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Introduction
CHRISTINA JANSEN and GUY PEPLOE

There is an enduring fascination for Joan Eardley far 
beyond her unconventional life and early death at the 
age of forty-two. In a short career we can marvel at 
her energy and the scale of her oeuvre; Joan Eardley 
was an unrelenting, driven talent who painted as if 
she was on a mission. Born in 1921 in Sussex, Joan 
Eardley’s family moved to Scotland in 1939 and a 
year later she joined the Glasgow School of Art. She 
found subjects in the shipyards of Clydebank and the 
slums of Townhead, at first the run down tenements 
and buildings and later the children and streetlife 
around the Maternity Hospital on Rottenrow where 
the character of the people and the place became 
the vital subject of her work. Her art education 
was finished with scholarship visits to Paris and the 
cities of Renaissance Italy and back in Scotland she 
ventured with her art school friends to Arran and 
back to the south of France. However by the fifties 
Joan Eardley divided her life between her studio 
in Townhead and the fishing village of Catterline, 
a place she had discovered in the North East of 
Scotland after a visit to recuperate from illness 
after her solo exhibition at the Gaumont Cinema 
gallery in Aberdeen. Eardley felt at ease in these 
two contrasting localities and over the succeeding 
decade, as if by accident, she created an epic vision 
of the world from no more than two streets and 
one small fishing hamlet. The slums of Townhead 
are no more, the harsh realities memorialised by 
the honesty of her vision, the spirit of the people 
invested in its children captured, enduring like 
no other example in the history of art. Catterline 
remains unchanged and the village is inevitably a 
place of pilgrimage for the thousands who admire 
the artist’s deep-felt engagement with nature on the 
Kincardineshire coast.

In December 2016 the SNGMA opened A Sense 
of Place, which examines Eardley’s two main subjects, 
Townhead and Catterline with painting, drawing 
and photography. Our exhibition Restless Talent aims 
to complement A Sense of Place with twenty works 
covering the twenty years of her professional life 
each a window revealing the intimacy and passion 
apparent in each work. Joan Eardley was a regular 
gallery exhibitor during her lifetime and The Scottish 
Gallery has become rightly associated with the 
artist after her death, especially in the last 10 years.  
In 2007, the National Galleries mounted the first 
major Joan Eardley exhibition in 20 years; her 
work filled the palatial rooms of the Royal Scottish 
Academy building, it was a remarkable, seminal 
exhibition which brought the full force of her talent 
back into the public arena and interest in the artist 
and her work has grown ever since. The Scottish 
Gallery also hosted a Joan Eardley exhibition in 
2007 which took five years of planning and resulted 
in one of the most successful exhibitions The 
Gallery has ever held. In 2013, The Scottish Gallery 
in conjunction with The Portland Gallery, London 
opened an exhibition to mark the 50th anniversary of 
Joan Eardley’s death coinciding with the publication 
of a new monograph by Christopher Andreae. All 
the recent publications have made full use of the 
photography of Eardley herself, Oscar Marzarolli 
and Audrey Walker and there is fascinating use of 
photography in the current exhibition at SNGMA 2 
amplifying the reality of her subjects. Restless Talent 
focuses only on the original work we have available.

The Scottish Gallery is as ever grateful to Anne 
Morrison-Hudson, Joan Eardley’s niece for her 
continued support and insight.

Left: Joan Eardley outside the Watch House, Catterline, 1955. Photograph by Audrey Walker
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Eardley made several visits to Arran with her friend Margot Sandeman and others from the early forties. 
The Sandeman family had been coming to the island since Margot was a child and stayed at Corrie. Here 
Eardley befriended a woman called Jeannie Kelso and made several drawings and paintings of Jeannie 
and her cottage interior. Our example is of a type with her Italian drawings made in 1948/49 and French 
drawings of 1951 of individual peasant figures, working or at rest and is a poignant image of old age, Jeannie 
in her floral house apron and shawl, her swollen fingers at work on her knitting. It is an early example of 
what will become one of the chief themes of her life; the dignity and character of the human spirit.

