	of	the	subject;	worn-out	but	
resilient,	disappointed	but	triumphant.

“to	some	of	Johnstone’s	staff	at	camberwell	and	the	central,	and	others	in	other	walks	of	life	who	have	
encountered	him,	he	has	seemed	a	dreamer	and	a	mystic.	In	earlier	life	such	an	impression	was	offset	by	an	
intense	practicality.	But	in	later	life	he	is	able	to	dream	and,	in	the	manner	of	old	men,	to	review	his	past	life.”	
douglas	hall,	1980

*	Jottings in a Diary: Ten Days with William Johnstone	by	colin	still.	(self	portrait	illustrated.)

Self Portrait,	1978
oil	on	canvas,	76	x	63	cm

signed	and	dated	on	verso

Provenance:	collection	of	the	
artists’s	family

sarah	Johnstone
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mrs	hope	montagu	douglas	scott	
at	home,	laidlawsteil,	Borders		
c.	early	1970s	

Image	courtesy	of	the	hope	scott	trust
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Portrait of Hope Scott,	1975
oil	on	canvas,	76.5	x	63.5	cm

signed,	dated	and	inscribed	on	verso

Provenance:	collection	of	the	artists’s	family	
sarah	Johnstone,	the	mainhill	gallery,		
Private	collection

William	Johnstone	met	hope	scott	in	1969	at	an	exhibition	in	newcastle.	
he	wrote	in	his	autobiography,	Points in Time,	“that	october	day	changed	
everything	that	I	could	have	expected	in	the	last	years	of	my	life…		
her	enthusiasm	and	sympathetic	understanding	re-kindled	my	passionate	
zeal	to	work”.	he	painted	several	portraits	of	her	and	this	one	is	
particularly	tender.
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Study for a Portrait,	1974
oil	on	canvas,	46	x	36	cm

signed	and	dated	on	verso

Provenance:	William Johnstone Paintings,	
the	scottish	gallery,	7	feb	-	4	march	
1992	(no.	32)

Private	collection

Portrait	has	been	identified	as	hope	scott

“like	Torso	(page	2)	…	the	face	is	lost	in	shadow.	this	was	the	first	of	many	
strange,	oblique	portraits	that	he	painted	in	the	latter	part	of	his	career.	
they	are	a	study	in	themselves.”	

duncan	macmillan
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Portrait of Sarah Johnstone,	c.1973
oil	on	canvas,	74.5	x	65.5	cm

Authenticated	and	signed	by	s.	Johnstone	
on	verso,	describing	the	portrait	in	her	
own	words	‘when	I	had	a	fringe.’

Provenance:	collection	of	the	artists’s	
family

Private	collection
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Landscape,	1925
oil	on	canvas,	63.5	x	76	cm

signed	and	dated	on	verso

Provenance:	lefèvre	gallery,	london
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St Martha’s Hill, Surrey,	1943-44
oil	on	canvas,	63.5	x	76	cm

Provenance:	collection	of	the	artist’s	
family

exhibited:	William Johnstone Retrospective,	
scottish	Arts	council	touring	exhibition,	
1970	(no.18)

William Johnstone Exhibition,	Arts	council	
of	great	Britain,	hayward	gallery,	1981	
(no.35)

William Johnstone: A Centenary Celebration,	
talbot	rice	gallery,	university	of	
edinburgh,	1997	(no.16)

“In	1943	when	he	was	convalescent	staying	staying	at	a	farm	in	surrey	he	
started	a	series	of	dark	paintings.	st	martha’s	hill,	surrey,	was	a	motif	that	
he	painted	several	times,	but	if	the	surrey	landscape	was	his	starting	point,	
he	says	‘my	paintings,	far	from	being	studies	of	the	surrey	hills,	turned	
out	to	be	romantic,	even	dramatic	evocations	of	my	Border	hills.’”

duncan	macmillan
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top:	Near Melrose,	1946
sepia	ink	on	paper,	21.8	x	28	cm

signed	and	inscribed	‘nr	melrose,	
William	Johnstone’

exhibited:	The Need to Draw: 20th century 
Scottish artists at work.	the	scottish	Arts	
council	gallery,	edinburgh,1975	(no	47)

Bottom:	Volcanic Landscape Forms,	
c.1948	
Ink	brush	drawing	with	wash,		
16.5	x	24	cm

signed
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Volcanic Landscape Forms,	1948
Brushed	sepia	ink,	25	x	35.5	cm

signed	with	initials	and	dated	1948
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“In	1950	he	was	given	a	retrospective	in	colorado	and	subsequently	sold	
a	painting	to	the	Art	gallery	of	ontario,	the	first	sale	he	made	to	a	public	
gallery.	Perhaps	optimism	was	returning	after	the	dark	years	of	the	war.	
certainly	the	painting	here,	Golden Harvest,	from	1948	is	freer,	sunnier	
and	more	clearly	constructed	than	much	of	his	work	in	the	preceding	
years.	the	picture’s	subtitle	Toronto Series may	also	be	a	reference	added	
later	to	commemorate	his	toronto	success.	Johnstone	himself	links	his	
move	into	a	more	constructed,	but	also	more	abstract	kind	of	painting	
to	dissatisfaction	with	his	sombre	romantic	landscapes,	although	even	
in	these	more	abstract	pictures	the	link	with	landscape	and	the	human	
presence	is	never	really	broken.”

