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In 2010 we initiated a series of exhibitions examining the range of subject 
matter undertaken by the prolific landscape painter, John Houston (1930-2008).  
That show looked at the Forth, which the artist painted from both sides. He was 
a Fifer and returned to paint often but his best known subject was certainly the 
beaches, dunes and skies of the estuary from the south, often featuring the profile 
of the Bass Rock at North Berwick. 

Houston’s first trip abroad was in 1953/4 on a scholarship from Edinburgh College 
of Art, to Italy when he was in the company of his friend and fellow student David 
Michie. They spent time in the great Renaissance Tuscan cities but John’s most 
productive subjects came from the hill towns of Orvieto and Anticoli. 

In 1955 Houston was in Italy, Yugoslavia and Greece; in 1957, Spain: to Barcelona 
and Madrid via Paris. In the sixties Houston was in France most years, visiting 
Normandy and Brittany in 1961 but also Portugal, Holland and Germany. In 1969 
he came to the USA for the first time at the invitation of Mr and Mrs Samuel 
Johnson of Racine, Wisconsin (of Johnson Wax fame). He was in Switzerland the 
next year and the year after and in Harris with David Michie in 1974. On many 
short European trips he would be visiting exhibitions and collecting catalogues 
as well as thinking about painting. The eighties saw more extensive travel despite 
his teaching commitments at the College where he became Deputy Head of the 
Painting School in 1983: to New York in 1983 and the following year; to Japan for 
the first time in 1986 and again in 1987. After retirement from teaching he and 
Elizabeth Blackadder travelled even more, chiefly in Europe but with a final trip to 
Japan in 1993.

Houston was ten times a solo exhibitor at The Edinburgh International Festival 
between 1961 and his last show in 2008. He was an expressionist who could also 
evoke the subtle, particular character of place, but as with The Festival his vision 
and ambition always looked outward.

guy peploe
the scottish gallery

introduction



3

John Houston and Bass Rock, 1999 (taken by Elizabeth Blackadder)
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In 1953 John Houston and his friend David Michie were 
recipients of the Andrew Grant Travel Scholarships 
from Edinburgh College of Art. 

They started out by way of Paris and then on to 
Milan and Florence, but it was the hill towns of 
Umbria and Latium which were to inspire Houston 
the most. They spent a snowy Christmas in Orvieto, 
after which Houston and Michie parted ways for a 
short while. Houston went on to Anticoli, a small 
village perched high up in the Abruzzi Mountains.  
His work from this time gives a clear impression of the 
conditions he found himself in. Houston relished the 
contrast between snow and earth; between the local 
architecture, formal vineyards and the undulating 
geography. Carefully structured and sympathetic 
records, the work from this period is as fresh and 
immediate as when they were created, sixty years on. 

1 Winter, Anticoli, 1954 
gouache on paper, 31 x 47 cms
signed and dated in pencil lower left
exhibited
John Houston, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh, 29 Sept - 13 Nov 2005, cat no. 19
illustrated
John Houston by William Packer, published by Lund Humphries, 2003, p.20
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2 Two Italian Girls Knitting, Anticoli, 1954
chalk on paper, 37 x 50 cms
signed and dated lower right
exhibited
John Houston, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh, 29 Sept - 13 Nov 2005, cat no.20
illustrated
John Houston by William Packer, published by Lund Humphries, 2003, p.21
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“David Michie and I stayed in Florence for six weeks 
as there was a lot we wanted to see and many artists 
we both liked. From there we went to Siena, where 
we found the art more decorative; I liked the rather 
severe style of the early Italian artists. Of course, we 
were also expected to do some work. When we began 
to paint outside, the landscape was really quite pretty; 
it was the beginning of October and everything was 
still green. It wasn’t until Siena, when the time of 
year made the landscape appear stark, that it became 
more interesting for me.”

3 Roviana from Anticoli, 1954 
watercolour & gouache on paper, 34 x 51.5 cms
signed in pencil lower right
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4 Piazza in the Snow, Anticoli, 1954 
watercolour & gouache on paper, 31 x 46.5 cms
signed in pencil lower right
exhibited
Aitken Dott & Son, Edinburgh; John Houston – A Retrospective, Browse & Darby, London, 2010, cat.no.3
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5 Tobermory, 1955  
gouache on paper, 42 x 68 cms
provenance
Private collection, Edinburgh

1955 was the year Houston joined the staff at 
Edinburgh college of Art where he would stay until 
his retirement in 1989. It was also the year after 
he returned from his travelling scholarship, and 
Tobermory shares similarities in style and technique 
from his work completed in the Italian hill towns 
of Orvieto and Anticoli. Although primarily an east 
coast painter, Houston did often venture to the west 
coast of Scotland, including two successful painting 
trips to Harris in the 1970s, examples of which can be 
seen in this exhibition.
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6 Italian village, 1957 
pen & ink wash & gouache on paper, 28 x 47 cms
signed and dated in pencil lower left
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“I came to know John and Elizabeth when we joined 
together as students at Edinburgh College of Art in 
the early 1950s. We became friends and colleagues 
and shared many enthusiasms for the artists we 
admired and the exhibitions we visited in Paris and 
elsewhere.