1 Woman Knitting, c.1948

chalk, 69 x 52 cms

exhibited
Joan Eardley RSA, 1921-1963, Cyril Gerber Fine Art, Glasgow, 1985

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number ED2363; Carnegie Dunfermline Trust, Dunfermline
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Eardley wrote with enthusiasm to her family and friends of the great art and architecture she saw in Italy 
and Paris during the months of her travelling scholarship but her own vision was already established so 
that the subjects she recorded were mostly the back streets rather than the cathedrals, the peasants and 
beggars of the streets rather than the beau-monde. It was character she sought rather than grandeur in the 
human and built environment. 

2 Italian Building, c.1948-49

pastel on paper, 11 x 18 cms

provenance
The artist’s family; The Armstrong Gallery, Fine Art Dealers, St Georges Street, Glasgow
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It was not only in Glasgow that Eardley sought out the derelict; here the noble proportions of palazzo 
seems to stand on unsure foundations, at a precarious angle, the rubble of demolition in the foreground, 
another isolated building standing exposed in the background. This is her version of Ozymandias, the 
glories of the past reduced to fragments, a grand plan speaking of a magnificent history demolished for 
the requirements of progress.

3 Building, Palazzo Type, c.1948-49

gouache, 42 x 49 cms

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number ED104; The artist’s family
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Glasgow Tenements, Blue Sky is a pre-eminent example of Eardley’s early portraits of the City of Glasgow. 
The block of the tenement sits on a hill (the town is after all sited on an undulating landscape), pulling a 
little at its neighbour, but as solid as a castle. It is dark, but not menacing and imbued with life: light comes 
from windows; washing hangs above the sunken courtyard in front; a figure emerges from the doorway 
with a cart, or pram the cobalt blue clothing picking up the brilliant sky-colour above. Her mark making 
is incisive and vigorous, the human history of the buildings; pollution, weathering and repair, recorded 
honestly and with a deep affection far from social commentary. Another version in a wider format to 
include more of the tenements to the right is in The Saville Club collection and illustrated on p. 171 of 
Christopher Andreae’s book.

4 Glasgow Tenements, Blue Sky, 1954

oil on canvas, 81 x 101.5 cms

portrait of sitting boy verso

exhibited
Joan Eardley, a Scottish Arts Council Exhibition at the Third Eye Centre, Glasgow, 1975, cat.40;  
Joan Eardley Retrospective Exhibition, Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh and The Hayward Gallery, London, 
1988, cat. 64

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number EE6; The artist’s family

Illustrated
Joan Eardley RSA by Cordelia Oliver, Mainstream Publishing, 1987, p. 67; Joan Eardley by Christopher 
Andreae, Lund Humphries, 2013, p. 25
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Head of a Boy is a brilliant, early example of Eardley’s child portraiture; there is a skill and confidence in the 
manipulation of the oil paint which has been likened to Lucian Freud. Later this characteristic building 
up of the paint, akin to a process of modelling, is sometimes sacrificed for the immediacy (in limited 
available time) which characterizes much later work. It is presented in the original, simple home-made 
frame. Eardley learned joinery during the War and worked with a local building firm who made landing 
craft when Joan was also tasked with painting the camouflage.

5 Head of a Boy, c.1953

oil on panel, 27 x 17 cms

signed lower left

exhibited
Joan Eardley, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh and Portland Gallery, London, 2013, cat. 20; Joan Eardley: 
In Context, The Scottish Gallery, August 2015, cat. 6
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Portrait of a Boy represents a strong, characterful presence with his direct gaze and head at a slight angle, 
obeying the command to ‘sit still’. The development of this subject, honest, direct and with no deliberate 
sentimentality became a unique contribution to British realist painting.

6 Portrait of a Boy, c.1955

oil on canvas, 40 x 30 cms

exhibited
Joan Eardley Retrospective Exhibition, Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh, 1988, cat. 50a

provenance
Private Collection, Edinburgh

14



15



This lively drawing resembles Boy and Girl with a Message Bag which was chosen to illustrate the cover of 
Eardley’s Memorial Exhibition catalogue (SAC, 1964) (and which had been a commission for an article on 
World Refugee Year for the Edinburgh University Gazette in 1960) as well as other drawings illustrated 
on p. 42-43 in Christopher Andreae’s biography of 2013. The girl sits with her large bag suspended from 
her arm, her half buckled shoes not quite reaching the floor. It was bought from The Scottish Gallery 
by Dr James Ritchie in 1967. He was a chemistry teacher in Edinburgh with a passion for history and for 
art; with friends calling themselves the Norton Park Group he made a short film in 1950 about children’s 
street games called The Singing Street. A substantial part of his collection has now gone to the Gallery of 
Modern Art.