duncan	macmillan



41

cAtAlogue

Golden Harvest,	1948
oil	on	canvas,	76	x	183	cm

signed	and	dated	on	verso

Part	of	the	toronto	series

Provenance:	collection	of	the	artist’s	
family

exhibited:	MacRobert Centre Art Gallery,	
university	of	stirling,	1974,	(no.4)

William Johnstone, A Centenary Celebration,	
talbot	rice	gallery,	university	of	
edinburgh
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Cripple Creek, Colorado,	1949
sepia	ink,	25	x	20	cm

exhibited:	gimpel	fils,	london,	1949
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Head of Christ,	c.1949
sepia	ink	and	wash,	23	x	12.5	cm
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Fields and Woods,	1960
oil	on	canvas,	63.5	x	76	cm

signed	and	dated	on	verso
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Representation in Blue,	1963
oil	on	canvas,	63.5	x	76	cm

signed	and	dated	on	verso

Provenance:	The Studio of the late 
Dr. William Johnstone OBE,	christies	sale,	
glasgow	1990
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Rain in Ettrick,	1968
oil	on	canvas,	83	x	96	cm

signed,	dated	and	inscribed	‘nfs’	on	verso

exhibited:	William Johnstone Retrospective,	
scottish	Arts	council	touring	exhibition,	
1970	(no.47)

William Johnstone, A Centenary Exhibition,	
talbot	rice	gallery,	June	1997,	(plate	10)

“In	his	autobiography	he	tells	tales	of	the	harshness	of	the	climate	that	
could	bury	a	flock	of	sheep	in	a	snow	drift	in	november,	bring	heavy	snow	
in	may,	and	of	‘the	east	wind	that	blows	directly	up	ettrick	in	the	spring,	
bringing	late	snows	and	killing	the	grass’…these	pictures	do	not	reflect	a	
superficial	response	to	a	harsh	landscape.	they	express	his	deep	emotional	
engagement	with	it.”

duncan	macmillan

By	1970	he	had	given	up	farming	and	moved	from	the	remote	spot	of	
Potburn	to	crailing.	In	these	two	paintings	called	Clouds,	in	stark	contrast	
to	Rain in Ettrick,	the	mood	has	lifted.
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top:	Clouds,	1971
oil	and	grey	wash	on	canvas,	71	x	91	cm

Bottom:	Clouds,	1972
oil	on	grey	wash	canvas,	71	x	91	cm
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Romantic Blue Landscape,	1969
oil	and	resin	on	canvas,	138.5	x	243.9	cm

signed,	dated	and	inscribed	on	verso

Provenance:	hayward	gallery,	london	1980	
retrospective	exhibition.	catalogue	83
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top:	Untitled I,	c.1973
oil	on	canvas	laid	on	board,	34	x	37	cm

Bottom:	Untitled II,	c.1973
oil	on	canvas	laid	on	board,	34	x	37	cm
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Blue Lagoon,	1976
oil	on	canvas,	83	x	96	cm

signed,	dated	and	inscribed	‘nfs’	on	verso

this	picture	which	was	part	of	a	series	
and	Rain in Ettrick	(page	46)	were	part	of	
his	private	collection	of	paintings	never	
to	be	sold	during	his	lifetime	marked	
nfs	verso.
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Torso,	1980
oil	on	canvas,	91	x	61	cm

signed,	inscribed	and	dated	verso
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Dance Mehitabel Dance,	1980
oil	on	canvas,	198	x	167	cm

signed,	inscribed	and	dated	on	verso

Provenance:	collection	of	the	artist’s	family

collection	of	colin	harper,	Jersey
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A	mandala	is	a	circular	form	
symbolic	of	spiritual	significance	
for	Buddhists,	it	signifies	the	search	
for	psychic	completeness	and	unity	
when	dreaming.
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Mandala,	1979/80
oil	on	canvas,	137	x	243	cm

signed,	inscribed	and	dated	on	verso

Provenance:	collection	of	the	artist’s	
family
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Untitled,	1975
Ink	brush	drawing,	76	x	56	cm