“These early explorations which were common to 
many set a pattern that was continued by John and 
Elizabeth and their paintings have reflected this. 
Always curious, they have been responsive to the 
stimulus of ideas provided by their travels in far away 
places and here at home in the landscape that was 
familiar to them.”

David Michie, 2011, in Journeys Together: Elizabeth 
Blackadder and John Houston for University of Stirling

7 Notre Dame, Paris, 1958 
oil on canvas, 51 x 61 cms
signed and dated lower right, inscribed on verso 
exhibited
John Houston – A Retrospective, Browse & Darby, London, 2010, cat. no.5



17



18

8 Harvest Landscape, c.1961
oil on canvas, 112 x 102 cms
signed lower right
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“Britain, being an island, is useful as the weather 
changes constantly, and that suits a painter like me. 
Different light and weather effects are stimulants to 
me; I respond to them and they set me off.”

9 Evening Sky over the Bass Rock, 1964
watercolour, 92 x 104 cms
signed and dated lower right
exhibited
John Houston, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh, 29 Sept - 13 Nov 2005, cat no. 25
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“The very difficult landscape at Wisconsin certainly 
made me think about things. At Wisconsin it wasn’t 
possible to see anything unless you were at the edge 
of a lake or on a road, because everything was so flat 
and full of trees. That was when I started painting 
sky pictures, because I was very conscious of the low 
horizon and this huge sky.”

10 Indian Summer, Wisconsin, 1969 
oil on canvas, 25.5 x 30.5 cms
signed and dated lower right
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Houston travelled to Harris throughout his lifetime 
but his first trip was in 1974, accompanied by Elizabeth 
Blackadder and for a short time David Michie. This 
trip to Harris came just after his trip to Wisconsin, 
and the two landscapes share the similarities of low 
horizons and huge vistas. Houston talked of how he 
overcame the painterly problem of presenting this 
huge sky whilst keeping the compositional integrity 
of his painting, and he looked to American painters, 
such as de Kooning, for inspiration; “I felt the 
paintings were just going to be loose bits of painting 
and would collapse unless I had that structure.  
I saw that this was something that de Kooning has 
achieved. And, as well as being keen on some of those 
American painters, I had also been doing a lot of large 
watercolours on Japanese paper in which the colour 
bled away. That softness combined with the structure 
suggested a way of working.”

Houston’s Harris paintings from the mid 1970s are 
perhaps the most reductive paintings of his career. His 
watercolours on Japanese paper, often just simplified 
washes of colour show the height of his abstraction 
and simplification of form.

11 Harris Seascape, c.1974  
oil on canvas, 112 x 112 cms
provenance
Private Collection, Edinburgh
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12 Rainbow over the Sea, Harris, 1975 
watercolour & gouache on paper, 65 x 98 cms
exhibited
John Houston, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh, 29 Sept - 13 Nov 2005, cat no. 32
illustrated
John Houston by William Packer, published by Lund Humphries, 2003, p.43
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“Houston chooses to portray the extremities of the day 
at the extremities of the land. His theme is the bizarre 
chemistry of elemental conflict: a snowstorm at sea; 
the setting sun sinking apparently into the ocean 
with an almost audible hiss.”

Iain Gale in Scotland on Sunday, 10.viii.1997

13 Bass Rock & Night Sky, 1978
watercolour on Japanese paper, 63 x 93 cms
exhibited
John Houston, The Forth, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, April 2012
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“We went back to Brittany and Normandy and I became 
interested in Monet’s late paintings of tree trunks 
and grasses. We visited the places he painted, for 
example, Petites-Dalles, which is why that work came 
about. We both did a lot of drawings of that particular 
part of the coast. It gave me a new subject, but also a 
structure to hang on to.”

