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LAST LIGHT

Wilhelmina Barns-Graham: Last Light marks the sixtieth 
anniversary of the artist’s first solo exhibition in Scotland, which 
was held at The Scottish Gallery in July 1956. Thus began a 
relationship of almost fifty years’ standing between Barns-Graham 
and the Gallery, where solo exhibitions of her work were mounted 
at least once a decade until her death in 2004. Since then, the 
Gallery has worked closely with The Barns-Graham Charitable 
Trust, established by the artist in 1987 to further her reputation and 
to support living visual artists, including on the first posthumous 
exhibition of Barns-Graham’s work in Scotland in 2007.

Last Light consists of paintings and works on paper with 
an emphasis on Barns-Graham’s prints, highlighting the major 
strands of her practice. At intervals throughout her long, varied 
and prolific career, from the early 1940s until her death, Barns-
Graham produced just over 100 prints. However it was in the last 
decade of her life that the artist’s print-making really flourished. She 
worked with master print-makers to investigate new techniques, 
developing ideas by working in series and exploring the themes 
and motifs which preoccupied her in her paintings.

The dual aspects of painting and print-making in Barns-
Graham’s oeuvre can also currently be seen at the Scottish 
National Gallery of Modern Art. Four of her paintings, dating 
from 1945 to 1957, are highlights of the exhibition Modern 
Scottish Women: Painters and Sculptors 1885-1965, which is 
accompanied by a display of her prints, selected from a major 
gift to the National Galleries of Scotland by The Barns-Graham 
Charitable Trust. It is not only an opportune time to see Barns-
Graham’s work in Scotland, but also an exciting moment in the 
history of the trust itself, which is in the midst of establishing a 
centre for its activities and base for its collection in the Scottish 
capital, where Barns-Graham studied at Edinburgh College of Art 
between 1931 and 1937.

During our research for Modern Scottish Women, it became 
apparent that amongst the private galleries in Scotland, The 
Scottish Gallery did the most to promote the achievements of 
women artists. In 1903, Mary G. W. Wilson was the first to receive 
a solo exhibition there, whilst on the death of its director, George 
Proudfoot in 1943, his sister Beatrice Proudfoot took over the 
running of the Gallery, to be succeeded on her death ten years 
later by her sister-in-law Annette Proudfoot. Under the former, 
group exhibitions devoted to work by Scottish women artists 
were mounted in 1941, 1942 and 1943 and this commitment has 
continued ever since.

Barns-Graham may not have wished to be categorised 
as a ‘woman’ artist and indeed the originality, combination and 
manipulation of colour and form, intellectual challenges and sheer 
beauty of the work in Last Light are beyond gender definition. 
Although proud of her Scottish origins, Barns-Graham is unusual 
in her straddling of both the Scottish and English art worlds.  
On the renewal of her Edinburgh College of Art Special 
Maintenance Scholarship in 1940, she moved to St Ives in 
Cornwall, where she maintained a base for the rest of her life.  
On inheriting Balmungo, a house outside St Andrew’s in Fife, from 
her aunt in 1960, she thereafter had a home in Scotland as well. 
Last Light reveals Barns-Graham’s role as a pioneer of British 
abstraction, which is perhaps the most fitting way to describe her. 

Alice Strang
Trustee, The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust
Senior Curator, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art

Left: Portrait of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, 2000; photograph by Simon Norfolk.  
Artist seen sitting in front of Another Time (cat. 23)
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LAST LIGHT PICTURE NOTES

Geoff and Scruffy series

The Geoff and Scruffy series was a group of paintings which 
Barns-Graham first worked on in the mid 1950s when she was 
living in St Ives. The series is so-called as it was inspired by 
the relationship between her friend Geoffrey Tribe and his dog, 
a mongrel stray called Scruffy. The paintings themselves were 
based on the landscape around where the artist was living, close 
to Porthmeor beach. In the artist’s owns words:

“The main shape came from drawings done in the wars, of 
men and buoys – some [of which] were green, red, black or white.  
The shape got simplified, the half moon was the [Porthmeor] 
beach shape cut by the sea.”