signed	with	initials

Provenance:	terry	Brodie-smith	
collection,	edinburgh

exhibited:	William Johnstone Paintings,	
the	scottish	gallery,	7	feb	-	4	march	
1992	(no.	6)
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Untitled, Red, Black, Grey,	1975
Ink	brush	drawing,	77	x	57	cm
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Untitled, Geometric,	1975
Ink	brush	drawing,	76	x	56	cm
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Untitled, Movement,	1975
Ink	brush	drawing,	78	x	58.5	cm
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Untitled, Arrangement of Form,	c.1975
Ink	brush	drawing,	77.5	x	57	cm

signed	with	initials
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Untitled, Black with Orange,	c.1975
Ink	brush	drawing,	77.5	x	58	cm

signed	with	initials
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Untitled, Red and Black,	c.1975
Ink	brush	drawing,	77.5	x	57	cm

signed	with	initials
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Untitled, Arrangement with Black,	c.1975
Ink	brush	drawing,	77.5	x	57	cm

signed	with	initials
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Abstract,	’43/44
Watercolour	with	lift	off	technique,	23	x	33	cm

signed	and	dated	on	verso

Provenance:	William	hardie	ltd
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Untitled, The Dance,	c.1946
Ink	brush	drawing,	18	x	25	cm

signed	with	initials
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top:	Border Landscape,	c.1952
Watercolour,	23.5	x	35	cm

Provenance:	collection	of	the	artist’s	family

collection	of	the	late	Jack	norman,	architect,	glasgow

Bottom:	Untitled - Green Form,	c.1960
Watercolour,	12.7	x	16.5	cm

signed	with	initials
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top:	Untitled - Landscape,	c.1960
Ink	brush	drawing,	18	x	25	cm

signed	with	initials

middle:	Untitled,	c.1968
Watercolour,	18	x	25	cm

signed	with	initials

Bottom:	Two Vertical, Two Horizontal,	c.1972
Watercolour,	16.5	x	24	cm

signed	with	initials
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top,	left:	Auto-Portrait,	c.1968/70
Ink	brush	drawing,	24	x	18	cm

signed	with	initials

top,	right:	Untitled,	1967
Ink	brush	drawing,	25	x	18	cm

signed	with	initials

Bottom:	Untitled,	c.1968
Ink	brush	drawing,	18	x	25	cm

signed	with	initials
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Untitled (Abstract Landscape),	c.1936
monotype	with	additional	penwork,	60	x	60	cm

signed	with	initials
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top:	Rhapsody of Colours,	c.1971
Watercolour	and	ink,	22	x	30.5	cm

signed	with	initials

Bottom:	Chinese Garden,	1970
Watercolour,	24	x	18	cm

signed	with	initials
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Black Bottles,	1970
Ink	and	watercolour,	24	x	34	cm

signed	and	dated



74

cAtAlogue

top:	Untitled, with Swarm of Bees,	c.1975
Ink	drawing,	25	x	17.5	cm

signed	with	initials

Bottom:	Untitled, Arrangement I,	c.1975
Ink	with	biro,	18	x	25.5	cm

signed	with	initials
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top:	Untitled, Yellow and Green,	c.1975
Ink	brush	drawing,	30	x	21	cm

signed	with	initials

Bottom:	Untitled, Black with Green,	c.1975
Ink	brush	drawing,	18	x	25.5	cm

signed	with	initials
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left:	Too Much,	1980
lithograph,	32	x	51	cm

signed	and	inscribed	‘AP	III’		
(Artist’s	Proof)

for	the	publication	Twenty Poems by 
Edwin Muir with Twenty-One Lithographs  
by William Johnstone

the	books	of	lithographs	were	printed	in	
a	limited	edition	of	50	numbered	copies,	
each	page	12	¾	x	20	¼	inches.

lithographs	handprinted	by	ken	duffy,	
Printmakers	Workshop,	edinburgh;	
poems	handset	and	printed	by	Pillans	
and	Wilson,	edinburgh;	paper	handmade	
by	Barcham	green	&	co	ltd,	hayle	
mill,	maidstone;	typography	and	
graphic	presentation	by	James	gardiner	
Associates,	edinburgh

A	set	of	artist’s	proofs	are	also	held	in		
the	tate	collection,	london

opposite	page,	top:		
As Lovers Do,	1977
Poem	and	lithograph,	39.5	x	57	cm

for	the	publication	Twenty Poems by Hugh 
MacDiarmid with Twenty Lithographs by 
William Johnstone,	1977

Provenance:	mainhill	gallery,		
Ancrum,	scotland

limited	edition	of	50,	lithographs	
printed	by	ken	duffy,	Printmakers	
Workshop,	edinburgh;	poems	handset	
and	printed	by	Pillans	and	Wilson,	
edinburgh;	paper	handmade	by	Barcham	
green	&	co.	ltd,	hayle	mill,	maidstone;	
typography	and	graphic	presentation	by	
James	gardiner	Associates,	edinburgh

opposite	page,	bottom:		
Ode to the North Wind,	1977
Poem	and	lithograph,	39.5	x	57	cm

for	the	publication	Twenty Poems by Hugh 
MacDiarmid with Twenty Lithographs by 
William Johnstone,	1977
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Chronology
Dr William Johnstone OBE (1897-1981)

1897		 Born	denholm,	roxburghshire,	scotland,	to	William	Johnstone,	a	farmer,	
and	Jane	maria	greenwood.	his	grandfather	robert	greenwood,	a	textile	
manufacturer	was	one	of	the	founders	of	the	Art	gallery,	hawick.

