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“The general public knows Sir George Reid essentially as a portraitist, and associates with his name likenesses of a strong, direct 
character, generally of male sitters, that convey, on the whole, the impression of accurate conception and able workmanship rather than 
of artistic charm. A closer acquaintance with his work modifies this first impression, and reveals considerable versatility of talent.”1 Thus 
was Sir George Reid’s artwork characterized upon his election as president of the Royal Scottish Academy in 1891.

Sir George Reid (1841-1913) was a Scottish painter who initially trained as a lithographer. At the age of 24 he moved to Utrecht in order 
to study under Alexander Mollinger, a Dutch landscape painter who was influenced by the French Barbizon school.

Mollinger taught Reid how to perceive the essentials in a scene in order to attain a unity of effect. For Reid, capturing the visual effect was 
best realized through what he called a “tone-study.” These tone-studies were often done quickly and are usually quite small. For example, 
the tone-study painting below is 7.5″ x 12.25″. Reid painted it in 15 minutes.

No just idea can he formed of Sir George Reid as a portraitist without a study of the small heads which he is accustomed to execute at a 
sitting as a preparation for the more formal piece. Qualities that we sometimes miss in the completed work are here agreeably en 
évidence, and some of these small heads are amazingly vivacious and deftly wrought, exhibiting at their best the artist’s power of seizing 
character and his command of his brush.
Reid carried his approach to landscape painting into his portraits. He would often, very quickly, paint a small study of his subject before 
embarking on a larger, finished piece. 
There are many, many more. To see a good collection take a look at this site here, brought to you by the BBC.

Like many of his contemporaries, Reid idolized Velazquez. As a closing thought, let’s contemplate Reid’s comments on him:
[W]ho can excel that wonderful Velazquez? No man of today can come up to him. I would rather go to him than to anyone else. But you’ll 
never understand him till you go to Madrid, and see him there. Sixty of his finest paintings. There you have him in his early, his middle, 
and his late period. The early is tight and hard, violent in light and shade. In his middle period you begin to feel a new sort of idea: there is 
more Nature in him but he is still hard, there is no looseness. But, gradually towards the end how he softens and tones down, and yet what 
intense reality there is! Can’t you feel how actual his people are.
-Sir George Reid















Dr John Brown, 1810 - 1882. Physician and author of Rab and his Friends

John Brown was a Scottish physician and author, who is now mainly remembered for his two 
volumes of essays, ‘Horae Subsecivae’, and short story ‘Rab and His Friends’. The latter, a sad 
but charming tale about a gray mastiff dog and his masters, was one of the best-loved animal 
stories of the nineteenth century. Born in Biggar, Brown studied medicine in Edinburgh and, 
after graduating in 1833, he set up his practice in the city. Over the years he built up a select 
group of medical clientele and published a number of articles, reviews, stories and essays. 
Despite being prone to long attacks of depression, he had many friends including artists, 
writers, theologians and academics. This portrait was painted shortly before Dr Brown’s death, 
by his friend Sir George Reid.



George Hope, 1811 - 1876. Agriculturist
about 1874

George Hope was the son of an East Lothian tenant farmer. After being educated at Dirleton parish school he 
spent four years working as a clerk in a lawyer's office in Haddington, but gave up this career to work on his 
father's farm. He spent the rest of his life working as a farmer and gained an international reputation as a 
practical agriculturist. His holding, Fenton Barns, was known in agricultural circles in America and on the 
Continent as a model of what a farm should be. In 1875 Hope's landlord refused to renew his lease and he 
moved to Broadlands in Berwickshire. He died there the following year. This portrait, painted shortly before 
his death, was presented to Hope by his 'brother farmers and friends'.

Oil on canvas
Size 64.80 x 49.50 cm (framed: 77.47 x 67.31 x 7.62 cm)



Samuel Smiles, 1812 - 1904. Author and reformer
1891

Doctor, journalist, railway manager and biographer, Samuel Smiles is best known for his enthusiasm for 
self-improvement. His celebrated book, Self-Help, was published in 1859. A collection of short biographies 
of great achievers, Self-Help became a standard school prize in Victorian Britain and, for later generations, a 
symbol of that era's optimistic values.