Lynne Green observed that “Barns-Graham’s habitual way of 
working, which evolved during this decade [1950s], is evident 
in the Geoff and Scruffy paintings. Never content to limit her 
abstract language, she constantly extends the range of forms, 
rhythms, and hues available to her, by replenishing them from  
the detail of observed phenomena that attracts her.”

The basic device in the original Geoff and Scruffy from 1956 
of two strong geometric forms, linked by a pair of narrow bands 
was to become an important theme to which Barns-Graham would 
return to throughout her career, as in our striking example Brown 
with Blue: Geoff and Scruffy from 1988 (cat. 1).

Orkney

In 1984 Barns-Graham was the subject of an exhibition at the Pier 
Art Centre on Orkney. The exhibition was a great success. Rather 
than returning immediately to St Andrews, she decided to stay 
on, remaining in Orkney for a further seven weeks. Ensconced 
as Artist in Residence at the Pier Art Centre, she experienced an 
extraordinary freedom, unfettered from the regularities of her usual 
studio life.

The Orkney landscape was subsumed into her art practice. 
The two works in this exhibition illustrate the development of her 
thought processes. That she could work simultaneously within 
widely different visual styles, between the bounds of the literal 
and the abstract, indicates how comfortable she was in operating  
in both spheres, and that she had no, and saw no, difficulty in 
doing so.
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Scorpio series

The last phase of her work was a new beginning. From about 
1988 to her death there was an outpouring of triumphant and 
beautiful painting employing the full resources of line, colour, 
shape and calligraphic brushwork, utilised with all the brio and 
freedom, of a vastly experienced painter. Barns-Graham described 
her Scorpio Series paintings as being “an orchestration of 
brush strokes, mainly upright – a vibration of colour, like a song.  
The brush strokes vary in size and width, in texture and weight. 
The weight and size of the brush strokes is important, whether 
heavy, light, thick or liquid; or painted deliberately calm; swift or 
assertive, and those taking a deliberate risk. Sometimes, another 
form is introduced, a circle, curve or dots.” 

Barns-Graham executed these paintings in groups, with half 
a dozen or so sheets of paper spread out in the studio. Taking 
a single colour as the dominant gesture of a single brushstroke, 
she sets down her mark on each in turn, then takes up another 
colour and so on, allowing an enormous amount of freedom for 
experiment. The results are acknowledged by critics as being 
some the finest works of her career.

Prints

For Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, printmaking was a liberating 
experience. From 1991 she produced an astonishing array, toying 
with colours and forms to create a series of images. The possibility 
of variations in turn stimulated new ideas. Her later prints were 
mostly created in collaboration with Carol Robertson and Robert 
Adam of Graal Press. They offered the artist a range of possibilities 
through the use of water-based inks. With the artists individual 
brush marks captured on separate sheets of acetate, these prints 
are a true embodiment of Barns-Graham’s painting style.

Several editions of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham’s late prints are 
unsigned. These can be split in to two groups. The first, which 
consists of the Water Series (Porthmeor) and Wind Series, 
was printed in the artist’s lifetime. The completed editions were 
delivered to the studio towards the end of 2003, just weeks before 
the artist’s death in January 2004, the prints unsigned. Meanwhile, 
Construction Series I (cat. 31), White Circle Series III and Wind 
Dance Series V, the proofs for each approved by the artist, were 
still in production.

The second group is more extensive – twenty screenprints 
and three etchings. In 2005 Ann Gunn was preparing a catalogue 
raisonné of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham’s prints (published by Lund 
Humphries in 2007). It was discovered that Carol Robertson held 
full designs and instructions from the artist for unprinted editions, 
set aside at Barns-Graham’s instructions in order that she be able 
to continue to progress and develop new ideas for her printmaking. 
Time, Barns-Graham felt, was of the essence, which, for an artist 
in her eighties, was understandable. In order for the catalogue 
raisonné to be complete it was decided to have each of these 
unpublished prints printed in small editions, for archive purposes. 
This allows us to see complete series of images, particularly the 
Time Series to which was added seven new editions, as well as 
introducing completely new designs that reflect her extraordinary 
creativity. On rare occasions some of these posthumous prints are 
released for sale by the Barns-Graham Charitable Trust.
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PAINTINGS
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1 Brown with Blue: Geoff and Scruffy, 1988
acrylic on paper, 56.5 x 76.5 cms
signed and dated lower right