1902		 family	moves	to	greenhead	farm,	selkirk.
1902-10		 Attends	 selkirk	 school,	 farming	 responsibilities	 are	 demanding	 and	 take	

precedence	over	academic	work.
1907		 requests	box	of	paints	and	copies	paintings	reproduced	in	Bibby’s	cattle-

cake	calendar	(e.g.	constable,	corot,	millet,	rembrandt,	turner).	earliest	
original	extant	paintings,	Cottage by a river	(1910)	and	Rock, a collie	(1911)	
display	an	interest	in	the	painterly	qualities	and	effects	of	oil.

1911		 enrols	in	selkirk	high	school	but	soon	rebels	against	methods	of	academic	
teaching.	 upon	 an	 upswing	 in	 the	 agricultural	 industry,	 leaves	 school	 to	
farm	full-time.

1912-18		 meets	tom	scott,	rsA	(1854-1927)	and	 informally	 studies	painting	with	
him.	scott	imparts	deep	respect	for	the	painter’s	vocation.

1918		 spring:	 conscripted	 into	 army;	 transferred	 to	 labour	 corps	 and,	 on	
november	11,	posted	to	greenhead	farm	for	agricultural	service.

1919		 discharged	from	army.	may:	father	sells	greenhead	farm.	october:	enters	
edinburgh	 college	 of	Art	 on	 an	 ex-service	 grant.	 finds	 henry	 lintott,	
rsA	(1877-1965)	the	only	sympathetic	painting	teacher	there.	g	Baldwin	
Brown’s	lectures	in	art	history	are	particularly	impressive	and	significant	for	
later	work.	William	lethaby’s	writings	on	the	Arts	and	crafts	movement	are	
also	influential.

1921-22		 At	tom	scott’s	suggestion,	visits	holland	to	study	rembrandt	and	frans	hals.	
	 meets	 the	 composer	 francis	 george	 scott	 and	 also	 the	 poet	 hugh	

macdiarmid	 (christopher	 m	 grieve).	 their	 shared	 dislike	 of	 the	
contemporary	cultural	poverty	of	scotland	unites	them	in	a	desire	to	create	
a	“scottish	 renaissance”.	 meets	Alex	 mcneill	 reid,	 of	 reid	 and	 lefèvre	
gallery.	Begins	painting	portraits.

1923		 Potato Diggers, Millerhill near Edinburgh	(1922)	recommended	by	sir	george	
clausen,	rA	for	college	travelling	scholarship	but	is	refused.	receives	dA,	
edinburgh	college	of	Art.

1923-25		 teaches	evening	classes	at	the	college	of	Art	and	attends	life	school	at	the	
royal	scottish	Academy.	Paints	Sanctuary	(reworked	through	1927).

1924		 Awarded	 stuart	 Prize	 for	 Pictorial	 design,	 maclaine	Walters	 medal	 and	
keith	Award	all	by	the	rsA.

1925		 Awarded	carnegie	travelling	scholarship	by	the	rsA.	Autumn:	settles	 in	
Paris.

1925-27		 Attends	 drawing	 classes	 at	 the	 grande	 chaumiére	 and	 the	 Academie	
colorrossi.	 meets	 sculptor	 Julio	 gonzalez.	 studies	 with	 André	 lhôte	
whose	 teaching	 is	 based	 on	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	 old	 masters	 in	 relation	 to	
the	modern	idiom	of	cubism.	Folies Bergères	(1927)	and	the	final	version	of	
Sanctuary	 (1923-27)	show	the	 influence	of	lhôte’s	teaching;	Johnstone	 is,	
however,	 simultaneously	 aware	 of	 the	 freer	 forms	 and	 approach	 of	 the	
surrealists.

1926		 spring:	travels	in	spain,	Italy	and	north	Africa	with	max	Bernd-cohen,	an	
American	lawyer	living	abroad.	spends	one	month	copying	Velasquez’s	Aesop 
in the Prado	according	to	lhôte’s	principles	of	geometry.

1927		 february:	marries	flora	macdonald,	an	American	studying	sculpture	with	
Bourdelle	in	Paris.	

1	 WJ	at	greenhead	farm,	1912.	

2	 goodbye	to	all	that.	one	small	
Borders	village	unveils	a	WWI	
monument	and	mourns	a	lost	
generation.	

3	 Postcard:	WJ’s	father	front	right	
with	fellow	Borders	farmers.	

4	 1924	graduation	from	
edinburgh	college	of	Art.	