14 Summer, Île de Bréhat, c.1978 
oil on canvas, 86.5 x 81 cms
signed lower right, signed and inscribed on verso
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15 Le Pouldu, 1981
watercolour & gouache on paper, 42 x 58.5 cms
signed in pencil lower left; inscribed ‘Le Pouldu’
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Houston’s first trip to America came following an 
exhibition he had in 1969. He received a letter from an 
American lady named Mrs Johnson who was staying 
in London. She wrote saying that she was a fan of his 
work and would like to visit him in Edinburgh. After 
seeing him in his studio, she bought four paintings 
and asked him whether he would consider travelling 
to Wisconsin to paint the autumn scenery. After a few 
days in New York, Houston and Blackadder travelled 
up to Racine in Wisconsin, where he would be artist-
in-residence at the local school. Mrs Johnson, it 
turned out, was part of the Johnson Wax dynasty and 
their stay in Wisconsin was very comfortable. 

“They wanted very big pictures, the biggest I had ever 
painted, about nine by seven feet. The canvases were 
rolled up and taken up the gangway of the plane.  
We were at Lake Owen for about ten or twelve days 
and I painted around five works, which I haven’t seen 
to this day. When I came back to Scotland, I carried on 

with the subject, as I had brought some sketches back. 
On the return journey we saw a wonderful exhibition 
in New York of American painting, beginning with 
Milton Avery and Edward Hopper and continuing 
to the present day, with a strong representation 
by Jasper Johns, de Kooning, Adolph Gottlieb and 
Jackson Pollock…”

Houston and Blackadder returned to New York in 1983. 
One massive canvas, and several smaller ones are 
testament to one party they attended which clearly left 
a lasting impression. In New York Party, a glamorous 
swarm of Yankees pack the canvas from edge to edge. 
Instead of focusing on the frivolities of a party in 
full swing, Houston chooses to capture a quiet and 
reflective moment, as Elizabeth Blackadder stands 
alone amongst the hubbub around her. These New 
York Party pictures, whilst not different stylistically 
to work he had completed previously, did mark a 
departure in subject matter for Houston. 

16 New York Party, 1982-83 
oil on canvas, 179 x 203.5 cms
signed lower left, signed and inscribed on verso
exhibited
The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh; The Scottish Show, Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh, cat. no. 4
illustrated
John Houston by William Packer, published by Lund Humphries, 2003, p.70
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17 The Party, c.1983
etching, 44.5 x 60 cms, edition of 50
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18 Manhattan Party, c.1983
etching, 30 x 22.5 cms, edition of 50
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“I made no paintings or drawings at all on that first trip. 
I had seen things that I liked in artworks and Japanese 
screens, but I hadn’t been all that interested in the 
landscape there. When we went back the following 
year I became interested in oriental scroll paintings 
and ink drawings, and the work Kyoto, came from 
that experience. I was beginning to see a connection 
between Japanese paintings and the early landscape 
paintings of Picasso and Braque, and early Kandinsky. 
I jumped backwards and forwards between various 
people I like, though Munch has probably been the 
greatest influence.”

19 Kyoto, 1986
oil on canvas, 152.5 x 152.5 cms
signed lower left; signed and inscribed on verso
exhibited
John Houston, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh, 29 Sept - 13 Nov 2005,  
cat no. 39; Memorial Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2009, cat. no. 23
illustrated
John Houston by William Packer, published by Lund Humphries, 2003, p.80
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“There is a contemplative side to Houston’s nature, a 
gentleness that reflects his love of Japan, an admiration 
for traditional Japanese art and architecture, for the 
grace and symbolism of its gardens and the quiet 
mysteries of its Shinto religion.”

Roger Billcliffe, 1996

20 Japanese Landscape and Waterfall, c.1989 
watercolour on Japanese paper, 64 x 98 cms
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On one trip to Japan, John and Elizabeth were 
determined to visit a manufacturer of Japanese 
textured paper and perhaps make a purchase. 
Language confusion alas lead to an interminable tour, 
led by senior management of a commercial paper 
factory on a remote Kyoto industrial estate where 
all the Scottish artists could do was bow regularly 
through gritted teeth.

21 Jodogahama, 1989 
watercolour on Japanese paper, 64 x 98 cms
signed and dated lower left
exhibited
Memorial Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2009, cat. no. 7
illustrated
John Houston by William Packer, published by Lund Humphries, 2003, p.82
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“Travel, we know, is its own reward but with the 
Houstons it was never aimless. These were before all 
else voyages of the eye.”