7 Girl with Shopping Bag, 1959

pen and ink, 47 x 35.5 cms

exhibited
Christmas Exhibition, Aitken Dott & Son, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 1967, cat. 58

provenance
The artist’s studio Inventory number ED965; Dr James Ritchie, Edinburgh, thence by family descent
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Eardley’s favourite medium for drawing, particularly in Glasgow, was pastel. Her ability to pull the pastel 
across the sheet (sometimes a fine emery paper), work with her fingers, use a decisive line to pick out or 
suggest detail are all characteristic. These works are never highly finished; she enjoyed pentimenti (after 
all her subject was constantly on the move) and as with street photography which fascinated her, the 
composition is often abruptly curtailed. Conversely if she has ‘run out of room’ on her sheet another 
can be added. Boy in Blue Jumper would essentially have been finished in a few minutes, the time that 
the toddler would submit to sitting still which lends these works an urgency and truth unique in British 
painting.

8 Boy in Blue Jumper, c.1961

mixed media on paper, 22 x 20 cms

signed lower right

exhibited
Joan Eardley, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh and Portland Gallery, London, 2013, cat. 27;  
Joan Eardley: In Context, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2015, cat. 9
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The opportunity of a child falling asleep would not have been missed by an artist whose subject was 
otherwise in perpetual motion and there are several pastels of this sleeping infant, two illustrated on  
p. 123 of Christopher’s Ansdreae’s book. In our drawing the little boy’s face is squished up, his mouth 
open where a new tooth catches the light. The brilliant, saturated blue of his top and the light catching the 
short hair on the back of his head, as well as his ruddy cheeks, make a strong colour statement.

9 Boy Sleeping in Blue, c.1962

pastel on glass paper, 22 x 28 cms

exhibited
Old and Modern Paintings, Roland, Browse and Delbanco, London, as Sleeping Boy in Blue, cat. 1

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number ED838; Mercury Gallery, Edinburgh, 1986
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Child with Striped Jersey was exhibited in The Scottish Gallery Festival Exhibition in 1958; Eardley would 
only tend to sign work when it was going off for exhibition and her clear, distinctive signature is present 
on a drawing with which she was clearly satisfied. The succeeding day book entry was for Sunset Catterline 
picture sold to Edwin Morgan. The subject is familiar: a young child, who will have entered the studio and 
tarried, or been bribed to tarry for long enough for Eardley to make her drawing. His left hand clutches 
a white paper bag to his bosom, most likely containing a few sweets and his prize for ‘sitting’. The dark  
skin is characteristic of many of these drawings: part shadow, part soot, part the glow from the cold outside. 
The artist loved the strongly coloured, mismatched clothes that, with the Sampson gang of siblings, 
might appear on a different child every day. By her own account Eardley knew six families around her 
studio in Cochrane Street and painted and drew the Sampson family over seven or eight years, including 
new arrivals.

10 Child with Striped Jersey, c.1958

pastel on glass paper, 25 x 23 cms

signed lower right

exhibited
Festival Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 1958

provenance
HSN McFarland, Dundee
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11 Tenement Corner, Townhead, c.1958-60

pastel on paper, 12.5 x 10 cms

exhibited
Joan Eardley: In Context, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2015, cat. 12

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number ED400; The artist’s family
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12 The Checked Jersey, c.1958-60

pastel on paper, 25.2 x 20.1 cms

exhibited
Joan Eardley: In Context, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2015, cat. 13

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number ED761; The artist’s family
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CATTERLINE





When in Catterline the artist liked to walk inland around the fields and farms, often bringing a sketchpad 
or a rucksack with oil paints. She liked the wind-blasted trees, where cattle would shelter; she loved the 
low winter sun and distinctive profile of the Kincardineshire haystacks as depicted here. For Eardley there 
was enough inspiration for a lifetime of painting and more and this drove the urgency in her work, the 
sense that nature would not be tamed or oblige with the same conditions ever again; her response was to 
work tirelessly, which ironically must have contributed to her final illness.