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT686
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2 Two Journeys, 1988
oil on canvas, 102 x 126.2 cms 
signed on verso

Exhibited
Rhythms of Land and Sea, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2014, cat. 8

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT460
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3 Red Landscape II, 1991
acrylic on paper, 56.5 x 76 cms

Exhibited
Rhythms of Land and Sea, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2014, cat. 9

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT495
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4 Untitled, 1995
acrylic on paper, 56 x 76.5 cms 
signed and dated upper left

Exhibited
Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Paintings and Drawings 1952-2003, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2007, cat. 13

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT695
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5 Untitled 17/96, 1996
acrylic on paper, 38 x 28.5 cms 
signed lower right

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT599
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6 Scorpio Series 1 No.12, 1996
acrylic on paper, 56.5 x 76.5 cms 
signed and dated lower right

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT969
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7 Scorpio Series 2, No.15, 1996
acrylic on paper, 56.5 x 76 cms
signed and dated lower left

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT944
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8 Scorpio Series 3, No.21, 1997
acrylic on paper, 57.5 x 76.8 cms 
signed and dated lower right

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT986
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9 Last Light No.2, 1998 
acrylic on paper, 76.7 x 57.6 cms 
signed and dated lower right

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT3086
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10 Untitled, 1998
acrylic on paper, 78 x 57 cms
signed and dated lower right

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT3080
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11 Untitled, 1999-2001
acrylic on paper, 58 x 77.5 cms
signed and dated lower left

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT3176
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12 Black Sun, 1998
acrylic on paper, 57.5 x 76 cms 
signed and dated lower right

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT951



31



32

13 July Evening, The Island, 2000
acrylic on paper, 58.4 x 77 cms
signed and dated lower right

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT3096
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14 Untitled, 2003
acrylic on paper, 25.4 x 25.3 cms
signed and dated lower right

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust Inventory no. BGT3326
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PRINTS
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15 Orange and Red on Pink, 1991
screenprint, 48.8 x 76.3 cms, edition of 70
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.92
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16 Two Circles on Purple, 1992
lithograph, 60 x 75.5 cms, edition of 70
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.87
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17 Scorpio II, 1997
sugar-lift aquatint, 40 x 60 cms, edition of 25
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.82
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18 Orange and Lemon Playing Games, 1999
screenprint, 29.5 x 40 cms, edition of 75
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.122
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19 Orange and Lemon Playing Games I, 1999
screenprint, 29.5 x 40 cms, edition of 70
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.123
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20 Summer (Yellow), 1999
screenprint, 54.7 x 74 cms, edition of 75
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.104
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21 Spring, 1998
screenprint, 66 x 85 cms, edition of 30
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.101
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22 Quiet Time, 1999
screenprint, 56 x 77 cms, edition of 50
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Lynne Green, W Barns-Graham: a studio life, Lund Humphries, 2001, p.269;  
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.131
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23 Another Time, 1999
screenprint, 58 x 76 cms, edition of 75
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.128
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24 Millennium Blue, 2000
screenprint, 24 x 30.52 cms, edition of 75
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.119
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25 Millennium Brown, 2000
screenprint, 24 x 30.52 cms, edition of 75
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.119
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26 White Circle II, 2003
screenprint, 33.5 x 41 cms, edition of 70
signed and dated lower right

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.145
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27 Two Elements, 2006
screenprint, 57.3 x 56 cms, edition of 25 (editioned posthumously)

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.112
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28 Cobalt Playing Games, 2006
screenprint, 29.5 x 40 cms, edition of 25 (editioned posthumously)

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust
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29 Cobalt and Pink Playing Games, 2006
screenprint, 29.5 x 40 cms, edition of 25 (editioned posthumously)

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust
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30 June, 2006
screenprint, 27 x 36.2 cms, edition of 25 (editioned posthumously)

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust
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31 Construction Series I, 2006
screenprint, 56 x 76 cms, edition of 70 (editioned posthumously)

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust 

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.108
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32 Two Black Brushstrokes, 2007
screenprint, 56.5 x 76 cms, edition of 25 (editioned posthumously)

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.135
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33 Two White Brushstrokes, 2007
screenprint, 56.5 x 76 cms, edition of 25 (editioned posthumously)

Provenance
The Barns-Graham Charitable Trust

Illustrated
Anne V. Gunn, The Prints of Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, Lund Humphries, 2007, p.134
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WILHELMINA BARNS-GRAHAM
CBE HRSA HRWA HRSW (1912-2004)

Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, known as Willie, was born in St Andrews, Fife, on 8th June 1912. 
Determining while at school that she wanted to be an artist she set her sights on Edinburgh College of 
Art where she enrolled in 1932 and graduated with her diploma in 1937.