5	 WJ	with	elizabeth.	

6	 Permits	to	America.	

7	 WJ	with	flora	macdonald,	
his	mother,	father,	daughter	
elizabeth	and	housemaid.	
c.1935.
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	 meets	Alberto	 giacometti,	 fernand	 léger,	Amédée	 ozenfant,	 germaine	
richier,	 leo	 and	 gertrude	 stein,	 among	 others.	 Winter/spring:	 With	
flora,	who	also	has	family	in	scotland,	returns	home.	lectures	for	Workers	
educational	Association,	selkirk.	develops	and	teaches	basic	design	course	
to	day	release	students	at	south	of	scotland	technical	college.	

	 Influenced	by	AP	laurie’s	The Painter’s Methods and Materials,	experiments	
with	painting	using	using	gold	leaf,	gesso,	emulsion,	sand	and	combinations	
of	fresco	and	oil.	April:	to	cagnes-sur-mer.	meets	soutine.	

	 summer:	Potato Diggers, Millerhead, near Edinburgh;	Nude	(present	whereabouts	
unknown)	and	a	portrait	of	his	 father	exhibited	at	the	national	salon	des	
Beaux-	Arts,	Paris.

	 Begins	Selkirk, Summer	(1927),	a	Paris	influenced	abstract	painting	based	on	
a	celtic	rhythmic	theme.

1928		 August:	due	to	difficulties	 in	finding	work,	he	and	flora	sail	 for	America	
and	settle	near	flora’s	family,	first	in	los	gatos	then	san	francisco.	Initially	
supports	himself	through	odd	handy	man	jobs.

	 teaches	life	painting	at	the	california	school	of	Arts	and	crafts	for	one	term	
under	Xavier	martinez.	sees	work	by	artists	of	the	mexican	school	(diego	
rivera,	Jose	clemente,	orozco,	david	Alfaro	siquieros).

1929		 due	 to	 financial	 hardship,	 moves	 to	 carmel.	 Works	 with	 John	 catlin	
making	andirons.	With	encouragement	of	charles	roberts	Aldrich,	author	
of	The Primitive Mind and Modern Civilisation,	starts	a	painting	school.	With	
flora,	sculpts	decorations	for	the	monterey	county	trust	and	savings	Bank	
Building.	executes	linocuts	of	charles	lindbergh	and	dh	lawrence	for	the	
newspaper	Carmelite.

	 Impressed	 by	 mathew	 murphy’s	 collection	 of	 Indian	 sand	 paintings	 and	
rugs,	realizes	the	possibilities	inherent	in	celtic	heritage	for	his	own	art.	

	 August:	 returns	 to	 scotland.	 teaches	 evening	 classes	 at	 selkirk	 and	
galashiels.	studies	celtic	and	Pictish	work	in	Queen	street	museum.	Begins	
work	on	Garden of the Hesperides,	Ode to the North Wind	and	Conception	which	
show	an	 interest	 in	 form	rather	than	 in	 line	and	pattern;	 influence	of	the	
surrealist	belief	in	the	importance	of	the	subconscious.	experiments	in	large	
scale	works	(e.g.	A Point in Time;	Golgotha).

1929-30		 Illustrates	 hazel	 eadie’s	 book	 Lagooned in the Virgin Islands	 (george	
routledge	&	sons,	ltd,	1931).

1931		 march:	With	 support	 from	 rr	tomlinson,	 chief	 Art	 Inspector	 for	 the	
london	 county	 council,	 secures	 post	 as	 art	 teacher	 for	 lyulph	 stanley	
central	school	for	Boys	and	the	haverstock	hill	central	school	for	Boys.	
theories	 on	 art	 education,	 particularly	 concerning	 the	 importance	 of	
children’s	art	as	basic	for	artistic	development,	begin	to	evolve.	

	 to	supplement	income,	lectures	at	literary	institutes	of	dalston,	holloway,	
marylebone,	the	city	and	at	northwestern	Polytechnic	union;	topics	cover	
english	and	dutch	schools	of	painting,	the	great	primitives,	modern	french	
painting	and	modern	art.	november:	daughter	elizabeth	born	in	selkirk.	

	 moves	to	house	in	haverstock	hill	from	one	in	Portdown	road,	kilburn.	
through	 Ar	 orage,	 editor	 of	 The New English Weekly,	 meets	ts	 elliot,	
Percy	Wyndham	 lewis,	 ezra	 Pound,	 dylan	thomas.	 Also	 meets	 edwin	
muir	 and	hugh	gordon	Porteus,	 among	others.	designs	book	 jacket	 for	
macdiarmid’s	poem	First Hymm to Lenin	(unicorn	Press).

1932		 Paints	portrait	of	richard	church	and	designs	bookjacket	for	his	novel,	High 
Summer	(london,	Jm	dent	&	sons	ltd).