13 Tree and Haystacks, Sunset, c.1957-60

oil on board, 30 x 22 cms

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number EE219; The artist’s family
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14 Figure and Farm Buildings, 1960-63

pastel on paper, 17 x 20 cms

provenance
The artist’s family; The Armstrong Gallery, Fine Art Dealers, St Georges Street, Glasgow
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Denhead Farm is two kilometres north of the village towards the main road and must be the subject of 
this beautifully observed pastel drawing. It was painted around the same time by James Morrison who 
had moved to Catterline in 1961 and got to know Joan, as well as other residents and transient artists who 
gravitated to her at the time.

15 Farm, Catterline, c.1958-60

pastel on paper, 9 x 12 cms

provenance
The artist’s family
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Every day that Joan Eardley was at Catterline, the artist would have looked down on the beach looking 
across the tight bay to the south and the distinctive rocks at the southern conclusion of the horseshoe 
shaped shingle beach. The dangerous reefs that throw up great surf are visible at the entrance to the bay 
and a few creels are in a jumble on the grassy edge of the beach. A low sun and threatening clouds rise 
above in a drawing that might have taken an hour but has all the romance of a Turner.

16 The Bay at Catterline, 1960-63

pastel on paper, 25 x 19.5 cms

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number ED204; The artist’s family
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17 Trees and Two Suns, Catterline, 1960-63

pastel on paper, 18.2 x 17.7 cms

signed lower right

exhibited
Joan Eardley: In Context, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2015, cat. 23

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number ED1217; The artist’s family
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18 Cattle beneath Trees, Catterline, 1960-63

pastel on paper, 20.3 x 25.3 cms

exhibited
Joan Eardley: In Context, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2015, cat. 24

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number ED1387; The artist’s family
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19 Autumn at Catterline, 1960-63

pastel on paper, 11.2 x 32 cms

exhibited
Joan Eardley: In Context, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2015, cat. 22

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number ED1209; The artist’s family
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There are several late oil paintings whose subject remains enigmatic, where the abstract quality is 
dominant, where the paint itself seems to the as much the subject as the view. The title, which derives 
from a Roland Browse & Delbanco label, has assumed we are looking at a waterfall but can we detect the 
form of a beehive (a favourite Catterline motif) with the light illuminating a path beyond? What is certain 
is the energy inherent in the paint, a determination not to let her picture become a topographical record 
that she shared at this moment with Auerbach, Kossof and European Tachist painters like Antoni Tàpies.

20 Waterfall, c.1961

oil and collage on panel, 33 x 19.5 cms

exhibited
Browse and Darby, London, c.1973

provenance
The artist’s studio inventory number EE194; Private Collection, York
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 Born in Sussex in 1921 and moved with the family to London in 1926
1938  Entered Goldsmith’s College of Art, London
1939  Moved with mother and grandmother to Bearsden, Glasgow
1940  Enrolled at Glasgow School of Art
1942  First stay at Corrie on Arran
1943  Diploma in Drawing and Painting, Glasgow School of Art
 Sir James Guthrie Prize for portraiture
 Enlisted as a boat-builder’s labourer until the end of the war
1946  Lived for a time in London
 Studied for six months under James Cowie at Hospitalfield, Arbroath
1947-48  Elected professional member of the Society of Scottish Artists
 Awarded post-Diploma from Glasgow with travelling scholarship
 Carnegie Bursary, RSA students’ exhibition
1948-49  Travelling in Italy and France
1949  Working in Cochrane Street studio, in Glasgow
 Travelling scholarship work shown at Glasgow School of Art
1950  Painting in Port Glasgow
1951  Summer in France
1952  Moved to Townhead studio, Glasgow
1952  First work in Catterline where she later bought property
1955  Elected Associate of the Royal Scottish Academy
 First visit to Caverslee, near Selkirk
1956  Increasingly working at Catterline
1959  Visited and worked in Comrie, Perthshire
1960  Guest tutor at Hospitalfield
1962  First signs of serious illness
1963  Elected Academician of the Royal Scottish Academy
 16th August died at Killearn Hospital