Oil on canvas
Size 34.30 x 24.80 cm (framed: 57.50 x 48.00 x 5.00 cm)



Thomas Stevenson, 1818 - 1887. Lighthouse and harbour engineer

Designing lighthouses ran in the Stevenson family. Thomas Stevenson, lighthouse engineer, was the youngest son 
of Robert Stevenson, who had designed the famous Bell Rock lighthouse. Thomas and his two brothers acted as 
consulting engineers to the lighthouse boards of India, New Zealand and Japan. His greatest achievement was the 
designing of a revolving light, an invention which won him an international reputation. His son, Robert Louis 
Stevenson, did not follow in the family engineering tradition, and became one of Scotland's most famous writers.

 Oil on canvas
Size 86.30 x 63.50 cm (framed: 107.50 x 84.70 x 9.00 cm)



Professor John Stuart Blackie, 1809 - 1895. Scholar and poet 1893

A renowned classical scholar, John Blackie was well known for his wit and kindly nature, as well as his 
flamboyance and characteristic dress. At the age of thirty he became the first Professor of Humanity at the 
University of Aberdeen before moving to Edinburgh in 1852 to become Professor of Greek. His 
knowledge of the classics did not preclude his becoming a Gaelic enthusiast, and he was largely responsible 
for founding the Celtic Chair at Edinburgh. As an author he wrote prolifically on political, religious, Greek 
and Scottish topics, and produced verse translations of Faust and Homer. He travelled extensively and 
visited Greece aged 82. He enjoyed a long and happy, if childless, marriage with Eliza Wyld.

 Oil on canvas
Size 116.80 x 81.30 cm (framed: 153.40 x 117.50 x 13.80 cm)



Sir Henry Duncan Littlejohn, 1826 - 1914. President of the Royal College of Surgeons, Edinburgh

As Edinburgh's first Medical Officer of Health, Henry Littlejohn did much to educate the city's population in 
matters of personal and public hygiene. During his term, the death rate dropped dramatically and cases of 
smallpox and typhus became a rarity. A Professor of Medical Jurisprudence at Edinburgh University, he was also 
a brilliant teacher, holding his classes of over 250 students spell-bound. Shown here as if pausing in mid-
sentence during a lecture, Littlejohn received this portrait as a retirement gift from his pupils in 1907.

Oil on canvas
Size 102.20 x 76.20 cm (framed: 138.50 x 112.50 x 11.00 



George Washington Wilson, 1823 - 1893. Commercial photographer
about 1879

This small sketch in oils depicts the painter and pioneer photographer George Washington Wilson. Born near 
Banff, Aberdeenshire, Wilson studied art in Edinburgh, London and Paris. He first worked as a painter of 
portrait miniatures but soon learned about the recently invented calotype photographic process. In 1852 he set 
up a portrait photography studio in Aberdeen, which became hugely successful. His portable darkroom also 
allowed him to take landscape photographs around the country and overseas. By the 1880s, his firm was one of 
the largest and most famous photographic publishers worldwide. Its vast collection of glass negatives are now 
held by the University of Aberdeen and Aberdeen Art Gallery and Museums. The latter also hold the finished 
portrait for which this sketch was made.

Oil on board
Size 18.00 x 12.00 cm (framed: 31.00 x 26.00 x 5.00 cm)



Traquair House, Peebleshire

Sir George Reid was considered one of the finest draughtsmen of his day, and noted for his subtle use of 
monochrome washes to capture the effect of light in his landscape studies. This sketch shows the rear 
entrance to Traquair House near, Peebles in the Scottish Borders. It is reputedly the oldest inhabited 
house in Scotland. In the foreground is a tributary of the River Tweed, and the open gates are almost 
identical to Traquair's famous Bear Gates, which are located at the front of the house. After Bonnie Prince 
Charles had stayed at Traqauir in 1745, these gates were locked and were not to be opened again until a 
Stuart sat on the Scottish throne once more. They have remained locked ever since.

Pen and grey wash over pencil on paper
Size 29.40 x 22.80 cm