John Houston & Scottish Painting by William Packer 
(Mercury, Summer Issue, 1983)

22 Elizabeth Blackadder, Kyoto, 1988-93 
oil on canvas, 152.5 x 127 cms
signed lower right, signed and inscribed on verso

Postcard from John Houston and Elizabeth Blackadder, 1993
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“[Mood] is one of the things I will take away in 
memory from a subject – the light and the mood. The 
mood will be caught up with light, certain things to 
do with the light and the time of day, the weather 
and so on. And that is something I would probably 
retain in the studio, maybe more than being truthful 
to the sketch as far as the physical nature of things 
might be… I might make certain features or colours 
more dominant for the mood or the light of the 
composition.” 

23 Lake Lucerne, 1989-90
oil on canvas, 122 x 122 cms
signed lower right, signed and inscribed on verso
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24 Venice, San Giorgio Maggiore, c.1995
watercolour, 25.5 x 31 cms
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25 Venice, across to San Giorgio, c.1995
watercolour, 28.5 x 41 cms
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John Houston visited Denmark in 1994 and was 
impressed with the gallery at Louisiana. This 
brooding landscape depicts the Baltic coast and 
demonstrates again how Houston’s expression has a 
Northern European sensibility, close to Emil Nolde.

26 Path to a Northern Forest, 1995
oil on canvas, 122 x 122 cms
signed lower left, signed and inscribed on verso
exhibited
John Houston, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh, 29 Sept - 13 Nov 2005, cat no. 49;  
Memorial Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2009, cat. no. 30
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Here we see Gullane Bay (the Bass Rock just out of 
view to the East) warm and calm but with the promise 
of a storm in the atmosphere. 

27 Summer, West Beach, North Berwick, c.1997
oil on canvas, 101.5 x 101.5 cms
signed lower right
exhibited
John Houston, Festival Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 1997;  
Portrait of a Gallery, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, July 2010



53



54

28 Summer Sea, c.1999
oil on paper, 60 x 79 cms
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29 Morning Sea after Rain, 2001-3
oil on canvas, 91 x 122 cms
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30 Firth of Forth, 2004-5
oil on canvas, 40.5 x 127 cms
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31 Red Sky over Dark Sea, c.2005
watercolour, 14 x 19 cms
exhibited
John Houston, The Forth, The Scottish Gallery,  
Edinburgh, April 2012

32 Evening Sky, Black Sea, c.2005
watercolour, 14 x 17.5 cms
exhibited
John Houston, The Forth, The Scottish Gallery,  
Edinburgh, April 2012
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33 From the Shore, c.2005
watercolour, 20 x 20.5 cms
exhibited

 John Houston, The Forth, The Scottish Gallery,  
Edinburgh, April 2012  

34 Bright Sky, c.2005
watercolour, 12 x 14 cms
exhibited
John Houston, The Forth, The Scottish Gallery,  
Edinburgh, April 2012
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1930 Born 1st April in Buckhaven, Fife.
1948-52 Studied at Edinburgh College of Art.
1952 Awarded an Andrew Grant Postgraduate Scholarship, allowing a further year’s study at Edinbugrh College of Art. 

Elected to the Society of Scottish Artists.
1953 Awarded an Edinburgh College of Art travelling scholarship. Travelled to Italy together with fellow student David 

Michie, staying from October 1953 to March 1954.
1954-5 Undertook teacher training at Moray House College of Education, Edinburgh. Taught briefly in a Fife primary 

school. Visited Italy, Yugoslavia and Greece with Elizabeth Blackadder.
1955 Appointed part-time teacher at Edinburgh College of Art. Work commissioned by Shell Petroleum Co. Ltd, and 

included in their exhibition, Artists’ View of an Industry, London, and tour through Europe.
1956 Married Elizabeth Blackadder. Moved to 7 London Street, Edinburgh (Anne Redpath lived in the same block). 

Included in the exhibition, Industrial Britain, Chenil Gallery, London.
1957-8 Visited Paris, Barcelona and Madrid. First solo exhibition at the 57 Gallery, Edinburgh.
1959 Elected to the Royal Scottish Society of Painters in Watercolour.
1960 First solo exhibitions with The Scottish Gallery. Subsequent exhibitions held there in 1962, 1965, 1967, 1971, 1975, 

1980, 1990, 1993, 1997, 2003, 2007, 2009 (Memorial), 2012, 2013.
1961 First visit to Normandy and Brittany.
1963 Received Guthrie Award, Royal Scottish Academy. Included in Fourteen Scottish Painters, Commonwealth Institute, 

London; Contemporary Scottish Painting, Arts Council of Great Britain touring exhibition of England. First visit to 
the South of France.

1965 Received Cargill Prize, Royal Glasgow Institute (shared with Ceri Richards). Included in Contemporary Scottish 
Painters, Glynn Vivian Art Gallery, Swansea and Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art; Seven Scottish Painters, 
IBM Gallery, New York. Travelled and worked in South of France, including Nice, Vence and La Gaude.