1932-35		 Works	 part-time	 at	 regent	 street	 Polytechnic,	 teaching	 drawing	 in	 the	
department	 of	 Architecture	 and	 design	 and	 in	 the	 craft	 school;	 also	
teaches	design	in	hairdressing	and	tailoring	classes.	

	 other	 part-time	 teaching	 includes	 design	 classes	 at	 the	 royal	 school	 of	
needlework	 (until	 1938)	 and	 life	 class	 and	 composition	 in	 the	 Borough	
Polytechnic	Art	department.

chronology
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	 Ideas	concerning	the	importance	of	an	interdisciplinary	teaching	approach	
emerge.	

	 lectures	to	teachers	on	teaching	art	in	elementary	schools.	
	 Works	on	scraperboard	drawings.	
	 lives	at	12	Primrose	hill.
1933		 designs	bookjacket	 for	edwin	muir’s	Poor Tom	 (london,	Jm	dent	&	sons	

ltd).	Poems to Paintings by William Johnstone	(1933)	written	by	macdiarmid;	
lost	until	1963	then	published	by	duval,	edinburgh.

1935		 may-June:	first	one	man	exhibition,	Wertheim	gallery,	london.	Includes	
The Eildon Hills,	Portrait of Richard Church,	Sanctuary,	Street Musicians.	one	
painting	bought	by	sir	edwin	marsh.	october:	one-man	exhibition,	the	
scottish	gallery	(Aitken	dott),	edinburgh.

	 executives	 frontispiece	 for	 macdiarmid’s	 Second Hymm to Lenin	 (sussex,	
Valda	trevlyn).

1936		 Creative Art in England	published	by	stanley	nott	(enlarged	and	reissued	by	
macmillan	1950,	as	Creative Art in Britain).

1936-38		 headmaster	hackney	school	of	Art	(evening	classes).	employ	mischa	Black,	
rodney	Burn,	edwin	callagan,	richard	guyatt,	among	other	staff.

1937		 moves	to	32	glenilla	road,	nW3.
	 submits	manuscript	of	Child Art to Man Art	to	harold	macmillan;	published	

1941	(republished	in	Japan,	reimeishobo,	1955).
1938		 January:	 designs	 cover	 of	 The Townsman;	 issue	 sponsored	 by	 ezra	 Pound.	

Illustrations	 include	 A Point in Time,	 Composition,	 Becoming	 and	 Ode to the 
North Wind.

	 elected	member	of	national	society	of	Painters,	Potters	and	engravers.
1938-46		 Principal	 of	 camberwell	 school	 of	Art	 and	 crafts.	 develops	 innovative	

design	 curriculum,	 engages	 practising	 artist	 teachers,	 encourages	 artists	
to	 teach	 subjects	outside	 their	 area	of	 training.	staff	 includes	dora	Batty,	
norman	P.	dawson,	toni	del	renzio,	ronald	grierson,	Ae	halliwell,	fe	
mcWilliam,	Victor	Pasmore	and	rV	Pitchforth.

1939		 group	exhibitions	include	Living Art in England,	london	gallery	(January-
february),	organised	by	elt	mesens;	Abstract Paintings by Nine British Artists,	
lefèvre	 gallery,	 london	 (march);	 touring	 exhibition	 in	 commonwealth	
countries	organised	by	empire	Art	loan	collection.

	 camberwell	school	evacuated	to	chipstead	house,	chipstead	at	outbreak	
of	war.

1940		 flora	and	elizabeth	evacuated	to	America.
1941-42		 Junior	 schools	 of	 camberwell,	 the	 central	 school	 and	 hammersmith	

temporarily	 merged	 at	 northampton.	 develops	 neurasthenia	 as	 result	 of	
bombing	and	goes	to	hospital	at	galashiels;	convalesces	in	yarros.	returns	
to	london;	lives	at	lockner	farm	near	guildford.

	 Wartime	 paintings	 characterised	 by	 gestural	 abstraction	 and	 sombre	
colours,	e.g.	Metamorphic Landscape	(1942),	Painting (Nocturne)	(1943-44).

1943		 Included	 in	 British	 council	 exhibition	 touring	 south	 America;	 shows	
Countryside in Wartime	(1923-24).	efforts	to	get	flora	and	elizabeth	back	to	
england,	but	strain	of	separation	leads	to	a	divorce.

1944		 marries	mary	Bonning.
1945		 february:	daughter	sarah	is	born.
	 reorganised	 at	camberwell.	new	 staff	 includes	michael	Ayrton,	rodney	

Burn,	 BAr	 carter,	 William	 coldstream,	 John	 dogson,	 susan	 einzig,	
lawrence	gowning,	richard	guyatt,	gertrude	hermes,	kenneth	martin,	
dodie	 masterman,	 Philip	 mathews,	 John	 minton,	 tom	 monnington,	
mervyn	 Peake,	 claude	 rogers,	 leonard	 rosoman,	 William	 townsend,	
keith	Vaughan,	carel	Weight.	