At the suggestion of the College’s principal, Hubert Wellington, she moved to St Ives in 1940. 
Early on she met Borlase Smart, Alfred Wallis and Bernard Leach, as well as Ben Nicholson, Barbara 
Hepworth and Naum Gabo who were living locally at Carbis Bay. She became a member of the Newlyn 
Society of Artists and St Ives Society of Artists but was to leave the latter in 1949 when she became 
one of the founding members of the breakaway Penwith Society of Artists. She was an early exhibitor 
of the significant Crypt Group. Her peers in St Ives include, among others, Patrick Heron, Terry Frost, 
Roger Hilton, and John Wells.

Barns-Graham’s history is bound up with St Ives where she lived throughout her life, and it is 
the place where she experienced her first great successes as an artist. Following her travels to the 
Grindelwald Glacier, Switzerland, in 1949 she embarked on a series of paintings and drawings which 
caught the attention of some of the most significant critics and curators of the day. In 1951 she won 
the Painting Prize in the Penwith Society of Arts in Cornwall Festival of Britain Exhibition and went on 
to have her first London solo exhibition at the Redfern Gallery in 1952. She was included in many of the 
important exhibitions on pioneering British abstract art that took place in the 1950s.

In 1960 Barns-Graham inherited Balmungo House which initiated a new phase in her life. From this 
moment she divided her time between the two coastal communities, establishing herself as much as a 
Scottish artist as a St Ives one. 

Barns-Graham exhibited consistently throughout her career, in private and public galleries. Though 
not short of exposure throughout the 1960s and 1970s, her next greatest successes did not come until 
the 1990s. Her late paintings, and extensive printmaking with Graal Press (Roslin, near Edinburgh), 
revealed an artist at the peak of her artistic powers. Important exhibitions of her work at the Tate St Ives 
in 1999/2000 and 2005 and the publication of the first monograph on her life and work, Lynne Green’s 
W. Barns-Graham: a studio life, 2001 (second edition, extended, 2011), confirmed her as one of the 
key contributors of the St Ives School, and as a significant British modernist. 

She was made a CBE in 2001, and received four honorary doctorates (St Andrews, 1992; 
Plymouth, 2000; Exeter 2001; and Heriot Watt Universities, 2003). Her work is found in all major 
public collections within the UK.

She died in St Andrews on 26 January 2004.

Left: Wilhelmina Barns-Graham portrait, 2001; photograph by Rowan James



64

16 Dundas Street, Edinburgh EH3 6HZ 
TEL 0131 558 1200 EMAIL mail@scottish-gallery.co.uk
www.scottish-gallery.co.uk

Cover: Another Time, 1999, screenprint, 58 x 76 cms (cat. 23) (detail)

Published by The Scottish Gallery  
to coincide with the exhibition  
WILHELMINA BARNS-GRAHAM: LAST LIGHT
4 – 28 May 2016

Acknowledgements
The Scottish Gallery would like to thank Alice Strang 
and Geoffrey Bertram for their help with this exhibition. 
Wilhelmina Barns-Graham quotes taken from Lynne 
Green’s monograph, W Barns-Graham: a studio life, 
Lund Humphries, 2001.

Exhibition can be viewed online at  
www.scottish-gallery.co.uk/wilhelminabarnsgraham

ISBN: 978-1-910267-35-3

Designed by www.kennethgray.co.uk
Photography by William Van Esland
Printed by J Thomson Colour Printers

All rights reserved. No part of this catalogue may be 
reproduced in any form by print, photocopy or by any 
other means, without the permission of the copyright 
holders and of the publishers.