1966 Included in the inaugural exhibition of Richard Demarco Gallery, Edinburgh. First solo exhibition with the 
Mercury Gallery, London. Subsequent exhibitions held there in 1968, 1970, 1972, 1975, 1977, 1979, 1981, 1983 (in 
Edinburgh), 1984, 1985 (in Edinburgh), 1989, 1992, 1995, 1998 and 2000. First visited Portugal.

1967 Included in Fifteen British Artists, Museum of Modern Art, Warsaw. Travlled to France, Spain and Portugal.
1968 Included in Three Centuries of Scottish Painting, National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa. Travelled to Holland, Germany 

and France.
1969 First visit to United States. Artist in residence at Prairie School, Racine, Wisconsin. Exhibition with Ben Shahn, 

at the Johnson Foundation, Racine.
1970 Exhibition with the Cerebus Gallery, New York. Include in Twelve Scottish Painters, Maine State Commission on the 

Arts and Humanities (touring exhibition of the United States and Canada).
1971 Included in The Edinburgh School, Edinburgh College of Art. Visited Switzerland.
1972 Elected Academician of the Royal Scottish Academy.
1974 Retrospective exhibition, Glen Pavilion, Dunfermline (Fife County Council Education Committee). First visit to 

Harris.

john houston obe, rsa, rsw, rgi (1930-2008)
chronology and selected exhibitions
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1975 Moved to 57 Fountainhall Road, Edinburgh. Second visit to Harris.
1976 With Patrick Caulfield and Glen Onwin included in the inaugural exhibition of the Eden Court Theatre, Inverness. 

Solo exhibition, Gaelic College, Skye (Scottish Arts Council). Travelled to Italy, including Florence, Siena and 
Volterra.

1977 Travelled to Vienna.
1978 Included in Painters in Parallel, Scottish Arts Council/Edinburgh College of Art.
1980 Included in Master Weavers, Tapestries from the Dovecot Studios, Scottish Arts Council Festival Exhibition, Royal 

Scottish Academy, Edinburgh. Painted again in Normandy and Brittany.
1983 Appointed deputy head of School of Drawing and Painting, Edinburgh College of Art. Visits New York.
1984 Travels to New York, Boston and Cape Cod. Also visits South of France, St Paul de Vence.
1986 First visit to Japan. Commissioned by the Scottish National Portrait Gallery to paint portrait of Sir Alexander 

Gibson. Included in British Artists and the Sea 1900-1986, Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle-upon-Tyne.
1987 Works on Paper, Talbot Rice Gallery, University of Edinburgh (toured to Aberdeen Art Gallery and Maclaurin Art 

Gallery, Ayr). Prints and Painting (with Elizabeth Blackadder), Glasgow Print Studio. Visits Japan for five weeks.
1988 Commissioned by British Rail to produce large mural for Eglinton Station, Glasgow.
1989 Retired from Edinburgh College of Art. Included in Scottish Art since 1900, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, 

and Barbican Art Gallery, London (1990). Window design commissioned by the National Library of Scotland.
1990 Awarded OBE.
1991 Included in Scottish Art in the 20th Century, Royal West of England Academy, Bristol. Revisits Venice after many 

years.
1993 Included in Scottish Painting, Flowers East, London. Travels to Japan, Hong Kong and Rome.
1994 Visits Copenhagen and Louisiana Museum.
1995 Visits Vienna and Venice.
1996 Visits Florence and Paris.
1997 Visits Venice and Burgundy.
1998 Trip to Venice, Munich, Rome and Bologna.
1999 Exhibition of monoprints at Glasgow Print Studio. Included in Liberation and Tradition, Scottish Art 1963-75, Aberdeen 

Art Gallery and McManus Galleries, Dundee; Seven Scottish Painters, Solomon Gallery, Dublin. Visits Barcelona, 
Paris and Lyon.

2000 Included in Artists at Harleys, Hunterian Art Gallery, University of Glasgow.
2001 Visits Rome and Berlin.
2002 Included in 160th Anniversary Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh.
2004 Solo exhibition at Browse and Darby, London. Awarded honorary degree, Heriot Watt University, Edinburgh.
2005 Exhibition, John Houston and Elizabeth Blackadder, City Art Centre, Edinburgh; John Houston, National Galleries of 

Scotland. Awarded honorary degree, Aberdeen University. 
2008  Died 27th September in Edinburgh.
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Right: Summer, Île de Bréhat, c.1978, oil on canvas, 86.5 x 81 cms
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