	 Begins	active	lecture	tours
1946		 committee	member	for	first	open	Air	sculpture	exhibition,	Battersea	Park	

(exhibition	held	1948).

chronology



82

1947-60		 Principal	 of	 central	 school	 of	 Arts	 and	 crafts.	 continues	 to	 promote	
interdisciplinary	 teaching	 approach	 spearheaded	 by	 artists.	 over	 the	
years,	 staff	 includes	 francis	Adam,	 robert	Adams,	 Bruce	Archer,	 frank	
Austin,	 dora	 Batty,	 dA	 Bowen,	 Jeannetta	 cochrane,	 cecil	 collins,	 Jesse	
collins,	Alan	davie,	Anton	ehrenzweig,	Ar	emerson,	Ae	halliwell,	nigel	
henderson,	 Patrick	 heron,	 Paul	 hogarth,	 ralph	 koltai,	 denys	 lasdun,	
freddie	 lebensold,	 fl	 marcus,	 Bernard	 meninsky,	William	 millar,	 John	
minton,	 eduardo	 Paolozzi,	Victor	 Pasmore,	 douglas	 scott,	 hans	tisdall,	
William	turnbull	and	nigel	Walters.

	 lives	at	19	royal	Avenue,	chelsea.
1947-1955	 Basic	course	and	revival	of	interest	in	Poussin	lead	to	paintings	incorporating	

cubes,	cones	and	cylinders;	line	becomes	less	curvilinear,	more	calligraphic	
and	 expressionistic;	 bony,	 gnarled	 shapes	 replace	 precious	 quasi-organic	
forms,	e.g.	Wapping	(ca.	1948-53),	Sacred and Profane Love	(1948)

1948		 goes	to	America	to	conduct	london	country	council	survey	on	training	
students	 for	 Industrial	 design.	 meets	Walter	 gropius	 and	 mies	 van	 der	
rohe,	among	others.

1949		 fulbright	 lecturer,	 usA	 director	 of	 summer	 school,	 colorado.	 springs	
fine	Art	center;	 also	1950.	lectures	 at	frank	lloyd	Wright	foundation,	
taliesin;	also	1950	one-man	exhibition,	gimpel	fils,	london.

1950		 June:	colorado	springs	fine	Art	center	–	First retrospective 1925-1950.
	 Buys	Ancrum	mill,	roxburghshire.
1953		 march:	one-man	exhibition,	lefèvre	gallery,	london.	Landscape (silence),	

1951-52	purchased	by	Art	gallery	of	ontario,	toronto	on	recommendation	
of	sir	Philip	hendy.	

	 Also	 exhibits	 at	 lefèvre	 in	 January-february	 1958	 at	 which	 time	 the	
contemporary	Art	society	purchases	Landscape	(1957)	for	the	Aberdeen	Art	
gallery.	lecture	tour	on	modern	Painting	in	south	Africa	under	auspices	of	
universities	of	south	Africa	and	the	British	council.

1954		 lives	at	18	melbury	road,	kensington	(formally	holman	hunt’s	studio).	
Awarded	oBe	for	his	contribution	to	art	education.

1955		 member	 of	 council	 of	 royal	 society	 of	 Arts.	 member	 of	 council	 of	
Industrial	design	(until	1957).

	 october	13	-	december	18:	the	1955	Pittsburgh	International	exhibition	
of	 contemporary	 Painting,	 carnegie	 Institute,	 Pittsburgh;	 shows	 Scottish 
Landscape	(1954);	also	exhibits	there	in	1958.	

	 teaches	painting	at	course	at	newbattle	Abbey	summer	school,	dalkeith.
	 Buys	satchells	farm,	lilliesleaf,	roxburghshire.	
	 december:	one-man	exhibition,	the	Bear	lane	gallery,	oxford.	
	 Awarded	leverhulme	fellowship.
1959		 Visits	stockholm.	Paintings	are	by	now	dominated	by	colour	instead	of	by	

line	or	 form;	 landscape	motif	 persists.	Tachiste	work,	 e.g.	Northern Gothic	
(1959).

1960		 retires	from	central	school	to	become	full	time	sheep	farmer	but	continues	
to	paint.	over	the	next	twenty	years,	paints	on	an	increasingly	large	scale	
culminating	in	a	series	of	paintings	60	x	72	and	54	x	96	inches.	

	 november-december:	 one-man	 exhibition,	the	 reid	 gallery,	 london;	
also	shows	there,	october	14	-	november	7,	1964	(catalogue	by	text	A Point 
in Time	by	hugh	macdiarmid	)

1961		 september	-	october:	one-man	exhibition,	the	stone	gallery,	newcastle-
upon-tyne;	also	exhibits	there	in	August	-	september	1963.