SELECTED EXHIBITIONS
1949  Glasgow School of Art (Travelling Scholarship work)
1950  Solo Exhibition, Gaumont Gallery, Aberdeen
1952  Eight Young Contemporary British Painters, Arts Council (Scottish Committee) Touring exhibition.
1954  Six Young Painters, Parson’s Gallery, London (organised by Col. Robert Henriques and David 

Cleghorn Thomson)
1955  Aspects of Contemporary Scottish Painting, South London Art Gallery
 Edinburgh Festival Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery (with Brenda Mark, Robert Henderson Blyth, 

William Burns, David Donaldson and Robin Philipson)
 First solo London Show at St. George’s Gallery
1958  Two-person show with William Gillies during the Edinburgh Festival, The Scottish Gallery
1959  Solo Exhibition, Edinburgh Festival, 57 Gallery, Edinburgh

Joan Eardley RSA
(1921-1963)
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1960  Contemporary British Landscape, Arts Council of Great Britain, Touring exhibition (into 1961)
1961  Solo Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh
1963  Solo Exhibition, Roland, Browse and Delbanco, London
 14 Scottish Painters, Commonwealth Institute, London
 Four Scottish Painters, Edinburgh Festival, The Arts Council Scottish Committee

SELECTED POSTHUMOUS EXHIBITIONS
1964  Joan Eardley RSA, 1921-1963, Scottish Arts Council Memorial Exhibition, Kelvingrove Art 

Gallery and Museum, Glasgow then Royal Scottish Academy, Edinburgh and subsequent tour  
of shortened version

1964  Joan Eardley RSA, 1921-1963, Edinburgh Festival Memorial Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery 
(subsequent posthumous solo exhibitions of work by Joan Eardley have been held by  
The Scottish Gallery in 1981, 1984, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1996, 2007 and 2013)

1965  Paintings by Joan Eardley, Roland, Browse and Delbanco, London
1975  Joan Eardley, a Scottish Arts Council Exhibition at the Third Eye Centre, Glasgow
1985  Joan Eardley RSA, 1921-1963, Cyril Gerber Fine Art, Glasgow
1988  Joan Eardley RSA, Retrospective Exhibition concurrently at the Talbot Rice Gallery and the 

Royal Scottish Academy during the Edinburgh Festival. Subsequently shown at the Hayward 
Gallery, London

1992  Joan Eardley, Paintings, Pastels and Drawings, Mercury Gallery, London ( jointly with Ewan Mundy, 
Glasgow and The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh)

2007  Joan Eardley, The Scottish Gallery
2007-08  Joan Eardley, Retrospective Exhibition, Scottish National Gallery, Edinburgh
2013  Joan Eardley, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh and Portland Gallery, London
2015  Joan Eardley: In Context, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh
2016-17  Joan Eardley: A Sense of Place, The Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh
2017  Joan Eardley: Restless Talent, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

FILM
Joan Eardley was featured in a 22 minute colour film Three Scottish Painters produced by Templar 
film studios, Glasgow for the Scottish Committee of the Arts Council in conjunction with Films 
of Scotland, 1964

RADIO
Street Kids and Stormy Skies
Compiled and produced by Vivien Devlin. First broadcast on BBC Radio Scotland 18 August 
1983, to commemorate 20th anniversary of Eardley’s death
Joan Eardley
Presented and produced by Vivien Devlin for broadcast on BBC Radio Scotland 29 March 1988.
Review of 25th anniversary exhibitions planned for 1988
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TOWNHEAD
Left: Joan in her Townhead Studio, c.1959. Photograph by Audrey Walker; Centre: Joan Eardley’s studio 
at 204 St James’ Road, Townhead, Glasgow. Photograph by Audrey Walker; Right: The demolition of 
Townhead, c.1963. Photograph: www.urbanglasgow.com
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CATTERLINE
Above: Joan Eardley in Catterline, c.1959. Photographs by Audrey Walker
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