	 Winter	1961/62:	Invited	to	unesco	to	visit	Israel	and	report	on	methods	
of	art	teaching	and	its	potential	role	in	the	industrial	development.

1964		 designs	frontispiece	for	Hugh MacDiarmid and Scottish Renaissance	by	duncan	
glen	(chambers	ltd,	edinburgh).

1965		 Buys	Potburn,	ettrick,	selkirkshire.
1968		 scottish	Arts	council	buys	Recumbent Form.
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1969		 scottish	national	gallery	of	modern	Art	buys	Summer, Selkirk, 1927.
	 october	 4	 -	 november	 1:	 Paintings by William Johnstone, OBE,	the	 décor	

gallery,	 newcastle-upon-tyne	 (catalogue	 with	 introduction	 by	 hugh	
macdiarmid).

	 retires	from	farming.
1970	 moves	to	crailing,	near	Jedburgh.
	 July	 4	 -	 August	 8:	 edinburgh,	 scottish	 Arts	 council	 gallery,	 William 

Johnstone retrospective exhibition;	 exhibition	 travels	 to	 the	 morley	 gallery	
in	 london,	 the	Aberdeen	Art	 gallery	 and	 the	 glasgow	Art	 gallery	 and	
museum	(catalogue	with	introduction	by	douglas	hall).

1972-73		 Begins	work	on	plaster	reliefs	with	george	turnball	as	assistant.
1973		 June	 9	 -	 July	 8:	 edinburgh,	 scottish	 national	 gallery	 of	 modern	 Art,	

William Johnstone: Genesis, new works in plaster	 (catalogue	 with	 preface	 by	
douglas	hall,	Genesis	by	William	Johnstone	and	William Johnstone	by	hugh	
gordon	Porteus).

	 A Point in Time	 made	 by	 sidhartha	 films;	 directed	 by	 suzanne	 neild;	
cameraman	david	Peat.

1974		 April-may:	one-man	exhibition,	macrobert	centre	Art	gallery,	stirling.
ca.1975		 Begins	large	scale	brush	and	ink	drawings.
1976		 August	 21	 -	 september	 11:	 William Johnstone recent work,	talbot	 rice	Art	

centre,	university	of	edinburgh	(catalogue	with	text	by	douglas	hall).
1977		 August-september:	 one-man	 exhibition	 of	 lithographs,	 Printmakers	

Workshop	gallery,	edinburgh;	exhibition	travels	to	dundee	Art	gallery	and	
third	eye	centre,	glasgow.	

	 Twenty poems by Hugh MacDiarmid with twenty lithographs by William Johnstone,	
limited	edition,	published;	lithographs	printed	by	ken	duffy,	Printmakers	
Workshop,	edinburgh.

1978		 April	 6-27:	 William Johnstone: Recent work including twenty poems by Hugh 
MacDiarmid with twenty lithographs by William Johnstone,	Air	gallery,	london.	

	 one-man	exhibition	of	drawings,	goethe	Institut,	glasgow.
1980		 Awarded	honorary	doctorate,	university	of	edinburgh.
	 monograph	by	douglas	hall	published	by	edinburgh	university	Press.	
	 Points in Time: an autobiography	published	(Barrie	and	Jenkins).
	 Twenty poems by Edwin Muir with twenty lithographs by William Johnstone,	

limited	edition,	published;	lithographs	printed	by	ken	duffy,	Printmakers	
Workshop,	edinburgh.

	 I See the Image	 made	 by	 sidhartha	 films;	 directed	 by	 steve	 clark-hall;	
cameraman	david	Peat.

	 february	11	-	march	29:	William Johnstone,	hayward	gallery,	london	(Arts	
council	 of	 great	 Britain);	 exhibition	 travels	 to	 eastbourne,	towner	Art	
gallery	and	edinburgh,	talbot	rice	Art	centre.

1981		 William	Johnstone	dies	at	home	in	crailing,	aged	84.

	 compiled	 from	 William Johnstone	 catalogue,	 hayward	 gallery,	 london.	
retrospective	exhibition	11	february	-	29	march	1981	and	William Johnstone 
1897-1981	 catalogue,	 A Centenary Celebration	 at	 the	talbot	 rice	 gallery,	
the	university	of	edinburgh,	June	1997.

chronology
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William	Johnstone	and	hugh	macdiarmid	
(right)	enjoy	a	drink	at	décor	gallery,	
newcastle	upon	tyne,	1969.
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top:	aerial	view	of	the	fort	at	
sundhope	kipp,	scottish	Borders

Image	courtesy	of	the	royal	
ccommission	on	the	Ancient	and	
historical	monuments	of	scotland.

right:	the	eildon	hill	north,	
roxburghshire

Image	courtesy	of	historic	scotland
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William	Johnstone	at	home,	crailing	c.1975
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In	the	studio,	c.1950s
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